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INTRODUCTION


This book documents research and therapeutic work carried out by psychology students with children and adolescents who were mostly living under social care in Bogotá, Colombia. The project was begun in 2008 with a long-established care institution, the Hogares Club Michin, with which I had been working in a directorial capacity since 1984, and which then became an approved field of practice for psychology students at Javeriana University. The programme operated in eight homes, to which children were allocated according to age and sex. There were two strands: one for the permanent reception of abandoned children who, once officially declared as abandoned, may be adopted by foreign families; and the other for children under temporary protective measures after being removed from their families. These children were returned to their families after some work with the parents, although frequently the family situation did not improve, and the children returned to protection measures, having suffered renewed abuse.


In 2004 I presented a training plan to the professional staff of three separate assistance programmes (for children, battered women, and vulnerable elderly) with the aim of coordinating them under a coherence conceptual scheme, based on the Meltzer–Harris model of types of relation between the individual, the family and the community (1976; 2013). The intention was for better understanding and also, in the case of children, to enhance the educational possibilities of their projects and activities.


The idea for this book began tentatively in supervision with the students as they reported their sessions with the children, as a result of trying to clarify their experiences. Bion's ideas on thinking helped to construct the principal themes, states of mind, and narratives.


Hogares Club Michin (HCM) is a private institution working under the Colombian Institute of Social Welfare (ICBF). From 1958 it has been receiving abandoned, battered, and street children. In 2002 the ICBF asked them to become a place for the protection of abandoned and abused groups of brothers and sisters. The principal office is located in the north part of Bogotá. They have also eight houses in a middle class neighbourhood where they receive the children whom the ICBF, through the children's police, has identified as living in homes without adult care or in schools where family violence and abuse is suspected. The first house is dedicated to girls and boys from two to five years old. In the other houses boys and girls live separately according to age. Two houses take care of children between six and nine years old, another two from 10 to 13 years old, and a further two receive adolescents from 14 to 18 years old. They each use different places for education and recreation. The children and adolescents go half time (mornings or afternoons) to the public schools, attend health services near the houses, and spent free time at parks near them. The offices of the programme and the consulting rooms for psychologists, occupational therapists, and social workers, are located in a building of three floors.


The students of the Master's programme at Javeriana University worked with the children in the consulting rooms of the general building. They each worked with two or three children, one or two sessions during the week, picking up the children from their homes and bringing them to the consulting room, then afterwards returning them to their houses. They have to set down in protocols the dialogues and the activities conducted with their patients. Every week they have both individual and group supervisions, discussing the material and their thoughts and feelings about it. The technical theory is divided over four semesters and they have to bring summaries of their reading each week. The individual supervisors are professors of the Masters programme: Sylvia Afanador, Andrea Escobar, Emilio Herrera, Maria V. Ramos, Andres Santacoloma, Nubia Torres, and myself, all psychoanalysts trained in the Colombian Society in Bogotá.


Each student was responsible for three cases and over time, comparing them, new conjunctions and patterns in psychic functioning could be discerned. We used the Meltzer–Harris model as an aid in exploring the following emotional aspects of the total situation:1) the mental structure of self and objects; 2) the mechanisms of introjection, projection, adhesive identification and other defences against mental pain; 3) reality and pleasure principles and repetition compulsion; 4) the existence of psychic reality or its denial, and life inside and outside objects; 5) the nature of the dimensionality of mental space affecting the relationship with the world – whether one, two or three-dimensional; 6) the possibility of renouncing omnipotence, allowing the object freedom, and taking responsibility for the self; 7) the state of evolution of thought processes, including dream-thought and from preconception to concept, or alternatively, of not thinking, misunderstanding and falsehoods derived from tyrannical contaminations.


The students engaged in this research continued to work in therapeutic and educational placements, both privately and in schools or at the therapy unit of the faculties of psychology at Javeriana and Andes Universities. The following chapters, reviewing the ideas and material presented in these students’ Masters dissertations, include my further thoughts on the disturbed family contexts and their impact on the children's psychic structure and potential sometimes to be helped.


In the first four chapters of this book we can see the negative effects of absent or inadequate family functioning, and the hopes of a new life that some children were able to find through their care homes. Raquel Sofía Díaz in ‘From abandonment to object relations and adoption’ presents the case of Santiago, a child who was in an autistic, obsessive state owing to abandonment and institutionalisation at the age of six months. He lived at the agency with his brother, Nicolás, who was four and a half years old. Sofía was unsure how to approach Santiago, this child with an empty stare, who behaved strangely and, disoriented by separation from his parents, seemed to be adrift in the world, without recognising or coming into contact with anyone. Reading the work of Meltzer and his colleagues on autism, and of Tustin on the autistic carapace, allowed Sofía to make sense of much of Santiago's behaviour. Sofía helped Santiago to recover his sense of himself and to open his mind before meeting the new family who would adopt him.


In Chapter 2, ‘Institutionalised values and the dismantling of bonds’, Luisa Cuta presents the case of César, a desperate teenager forced to live in a foster family and not with the beggar father he admired. From her position as institutional psychologist she felt torn between the demands of the ICBF personnel in the Centre she worked in Yopal, and her duty to respond to emotional experiences of the child in her care. On encountering César, a teenager rejected by all his foster homes, immersed in a kind of deep boredom, who only wished to leave the institution and search for his father, she at first couldn't sense how to relate to him. Through supervision she began to understand the boy's pain and to get in touch with her own compassion for the vital drama that this adolescent had lived. She eventually acted independently of institutional norms and tried to make contact with César's father in order to initiate a process of family recovery for the child and his brother, against the official institutional directives.


In Chapter 3, ‘Destructive identifications arising from abuse and murder’, Lina Torres describes a child, Jaime, in identification with his abusive stepfather, who then murdered his mother (when she protested against the abuse). Lina felt that talking with Jaime about these two extreme situations, taking him to that corner of his mind, would only cause him further pain. Through supervision she began to perceive that perhaps the child's suffering would begin to ease if he finally found an object that recognised his feelings of rage and destruction and allowed him to think about the constant and unidentified physical excitement he experienced. Jaime oscillated between making real contact with his pain and rage and destructive behaviour, and cynical reactions where he showed identification with his sexual aggressor and the man who killed his mother.


Johanna Díaz in ‘Keeping the internal object alive’ (Chapter 4), was entering unknown territory in her contact with Victoria, an adolescent girl who rejects the adoption planned for her in order to reunite with her aunt-mother, who was waiting for her. I suggested she try to find a common space to work with Victoria, some joint activity where both could establish a potential meeting space. Through jointly written rap songs and drawings of images related to what the girl told her, Johanna achieved forms of expression that brought her closer to the adolescent. However, for the girl, Johanna conflicts with the world, her family, and her housemates, in addition to her internal confusion and disorientation; and the institutional excitement about Victoria's new adoptive family interfered with the final sessions. Victoria could sense the potential difficulties represented by the adoptive family, and she decided to abscond in search for the good aunt-mother, who existed both in her mind and in reality.


Reading through these papers again, I recognise that early institutionalisation brings a lot of new social personages to a child's mind, with many and different demands. There is also an absence of containing and reverie objects, which tends to confusion, and the dismantling of sensorial and structural links. Going into an institution means that the children lose not only their parents and other family members, but also their psychic and social limits and systems. All of this leads to one-dimensional and two-dimensional spaces where the action and reaction of attraction and rejection, and adhesive sensorial relations, dominate their organic life; because without an internal space, and differentiation between the self and the object, psychic life is not possible.


In the next three chapters we can see how being viewed in a negative light by parents, relatives and teachers, leads to the construction of a distorted ego ideal and a cruel superego. In ‘A storyteller who cannot learn’ (Chapter 5), Cecilia Cortés tells of Julian, a child with learning difficulties, who creates scripts and plays to think through his emotional experiences in the company of his therapist. Julio Galindo in ‘Psychic disorientation and object destruction’ describes through dramatic scenes his work with ten-year-old Gabriel who was swept up in his aggressive football playing but found a new form of expression through music. Marcela Solano in Chapter 6, ‘A teenager living with rejection and loneliness’ centres on Ernesto, an adolescent confused by the poor opinion his parents have of him; he was the only child of a couple who had failed to welcome him as a family member, treating him rather as the mother's last miscarriage, and who now oscillates between thoughts of suicide and actual suicide attempts.


In these last cases, the idea of mental ‘dramas’ was used as a way of approaching the material. In his work ‘Sincerity: a study in the atmosphere of human relationships’, Donald Meltzer (1971) analyses the characters in three plays by Harold Pinter in order to illustrate the phenomenological conception of the concept of ‘sincerity’ in the consulting room, linking it to emotionality and states of mind. He suggests that the sense of identity originates in two types of relationship: the narcissistic organisation and integration in the sphere of good internal objects. Early experiences continue to play their part in defining identity, and this takes the form of interaction between a number of internal characters. In psychic structure there continue to exist various personages based on family organisation: the ‘baby’ (youngest of the family); the child already displaced by the new sibling but rather undifferentiated as to sex; the little boy and little girl in the throes of pregenital and genital oedipal conflicts; the schoolboy and schoolgirl; the boy and girl in puberty and early adolescence; the young man and woman of late adolescence, still family bound. This internal reality is conceived as a large family in which there are both idealised and denigrated objects, some near and others distant, built through the processes of projection and introjection with figures in the outside world. Meltzer concludes:


These figures, with their various and changing qualities of character, play a part in the segregation, one might say, of various aspects of character or qualities of mind among the different infantile structures. In the clinical work it becomes noticeable that there is often a very unequal distribution of such qualities as intelligence, imagination, drive towards integration, tolerance of mental pain, capacity for love, dependent need, parasitic tendency, possessive jealousy, envy, tendency to action, to thought, to phantasy, talents, interests, capacity for pleasure, perversity, masochism, sensuality, etc. (Meltzer, 1971)


We can see this drama of the ‘unequal distribution’ between different parts of the self and the objects of the ‘great family’ in clinical work. Locating the ‘dramas’ expressed by adolescent patients allows us to glimpse their disorientation and confusion in terms of their position in relation to parents, siblings, and others (the great family), into whom they project their good parts but also their destructive parts, disturbing the conception of external and internal reality, and the mental states of each one of the characters within each of those worlds.


Reading these histories now it seems to me that the rejection of their parents left these teenagers alone in life, condemned to live in one-dimensional and two-dimensional spaces and unable without help to create an internal world.


In Chapter 8, we present supervisions of work by Natalia Aguirre with a group of adolescent former guerrilla soldiers. Drawings helped to describe their experiences before, after, and during the war. War, inevitably, had established a degraded mental functioning; only positive family-style relationships could pave the way for more integrated mental states, if possible at all.


Chapter 9 concerns work done with Gloria Quijano on the problem of mourning where a parent has died prematurely. A group of adolescents in this situation were brought together to share their thoughts and feelings; and working together in the group made it possible for them to explore painful experiences connected to the parent's untimely death and to retrieve vital images of them.


Chapter 10 describes work by Andrés Lasprilla with a young man, essentially an adolescent, troubled by an environment of ‘Matriarchal domination’ and the lack of a father figure, associated with a promiscuous homosexuality.


And finally, in Chapter 11, I describe and summarise the impact of the structural failures we have seen on the psychic systems of those affected, and the possibilities of recovery.




The research model


The material in this book includes examples of both adequate and inadequate functions of the external and internal objects – the ‘good enough’ mother, her absence or perturbed functions, the analytical transference toward objects, the spatial dimensionality of the mind, and finally the good enough use of the observational functions of the therapist, following the methodology outlined by the concepts of Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Donald Meltzer, Martha Harris, and Esther Bick. I summarise below the main concepts that were used in supervising and interpreting these clinical studies by the students at Javeriana.


Main concepts used in the studies


Internal and external objects. The qualities of the external object, affirms Winnicott (1950), enable an internal stability helped by the creation of a subjective object and afterwards by the independence of the objective object. For Meltzer (et al., 1975) this object becomes a magnet that unites the senses and makes possible the configuration of attention and consciousness. For Harris it is the object that when interiorised, gives vitality to the self. And for Bion (1962a, 1963) it is the object that allows the development of all functions of the ego and the configuration of a benevolent superego. The real good object is the breast that feeds, relieves and gives gratification, all of which increase the loving drive towards the breast of the mother, generating the interiorised protector on which depends the strength of the self. Integration of the self is then favoured, which increases the baby's ability to love, together with greater confidence in the object, all of which protect against anxiety Klein (1952).


Another primordial function of the internal object is that it enables the formation of mental structure and the proper functioning of the psychic apparatus, with integration of impulses, sensations, feelings and thoughts of the self. Accompanied by objects of benevolent quality, capable of limiting the tyranny of the ego when it is associated with bad or destructive parts of the personality or with the formation of ‘bad objects’. The good internal object also makes possible the configuration of the three-dimensional space of the mind and favours the construction of an internal family that welcomes, supports and cares, in the style of the ‘couple family’ described in the Meltzer–Harris model.


The good enough mother. Martha Harris in her article ‘Some notes on maternal containment in “good enough” mothering’ (1970) presents some notes on the mother's containing quality and its impact on the development of the baby's personality, using the work of Winnicott, Bion and Bick. For her, Winnicott's ‘good enough mother’ relates to the intersection between ‘the mother's temperament and the baby's constitution’ that make it possible to build a maternal primary object with a proper containing function, able to receive the split-off unwanted parts of the baby deposited in the mother through evacuative projective identifications (Klein). The baby's experiences of being understood and comforted are related by Bion to the mother's capacity for reverie that allows her to find meaning in these experiences. Bick adds the function of the mother's containing skin that holds the baby's personality parts together, through her look, voice, smell and handling of the baby's sensual needs. When these qualities and operations fail, formation of a reliable internal containing object is not achieved, and disturbances are generated in the mechanisms of introjection and projection that may take the form of a two-dimensional personality with adhesive identifications that can merely copy the surface qualities of others, and whose modalities range from autism and functional mental defects to superficial states that prevent emotional commitment. These are psychic failures found in some of the abandoned or institutionalised children presented in the first part of this book. In others, despite difficult living conditions, we find images of preserved internal protective objects that are still trusted as coming to look for them, or who they will look for once they are able to leave institutional confinement.


The analytical transference is described by Harris in ‘The contribution of observation of mother–infant interaction and development to the equipment of a psychoanalyst or psychoanalytic psychotherapist’ as ‘a process of externalising childhood relationships and desires, emotions rooted in bodily states and sensations located in parts of the body, sensations that are educated and acquire meaning through the mother's emotional responses’ (1976, [2018, p. 129]). If we are alerted to these early part-object relationships we can discover these unconscious areas still operating underneath the surface narratives and ‘the more likely it is that we will be able to talk with a patient about these unconscious areas in an evocative metaphorical way that will help them relate meaningfully. It is also more likely that we will able to perceive the operation of childhood fantasies in patients whose phenomena must be described and not try to work abstractly on their existence’ (1976, pp. 230–31).


This process of transferring underlying fantasies in the context of their relationship with the therapist can be very clearly seen in the drawings of the institutionalised children, not only the youngest but also the adolescents’ pictorial descriptions of their objects and self-qualities.


Spatial dimensionality of the mind. Meltzer's and Bick's work with children with whose two-dimensionality means they copy the behaviour of others as a way of defending themselves from emotion, is related to ‘patients who behave as if they were in analysis but avoiding an unpleasant experience. One can think of these patients as lacking an internal chest or internal container that allows them to contain and make use of painful emotions and therefore of any new experience’ (ibid., p. 231). In the course of the analytical process, ‘the patient is expected to be able to internalise a more receptive and strong object that allows him to expand his own knowledge and think better about his own experiences’ (p. 232). Most of the children in this study present social relationships that are either action and reaction activities with others or they are adhesive towards others, copying their sensorial way of functioning. But as soon as they make contact with the internal object, need and dependence appears, and a positive response can help them change their real and emotional condition in life.


The therapist's observational function. The observer is someone who seeks to understand the patient's relationships with their objects but also with the analyst in order to contain their anxieties, their conflicts, and the tyrannical reactions that generate despair. The therapeutic function of observation in the therapeutic relationship is emphasised by Martha Harris:


One must regard the enlargement of the capacity for observation as essential to the development of an analyst…the analyst is exposed to uncertainty, confusion, anxiety when bombarded by the emotional experience of another person, as the mother is by the emotional state of the infant. The essential intimacy and nakedness of the analyst-patient relationship…is probably more analogous to the mother baby relationship than to any other. (Harris, 1976 [2018, p. 125])


This enables the ‘receptive emotional attitude’ that enables the therapist to gain the patient's confidence and to receive the primitive projections of the child parts of their personality. Cultivating a capacity to ‘tolerate uncertainty and confusion’ by paying attention to observation, gives the true emotional experience a chance to emerge since it has not been already ‘explained in advance’ (p. 230.) For an analyst who is continuing to try to understand becomes in themselves ‘a stimulus for development and identification with a thinking object’ (p. 233).


Such was often the case with the students whose work is presented in this book. It is possible to see that most of the time, they were really calm receivers and contained the children's difficulties, responding by offering a stable and secure psychological atmosphere; but in several occasions their therapeutic role was also disoriented not only by their fear or sadness, but also by their hopes and future positive expectations for the children.


Cecilia Muñoz Vila
Javeriana University, Bogotá













CHAPTER ONE


From abandonment to object relations and adoption


Raquel Sofía Díaz and Cecilia Muñoz Vila


Santiago had been abandoned and put in an adoption home at the age of six months and was waiting together with his brother Nicolás, age four and a half, to be adopted by a foreign family. In preparation for this, he had approximately 60 sessions with student therapist Raquel Sofía Díaz, supervised by Cecilia Muñoz research and documented in her Master's degree at Javeriana University (Díaz, 2014).


At age two, when Sofía met him, Santiago was in a mute and apparently autistic state. It seemed his voice did not exist:


My first picture of Santiago is of a child who does not smile. He always had an angry expression, with his thumb in his mouth, and a blank stare in his eyes. Santiago does not look at me or hear me. He is in a complete state of mutism. He wanders around aimlessly as I follow him. Sometimes he takes objects in his hands (pencils, toys, balls), while he puts his thumb inside his mouth. If someone cries, walks, or is talking close to him, he fixes his gaze on them. Santiago isolates himself from others. His body is always rigid, and he eats and drinks voraciously. During the first meetings, Santiago would pick up, look at, and squeeze tightly a variety of toys. He would hold them so tight that they would leave marks on the palms on his hands. While doing this, he would constantly pick up and put down these toys. He would pick up one toy and then put it down, pick up another toy and put down the other one, replacing one toy with the next.


I begin to play with him using some balls, but he just takes one with his right hand, and continues to pace around the room. Then he puts his left thumb in his mouth, and continues walking. He watches everything around him, and looks at some plastic toy spoons. He then puts down the ball, and grabs a red spoon in his right hand with all his strength. Then he puts his left thumb in his mouth. He walks around the room. I keep following him, speaking to him, but I feel more lost at this point than at the beginning. At the end of the session, I tell him that we have to put the spoon where we found it. He puts the spoon behind his back and refuses to give it to me. I take it very gently, little by little, but when he feels himself without the spoon he falls to the floor, putting his thumb in his mouth, with a blank stare in his eyes, tense, without crying.


In another session, something similar happened:


When I go to pick him up, he is sleeping and voraciously sucking his thumb. I try to take his thumb out of his mouth, when he is not sucking on it so hard. When I do, he opens his eyes, scared, looking at the ceiling, with a blank stare, as if he is shocked.


Whenever the therapist left Santiago at his classroom, he always walked in without showing awareness that she was behind him saying ‘good bye Santiago’. It was as if he could not hear her voice if she was not in his direct view. If he could not see her, she did not exist. Sometimes it was as if his senses were shut off to the world, and he was neither hearing, seeing, nor feeling what was around him. Santiago's attention was so restricted that it excluded almost all the features of his external world. It was as if he was completely unaware of the existence of his classmates and his therapist. The therapist was following behind a little lost boy in a world where objects held no meaning. This world astonished her, and made her feel as lost as the little boy. Little by little, intuitively, she began to describe the things that he observed without seeing, trying to give meaning to the visual experience.




The therapist and other people begin to exist for Santiago


Gradually faint smiles would appear almost imperceptibly on his face. Inanimate objects that caught his attention were taken in his hands and ably delivered to his therapist. This can be observed in the following session:


When we get to the park, I lift him up and put him on a slide saying, ‘Santiago, let's go down the slide.’ I tell him to give me his hands. I take the hand that he does not have in his mouth and then remove the other one very gently from his mouth. ‘We are going to count to three and go down. One, two and three’, I say. He grabs my arms very tightly. I take him by the shoulders and slowly roll him down the slide. He looks at me and continues to furrow his brow. We do this several times, each time with more enthusiasm. After the last ride on the slide, he runs, picks up some leaves from the ground and gives them to me one by one. I thank him for every leaf that he gives me. I feel very excited, because finally, I feel that in his eyes, I exist. Then Santiago takes one leaf for himself and squeezes it very tightly in his right hand. I hold out my hand for him to take it. He releases the leaf and gives me his hand. I show him the leaves he gave me, and I tell him that I will keep them close to my heart. I put them in the breast pocket of my coat. He stares up at me and then looks around furrowing his brow.


Santiago began to look at the therapist's face, but not directly in her eyes; there was more contact from tactile sensations than from visual interactions. The maternal action we see below reflected the therapist's reverie about the maternal role:


‘Santiago it is drizzling; come with me and get a blanket to cover yourself. I do not want you to get cold or wet’, I tell him. He looks at me for a second, and then continues to look around. I walk, carrying him in my arms. When we arrive at the playroom, we walk to where the blankets are. I take one, unfold it, and drape it over him, covering Santiago from head to toe. He watches everything I do, and I describe to him what is happening. I can only see his face in my arms, his big eyes looking at everything astonished, staying very still, without making any movements. He then drops a leg, grabs me tightly on both of my shoulders, and looks up at the ceiling without moving. At the playroom, with him in my arms, I start singing to him, and I realise that I am lulling him gently to sleep. He lies with his head on my chest for a moment, then jumps up exalted and agitated. I put him down on the ground. He turns his back to me and looks around as if he were lost. When I tell him we have to go, he takes and squeezes a Barbie doll's red boot. I say, ‘You want to bring something with you from here. You want to feel close to me and that I am with you.’


The therapist created a container around the child with her body, a blanket, cradling him and using her voice. Santiago was impressed by this new relationship – a relationship of caresses, of being in the arms of someone who cares for him and mothers him. These situations were repeated when the therapist put him to sleep in the cot, lulling him to sleep with songs, and stroking his head. Santiago suddenly became still, keeping the same position, opening his eyes almost without blinking, looking around without moving his head or tossing it back.


Sometime later, Santiago began to play hide and seek, the ‘fort–da’ game. This game was the way he began to understand his meetings with the therapist who appeared and disappeared in a regular repeated pattern. In another session, the roles changed, and he disappeared behind some cellophane paper:


Santiago hides behind the cot. As I sneak behind the cot, he sees me. He runs away to a more hidden place. He is very excited as he joyfully moves his little legs. As I get closer to him, he covers and uncovers his face with the blue cellophane paper. Then he looks into my eyes for a few seconds, and I realise this is the first time Santiago has looked directly into my eyes. I say ‘Look Santiago, through the cellophane you can look at me quietly, and I will pretend that I am turning blue. I am your blue psychologist.’ He laughs and removes the cellophane from his face and looks at me. I tell him, ‘Now I am white Sofía!’ We both laugh. He runs off to hide again. I see him behind the cot, and I creep up very slowly saying, ‘Where is Santiago? Is he here?’ Looking at another cot, I say, ‘No, he is not here’, then at yet another, ‘Is he here? No, he is not here either.’ I notice in my peripheral vision that he watches everything I do. He smiles a lot, standing without moving from his place. When I get closer, he runs away laughing, so I run after him, catching and lifting him up. He looks at his cellophane paper and gives it to me. I thank him. I put it in front of my face and ask him, ‘Where am I?’ He removes the cellophane and touches my face with the utmost tenderness as he smiles.


Absence of the therapist leads to his withdrawal and relapse.


During the Easter vacation and the following two weeks, the therapist was absent from the agency and she could not conduct sessions or have any contact with Santiago at the playroom. This situation affected the process. When they meet again:


I look for him, say, ‘Hi’, and tell him that we are going to play. He looks at me and turns his back to me. He quickly runs off sprinting to where his teacher is and hugs her. She picks him up holding him in her arms. I go up to him, but when I try to touch him, he throws himself back very hard, starts crying, and pushes me away when I try to touch him again. His teacher tells him to say hello to me, that it is me, and asks him if he has already forgotten me. He hugs her tightly and does not look at me. Other attempts to approach him end with his gesture of leaning back, staring at the ceiling, and putting his thumb into his mouth, without making a sound. I kiss him, and say goodbye. I leave feeling very sad and very guilty for my absence.


The next day, Santiago started to cry vehemently as if everything around him in the playroom seemed to have become dangerous. The now unrecognisable therapist became a stranger who could harm him. Her many attempts to approach Santiago failed to calm him, and she therapist had to stop the session. The next day, it became possible to have the session owing to the help of a teacher who played the role of a bridge between the two of them. It seemed to be a repetition of their first meetings.


Some days after, Santiago managed to enter the playroom calmly, let himself be touched by the therapist, lifted up and embraced, and reconnected with her.


Santiago relates to others and begins to differentiate


Now the object was no longer something that was part of him. He was able to see it was separate and different, which allowed him to begin to form the notion of me and not me. Also, verbal language began, accompanied by smiles. Every day, he was more interested in establishing links with his therapist, and little by little, he was opening up to his teachers, classmates, and his brother. The relationship of mother–child, therapist–patient, was being born between Santiago and his Sofía. She fulfilled some maternal functions, such as pampering him, holding him, and having physical and visual contact with him. She described to Santiago the world he looked at. She paid attention to him, spoke to him, scolded him, and set limits for him. Every moment that they spent together was special. Their worlds were in contact in the form of ‘potential space’, internal–external, described by Winnicott (1958). In the following meeting smiles, gazes, words, physical and emotional contact all join together:


I am walking through the dining room and see that Santiago's class is going to have snack time. I kneel beside his chair and say ‘Hi’ to him. He turns and smiles at me. I say, ‘Today you are very smiley and you look beautiful.’ He says: ‘Tatatatatata’ and smiles. I respond, ‘Tatatatatata, your voice is so beautiful!’ Santiago smiles, turns to look at the teacher, looks at me, and throws his hand towards my face. I grab his hand before he hits me and gently put it on my face. ‘Look, gently, this is my face’, I say. He touches my nose very carefully. ‘Yes, this is my nose.’ I put his finger on his nose and say, ‘and this is your nose.’ He laughs out loud, and touches my nose again. ‘My nose and this is yours. These are your eyes, your mouth, and these are my eyes and my mouth. Where are your eyes?’ I ask. Santiago closes and opens his eyes and says, ‘tatatatatata’. I say, ‘Yes, very good, these are your little eyes!’ I touch them, and ask, ‘and where is your mouth?’ He sticks out his tongue. ‘That's your tongue! And look at mine’, I laugh, and stick out my tongue. Santiago sticks out his tongue again and touches mine with his hand. Then he touches my face very gently and stares at me. I feel excited. It is a beautiful moment, because until now, I had never felt him so closely linked to me. I feel like crying. ‘I am glad to see you so happy and talking!’ I say. He looks at me and laughs. At this moment, his snack arrives. He picks up his glass and drinks his drink without stopping. He raises his head, closing his eyes and drinks it with great concentration. I stay with him for a few more minutes, caress his head, then say ‘goodbye’ and go. He does not look at me.


In this meeting, with the exchange of knowledge through eyes and mouth, combined with physical contact, recognition of the object and of the word, we see a conjunction of elements that represents the awakening of a mind. His mind has sensory contact with the world but also has contact with the world of language to name and describe concrete objects. It is the opening to the world of communication, the journey from an isolated individual to an individual who can relate to others: not only to see and differentiate himself but also to find elements in common. It is the encounter between the baby and the mother, who receives his gestures, thinks about them and returns them in a mirroring that creates security for the baby's existence through the two mental worlds. These two psychic realities and two internal spaces intersect in the potential space of communication. The beauty of the reciprocal contact between the self and the non-self enables the mind to grow.


A few days later, Santiago waved goodbye to Sofía, which showed a great advance in his psyche. He was able to separate himself from an important external object, without feeling that he lost it. He knew she was leaving, and that he was also leaving, but they would meet again; in addition, he had just recently recovered from being ill:


When he sees me, he smiles very effusively. I greet him with a big smile. Then he runs towards me, standing at the window and looking at me. I put my hand on the glass, and he does the same. His face shows surprise. He opens his eyes and his mouth and tightly presses his hand on the glass, trying to touch my hand. ‘You look beautiful, are you better?’ I ask. He looks at me with a huge smile. He puts his hand back on the glass and so do I. ‘You're better. That makes me very happy. You have to get well soon so we can play together’, I tell him. I blow him a kiss and say, ‘Goodbye Santiago, tomorrow I will come to visit you again.’ He stares at me, raises his hand and waves goodbye. I say goodbye very excitedly. He stays there with his little hand waving goodbye from afar, wearing a big smile. As I walk away, I continue to wave goodbye to him, until he is out of my sight.




In the following sessions, Santiago began to name the toys that he liked most in the playroom. He took them and said words that, little by little, the therapist began to understand. He would go to the kitchen and ask for ‘bread, bread’. He explored around him on his own and learned to stand up for himself by asking for what he liked. He began to constantly demand and insist on his time with the therapist. He sought out the therapist in her playroom, and if he found a closed door, he knocked insistently. At the end of the sessions, Santiago would cry and trying his best not to leave. The consulting room was a peaceful place to which he wished to return.


Tolerating separation and beginning sentences


One afternoon, Santiago and the therapist had an emotional encounter, while he was with his friends in the park. When he saw her, he ran out to say hi to her and behind him the other children ran out to greet her too. She bent down, hugged Santiago, and kissed him on the forehead and the cheek. Then, she began to greet the other children who waited for their kisses. When she did this, Santiago became very annoyed and pushed all the children away until he gained the attention of his therapist. Then, next to a tree, he saw a bird:


Holding my hand, Santiago points to a little bird. I say, ‘Let's go see him’ and we both run towards the bird. As he flies off, we follow him with our eyes, and I tell Santi to say, ‘bye birdy’. He says, ‘byeee…byeee’, waving goodbye as it flies away. Later we both walk over to his teacher. I explain I have to go. Santi drops my hand, runs to the entrance of the building and slams the door hard. The teacher looks at me smiling and says ‘Sofi, Santi won't let you go.’ I say goodbye to her, and when I get to the door, he looks at me, smiles, looks down, moves his legs, and then crosses them. I crouch down, hold his face in my hands and say, ‘I know you don't want me to go. I would like to stay here with you too, but I have to go. Don't worry we will see each other tomorrow.’ I smile at him. He keeps holding the door very tightly, so I start tickling him. I hold his hand and say ‘Why don't we go find some birds?’ We run onto the playground, but we do not see any more birds, so we go back to his teacher. When we get there, I make him take her hand. I say goodbye and kiss him. He says to me, ‘byeee’. I say, ‘bye Santi!’ and I leave. I look at him from a distance, and he is looking at me, so I wave goodbye. I smile at him, and he smiles back.


That day the therapist and Santiago explored the world, interacted with animals, ran, talked, and eventually parted. The child wanted to stay with her and mischievously held on to her. To get out of the impasse, she took him back to the playground. The memory of the farewell with the bird allowed him to calmly repeat the same gesture with her.


One day when walking through the garden behind the building, Santiago did not look up from the ground. Sofía said to him:


‘What could you be looking for down there on the ground?’ He keeps looking down. Then we go through a corridor, and he sees an open door and comes back to close it. We arrive at the playroom. I take out the keys to open the door, and Santiago seems to be excited with everything that I do. He runs up and down on the spot and puts his hands in his mouth, takes them out, and smiles at me. He says, ‘aba, aba, llave!’ (open, open, key). I say, ‘Yes, I am going to open it, wait, I have to use these two keys. You really want to play with me today.’ He knocks on the door several times and says: ‘abrir abrir!’ (open, open). I say, ‘I will open it, wait.’


Santiago begins to verbally communicate the urgency of his desires, while the therapist responds appropriately, meeting his need to explore the world.


I turn on the light, and he laughs. ‘We can see better!’ I say. He looks at me, and then he looks around the room. He goes to where the toys are, crouches down, and picks up the kitchen game. He tries, but fails to get everything out of the bag at once. He shakes it harder and harder, and I feel as if he is going to despair. I comment, ‘Can I help you open the bag Santiago?’. He replies, ‘shi’. I take some time, trying to untie the knot, while he looks at me. When I finish, I give it back to him. ‘Gachias’ (thank you), he replies. I answer, ‘You are welcome Santiago.’ I am happy to hear that he is speaking more clearly. He takes everything out of the bag, puts it on the floor, talking all the while. He says, ‘Eta, tita, papa, ama, bummm’. He takes out the cups and starts to ‘drink’ from them and then hands me one. I say ‘thank you’, and he looks at me and says, ‘ama, ama, ama’. He then hands me both cups to drink from. ‘Thank you Santiago, thank you very much, mmm, this is delicious!’ I respond. He answers, ‘Gachias, ama, papapapapapa’. I tell him, ‘Maybe you feel like giving me delicious and pretty things, because you feel that I love you, and you are important to me.’ Then I give him a kiss. He looks at me, and begins to quickly put all the dishes back in the bag. He says, ‘mamamamama, papapapapaa’. ‘Daddy, Mummy? Your parents are almost here. I will introduce you to them when they arrive’, I say.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CHILDREN IN CARE IN
COLOMBIA

DISTURBED FAMILY CONTEXTS AND
PSYCHIC STRUCTURE

Cecilia Muioz Vila

The Harris Meltzer Trust





OEBPS/nav.xhtml








		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About the author



		Acknowledgements



		Introduction



		1. From abandonment to object relations and adoption



		2. Institutionalised values and the dismantling of bonds



		3. Destructive identifications arising from abuse and murder



		4. Keeping the internal object alive



		5. A storyteller with learning difficulties



		6. Psychic disorientation and object destruction



		7. A teenager living with rejection and loneliness



		8. Adolescents returning from war



		9. Mourning a dead parent



		10. Matriarchal domination and an absent father



		11. Family disturbances and psychic boundary failures



		Addendum: the training workshops



		References



		Index













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218













		Cover



		Begin Reading



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		References



		Index













