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About The Author

Letter from the Author

I wrote Grace Under Pressure from an uncomfortable and deliberate place, that of someone who has learned that the most persistent violence does not always manifest visibly, but is organized through silences, exceptions, and mechanisms of minimization that span generations.

My training in psychology has taught me to listen not only to what is said, but also to what is avoided, to observe how systems produce subjects capable of adapting even to conditions that harm them, and to recognize that what is not elaborate does not disappear, but rather moves and repeats itself. This book is born from that prolonged observation, not as an academic exercise, but as an ethical necessity.

I was not interested in writing a complaint or an inventory of culprits. Nor is this an explanatory essay that reassures the reader with closed conclusions. I was interested in working on structure, on how certain bodies become interchangeable, how silence is inherited as learning, and how power survives scandal by reorganizing the story without transforming itself. The question that runs through the book is not who did what, but why do we continue to accept closures that are not repaired.

The figure of Samuel articulates the text not as a hero or as an exemplary victim, but as an implicated witness. Through him, reflection becomes embodied experience. Psychology is present throughout the book, not as an expounded theory, but as a reading of the subjective cost of adapting to incoherent systems. I was interested in the reader not only understanding, but also feeling the friction between seeing and remaining silent.

The dialogue with history does not seek comparisons or sensationalism. It seeks to show structural continuity, the recurring need to concentrate horror in a single name in order to protect broader networks of omission and profit. In that sense, literature offered me a precise symbolic language to think about grace under pressure, about sustained integrity in environments that are not designed to care for it.

This book is not intended to console or to convince. It intends to make people uncomfortable with rigor. I believe there are texts that do not seek adhesion, but rather readers who are willing not to delegate their capacity to think. Grace Under Pressure is written for them.
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The file that doesn't exist
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No one remembers the exact moment when he decided not to look. There is no record, no signature, no direct witness. As with almost everything important, the resignation was gradual, comfortable, and silent.

First it was a minor omission, a misspelled name, an incomplete date, a file sent to another office. Then came technical language, that bloodless language that turns people into cases and cases into numbers. Finally came the most dangerous certainty of all, that someone else would take care of it.

From psychology, we know that human beings do not need cruelty to participate in harm. It is enough to fragment responsibility. When no one is entirely to blame, the system works with impeccable efficiency.

Throughout the twentieth century, with frightening precision, archives began to behave like a collective consciousness. They remembered what was convenient and forgot what was uncomfortable. They did not burn or disappear completely. They simply stopped responding.

This book is born from that administrative silence, from the gaps, from the deletions, from reports that end without explanation, from children without a full surname, and from bodies that never became a legal problem.

It is not a novel about exceptional monsters. It is a novel about normal systems, about how power learns to protect itself using procedures, moral discourses, and a bureaucracy that dissociates the act from the harm.

Nor is it an individual accusation. Names matter less than patterns. Visible culprits are usually replaceable. Structures are not.

As a psychologist, I learned that what is truly inexplicable is not violence, but the ease with which it becomes every day. Trauma does not always manifest in screaming. Sometimes it is expressed in correctly filed forms. Abandonment does not always occur on the street. It often happens inside clean, well-lit offices, with established opening hours.

This book does not seek to solve anything. It seeks to leave a record. Because when the archive does not exist, history repeats itself. And when it is repeated, it ceases to look like an accident.
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Chapter 1

Hunger has no archives
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The market opened before dawn, not out of efficiency, but out of necessity. At that hour, the cold had not yet been tamed by noise, and bodies moved with a resigned slowness, as if each gesture required more energy than was available.

There were no organized lines. There were silent crowds. Women in oversized coats, men who avoided looking at one another, children who learned early not to ask questions. Hunger was not announced, it was administered.

From a psychological perspective, prolonged hunger does not only deteriorate the body. It disorganizes thinking, erodes attachment bonds, and alters the perception of time. When survival becomes the sole objective, morality ceases to be a compass and becomes a luxury.

The markets of the Great Depression were not merely economic spaces. They were social laboratories. There, without the need for formal experiments, it was observed how a community subjected to extreme stress begins to accept decisions that, under normal conditions, would be unthinkable.

Leaving a child was not abandonment in the strict moral sense. For many, it was a desperate act of projected protection. Someone will see the child here. Someone who has something will pick the child up. That fantasy, because that is what it was, functioned as a defensive mechanism in the face of an intolerable reality.

The system never registered that emotional logic. It was not prepared to do so.

The files contained figures, unemployment rates, inflation, production. There was no record of daily micro mourning, chronic guilt, or parental dissociation. There was no record of the exact moment when a mother released a hand and continued walking without turning her head, knowing that if she did, she would not be able to continue.

From trauma psychology we know that, in situations of prolonged threat, the brain prioritizes action over reflection. There is no room for the future, only for the next minute. That is why so many decisions made in those years appear incomprehensible or even monstrous when seen from a distance. They were not. They were human responses within an inhumane system.

The State watched from a distance. It intervened when numbers became uncomfortable, not when damage was evident. Poverty, as long as it was massive, was not a moral problem, it was an economic variable. Children, as long as they did not have their own file, did not exist.

Here begins the pattern that will repeat itself throughout this book. When something is not filed, it does not happen.

Hunger left no detailed clinical records. There were no diagnoses of mass childhood trauma. There were no emotional care protocols. There were markets, adulterated alcohol, speeches of recovery, and a progressive silence that became customary.

The market closed at noon. The damage continued all day.

Alcohol appeared as quick solutions always appear in times of crisis, first as rumor, then as habit, finally as necessity. It did not matter that it was illegal. It did not matter that it was dangerous. What mattered was that it anesthetized.

From a psychological point of view, the massive consumption of alcohol during Prohibition cannot be understood solely as a challenge to the law. It was, above all, a collective response to a prolonged state of helplessness. When individuals lose the ability to influence their immediate future, they seek to alter their perception of the present. Not to change reality, but to endure it.

Prohibition did not eradicate consumption. It reconfigured it. It transformed a social habit into a clandestine activity and, in doing so, shifted control from the community to opaque networks where risk ceased to be collateral and became part of the design.

The State knew that denatured industrial alcohol was toxic. It knew that it caused blindness, that it killed, that it left irreversible neurological damage. And even so, it allowed, and in some cases promoted, its adulteration as a deterrent method. From a strictly administrative logic, the equation was simple. Less visible consumption, less public disorder. Individual deaths did not alter the overall statistic.

Here a mechanism that will be repeated is consolidated, indirect punishment. Power does not persecute the citizen, it modifies the environment until survival itself becomes dangerous. There is no visible executioner. There are conditions.

Official reports did not include the names of those who died from adulterated alcohol. There were figures, cases, incidents. Technical language fulfills a clear psychological function. It protects those who use it from empathy. Where there are numbers, there are no bodies. Where there are bodies, there is no responsibility.

In the markets, alcohol circulated with the same logic as food, from hand to hand, without questions. People drank to sleep, to avoid feeling the cold, to avoid thinking about what they had lost. They drank to silence guilt. To keep going.

From trauma psychology we know that emotional numbness is an adaptive response to unbearable stimuli. The problem arises when that numbness is institutionalized. When an entire community learns not to feel as a survival strategy, damage ceases to be exceptional and becomes structural.

Children grew up in that environment saturated with chemical silences. They quickly learned which topics were not discussed, which questions were not asked. Alcohol did not only anesthetize adults, it organized the emotional climate of the home. An unpredictable, volatile home marked by intermittent absences, not because of malice, but because of exhaustion.

In these contexts, attachment becomes fragile. Not because love is absent, but because stability is. And when attachment weakens, extreme decisions become possible. Temporary placements. Temporary abandonments. Separations described as necessary, but rarely experienced as such.

None of this was recorded in the archives.

Economic reports celebrated slight recoveries. Statistics spoke of reactivation. Speeches promised the future. Meanwhile, daily life continued to fragment into minimal decisions made under constant pressure.

Prohibition taught something that power would not forget. It is not necessary to prohibit directly in order to control. It is enough to make dangerous what people need in order to endure.

That learning was not limited to alcohol.

Child abandonment rarely occurs abruptly. It is not usually an impulsive act, but the final result of a chain of micro decisions made in a context of chronic exhaustion. From the outside, the scene is judged quickly. From the inside, it is almost never experienced as abandonment.

Leaving a child in a market, at a station, at the door of a church, was a distorted form of care. Someone will see the child here. Here the child will not go unnoticed. That fantasy allowed parents to continue. It was not about making the child disappear, but about transferring responsibility to a diffuse entity called society.

From psychology, this is understood as defensive displacement. When the ego can no longer sustain guilt, it externalizes it. It does not disappear, it changes location.

The system, however, was not designed to receive that responsibility. There were no protocols, no follow up, no continuity. The child became a found object, not a protected subject. A case to be resolved, not a story to be accompanied.

Here appears, clearly for the first time, the logic that will run through this entire book. What has no record has no past, and what has no past does not claim a future.

Children without registration were vulnerable not only because of their age, but because of their administrative nonexistence. They did not appear in censuses. They did not appear in budgets. They did not alter projections. They were, in systemic terms, expendable.

The market was closing. Alcohol was still circulating. The children remained.

The boy did not understand the logic of the place, but he understood the logic of the gesture. He knew when a hand let go carefully and when it let go urgently. He knew how to distinguish a farewell that lingers from one that is cut short to prevent collapse. What he did not know, because no one could teach him, was that the gesture was not directed at him, but at the system.

From developmental psychology we know that abandonment is not only inscribed as physical absence. It is recorded as an interruption of meaning. The child does not ask why he was left. He asks what he did wrong. This question is rarely articulated in words, but in behaviors, withdrawal, hypervigilance, excessive adaptation.

The market, conceived as a transit point, thus became a space of identity suspension. The child was halted two times, a past severed without explanation and a future without form. That suspension, that not knowing, is one of the most persistent cores of early trauma.

Institutions did not know what to do with that suspended time. There was no emotional protocol for waiting. There were, at best, quick solutions, temporary shelters, temporary families, administrative transfers. Each movement fragmented the continuity of the self a little more.

This is where abandonment ceases to be an individual fact and becomes a systemic phenomenon. Not because everyone gave up, but because the system learned to tolerate it. Tolerance is a sophisticated form of violence. It does not attack, but it does not repair.

In the archives, when they existed, history was reduced to a single line, a minor found. Context did not appear. The prior gesture did not appear. The original intention of protection that motivated the separation did not appear. The file began after the damage, never before.

From a psychological perspective, this has clear consequences. When a society records only outcomes and not processes, it loses its capacity for prevention. Damage repeats itself because it is never fully understood.

Some children were taken quickly. Others were not. Some found stable environments. Others circulated for years through spaces that promised care but offered only minimal containment. The difference did not respond to merit or need. It responded to chance, visibility, and convenience.

Chance leaves no documentary trace. Convenience does.

In official reports of the time, child abandonment appears as a collateral effect of the crisis, not as a moral emergency. It is mentioned in passing, when it is mentioned at all. It never occupies the center. It never interrupts the discourse of recovery.

From social psychology, this reflects a known mechanism, the progressive normalization of damage. When an extreme situation persists over time, it ceases to be perceived as exceptional. The alarm threshold shifts. What was unacceptable yesterday became inevitable today.

The State learned to live with that inevitability. Not because it was incapable of intervening, but because intervention would have required acknowledging structural failure. And systems rarely narrate themselves as failed.

Thus, abandonment became another variable. A figure that rose and fell with seasons, employment, and migration. It was not a subject of public policy, but an uncomfortable fact kept in the background.

From within, however, the effect was devastating. Abandoned children did not only lose affective references. They lost narrative continuity. No one told them a story that explained their place in the world. And when there is no story, the self-fragments.

This early fragmentation explains why many of these children, later adults, showed extreme adaptation to hostile environments. They learned to read emotional climates, to anticipate danger, to remain silent. They were functional. And that functionality, rather than protecting them, made them usable.

The system does not create monsters immediately. It creates highly adaptable subjects. Later, it decides what to do with them.

None of this was filed.

Silence did not appear suddenly. It was trained. It was refined. It became a tool.

First came the absence of questions. Then the delegation of responsibility. Finally, the certainty that no one would demand full explanations. When a practice persists without consequence, it no longer requires justification.

From organizational psychology we know that systems learn through reinforcement. If an omission produces no sanction, it is repeated. If repeated long enough, it becomes the norm. This is how structural silences are constructed.

Child abandonment, not producing immediate scandal, was absorbed by this logic. It did not activate emergency mechanisms. It did not generate sustained headlines. It did not place decision makers at risk. Therefore, it could continue.

Here the first great unwritten pact of this book is established. Damage is acceptable as long as it does not disturb order.

That pact did not require conspirators. It required routine.

Institutional silence is not the absence of sound. It is an organized presence. It manifests in forms without certain boxes, in reports that summarize without explaining, in meetings where everyone knows what must not be mentioned. From systemic psychology, this silence fulfills a regulatory function by reducing collective anxiety through avoidance of conflict with reality.

To speak of child abandonment in structural terms would have required acknowledging that the crisis was not only economic, but moral and relational. It would have meant admitting that the system was not prepared to care when care was not cost effective. For this reason, silence was preferable. Not as conspiracy, but as an adaptive strategy of power.

In official records, children were listed as side effects of a larger problem, never as the problem itself. Administrative language placed them at the margins of discourse, just as their bodies were displaced to the margins of the city. What is marginal does not disappear, it becomes manageable.

From attachment psychology we know that children need continuity, predictability, and a coherent narrative of self. The system offered the opposite, transfers, name changes, constant interruptions. Each interruption was small, apparently insignificant. Together, they formed cumulative violence.

Institutional silence allowed that violence to occur without a face. There was no clear responsible actor. There was no single scene that could be identified as the origin of the damage. Trauma, thus, became dispersed. And dispersion is difficult to denounce.

A society can tolerate almost anything if its basic functioning is not disrupted. That is one of the most uncomfortable conclusions of social psychology. The suffering of others becomes visible only when it threatens collective stability. As long as it remains confined to certain sectors, it can be ignored without explicit guilt.

Child abandonment did not block streets. It did not stop markets. It did not generate strikes. It occurred in silence, at marginal times, in peripheral spaces. It did not demand an immediate response. That is why it was tolerated.

From an institutional point of view, the criterion was not child welfare, but the maintenance of order. As long as order was preserved, damage could be administered as an unavoidable cost.

This same criterion will appear later in other contexts, with other bodies and under other discourses. Names, borders, and justifications will change. The mechanism will remain.

Damage that does not disrupt order becomes invisible by definition.

The archive marks a border. Not between legality and illegality, but between what deserves to be remembered and what can be forgotten. What is not archived is excluded from the official story. And what is excluded from the official narrative lies outside collective responsibility.

In the case of child abandonment during the Great Depression, the file began late and ended early. It recorded admission to an institution, sometimes an exit, rarely a follow up. There was no narrative continuity. There was no complete story.

From a psychological perspective, this documentary fragmentation reflects moral fragmentation. The system did not conceive itself as responsible for these children’s development, only for their temporary management. Feed, house, transfer. Do not accompany.

The archive, conceived in this way, did not protect. It closed cases.

And when a case is closed without being understood, conditions for repetition are created.

Power learns quickly. It learns which practices generate resistance and which go unnoticed. It learns which harm causes scandal and which dissolve into routine. Above all, it learns that fragmentation is an ally.

The experience of the Great Depression left a clear lesson. It is possible to manage massive suffering without systemic collapse, as long as that suffering is well distributed, well named, and poorly archived.

Abandoned children were among the first tests of this learning. Not by intention, but by outcome. The system demonstrated that it could fail at care without provoking a crisis of legitimacy.

That learning was not lost. It was refined.

When the market closed, there were remnants. Broken boxes, dirty papers, the lingering smell of what had passed through that morning. Children who had not been taken were transferred elsewhere. It did not matter where. What mattered was that they disappeared from view.

The market reopened the next day. The city continued functioning. The file remained incomplete.

From psychology we know that what is not elaborated returns. That what is repressed insists. That what is silenced seeks other forms of expression. This book begins here because this is where the pattern was established.

Hunger had no archives. But it left memory in bodies. And that memory, even when power attempts to erase it, is not destroyed. It transforms. It moves. It persists.

This chapter does not speak of conspiracies or hidden decisions. It speaks of something more ordinary and therefore more difficult to dismantle, the way a society learns not to interrupt its own functioning, even when that functioning causes harm.

Samuel was never conceived as an exception. He was conceived as a product of that learning. From that position, he began to observe what happens when normality becomes unquestionable.

Because any normality that does not admit questioning eventually resembles a natural law. And when that happens, damage is no longer perceived as the result of human decisions.

It becomes landscape.

This book begins here because nothing that follows, neither available bodies, nor organized silences, nor truths that arrive fragmented, can be understood without this prior agreement.

Normality as agreement is not the final problem. It is the starting point.
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Chapter 2

Interchangeable bodies
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The idea that all bodies matter equally is relatively recent and still fragile. For much of history, and even today in more sophisticated forms, some bodies have been treated as replaceable. Not because they were invisible, but because their absence did not interrupt general functioning.

Samuel learned early that there are lives whose disappearance does not generate an archive. There is no follow up, no sustained story, no persistent question. The body leaves the field of vision and the system continues. This is not explicit cruelty, it is operative logic.

An interchangeable body is one whose loss does not force any reorganization. It can be replaced, displaced, absorbed into statistics or rumors. History does not pause to explain it. That characteristic, not its fragility, but its ease of replacement, is what makes it vulnerable.

Poverty alone does not create interchangeable bodies. What produces them is the combination of material lack with the absence of a stable bond. When there is no adult to insist, no community to complain, and no institution to register, the body is left floating in a diffuse administrative space. It exists, but it does not weigh.

Samuel watched this mechanism repeat with unsettling precision. Children left in markets, adolescents transferred without follow up, adults moving in and out of assistance systems without anyone able to reconstruct their full trajectory. There was no overt violence. There was functional disorder.

That disorder is not accidental. It allows movement without responsibility. It allows loss to be diluted. It ensures that no one is fully accountable because no one is fully accountable. The interchangeable body does not need to be removed. It is enough not to secure it.

From the inside, the experience is different. The subject quickly learns that permanence depends on not generating friction. Not asking for too much. Not demanding continuity. Not attracting attention. Adaptation becomes a condition of survival, not a virtue, but a strategy.

Here a frequent confusion appears. What is called resilience is often early renunciation. The ability to endure without questioning the conditions that made that endurance necessary is admired. The body that resists without support is celebrated, while the system that forces it to do so fades from view.

Samuel understood that interchangeability is not decreed. It is taught. It is learned through minimal gestures, unexplained delays, unkept promises, and absences that are never named. Each isolated experience seems minor. Accumulated, they produce a clear lesson, there is no guarantee of continuity.

That learning has lasting effects. The body becomes cautious. Desire is moderated. Expectations are reduced. Not out of maturity, but out of prevention. One learns not to invest too much in any bond because loss is likely and, above all, of little relevance to others.

The interchangeable body is not always poor. Sometimes it is a migrant. Sometimes a child. Sometimes a woman. Sometimes someone occupying a position that can be substituted without disturbing the balance of the whole. Interchangeability does not depend solely on resources, but on structural position.

Samuel saw this logic grow more sophisticated over time. Where there had once been visible abandonment, there were now temporary programs. Where there had once been direct omission, there was now rotation of responsibility. The effect was the same. No one held the body long enough for it to cease being replaceable.

The most effective violence is not always the one that strikes. It is the one that allows disappearance without noise. The interchangeable body does not need to be actively harmed. It is simply allowed to circulate until it wears out or is lost in transit.

This chapter does not address extreme cases. It describes an everyday logic that cuts across assistance systems, public policies, educational institutions, and informal networks. It shows how certain bodies are always one step away from being replaced without triggering an alarm.

Samuel understood that this logic formed the ground on which more explicit forms of exploitation were later built. Not as a sudden rupture, but as continuity. When a body has already been treated as interchangeable, using or discarding it becomes a smaller leap.

A body that is not anchored is also not protected. That is the basic equation. And as long as that equation remains operative, vulnerability will not be an exception, but a condition.

This book moves forward from here because everything that follows, the operators, the organized silences, the elegant minimizations, first requires this terrain, bodies whose absence does not interrupt anything.

As long as that remains possible, the system will continue to function without having to look at itself. And the bodies will continue to be interchangeable.
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Chapter 3

Children left with hope
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When hope is managed and waiting is prolonged, a third actor appears, intermediation. He does not enter suddenly or with his own name. It sneaks in as practical help, as an informal solution, as a gesture of goodwill that "expedites" what the institution delays.

From social psychology, intermediation always arises where the system is slow, ambiguous or insufficient. It does not need formal legitimacy, functionality is enough. If it solves a visible problem, it is tolerated. If you reduce the pressure, you accept.

In the case of children left with hope, intermediation was presented as a bridge, between abandonment and resolution, between waiting and leaving, between the open file and the closed file.

The system breathed a sigh of relief.

The figure of the intermediary is rarely perceived as a threat in its initial phase. He presents himself as someone who understands the process, who knows the right people, who knows how to move things. He doesn't talk about business, he talks about solutions.

From the psychology of bonding, this figure quickly becomes significant for the child. It represents action in a context of passive waiting. It represents movement in a stopped environment. It represents possibility.

The child does not distinguish between help and power. Learn to trust those who act.

In contexts of abandonment, emotional transference occurs quickly. The child places expectations, affection and dependence on the one who seems to offer a way out. Not out of naivety, but out of psychic necessity.

From clinical psychology, this transference is not pathological, it is expected. The problem arises when the receiving figure is not regulated by clear boundaries or external supervision.

Uncontrolled intermediation turns dependence into a tool.

The file does not record emotional transfers.

As intermediation takes hold, the language changes. We no longer speak of waiting, but of opportunity. Not of care, but of the future. Not of accompaniment, but of placement.

From the psychology of discourse, this language fulfills a key function, it shifts attention from the process to the result. The important thing is no longer how you get there, but where you get to. And that displacement reduces critical capacity.

The child learns that his value is in being chosen.

A silent transformation occurs here. The child ceases to be a subject of care and becomes a candidate. A candidate for a family, for a transfer, for a solution. It is observed, evaluated, compared.

From developmental psychology, this constant evaluation introduces deep anxiety. The child feels that he must perform, please, adapt. That their permanence depends on their emotional performance.

Hope turns to pressure.

To facilitate placement, the child's past becomes inconvenient. Questions, memories, and previous links complicate the process. Thus, the past is minimized, simplified, omitted.

From the psychology of memory, this forced omission does not erase the past, it disorganizes it. The child learns to keep quiet about what doesn't fit, to forget what gets in the way, to reinvent himself according to the context.

The archive benefits from this simplification.

Those who participate in these intermediations are usually convinced that they are doing the right thing. And many times, they do. But from moral psychology we know that good intentions often function as a shield against self-criticism.

If the intention is good, the collateral damage is minimized. If the result appears positive, the process is not reviewed. Thus, problematic practices can be sustained for years without being questioned.

The system accepts good intention as sufficient guarantee.

The child's consent is not requested. Not because it is deliberately ignored, but because it is considered irrelevant. It is assumed that the adult knows best. That the child will adapt. Which he will thank later.

From ethical psychology, this exclusion of consent is not neutral. It reinforces the idea that the child's body and life are the territory of someone else's decision.

This idea is learned early and is difficult to unlearn.

When an intermediation culminates in transfer or placement, the system registers a closure. The file is archived. The case is considered resolved.

From clinical psychology, we know that this administrative closure is not equivalent to psychic closure. The child does not start from scratch. It drags losses, silences and forced adaptations.

But the archive no longer looks.

At this point, hope is no longer just excitement. It is a resource. It keeps the child cooperative, the institution calm, the intermediary legitimate. As long as there is hope, there is no rebellion.

From social psychology, this instrumental use of hope is a sophisticated
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