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The critique of social exclusion has taken a central place in the thinking of new social movements all around Latin America.  Unfortunately, scholars and activists have largely limited their analysis of exclusion to its roots in peripheral capitalism; here, I hope to use the tools of critical theory to examine the logic and ideology of exclusion.  This essay emerges from my work with street children, but I believe that these reflections should also help the work of other movements working with poor and marginalized people.

On the street, we can’t escape the dynamics of exclusion: children sleep in sewers, murdered by vigilantes who have no fear of the law. I hope to show that violence against homeless youth inherits a long tradition, beginning with the ritual of the s (pharmakos) in ancient Greece, proceeding through the figure of homo sacer in Roman Law to that of the wargus or Friedlos in medieval Germany.  Crime, banishment, and resistance create the matrix of exclusion and help us to understand the lives of street children today.
Though this strategy may seem hopelessly erudite, I believe that it offers one of our few opportunities to understand a phenomenon as common as it is brutal: the wanton murder of homeless children.  What is the ideological structure that permits and justifies this evil?  How does it become acceptable, or even admirable, to brutalize children merely because they live on the street?  And more importantly, what can civil society and street educators do to prevent these massacres? 

We find the first clue to answering these questions in ancient Rome.

Homo Sacer

In the Roman Republic, some crimes were considered so horrible that death was insufficient to punish the guilty.  Instead of capital punishment for the worst of criminals, such as children that killed their fathers, the city banished them: not only did the guilty man lose all of his rights as a citizen, he also lost his humanity.  For the Romans, "humanity" went far beyond the simple biological functioning of the body; it depended on one's relations with other people, with the state, and with the gods.  When the law punished a parricide, it took from him every human relation.  He became nothing more than the flow of blood, and was called homo sacer, literally “the sacred/defiled man.”
 
Pompeius Festus, in his Latin proto-dictionary, defined homo sacer in the following way:

“Neque fas est eum immolari, sed qui occidit, parricidi non damnatur...”

 [It is not permitted to sacrifice this man, but anyone that kills him will not be charged with homicide.]

Anyone could murder the homo sacer without fear of the law.  At the same time, because he was defiled, he was excluded from all relationships with the divine; he could not participate in any ritual, even as the sacrificial victim.

In medieval English and German law, we find a similar figure.  These societies had no jails, so they banished criminals from the city, declaring that any citizen who saw such a man could kill him without consequence.  The criminal violated the peace (Fried) and so was called "without peace" (Friedlos) and identified with the wolf (wargus), another animal deprived of peace and human relations.  This law inspired the myth of the wolfman or werewolf (Agamben, 104-5).  In the end, the logic was the same: the worst criminals had to be defiled, excluded from the human race.

A more essential question is the following: how do we determine what are the worst crimes?  They are, according to Agamben, the crimes that undermine the essential logic of society (Agamben, Part II, Chapters 5-6)  In Rome, obedience to the paterfamilias formed the base of the law – a father was even permitted to kill his own children – so parricide was the crime that merited the most brutal punishment.  In Greece, prohibition of incest founded the state, so Oedipus was banished in a ritual of s.
  In Saxon culture, based on the preservation of peace in a violent world, the dynamics of Fried and Friedlos structured punishment.

Street children

The first connection between street children and homo sacer is obvious: anyone can kill a street kid without fear of the law.  In the 1980s and ‘90s, massacres in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo drew the world's attention, but the same tragedy occurs today in Central America – in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, a city of less than a million people, death squads have murdered hundreds and hundreds of children in the last several years.
  In other Central American cities, the death toll is even higher; even Bogotá and Mexico City, long known as centers of urbanity and culture, host dozens of death squads.  When I worked in the shantytown of Cazucá south of Bogotá last year, 37 children were murdered in one week.
  Not only are the murderers not punished; most people don't even raise an eyebrow.

The decision to analyze Roman law now pays its first dividend: these murderers need not be punished because they are not killing people: they are only “cleaning up” street children.  The street child is, in the second sense of sacer, both separated and defiled – “nothing more” than trash.  Mayors speak without irony of the need to "clean the city of its filth" and to exercise "Zero Tolerance" against street children.  Like homo sacer, the street child has been banished from political and human relations.

Finding a superficial connection between Rome and the streets of Latin America is interesting, but it is only when we analyze this connection that it helps us to think through the challenges of street children and the organizations that serve them.  The first step is to address the question of law: what law have street children broken that merits such a terrible punishment?  What justifies their banishment from society?  If the punishment of the homo sacer depended on the way certain criminal acts subverted Roman society, how does the street child threaten the structure of modernity?

First of all, we must recognize that the favela
 stands outside of the law.  Each country treats squatter communities differently, but some issues are constant: favelas lack police protection; the state seldom provides basic services like water, sewer, and electricity; and education goes largely unmonitored.  In medieval societies, excluded people built communities far from established cities, but their modern counterparts build inside city limits, sometimes on stolen, unusable land and sometimes in the ruins of dilapidated inner cities.  The favela is an already a place of exile; the street can only be an attempt to escape banishment, an exile from exile.
 
Though favelas are already a space of exclusion, death squads seldom hunt children in shantytowns.  In Medellín, there is a gang of upper-class teenagers that demand that prospective members kill a street child as a rite of initiation,
 but these gangs kill only on downtown streets, not in the poor comunas that march up the mountains above the city.

If the favela is a place of exile, and the street is exile from exile, we have to analyze what laws justify the process of banishment and defilement.  A child that lives on the street violates the fundamental laws of postmodern capitalism, making him the contemporary homo sacer.

The Favela
Economists pretend that their laws have more in common with the laws of physics than those passed by a parliament, objective descriptions of the world instead of normative efforts of control.  However, capitalist democracies have chosen a set of values that found these economic laws, and the exclusion of the poor into favelas is an inevitable result.

Let's begin first with "free trade," a practice affirmed by national laws that is at the same time a result of the logic of capital.  In 1994, Mexico signed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with Canada and the United States.  With this treaty, Mexico promised to eliminate tariffs and taxes on imports in exchange for the elimination of taxes on its exports to its rich neighbors.  As neoliberal economists predicted, maquiladoras
 have sprung up on the US border and certain sectors of the Mexican economy have grown dramatically.

NAFTA has had another consequence: much of Mexico's farmland is not particularly fertile, and Mexican peasants do not enjoy the technology of agribusiness in Canada and the United States.  Today, Mexico imports corn, rice, and even chile.  The countryside no longer provides a living for peasants, so they flee to the cities, where they build a small shanty in the immense favelas that surround Monterrey, Guadalajara, and Mexico City.  Free trade has increased production in some industries, but it has also increased social exclusion.

The capitalist economy needs exclusion.  Unemployed workers serve as a safety net for capital, preventing union organizing: the moment that workers begin to organize, the company can fire them to hire yet another unskilled, desperate worker from the street.  When capital need not pay a just salary to labor, it grows relentlessly.

I have chosen to use the Brazilian word "favela" to refer to shantytowns because of the word's exemplary etymology.  In the late 19th Century, the Brazilian government needed soldiers for the war against the Canudos, a traditionalist rural revolution in the state of Bahia.  The army press-ganged many poor men from Rio into uniform and sent them to Bahia, where they won the war and eliminated one of the last threats to the country's modernizing capitalist elite.  The soldiers returned to Rio, where the government had promised them homes and land in exchange for their faithful service; this promise was soon betrayed.  When the soldiers got nothing, they invaded several hills in the center of the city and took them for themselves.  They called the community "favela" in memory of the hill upon which they had camped in Bahia.
  The favela is, as such, a symbol of the exclusion that founds the modern Latin American state.

We can see this same dynamic in an array of phenomena, from the construction of Brazilia (where the poor men who constructed the city were not permitted to live in it) to the forced displacement of peasants by right-wing guerrillas in Colombia.  In Latin America, exclusion has been one of the most powerful tools for the growth of capital.  However, exclusion is not only a founding gesture: it also maintains the power of the state.  Crime in the favelas justifies the strength of the police, it offers an excuse for United States intervention (as in the Plan Colombia), and it defines the shopping mall as the only social space “safe” from common crime.

However, even as we affirm that the favela is the result of a fundamental exclusion, we should also recognize the important difference between this dynamic and that of the homo sacer.  People that live in the favelas are victims of economics laws, but they do not yet violate the law.  They are not yet a threat to the system that has excluded them, not yet homo sacer.  To move on to this stage, we have to look at the street.

Oedipus on the street

Anyone that looks at the way that the inhabitants of the favelas are excluded from the life of the city – both economically and geographically – knows there is a problem, but children feel this injustice in their bones.  They haven't yet learned the adult cynicism that "knows" justice to be impossible, and they want the world to be fair.  Some children see the street as a way out of exclusion, a way to escape poverty and misery, but also as a way to get some kind of recognition from a society that wants them to be invisible.  In fact, going to the street is a form of resistance to exclusion, an attempt to participate in the life of the city.  When a child attempts to escape from this exclusion, s/he becomes not only excluded, but defiled (sacer).

When the center of the western world moved from Athens to Rome, the ideology of the family changed with it.  In Greece, one's most important responsibilities were to the state and to society.  The greatest crimes occurred when someone – most often a woman, like Iphegenia, Medea, or Antigone – attempted to place the values of the family above the good of the community.  Greek theater is often an attempt to resolve this conflict for the good of the state.

In contrast, the greatest good for Romans was not that of the community, but the family, and the greatest crime was the subversion of the institution of the family: Augustus famously condemned the Senators for having fathered too few children.  Yes, he was concerned that the Empire needed more provincial governors, but he was even more concerned about the decadence of family values.  We see the same fetishization of the family in Livy, Tacitus, Josephus, and eventually the Latin Church Fathers.

Latin America inherited this cult of the family.  Fortunately, we have left behind the Roman law that allowed a father to kill his children for no reason, but we never overcame the idea of the family as the foundation of society.  Many parents (especially mothers) will insist that raising children is the end all and be all of their lives; what are they to think of children who can survive on their own on the streets?  Murderers were never condemned as homo sacer, but men that killed their fathers were: they threatened the rule of the paterfamilias.  We condemn street children as Romans condemned parricide, because they challenge our ideas about the sanctity of the family.

Benedito dos Santos, in his magisterial comparative study of youth homelessness in New York and São Paulo
, discovered that in almost every case, the incipient cause of a child's decision to leave home is the conflict between the autonomy of the child and the authority of the family.  Many children say that it is not only their families they reject, but also the hypocritical and corrupt authority of the state – in the form of police, schools, social workers...  Showing off this rebellion in the streets and plazas of the city is an unforgivable threat to ideological hegemony.

What happens when a child leaves home to seek his or her own life on the street?  Now s/he is in charge of her own life, responsible for making both money and decisions, finding and preparing food, constructing a community for protection and company.  In psychoanalytic terms, the child has robbed the phallus from it's rightful owner (the father, the family, the state).  

This act of usurping the power of the father returns us to Oedipus.  I want to go back to Sophocles's story for a moment so we can forget the easy interpretation that Freud fostered on modern readers.

When Oedipus was born, his father the King heard a terrifying portent: that this son would kill him and steal his power.  In order to protect himself, the king commanded a slave to carry Oedipus into the fields and kill him.
  The slave, an honest man, did not want to kill the baby, so he gave Oedipus to a peasant, who would raise the boy as his own son.

When the boy became a young man, he traveled to the city, where, by accident (not, as in the Freudian interpretation, by perverse intent), he killed his father.  Because Oedipus was the most heroic man in the city, the people gave him the crown and the hand of the queen, his mother.  Though the people did not know the truth, the gods did; they punished the city for the rewards it gave to an incestuous man.

In order to propitiate the fury of the gods, the men of Thebes banished Oedipus.  This was a common ritual in ancient Greece; called the s,
 the people placed their sins on the head of one man and sent him into the wilderness.
  At the end of the story, Oedipus learns of his sin and tears out his eyes to punish himself.

For the Greeks, this story was not about desire and sin in a family, which is why I insist that we forget the orthodox Freudian interpretation.  The myth shows that people, ignorant of the consequences of their own actions, see fate as aleatory and brutal: Oedipus does not wish to kill his father, does not want to take his power, does not want to marry his mother... but he is punished in spite of the innocence of his intentions.

The street child has much more in common with the Greek Oedipus than with the Freudian one.  The street child flees from his originary banishment to find a new life in the city, the place of citizenship and participation, far from the exclusion of the favela (for Oedipus, the countryside).  Without wishing to, this act usurps the power of the father and subverts the established order of the city and the family.

Once the child is downtown, s/he reminds people of the injustice on which their society is built, and this inspires a sense of guilt.  In the Oedipus myth, we see this consequence in the plague sent by the gods, but Rio and Bogotá don't need a divinity to punish them.  The filth of street children, their begging, and their pickpocketing remind people of a truth we prefer not to see: that we live in a society founded on injustice.  The street child brings shame on the city, forces people to recognize what they would prefer to forget.

In order to bring prosperity to the city, the people banished Oedipus; the response to youth homelessness depends upon this same kind of magical thinking: we must clean the city of those that violate the law.  Good people take street kids back to their families or provide them with shelters.  Death squads kill children in cold blood, knowing that they are homines sacrae; society has abandoned them, and there will be no punishment for their murderers.

Desire and Liberty

The concept of homo sacer helps us to understand the legitimization of violence against street children, but we still need to address the question of desire – not the child's desire, but that of the bourgeois subject.  Because street children occupy the imaginary space of the sacred and defiled, they become a semiotic battlefield as we try to define contemporary values.

I want to begin this reflection by relating an event I saw in Boa Viagem, the richest neighborhood of Recife, in the northeast of Brazil: the event was deeply strange, but at the same time, exemplary of a certain kind of attitude.  It was midnight.  I was waiting for a bus that would take me to Olinda, a neighborhood on the far side of the city, when a small black boy, perhaps nine years old, came up to the bus stop to ask for spare change.  We talked for a moment – as much as it was possible to talk through the fog of drugs that had clouded his mind – when a man arrived at the bus stop.

"Hey, puto!
" the man said to the boy.  "Why aren't you working?  You're always playing!  Life isn't a bowl of cherries!"

The man approached the child, made a fist, and pretended to hit him.  Tears ran down the boy's face.

"Huh?  Huh?  Always playing, puto.  I should kill you, y'know?  Yeah, I'm gonna kill you.  That's how you'll see that life isn't about playing!"

The boy continued to cry, crossing slowly to the edge of the sidewalk.  The man laughed, raising his fist again, but finally he allowed the boy to pass; crying, the child ran off.  Because it was midnight and there were few buses to catch, the man continued to hurl abuse at the boy, who had only crossed the street to sit in front of a bar.  The boy never stopped crying.

How can we understand the man's malevolence?  For many years – at least since the publication of Alice in Wonderland – childhood has been the space where adults project our own fantasies and desires.  We imagine it as an innocent time, full of joy and without adult responsibilities. In general, this fantasy has benefited children, because it has transformed childhood into a time of freedom and growth, but it is important to analyze the historical construction of this fantasy.

The street intensifies this projection.  To understand the dynamic, let's return for a second to the ideology of liberal capitalism, particularly the tension between the desire for freedom and the control exercised by corporations and the state.  Capitalist democracy promises freedom, but we all know that this is only partially possible.  Our responsibilities at work, our families, the need for commodities, taxes, laws... all of this stands in the way of freedom, especially freedom as it is understood by children.  In order to become a citizen of a democratic capitalist state – in order to become an adult – we need to give away much of our freedom and many of our desires.  

For people that don't know the street, it appears a space of absolute freedom, where one never has to give up on his desire.  In this fantasy space, you can laugh and play and fall in love freely, because it is a place without responsibilities.  This fantasy of the street is what all of us want, but what we gave up to be adults and capitalist subjects, and this resentment is a powerful motivator for violence.

Hatred for street children expresses one of the great tensions within the capitalist subject: the conflict between wanting to be free and wanting to have things.  The imagined freedom of the street child serves as a physicalized memory of the sacrifices that we make in order to become a part of the system. We expect that their defilement should lead only to misery, but in fact, children sometimes laugh and play on the street; instead of staying properly exiled like the homo sacer or  Friedlos, they flaunt their apparent freedom in the face of the bourgeoisie. 

Lessons for Educators

We are still left with the biggest question of all: What does this reflection mean for those of us who work on the street with homeless children?  How can we transform our work to reduce the dangers to street children, to replace their exclusion by participation and liberty?

When I used a much earlier version of these ideas as reading for a class for street educators in Brazil, the group concluded that the first lesson was obvious: street children and street educators are working for the same goal, the full participation of children in society.  When adults tell children that they made a mistake by leaving home, they negate the child’s desire to participate.  As such, our practice should not encourage children to return to their old exclusion or exile, but to work with these kids to move forward and discover how we can help them achieve full participation in society.  The problem is not that children attempt to overcome their exclusion: the problem is that the techniques that they use “defile” them symbolically.

We have to look at this situation with dialectical eyes: yes, in struggling against the exclusion of the favelas, children find even more exclusion and misery on the street.  This terrible result, however, does not negate the truth contained in the child’s act.  S/he has done exactly what many adults would do if we had the courage, saying “Take this job and shove it”, rejecting the quotidian injustice of his life, and going to find something else.  On the street a child finds more misery and exclusion, of course, but this does not mean that his desire was wrong.  As we saw with both the homo sacer and the Friedlos, this double exile means that the street child has approached the center of contemporary ideology.

One of the most successful programs for street children in Latin America is Projeto Axé (Salvador da Bahia, Brazil), perhaps the first organization to take this desire seriously.  Axé recognized that there is something tremendously noble about the street child’s effort to get what he or she wants, not to settle for the meaningless misery to which s/he had been condemned.  Recognizing, however, that the street does not fulfill this desire for freedom and autonomy and pleasure, Axé resolved to find something that did.  They found an answer in the arts: drums, sculpture and drawing, guitar, and what has become one of the best ballet troops in Brazil.

Axé’s work revolves around the theories of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and speaks of exclusion in the vocabulary of the Real and the Symbolic Order,
 but we can make the same argument in the terms I have been developing in this essay.  Like the street child, the educators at Axé recognize that being banished to the favelas is unjust; however, they also see that resistance creates new problems – since the street child in now sacer, not only is he banished and resented, he is also a legitimate target for murder.  

Art provides a radically different technique of resistance: when Axé’s corps de ballet performs in a theater, the children participate in the life of the city.  They are important, respected, no longer invisible.  Their voices and their protests are heard.  Many graduates of the music school go on to play in bands (Salvador is one of the centers of Brazilian music) or to form their own musical groups.  Not only does this option provide for symbolic participation in the city, it also creates the young musicians into economic actors who can earn a decent living from music.  In contrast to the symbolic and economic exile of both the favela and the street, music and art offer participation.

Through the arts, the children are able to challenge exclusion without becoming sacer.  No one threatens to kill a child dancing on stage; instead, they applaud.  When street children play drums at Carnaval, the men that might have killed them are now dancing in the streets.  The tables have been turned.

In Brazil today, many social movements focus on the category of cidadania, literally translated as “citizenship” but more accurately a utopian word desiring full participation in society.  For Axé and many other organizations, cidadania is the proper response to exclusion.  Here it is important to return to historical context: what was it that the Romans robbed from the homo sacer?  His humanity, defined as his ability to participate in society.  As such, the work of Axé is explicitly an effort to overcome the logic of the homo sacer, to give children’s social humanity back to them.

What I have discussed in the last paragraphs explains the power of Axé’s “Pedagogy of Desire” for individual children, but Axé’s work also strives to subvert the logic of exclusion itself: it attacks the law that justified the exclusion of street children in the first place.  As we saw above, there are two laws that condemn the street child as sacer: an economic one that declares that the place of the poor is in the favela, an a family law that places power only in the hands of parents.

Young artists gently subvert the authority of parents; art creates a space in which children can be powerful, autonomous, and recognized without necessarily threatening the identity of adults.  In this way, a girl can show that she is capable and independent without the need to steal all power from her parents.  In this way, Axé undermines the ideology of the authoritarian parent without threatening the role of any individual parent.

In the realm of political economics, child artists engage in the same gentle subversion.  The exclusion of the favelas is based on the idea that the poor are mere trash, that they contribute nothing to the advance of Brazilian society.  When children play batucada and maracatu and samba and frevo in the streets, they provide a concrete reminder that the soul of Brazil comes from its poor blacks.  If Brazil manages to exclude its poor, it loses everything that made it Brazil.

In the end, then, the work of Axé not only promotes the participation of street children – which is one of the reasons they left for the street in the first place – it undermines the symbolic and economic exclusion that motivates youth homelessness.

If we were to name the best programs for homeless and favela children in South America – Taller de Vida, Colegio del Cuerpo, Mi Cometa, Circo Para Todos, Pé no Chão, Cores de Belém, Axé, Acción Educativa…
 – we would find one commonality: they all mix arts with a politics of participation.  Theater and dance and circus and music become tools to overcome exclusion, to undermine the logic of the homo sacer.  

The lesson of this reflection then, is relatively simple: if we are to overcome the exclusion of street children, we must accept and affirm that going to the street is a political act, one the threatens the ideological structure of postmodern capitalism.  The answer, then, is not to banish kids again, but to provide them with the artistic and political tools to participate in society – and to subvert the logic of exclusion than oppresses their peers and their families.
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