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São Paulo, Brazil in September, 2004: squatter children whose dwelling and belongings were 
being forcefully taken away by the police schemed “invisibly” under cloths to carry each other 
onto the furniture removal truck in cardboard packing boxes and launch at the police in large 
garbage bags.  They imitated the removal of their belongings and performed as if they were 
trash to be thrown away by the State.  What might seem a degrading performance for children 
of such a low social standing was actually the core part of a therapeutic intervention planned by 
Fabiane Borges, a psycho-analyst whose highly unorthodox practices include performing as a 
superhero during potentially traumatic scenarios, such as fires, accidents, protests, crime 
scenes, state repression; and in this particular case, eviction and dispossession.  

Because she combines analysis with performance to intervene in situations of such high stakes, 
Borges' work prompts me to build a solid bridge between psycho-analysis and performance 
studies in order to support an explanation of how her powerful work works.  

Since their very beginnings, both psycho-analysis and performance studies have been concerned 

with the ideal of efficacy.1  Both have asked how it is that by performance or even by mere 
talking and listening alone human subjectivity can be effectively marked.  They ask how 
roleplayers and audiences inhabit a process of transformation?  In recent years, psycho-analysis 
and performance studies have extended their inquiries into efficacious human interaction to a 
framework of the scenario.  

In performance studies, Diana Taylor has defined the scenario as: “a paradigmatic setup that 
relies on supposedly live participants, structured around a schematic plot, with an intended 
(though adaptable) end [… Scenarios are] culturally specific imaginaries—sets of possibilities, 

ways of conceiving conflict, crisis, or resolution [….]”2  A scenario serves as the preparatory 
correlative, the ‘as if’ of efficacy; an embodied thought-activity that parcels collective memory in 
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a given repertoire of techniques that are deemed effective for addressing adverse situations.  

In psycho-analysis, the scenario has been considered during the time of transference, the 
moments when passional attachments are transmitted into the present engagement from an 
“Other scene”—importing the dramatic scenario that tends to re-enact itself in the Freudian 
theater of the unconscious.  But recently Thomas H. Ogden has argued that the true scenario 
the “analytic context” is not Freud’s “Other scene,” lodged in the pre-historical unconscious of 
the person currently stuck in an adverse situation, but is located rather in the present scenario 

of what is actually going on between the analyst and the analysand.3  

In one sense, the immediate psycho-analytic interaction is most definitely a scenario by Taylor’s 
definition, as it is comprised of a given set of participants (the analyst, analysand, and a 
supervisor the analyst), a plot (re-creating the history of the analysand’s life through close 
attention to her unconscious), live engagements with a repertoire of techniques (talking, 
listening, questioning, interpreting, punctuating, scanding, supervising), as well as numerous 
sites of potentially useful points of resolution (speech, fantasies, dreams, daydreams, slips of the 
tongue, homonyms, cliches, repetitions, transference—the list goes on).  But what happens to 
the scenario of psycho-analytic practice when the repertoire of its techniques itself is 
confronted with the threat of the Real in a serious emergency?  

At the scheduled morning of the dispossession, an incredible number of police surrounded the 
building with armored cars and fire trucks, the officers clad in bullet proof vests and riot gear. 
Once in place, they waited.  They stood in zig zag formation, blocking off traffic on the street and 
sidewalks surrounding the building, only permitting passer-bys they chose at the checkpoints. 
Throughout this terrible performance, the police did not talk at all with the squatters, mutely 
displaying their violent capabilities as if their dangerousness was unspeakable.  
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The state did not only bring out the big guns, but also invited some other key characters for the 
disposession scenario.  One set of them were called “officers of justice,” the plain-clothes 
performers that “negotiated” with the occupants to facilitate their removal.  The “officers of 
justice” were a mix between negotiators, psychologists, social workers, and petty bureaucrats. 
They used bureaucratic, procedural language to distance themselves from the heartbreaking 
process, insisting that this action was not their decision and that they were merely doing their 
job: the utter banality of evil.  At one point, when one the squatters lost his cool, an officer of 
justice insisted they should handle this situation like grown-ups—the implication of this 
statement being that adults have the capacity to handle such a traumatic experience in a more 
mature way than children can.  

In traditional psycho-analysis, the reason that adults cannot handle life as unconstrained agents 
is that they are haunted by traumas that originate in their more passive state as children.  From 
the Freudian-Lacanian perspective, this current scenario of “negotiation” between adults is but 
a replica of events in the past that mattered a lot more than the present one.  Bruce Fink—a 
psycho-analyst who is the major American translator and commentator of Lacan’s work—has 
argued against the view of Thomas Ogden (cited above), who mistakes the scenario of analysis 
to comprise just the analyst and analysand, as if the transference taking place could exist 
without reference to an outside past.  This interaction between the analyst and analysand is not 
a stand-alone scenario, but is merely a “surrogation” of an interactive dynamic shaped by the 

compulsion for scenarios to repeat themselves.4  Repetition reveals the fact that our lives are 
marred by an inability to actually move away from the past.  Scenarios are not liberating 
moments of encounter; they are ground-hog days that keep us glued to working out the trauma 
of our lives.

These bureaucrats of the dispossession have something frighteningly in common with Lacan's 
conception of the analyst: they are considered to be experts.  In a paper delivered in 1958, 
Lacan puts it in a way that reveals why the squatters would lash out at these mouthpieces of the 
state: if the goal is to ripen the Object in the hothouse of a confined situation, the analysand is 
left with only one object to sink his teeth into, if you will allow me the expression, and that is the 

analyst.5”  This psycho-analytic scenario relies on the analysand's expectation that this expert 
can possibly help her improve her life.  Because the analysand seeks out the expertise of the 
analyst to work out her unconscious, she imagines the analyst as the “subject supposed to 

know” what is what.6  Felicia, the representative appointed by the squatters to handle the 
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official procedures, expected the officers of justice to be potentially helpful to their cause.  She 
ultimately found they were not, terminating the social-work aspect of this process and 
polarizing the situation into two distinct groups: empowered adults and victimized adults.  The 
line where empathetic social work ends is where Lacanian psycho-analysis begins.  In a paper 
presented in Brussels in 1948, Lacan explained the dramaturgy of his scenario in such a fashion:

What, then, lies behind the analyst’s attitude, sitting there as he does across 
from [the analysand]?  The concern to provide the dialogue with a participant 
who is as devoid as possible of individual characteristics.  We efface ourselves 
[…] we depersonalize ourselves and strive to represent to the other an ideal of 
impassability [….] We wish to avoid the trap hidden in the appeal, marked by 
faith’s eternal pathos, the patient addresses to us.  It harbors a secret within 
itself: “Take upon yourself,” he tells us, “the suffering that weighs so heavily on 
my shoulders; but I can see that you are far too content, composed, and 
comfortable to be worthy of bearing it.”7

This scenario Lacan describes is called transference in psycho-analysis.  He is describing 
transference in terms of its power dynamic.  In the same lecture Lacan said that transference 

mediates “the analyst’s security and the subject’s relation to reality.”8  Is this relation to reality 
truly therapeutic, where the aggressivity of the analysand is precisely what keeps her 
subjugated to the impersonal evasions of these “experts?”

But this was not what was really going on.  Felicia, the woman in the photo on the previous 
page on the right, was actually pretending to be the representative.  Actually, Maria, the woman 
in the diagonally-checkered shirt was the real leader of the squatters, feigned ignorance of the 
procedures so she could hear how the officers would play out their scripts with Felicia, the fake 
analysand of the scenario.  Why?  So the squatters could have a non-transferential relationship 
with the voices of power.  She snuck off after the negotiations to report what she had learned to 
the squatters so they could plan their resistance with the most objective knowledge possible. 
From this point they called Fabiane Borges to sneak through the police blockade and begin her 
performance with the children.  Borges had been involved with the squatter occupation at 
Guapira since its beginning, and together were not going to go down without a riposte against 
the state.  This was their performance and they had prepared ahead of time.

Now consider Fabiane Borges' role in this secret, alter-scenario.  In order to break through the 
police blockade, Borges donned her unseasonably heavy costume, smeared make-up on her 
face in bad taste, and acted as if she were crazy.  Having reached the group of police, she 
became inarticulate and sat on the ground.  While having trouble communicating with Borges, a 
police officer began searching her bag, which was filled completely with balls of crumpled 
newspaper.  While the police were preoccupied by Borges' inarticulate gestures that she wanted 
to pass through the blockade, Maria, the secret leader of the squatter group, approached the 
group of police acting as a helpless woman with a bit of knowledge that could resolve their 
issue.  She told them that this strange woman was actually the drama teacher of the children, 
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and that allowing her to comfort them would keep the children from getting out of control. 
Having spoken in the language of order, and with Borges' apparent harmlessness, Maria and her 
were given permission to pass by the subjects of command.

   

Borges is not only a state-certified Lacanian psycho-analyst, but also practices another line of 
analysis called schizo-analysis, in which she trained in by Suely Rolnik and Peter Pál Pelbart, who 
were close friends of the late Félix Guattari—the inventor of schizo-analysis— who brought his 
renegade science to Brazil beginning in the '80s.  Not coincidentally, Guattari was a psycho-
analyst who himself received his training from the master, Jacques Lacan, for seven years 
(1962-9), leading him eventually to break away and create his own variation of psycho-analysis, 
infused with the spirit of anti-institutional militancy.  Guattari argued that the transference 
scenario is really an unfair “artifice” imposed by psycho-analytic mandate.9  In his view, the 
legitimacy of the psycho-analytic notion of the “subject supposed to know” is due to explicit 
speech acts that rely on the manipulating logic of medical institutions. They go like this:

—“You have problems.”

—“Interesting problems… that we can say something about…”10

In this speech-act scenario, “problems” serves as a substitute for institutionally created 
environmental conditions, and “we” stands in for the new authority of these conditions, 
redoubled and guaranteed in the analyst’s imposition of the theory of transference.  Lacan had 
said that one’s theory is one’s practice.  Practicing the handling of transference results in 
subjugation to the medical expert's power in the worst way: 

On the one hand, you affirm the legitimacy of castration-intersection, and on 
the other, you offer yourself up as a (medical-analytic) […] cavity (as unitary 
prototype and normalized subjectivity), to re-stick broken pieces of porcelain 

back together again!11

Against the imperatives of Lacanian psycho-analysis, Guattari’s critique reveals this setup as an 
institutionally mediated framework that demands change.  Guattari’s resolve was to bring 
analysis outside of the psycho-analytic scenario entirely, leaving transference behind on a now 
empty couch.  He eschewed the transference scenario to make room for the invention of new 
scenarios.  

Guattari called this inventive capacity “transversality.”  Rather than considering, with 
transference, the degree to which a subject addresses the present scenario on the basis of a 
past one, with transversality what is at stake is the degree to which a new scenario can break 
away from the past’s impositions to the present.  He explains this as the goal of schizo-analysis: 

The presumed analytical effect is no longer to be located in a derivation of 
interpretable semiotic chains but, instead, in an "a-signifying" mutation of the 



Etlin p. 7

"universal context"; that is, in the constellation of those registers of reference 

which are addressed.”12  

To think of this in terms of performativity, rather than privileging a pre-existing constative 
context to situate a performative speech act, his schizo-analysis optimizes the potential latent in 
the performative speech act for supplanting the entire constative context!  Guattari's envisions 
contextual scenarios as assemblages of relations, and so he formulates the practical task of 
schizo-analysis as a tactical inquiry: “how does an assemblage take over the task of "managing" 

a particular situation from another assemblage?”13  With transversality, one does not transfer an 
old attachment onto a new object, but changes the entire status of objects on the basis of an 
entirely other perspective.   While psycho-analysis relies on a reductive set of contrived 
variables to maintain a very specific scenario, schizo-analysis provides a dramaturgical “toolbox” 
for engineering events that break out of such gridlocked scenarios.  With this approach we can 
understand more deeply how Borges and company invented their own “cénario de 
desocupação” (de-occupation scenario) out of the framework imposed by the State.14

After the officers of justice conducted their paper work performances (the warrant, the appeal, 
the protocol, etc.) with Felicia, the supposed representative of the squatter citizens, the state 
moved into the second phase of their performance, executing their display of force.  Rather than 
simply opening the front door, the “locksmith” loudly pounded the metal gates with a meter-
long hammer in order to scare the children and distract the occupants while others were 
breaking into their home, breaching a promise made between the negotiators and the 
occupants, letting in the whole entourage of police, the press, and the officers of justice in order 
to overwhelm the occupants with their large numbers.    
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Then the state officials began coordinating the removal of all belongings found in the building. 
In order to schizoanalyze this straight-forward scenario, Borges had collaborated with the 
squatters to analyze their plight themselves.  They came to understand the most telling paradox 
of the dispossession process: while their personal possessions were being taken away to be 
protected until they found a new home, they were guaranteed no such shelter.  Their objects 
were being treated as royalty while they themselves were being treated like trash.  This is the 
point from which the transversal performance began.  
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While the government officials were carting off all of the squatter-citizens’ personal belongings, 
Fabiane Borges encouraged the children to play with her, getting the children in a box to play 
out a scene where the kids act as captives to the police.  When they were done with this game, 
the children acted as if they were disposable objects to be carted away in boxes.  They then hid 
under a plastic tarp, playing “hide” from the police outside, conspiring a new plan to sneak into 
the removal truck.  Having collectively determined what to do, they then got in garbage bags to 
try to be taken away as trash, shouting, “Queremos entrar, somos lixo! Nos levem junto, somos 
objetos! [“We want to enter, we are trash!  Bring us along,  we are objects!”] at the trucker and 
removal facilitator.15  “This is not trash!” replied a flustered state official (fifth photo below).  A 
police officer looked on with some embarrassment.

By identifying with the most passive, objectified state of the terrible process of losing one’s 
home, by performing as refuse, these children actually regained a sense of agency in a situation 
ruled by adults where even there parents cannot make it all better.  They played as psychotic 
grown-ups while the actual adults were being forced into experience the untying of the symbolic 
knot, the dissolution of the social covenant that leads too often to actual psychosis for the 
homeless.  Borges’ intervention was planned with the goal of preventing the children from 
experiencing this terrible event as a trauma, helping these children to maintain a strong sense of 
agency and psychic health as they face the world from the position of developing homeless 
children.

I do not mean to portray Fabiane Borges as the savior of these squatters.  Making such a 
rhetorical gesture would nullify the entire point of schizo-analytic valorization.  In fact, the 
history of this group is filled with a daring heroic agency that she was merely aiming to preserve 
at the dissolution of their utopian time living and working together.  Their story deserves being 
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told in its own right, in addition to helping situate my performance analysis.

Back in May of 2004, the Comunas Urbanas group, made up of seventeen people, all homeless, 
comprising three families, occupied this abandoned building on Guapira street in the North zone 
of São Paulo, unused for over twelve years.  They lived there, also using the space for “art 
production, citizenship, and politics.”16  By September, with 70 people living there, many of 
them homeless children, they were given notice by the governmental authorities that they 
would have to abandon their home.  They refused.  The state responded with a threat they 
carried out, and so the preparations were made in consultation with other activists who were 
strong allies with the Movimento do Sem Tetos do Centro (the “Central Homeless Movement”). 
Borges' position in this process was respected highly as someone who had worked for three 
years as an activist to strengthen relations between the homeless movement, activists and arts 

collectives of  São Paulo during a variety of occupations.17

To even do this work, Borges had to argue heatedly with other activist collectives about what 
was the most dignified action that could be taken with these people on this day.  One group 
thought it would be best to hide the children, to keep them away from the violence, but Borges, 
understood that this would lead to trauma, as they would not understand what was leading 
their parents to look closed off, nor what happened that forced them to move from their home 
yet again.  Passivity and lack of knowledge subjugates one to the Real, Lacan’s concept to 
capture a sense of un-knowable terror that can be glimpsed at the horizon of our 
understanding.  

Another group in this debate had some consideration of the power of the Real, and actually 
wanted the children to have a stance on the front lines, with the women and children facing off 
the armed police officers.  Still, Borges knew, this would be even worse than hiding the children, 
as they would be used as pawns in a symbolic struggle between men, infantilizing the children 
even more rather than simply admitting that this experience is important to the children 
because they have real lives too.  The adult versus child distinction was operative in many of the 
opposing positions, a real distinction that can have really deep consequences when a traumatic 
scenario is being encountered.  Borges’ idea was to give the children the only way possible to 
face violent power from their subjectivity, as a kind of play, which gives the children, in their 
view, the safe capacity to snub the procedure and get fun out of something that is supposed to 
be punitive and frightening.  In effect, these children refuse state terror’s traumatic affect, and 
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leave this scene psychically unscathed.  

Then again, Borges’ performance intervention is not just an act of therapy: it is a parody of the 
entire bureaucratic dramaturgy, of following these scripted tasks, so the children make this 
situation of pathos something of another genre of experience entirely.  The state had responded 
to a situation (squatters on abandoned property) with a harsh scenario (dispossession); the 
children, with Borges’ help, created their own scenario out of a dire situation with ludic play 
during the state’s war on the poor.  From Borges' point of view, “a part of the ex-inhabitants of 
Guapira were happy, feeling victory, and relishing their vengeance and judicious attack against 
the insensibility of arms, clubs, and judicial orders.”18

Borges recognized that the children had no where to go next, that they would end up living on 
the street.  As far as long term therapy is concerned, such a task would involve committing 
herself to nothing less than adoption of these children, many not only homeless, but also 
orphans.  This is a hard fact for anyone to face, especially those that work so closely with the 
deprived.  Out of solidarity with the homeless, Borges herself lived without a home for some 
time, finding herself greatly humbled by the threats to her own mental health she experienced 
in such extreme conditions.  After months of dropping out of all of her social and educational 
relations, she returned to her colleagues to continue to develop her work as an organizer, 
analyst, and performer.

But Borges' reflexive concern is somewhat besides the point.  The entire situation at Ocupação 
Guapira seemed utterly hopeless in terms of asking for anything more than mere survival; but 
for a moment, moreover a very decisive one, these children occupied a transversal position in 
relation to authority and re-arranged the power dynamic so that they could have agency to 
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express their vitality.  This is the most important goal of schizo-analytic performance: to 
rejuvenate our political subjectivity on the level of our own sensations in performing together, 
refusing the imposed perceptions of those who act as they are the sole authors of our lives. 
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