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How do we in our work with children withstand the pres-
sures of pedagogical knowledge – this ‘power’ discourse – 
which targets children, parents, educators and therapists as 
its intended victims?  It is a discourse that aims at “reduc-
ing, compressing, mastering and manipulating the jouis-
sance of the […] child,” producing a “subjugated subject” 
(Miller, J-A, “The Child and Knowledge”). But all it does 
is fuel more jouissance in the process.

Joanne Conway, giving us a peek into her analytic prac-
tice, indicates a way out and shows us a different  kind 
of knowledge that is at stake in our praxis with young 
subjects. Analysis sees the young subject as a fully-
fledged subject who knows something about family 
secrets, the desire of the parental Other, the jouissance 
of educators, of language, and the semblant nature of 
knowledge. Analysis puts this knowledge to work. 

With an illuminating clinical vignette,  Joanne Conway 
shows us how, in analytic praxis, with the help of the 
act of the analyst, and in a contingent encounter a new 
kind of knowledge can be produced: an invention. And 
could we say that when it happens it’s like “fireworks”?

An Bulkens

The Clinic of the Child is the Clinic of the Real was a video con-
ference given by Joanne Conway in October 2020 for the Lacanian 
Compass towards the Clinical Study Days 14, "What Real at Stake".
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THE CLINIC OF THE CHILD IS THE CLINIC OF 
THE REAL

Before I begin I would like to thank the council of 
the Lacanian Compass for this invitation and it is an 
honour to participate in this event entitled Towards 
Clinical Study Days. It has never been more crucial I 
think to find ways to invent spaces of work and elabo-
ration about the contemporary clinic, where each one 
is encountering the real that is at stake at this moment 
of history, both as clinicians and as subjects. 

When I was invited to participate in this day and read 
the axis of work, the clinic of young subjects imme-
diately sprung to mind. It was clear, that was what I 
would try to say something about, and then of course, 
the problem of formulation, of how to say it!

And before I do try to say something, I want to add that 
I had in a first writing, packed this presentation with 
answers and theory. A sign of my own anxiety no doubt 
and quite ironical considering what I will try to speak 
about. So today what I present is somewhat emptied out 
and poses questions, leaves gaps and open spaces so that 
we can speak together. I am here in Dublin in lockdown 
– we are each in our isolation – so it would be my hope 
that today we can come together and speak. 

I wanted to present something of what I now consider 
a work in progress, a question around what con-
temporary childhood is. Presently in my clinic I am 
receiving more and more young subjects, a testament 
perhaps to the effects of the current pandemic that 
each is now facing, but that remains to be read. In 
speaking with a colleague about my preparation for 
today I mentioned my hesitancy as I do not regard my-
self as a child analyst – the reply I received was “there 
are no child analysts.”

Somewhat relieved, this statement lead of course to 
the question: what is a child and, of course, what is 
an analyst?

In other discourses the concept of the child, if I can put 
it like that, is very clear. In the fields of science, medi-
cine, developmental psychology, and educational peda-
gogy the child and adolescent are objects of study and 
measurement, with very clear milestones and indexes 
as to what is normal and to be expected. Whatever falls 
outside that spectrum of “normality” soon becomes 
the object of a clinic of deficit, of failure. Resources 
and programs are deployed which young subjects must 
undergo in order to address this deficit, to become like 
everyone else – to fit in with the perceived normality of 
the era, with institutional and family ideals. The reifica-
tion of ideals is, as we know since Freud, precisely the 
thing that crushes the subject and causes him to suffer. 
And it is this capacity to respond or response-ability to 
this suffering that is imposed on the young subject that 
is the centre of the clinic of the Lacanian orientation. 
What response manifests to an impossible, to a real that 
the young subject encounters? 

Jacques Alain Miller in his paper The Child and 
Knowledge specifies that the child or the notion of the 
child is indeed very clear in such discourses. “A child 
is the name we give to the subject in as much as we 
hand him over to teaching, in the form of education. 
The child is the subject to educate, which means the 
subject to lead  […].”

Furthermore he states, “Thus, the child is, par excel-
lence, the subject given over to the Master's discourse 
by means of knowledge, that is, by the intervention 
of the pedagogue.” However as he develops in his 
paper, Miller exposes this master-knowledge as a 
semblance, an S2 under which is hiding an S1 that is 
the true master, and what is at stake in such discourse 
is power, he says: “[…] the child, today, is a power is-
sue [...]”. What is at stake is the production of subjects 
– “subjugated subjects,” subjugated by "reducing, 
compressing, mastering and manipulating the jouis-
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sance of the one we call a child."(2) Miller expounds 
that there is a competition of knowledge and transmis-
sion at stake in the production of subjects, expertise of 
all kinds vying for position and influence, at the centre 
of which is the child who he says is the “intended 
victim” of such knowledge. 

As an aside and not unrelated, the education system 
here in Ireland has become indoctrinated with the 
discourses of well-being and good mental health. A 
curriculum developed with educational and behavioural 
psychologists where children from the ages of four and 
five years are “educated” about healthy eating, certain 
foods are forbidden, others favoured, exercise regimes 
and activity demanded from children who are no longer 
allowed to run in the school yard because of Health 
and Safety concerns. The aim of such programs which 
is to stave off disordered eating, childhood obesity and 
diabetes, will of course create the very thing it sets out 
to master. More concerning, older children are taught 
mindfulness and how to categorise their thoughts into 
green and red thoughts – red being bad of course and 
such thoughts are to be discussed with the teacher. 
In one fell swoop the aim of promoting physical and 
mental well-being by attempting to manage and control 
children’s jouissance, of reducing anxiety and fear, of 
course has the opposite effect. In such discourses the 
locus of the parental Other as a possible site of elabo-
ration is by-passed; rather parents too are victims of 
this knowledge, to be taught and educated about their 
children. This has led to a flurry of pseudo-diagnoses 
by non-clinicians – where for example in the case of the 
anxious child (and we know all children are anxious) 
if he cannot get with the program, the jouissance of 
“educators” falls firmly back on the child, naming him 
as deficient, as not measuring up. It is also worth noting 
that such programs (here in Ireland) are funded by large 
Insurance Corporations whose injunctions to healthy 
eating, exercise and good mental health appear on 
posters that populate the walls in school hallways and 
classrooms. One cannot but be reminded of the pro-
pagandist slogans that abounded in George Orwell’s 
novel Animal Farm, wherein Orwell deftly shows 
how such propagandist tactics and techniques appeal 
to fear, a fear which is co-opted into compliance and 
blind obedience.   
 
It is an interesting paradox – children should not have 
fears according to these discourses, yet the techniques 
and practices employed precisely ensure they will, 
because they depend upon this manipulation of jouis-

sance for their very existence. It is precisely via the 
pathway of failure that the young subject may find an 
exit, a way of defending himself. 

Knowledge occupies a central place in Lacanian praxis, 
but of what kind? Certainly not the  knowledge pro-
duced by the master or the university. The pedagogical 
model of education is one that circulates around the oral 
drive, one in which knowledge must be incorporated 
and with it says Miller, the gaze of the Other, “in such 
a way so that the subject himself watches, controls 
and directs himself, as if he were the Other.” And here 
Miller makes an interesting distinction between psy-
choanalysis and psychotherapy. Psychotherapy occu-
pies the same register as pedagogy in so far as it leans 
towards the curative slope of education. So what then 
of the knowledge at stake in psychoanalysis? 

Young subjects have knowledge (savoir), an “authen-
tic” knowledge as Miller names it. It is this knowledge 
that poses the difficulty both for him and his entou-
rage. What do young subjects know? They know a 
lot, they know something of the family secrets, the 
desire of the parental Others of which they may be a 
symptom, the jouissance of educators; young subjects 
know something of language and can see beyond the 
semblant nature of knowledge.  This statement of 
Miller brought to mind a young boy that I received 
some years ago. He was referred as a case of School 
Refusal. No matter what, whether through force, en-
ticement and the threat of the law he refused. One day 
in session he revealed that he was reading his parents 
“parenting book” in order to scupper their attempts at 
“tricking him,” in essence delivering their own jouis-
sance back to them! 

It is this knowledge, that of the young subject that 
takes central place in the psychoanalytic clinic, and 
the child is not viewed as a “subject to come” but 
rather a subject of knowledge, “a fully-fledged sub-
ject” who knows something of the jouissance or real 
that makes him suffer.

Of course any possible treatment is something to 
which the child must consent. As pedagogy revolves 
around the oral in terms of the incorporation and 
transmission of knowledge, psychoanalysis one could 
says aligns with the idea that the transmission of 

WHAT KNOWLEDGE AT STAKE IN 
PSYCHOANALYSIS?
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knowledge demands a loss, a loss of jouissance, an 
extraction. “The transmission of knowledge always 
demands that the subject empty himself out, that he 
let go of what belongs to himself alone, that he purify 
himself of the waste he contains.”

Demand itself is a loss and it is not always clear that 
there is such a demand in terms of the young subject. 
It is something that must be read on the side of the 
analyst (and eventually produced when it is not there 
at the beginning).

Some months ago I received a young boy, five years. 
Mother’s copious complaints centred around his be-
haviour which was unbearable for her. He constantly 
demanded her presence, became anguished upon her 
absence, woke several times a night calling for her 
which was particularly distressing for mother. At school 
he was aggressive with classmates, eating habits had 
deteriorated – mother was now spoon feeding him. 
“He has a problem with regulation.” All of this oc-
curred around the backdrop of marriage breakdown 
and separation. Mother’s aim for the treatment was to 
make him compliant and regulated, according to her 
very clear ideas about the raising of children. Another 
demand was that father should be educated by me – that 
he should do the “same thing” as she, “in precisely 
the same way.” Mother had always sought out expert 
knowledge about her children that she could incorpo-
rate and put to use. In this instance I was the last resort 
and of course destined to be a bitter disappointment.

There were only three meetings with this young boy. In 
session he refused to be in the room without his mother 
and was either physically holding her body or pacing 
the room, unable to focus on any objects that he found 
there. In each session he stated that he wanted to leave. 
It was clear that this young boy did not consent to lose 
anything. I offered instead to work with the parents. Both 
agreed, mother made several appointments and showed 
up to none. I refused to offer the master knowledge that 
this mother wanted imposed on her son, a mother for 
whom any sign of her son’s singularity was threatening 
to the façade of knowledge that supported her. On the 
young boy’s side, he occupied the position of the object 
of maternal jouissance. The youngest of two, he was the 
favoured one, mother herself revealing that each parent 
had essentially taken one child each during the course 
of the deterioration of their marriage. The young boy 

knew very well the ferocity of this maternal jouissance 
as evidenced by her dropping of his brother and father.  
In the paper Violent Children Miller highlights how there 
are worse things than being an only child; being the one 
favoured above the others can be worse. This young 
boy knew very well that the treatment would demand a 
loss, something this maternal couple did not want to pay. 
I read this boy’s aggression and deregulated body as a 
defence in front of the drive, inscribed before the level of 
repression, a defence against the real that invaded him, 
a sign of a surplus jouissance. I read it as what Miller 
names “a violence without a phrase.” Any possible treat-
ment by way of the construction of a symptom, some-
thing that passes to the Other as substitute, as a minus, 
did not occur. And as I write this I wish to underline that 
it was not the absence of the mother that was the is-
sue, (as can be the idea in another discourse in terms of 
separation anxiety) as we know from Lacan’s teaching in 
Seminar X, it is precisely the lack of lack that anguishes. 
It is not the absence of the mother that anguishes this 
young boy but rather a presence that he was unable to 
put outside the body into an object, even a symptomatic 
one such as a phobic object that might function as a 
condenser of jouissance. 

In this case, there was no treatment under transfer-
ence, which is a necessary condition for something of 
a transformation to the program of jouissance to take 
place, and for the production of objects that pertain to 
the young subject. 

I would like to speak here about contingency, the 
production of objects and their use in the clinic. There 
is one session with a young boy, age six, that I think 
illustrates this. This concerns a boy who invents. This 
young boy is quite brilliant, his knowledge consis-
tently pierces through any attempt of the Other to 
offer him a knowledge that would treat the real which 
inhabits him. What he receives from the Other is that 
he is the bad object, the Kakon, the source of badness. 
He tells his mother, “I always do bad things” and any 
attempt to alleviate this suffering does not endure, 
“My brain will do another mistake.” This emerges 
in particular in terms of school, where the educa-
tors’ attempts to regulate jouissance are received as 
a punishment, solidifying his position that the Other 
is a punishing Other. He prefaces most of his speech 
with me in session with the phrase “Do you know…” 
It is not a question addressed to the Other as locus of 

NOT TO LOSE

FIREWORKS!
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knowledge, but rather as an S1, all alone, that is, as 
preface to a metonymic sliding of a never ending pro-
duction of facts. In this particular session he began by 
taking sheets of paper which he crumpled and placed 
on the floor explaining to me that this was “nature,” 
the crumpled sheets the representation of hills in the 
countryside. We spoke about nature and the country-
side and as he picked up the “hill” he scrunched it into 
a ball. “Recycling,” he told me. He picked up the ball 
and threw it at me. He looked in surprise as I threw it 
back at him. So began a game. First one ball, then he 
made another, and another, taking them all behind the 
couch that he used as a means of defence and began 
pelting me with missiles. “I got you!” he shouted with 
delight. I of course returned the compliment until the 
floor of the clinic was strewn with paper balls. He col-
lected them all, brought them back behind the couch 
and then emerged from behind it, his arms laden with 
missiles which he flung into the air. As they flew I 
shouted, “It’s fireworks!” 

He stopped and gazed at the floor strewn with ob-
jects. “Fireworks! I made fireworks!” There was such 
a declaration of amazement and satisfaction in his 
speech. At the close of the session he gathered up the 
fireworks placing them in a bag to bring home. “I’m 
going to show my father my fireworks, and play with 
him,” he told me as he left.

In this session something happened that could only 
emerge from contingency. A circuit was established 
via the invention of these paper balls, the game – all 
of which began with the word “recycling “ and ended 
with the signifier “fireworks!”

How can we think about the status of the circulation of 
the balls in the room? The status of the intervention of 
throwing the ball, or the interpretation, “Fireworks.” I 
would like to return to what I spoke of earlier, in rela-
tion to young subjects and knowledge. 

How can we think about this statement in relation to 
the session I just described? Here we can hear pre-

cisely the absolute difference between the discourse 
of pedagogy and that of psychoanalysis – in this ses-
sion there is indeed a production of knowledge, it is a 
production of knowledge that is produced via the pure 
contingency of the encounter. There is a production 
of knowledge that did not exist before in the sym-
bolic. It is an invention. This is a little boy who, if you 
remember, is the bad object in terms of a punishing 
Other. He has consistently refused to be the recipient 
of knowledge from the Other. His phrase, “Do you 
know” is not that of a question addressed to the Other 
but rather the preface to an endless metonymic sliding 
of facts, the truth about things. At the end of this ses-
sion, he left with his bag of objects and the signifier 
“fireworks.” Here he not only accepted but carried 
this invented signifier home to his father. How might 
we think about this? I have purposely not presented 
a formulation about this as I would like this to be 
something that we can speak about together, to think 
about together.

Childhood, we could say, centres around construc-
tion and the invention of ways to treat the real that the 
young subject encounters. This work takes the form of 
“body building” as the analyst Neus Carbonell names 
it. In fact she has a wonderful paper about this entitled 
The Knotting of Language and the Body in Childhood. 
How to construct a body that supports the subject, that 
allows the subject an image, that can regulate jouis-
sance via the symptom, and find a way to lodge some-
thing in the Other in terms of desire and identifications? 
How to find a way into language? In childhood certain 
choices are made as regards the impossible of sexual-
ity and the non-rapport of the sexual relation. In other 
words the child will choose something in terms of 
gender, to be a boy or a girl, choose an object. Although 
having said that here again, there is now the spectrum 
of identifications, of nominations that are open to the 
child at younger and younger ages. I think this too 
would be an interesting field of study in contemporary 
childhood – I know the Institute of the Child’s next 
Study Day precisely deals with this theme of the sexua-
tion of children. What are the consequences for a child 
for example when the parental Other refuses to give a 
signifier in terms of sexuation – or rather provides the 
nomination gender neutral? It would be very interesting 
to follow this line, and in fact ICLO’s Special Interest 
Group is also making this an area of study.

So we can say that in childhood certain choices are 
made which are not fixed. The advent of puberty is 

"A CHILD IS THE NAME WE GIVE TO 
THE SUBJECT IN AS MUCH AS WE 
HAND HIM OVER TO TEACHING, IN 
THE FORM OF EDUCARION. THE 
CHILD IS THE SUBJECT TO EDU-
CATE, WHICH MEANS THE SUBJECT 
TO LEAD [...]"
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something to which the young subject must find a 
response. The choices of childhood are re-actualised,  
re-updated in adolescence. “They are the choice of 
objects, hetero or homosexual, and the choice of posi-
tion in terms of sexuation in particular.”  In his paper 
Adolescence, Symptom of Puberty, Alexandre Stevens 
demonstrates very clearly that adolescence is char-
acterised most particularly by an encounter with an 
impossible, a hole in knowledge.

I quote from Stevens, “All possibilities are on the side 
of the response to the encounter with an impossible. 
That everything is possible on the side of the response 
is without doubt exaggerated but it is true that some 
possibilities are at this time open or reopened as to 
the choice of the answer. It is also in this way that we 
must understand what Freud says in his Three Essays, 
“In adolescence the subject has to redo his choice of 
object. By the time he enters adolescence, the subject 
indeed has not quite decided on his object choice, 
he will be either hetero or homosexual. The subject 
therefore has to go through his object choice, even 
if in some part this choice is already made; he has to 
decide at this moment of his choice for existence.”

In my final vignette I want to speak about an encoun-
ter with an impossible. I received a young girl of 14 
years who was tormented and suffering. She suffered 
nightmares throughout the night, waking four and five 
times and each time returning into the dreamscape that 
terrified her. In her dreams she is pursued by formless 
shadows. Malevolent figures that seek her death. By the 
time I meet her she is exhausted and can barely func-
tion at school. As she tells me about her nightmares she 
reveals that she is confused between waking and sleep-
ing, that she has become frightened in certain places 
because she thinks they are the same locations in which 
she was nearly murdered in her sleep. She has begun 
to panic in certain places and has to leave. The border 
between dream and reality is very fragile for this young 
girl. She also has become invaded by thoughts and tor-
mented by memories of a period in which she was bul-
lied by former friends at school. It is an enigmatic event 
for her and its meaning escapes her. What is it about 
her that makes her the object of the Other’s jouissance? 
What is it they saw in her? For this young girl the social 
bond has always been difficult but now her capacity to 
withstand it is collapsing.

She was linked-in with the public psychiatric services 
who told her she was fine and if she felt her anxiety 
was too much that she should go to the emergency 
department. Finally she met with a private psychiatrist 
who prescribed antidepressants and diagnosed her 
with Aspergers!

Up until lock down the direction of the treatment was 
in fact to treat the Other, to attempt to universalize the 
enigma she encountered there. This young girl was su-
per intelligent – and loved mathematics and physics – 
and so it is via her interests that I accompanied her. The 
bullies told her that she was stupid for liking physics 
and mathematics. I laughed, “well that’s something of 
a paradox – physics and mathematics are probably the 
most difficult subjects to understand – one could hardly 
be stupid!” She considered this and agreed – yes how 
could she be stupid? – they are the ones that are stupid! 
She spoke in session of how she found it so difficult to 
understand people and what they did – “why can’t there 
be a formula for humanity” she asked me. 

This was the direction of treatment until lockdown when 
this young girl broke down. She began to experience 
delusions, the shadows in her dreams were now appear-
ing on the walls, following her from room to room. She 
became distraught when she realized that she was the 
only one that could see them, that her family could not.

We met and she spoke to me about it – “how can I 
see something that is not there?” I told her that we all 
see and experience things differently, from our own 
singular place, that there is not one reality but many 
realities. With that I got my phone and retrieved an 
image of the Escher staircase. 

They are also known as Penrose stairs. They are 
known as an impossible object, or the impossible 
stairs. It is a staircase in which the stairs make four 
90 degrees turns as they ascend or descend yet they 
form a continuous loop, so a person could climb them 
forever without getting anywhere. 

On the image I showed her the people’s different 
positions on the staircases and how their perspectives 
were all different  – none could have the same posi-
tion or view. This young girl was taken with this im-

STAIRWAYS TO REALITIES

NO ROOM FOR THE KNOWLEDGE OF 
THE CHILD OR THAT OF THE ANALYST
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age – she could make use of it to the extent that there 
are realities not “reality,” and that hers sometimes can 
be frightening but the trick now is how to treat that 
moment of reality if it appears again.

“Doesn’t physics say something about this? These 
shadows that scared you so – what could be the materi-
ality of the shadow?” And so she worked via her inter-
est in physics and mathematics on inventing her own 
formula for her experience in life and her existence.

We see in this case something of the real this young girl 
has to deal with and something that psychoanalysis al-
ways encounters: knowledge, above all, is full of holes.

I want to return once again to Miller’s paper The 
Child and Knowledge. I began by locating the place of 
knowledge in the discourse of pedagogy as something 
that is imposed on the child, through which the jouis-
sance of the child is controlled and manipulated.

For Miller the child is captured in a triangle of knowl-
edge in terms of the State, the Family and the Media.

“Michel Foucault forged the term 'biopolitics' to des-
ignate the production of living beings as it has become 
a power issue. Along this same line, why would we 
not speak of 'epistemo-politics', to designate the poli-
tics of the knowledge that concerns, that aims espe-
cially at the child and that seeks to confer upon him an 
identity [...]. With regard to the child, when powers ar-
gue this way, the question is of knowing which master 
signifiers will mark him.” As stated from the outset, 
and as I hope I drew out in the vignettes, for psycho-
analysis the knowledge that is at stake, that is central, 
is that of the young subject. And as I come to the end 
of this presentation I wanted to ask your indulgence 
as I read an extract from Miller’s text, The Child and 
Knowledge, a crucial text that demonstrates what is at 
stake in the Lacanian orientation when working with 
young subjects: 

The child's knowledge is an authentic one, whether 
it be known or not known, and on account of this it 
belongs in the analytic discourse.The psychoanalyti-
cal treatment is not an education. Firstly, because we 
welcome into psychoanalysis subjects who are trau-
matised by the knowledge of the Other, by the Other's 
desire and enjoyment which have, for certain children, 
taken on the value of the real. For those children, yes, 
it is a question of leading them; but not to the dux, not 

to believing in the leader, but to lead them to the fact 
that the Other does not exist. In psychoanalysis, it is 
the child who is supposed to know, and it is rather 
the Other who is to be educated, it is the Other who 
is better taught how to handle himself. When this 
Other is incoherent and torn apart, when he leaves 
the subject with no compass and no identification, it is 
about elaborating with the child a knowledge to hand, 
custom made, one that he can make use of. When the 
Other suffocates the subject, it is about working with 
the child to take a step away from the Other, so that 
the child can get his breath. In every case, the analyst 
is on the subject's side, and it is his job to bring the 
subject, the child, to play his hand with the cards he's 
been dealt. This is a challenge for the analyst who 
controls his exactitude, the veracity of his position as 
analyst, because he can only work with the child on 
the condition that he is not a serf of any conformism, 
and first of all that he is not a serf of psychoanalytical 
conformism, of the conformism of psychoanalytical 
knowledge. For some years now, in a certain psycho-
analytical world, we have been witnessing the trans-
formation of the paternal metaphor into a standard, 
and the supremacy of the function of the father over 
the desire of the mother becomes the expression of a 
primary male chauvenism at the same time as cas-
tration presents itself as the norm. The knowledge 
of the psychoanalyst is not that knowledge; it is one 
that is to be elaborated on the edge of the symptom, 
as close as possible to its beginning, the origin of the 
symptom. It's what Lacan called the sinthome; it's a 
circuit of repetitions, a cycle of knowledge-enjoyment 
[savoir- jouissance] set off by a body event, that is, 
the percussion of a body by a signifier. For the one 
we call a child, we have the opportunity to intervene 
before the after effects of this percussion take the form 
of a definitively stabilised cycle, and even if it is, there 
remains a margin that still allows for the cycle of the 
sinthome to be oriented, so that the subject can find in 
it, custom made, an order and security.    
 
Edited by An Bulkens Elizabeth Rogers
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