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	6.2Judge Florence Blaque (Catherine Deneuve) gives Malony (Rod Paradot) a motherly embrace in La Tête haute 
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Introduction

This study is a historical exploration of a recurring figure and dilemma in French post-war cinema – the enfant terrible.1 A significant number of films portrays provocative young people in a generational conflict. The concept of the enfant terrible has evolved from a moralizing label for disobedient children to an honourable epithet for adult artists. The ‘terrible child’ can be a positive figure of resistance or a troublemaker, but they both elucidate ‘the paradox of upbringing’: Can we raise children to become obedient individuals with an independent mind of their own?2 The right to disobey and protest is a precondition for a democratic society. Since the enfant terrible refuses to follow conventions, many film directors have used the figure to stimulate a deeper understanding through provocation. I will explore French film history as a culture-bound source of knowledge that reflects the gradual shift within the asymmetrical power relations between the generations. The conservative label has turned into a public touchstone for liberal values and critical thinking.

I use the concept of the enfant terrible as a theoretical framework to clarify the interplay between rule breaking and generational order. My aim is to explore the historical transformation of the cinematic enfant terrible from a moralistic rejection to a multifaceted figure after 1945. To do this, I will focus on the asymmetrical power relations between young people and the adult world dramatized in fiction films. I will explore how the portrayal of rule breaking children and teenagers has been differentiated according to age, gender, social class and ethnic background. I will also look at the narrative strategies that are used in the labelling of disobedient reactions and open provocations. Have the filmmakers expressed empathic or critical attitudes to the rule breaking characters? Throughout the book, I will highlight the historical value of the enfant terrible as a lens to illuminate the importance of family contracts and the transformation of the generational order in France.

I have decided to delimit my basic concept of the enfant terrible to fictional representations on screen of unruly children and protesting teenagers. To include the aesthetic rule breaking of provocative artists, who are considered enfants terribles in a metaphorical sense, would draw attention away from the children at the centre of my study. My choice to focus on film characters under twenty years of age is a conscious step away from the scholarly tradition of approaching childhood and youth as separate fields. This division disregards the continued experience of a dependent or subordinate position to adults. By examining disobedient children and rebellious teenagers together, I will get a more holistic picture of the younger generation’s journey to become adults. It is necessary to work with a long time span and a large corpus of films to lay bare the shifting attitudes. What this study may lack in historical and aesthetic detail, I mean to compensate with a deeper understanding of a central concept in French culture.

In this introduction, I will first establish the cultural roots of the enfant terrible by placing the concept in a wider historical context. Then, I will give an overview of the scholarship about childhood and youth in France and discuss earlier studies about children and adolescents in French cinema. By establishing the family contract as a theoretical framework, I will connect the notions of rule breaking and generational conflict to an age perspective. Finally, I will discuss the methodological challenges posed by age categorizations and film selections and present the general design of the book.


Historical background of a French concept

The point of departure is a French concept. The etymological standard dictionaries date the expression ‘enfant terrible’ to the 1850s, when it referred to a young person who breaks social norms, causes turbulence and questions adult decisions.3 After the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror, ‘terrible’ had a strong negative connotation. When bourgeois ideology was stabilized in the middle of the nineteenth century, the moralistic label enfant terrible was crystallized in order to mark the border between tolerable disorder and punishable crimes.4 With the process of democratization during the following centuries, the paternalistic tension between innocence and revolt opened a more relaxed space for ambiguous attitudes. The negative connotations and implications have gradually been undermined by an ironic distance.5

In a wider historical perspective, we can relate the concept of the enfant terrible to the ideological conflict between the rational reason of the Enlightenment and its Romantic counter-current. The image of the innocent child in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s philosophy of education clashed with the mythologization of rebellious youth as a provocative resistance. In Émile ou de l’éducation from 1762, Rousseau recognized childhood as an important phase of life. He questioned the Christian belief in original sin by arguing that children are born innocent but depraved by society. In a secular society, the educator must play an active role and help children learn from nature and develop their own worldview. To become a free and responsible adult, the child needs personal guidance, rather than authoritarian methods.6 This child-centred approach regarded the young generation as a key to the future and childhood as a period that should be respected and enjoyed. During the nineteenth century, it was prolonged and organized according to the needs of the children, with special toys and didactic books.7 It was not until the end of the twentieth century that the idealization of the natural and innocent child began to decline, and the Romantic imagery had to compete with darker glimpses of modern reality.8

The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk has laid bare the rule breaking tradition behind the enfant terrible as an anti-genealogical rebellion against a rigid society built on biological inheritance.9 He traces this ideology of social mobility and modern meritocracy to the middle of the eighteenth century and the challenge of l’Ancien Régime in France. Sloterdijk highlights Mme de Pompadour’s arrogant refusal to accept her restricted role as the mistress of Louis XV. He interprets her famous maxim ‘Après nous, le déluge’ as the signal of an open disrespect for the social codes expected at court.10 The anti-genealogical rejection of pre-defined rules, filiation and inheritance was closely related to a critique of original sin and class privileges.11 During the French revolution, many radicals declared that no regime had the right to make future generations follow their laws, and they demanded the liberty to make their own decisions.12 We can see this anti-genealogical revolt as an early challenge of the generational order upheld by l’Ancien Régime.

Sloterdijk’s political examples occurred before the etymological traces of enfant terrible, but the myth of the innocent child and the anti-genealogical rebel have co-existed for a long time. Therefore, it is necessary to contextualize their different connections to class, gender and age. Rousseau’s ideas were primarily related to upper-class families, where education was a privilege for boys. Girls belonged to the domestic sphere and had no reason to develop their logical thinking.13 When the expression enfant terrible was coined in the 1850s, many bourgeois families could provide a childhood with education and time for free play, but most young people worked in the countryside and had little experience of such privileges.14 The life conditions of the jeunesse bourgeoise and the jeunesse populaire were very different.15 There was a clear discrepancy between the idealized image of the child and the social conditions for a large proportion of children. We can also read Sloterdijk as a historical reminder of former class dominations. In the first line of La Marseillaise, ‘Allons enfants de la patrie’, the term ‘enfant’ was a signal for revolting subordinated citizens.

In many ways, the enfant terrible became a counter-myth to the Romantic ideal of the innocent child. It was crystallized in the middle of the nineteenth century, when the bourgeois family was separated from the public life.16 While the disobedient child was labelled a private disturbance, the anti-genealogical rule breaker was perceived as a social threat. There was an ideological clash between the Catholic tradition, which treated criminality as an evil impulse that should be disciplined, and the Enlightenment’s idea of a personal conscience that could separate right from wrong. In The Battle for Children: World War II, Youth Crime, and Juvenile Justice in Twentieth-Century France, Sarah Fishman analyses the attitudes to minor criminals from the late nineteenth century onwards. A young troublemaker was considered to be either a victim of adult corruption, or a guilty child who was to be corrected with severe punishments.17 The paternalistic ambition to understand ‘abnormal’ children led to a search for young people ‘at risk’, in order to prevent future criminal behaviour. ‘Pre-delinquent’ children were either maladjusted or in ‘moral danger’. Clever children who could tell right from wrong but who acted badly without remorse were considered a worse threat.

The attitudes towards the enfants terribles were also influenced by the emergence of psychoanalysis. Freud’s theories of the child’s development in a dynamic relationship with its parents reinforced the importance of childhood as a stage in life.18 In 1904, Stanley G. Hall described the changes a young person goes through during the process of becoming an adult in Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion, and Education. Since then, the transition between childhood and adulthood has been interpreted as a separate phase and associated with protests, violence and suicide.19 The ‘mental anarchy’ of the adolescent could spawn rebelliousness as well as theft and sexual promiscuity.20 During the twentieth century, there was a growing agreement that the conflict between dependence and autonomy should be ‘solved’ by education and inclusion in society, rather than incarceration.21 The medical and psychological explanations made it easier for the older generation to accept youthful provocations as ’normal’ reactions.

Thus, the more ambivalent attitudes to rebellious reactions among children and teenagers grew. By the time the enfant terrible arose in nineteenth-century French literature, as in Gyp’s ‘Petit Bob’ character, the figure had anarchistic tendencies, but was deployed towards nationalistic and reactionary ends.22 In French cinema at the turn of the twentieth century, the moralist condemnations were undercut by more humoristic comments and playful parodies. An early example is Georges Méliès’s slapstick farce Bob Kick, l’enfant terrible from 1903. Méliès was famous for his use of magic tricks and fantastical ideas structured around a loose story.23 In this short film, the director himself impersonates a child with a bib (and a large beard) in a park with two nannies. Bob plays with a ball that, after he drinks alcohol, is transformed into the head of his mother, and then becomes the skull of his father. When Bob hits it with a stick, the father appears in full body and stamps on the child on the ground. The scene ends with Bob disappearing in a hula hoop. Bob Kick, l’enfant terrible is a comic attraction where we laugh at Méliès’s magic metamorphosis and the boy’s failed attempt to defeat his father. The mischievous boy is not a negative child figure, but a playful adult dressed as a child. Méliès’s exaggerated body language marked an ironic performance that was meant to entertain the audience. With the explicit epithet enfant terrible in the title, the filmmaker signalled that his playing with the Oedipal complex was not to be taken seriously.

A couple of decades later, an adult artist who behaved in a provocative manner could be called an enfant terrible.24 In 1929, the writer and filmmaker Jean Cocteau named his poetic novel Les Enfants terribles. He invited the reader to take the perspective of two odd siblings who explored their queer desires.25 Cocteau challenged the negative notions of the label enfant terrible. Today, the term is mostly used as an elastic, even honourable, label for rule breaking artists and non-conformist public figures. Thus, enfant terrible has become a historical concept that reflects the ambivalent attitudes towards rule breaking in modern France.

In the research about French film culture, the concept has been understudied. It has mainly been used for adult filmmakers and actors, apart from a couple of shorter texts about young troublemakers and evil children in horror films.26 In Enfants Terribles: Youth and Femininity in the Mass Media in France, 1945–1968 from 2001, Susan Weiner refers to a particular group of female adolescents. They appeared when the concept of the (well brought-up) jeune fille was contrasted with a new kind of teenage girl who was sexually aware in a non-romantic way.27 These precocious or promiscuous enfants terribles were described as fun-loving consumers, who fled confinement in the private sphere. But as film characters, they were often punished.28 Weiner briefly discusses the meaning of the concept with references to dictionaries and Cocteau’s novel. Unlike Weiner, I will not exclude the boys that make out the larger part of the rule breaking children in French cinema, but I will compare many different groups in a longer view. This book explores the transformation from a moralizing label into a more positive concept by studying the representation of rule breaking children and teenagers in French post-war cinema.


Previous research about generational conflicts in France

Age is an important category in this study of enfants terribles as representations of unruly children and rule breaking teenagers. I will discuss approaches to childhood and youth in France and French cinema but will start with a clarification of age categories. The term generation refers to the relation between children, parents and grandparents within a family, as also to social cohorts that are shaped by the same living experiences and have developed a collective identity.29 The borders between childhood, youth and adulthood have fluctuated between different eras and cultures. Today, the French concept jeunesse covers the age span between fifteen and twenty-five, while the narrow term teenager is defined by an exact suffix, -teen. Adolescence is the psychological term of an open category that covers the period between childhood and adulthood. Puberty is the biological phase when the body reaches sexual maturity. The juridical definition is ‘minor’, but sociologists prefer to talk about childhood and youth as social categories.30 International agreements such as the United Nation’s Declaration of the Rights of the Child from 1959 and UNESCO’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) from 1989 define the child as a person under eighteen years of age.31

The French laws and regulations that control the lives of children, have used age as a formal category to structure the right to citizenship and majority.32 In 1792, the civil majority was set at twenty-one. A law that limited labour for children and adolescents was passed in 1841. In the 1880s, school became compulsory and free of charge for children between six and thirteen. In 1906, the penal majority was raised from sixteen to eighteen, while the age of consent (sexual maturity) has been fifteen since 1945. The mandatory schooling was extended to the age of sixteen in 1959. The civil, political and penal majority were synchronized at the age of eighteen in 1974, and it remains the most important threshold between childhood and adulthood. Thus, the child is defined as someone in need of special protection and care in contrast to adult responsibility, maturity and independence. During the past forty years the general tendency has been to stress young people’s rights to participation and inclusion. Since the late 1990s, French law considers the safety of the child to be more important than the wish of the parents.33 A children’s ombudsman was established in 2000 but merged into the more general Défenseur des droits in 2011.34 Despite the aim to protect children, the law against parental spanking was not adopted until 2019.


General studies of childhood and youth

In psychology and pedagogy, childhood has been studied for a long time, but the interest has been more sporadic in other disciplines. In the ambitious L’Enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien régime from 1960, the historian Philippe Ariès argued that childhood was the product of social changes in family, work, literacy and schooling in early modern Europe.35 When children were separated from the adult world, childhood appeared as a specific stage of life, with its own conditions and needs. Ariès’s claims were debated and contested, but his way of approaching childhood as a social construction had a seminal influence.36 Childhood as a phase of innocence and learning in the eighteenth century was an idealization unattainable for a large group of children. Social inequalities were criticized by many reformers who wanted to regulate the living conditions of underprivileged children. In Childhood in the Promised Land: Working-Class Movements and the Colonies de Vacances in France, 1880–1960 (2002), Laura Lee Downs explores the way private and religious organizations began to structure children’s spare time. Summer camps were motivated as a health issue, but gradually turned into an educational activity inspired by child-centred pedagogies in the 1920s.37

In the 1980s and 1990s, childhood and youth studies were established as academic fields, comprising historical, sociological and cultural perspectives. The child was considered to be a subject with a new agency, capable of interpreting and making meaning of his or her experiences.38 This was in contrast to the previously dominating ideas of children as natural, good, or evil, but Anne Higonnet rightly points out that the competent child is an idealization, just as the innocent child.39 While historical studies of childhood are interested in general patterns, rule breaking and deviance are more common in studies of youth culture. In the historical overview of French youth, Jeunesse oblige: Histoire des jeunes en France XIXe-XXIe siècle (2009), several chapters deal with juvenile delinquency and generational conflicts. They clarify that the adult generations, for centuries, have feared that the positive jeunesse will turn into a dangerous bande de jeunes.40

Richard Jobs uses the term ‘regeneration’ to describe the social process whereby the young generation supplants the stagnating older with their energy. In Riding the New Wave: Youth and the Rejuvenation of France after the Second World War (2007), Jobs explored how a French youth culture emerged with the baby boomers, who became teenagers at the end of the 1950s. The young generation was seen as a sign of change, which was essential to the reconstruction of France as a modern nation based on democratic ideals. By examining government policies as well as popular culture, Jobs shows that the young generation was conceived as a threat in the debate about delinquency, sexuality and censorship, but idealized as a creative force that contributed to the rejuvenation of the republic.41 It is interesting to note that many rebels in the post-war period were young women. French women got the right to vote as late as 1944, and the ‘woman issue’ was slowly established in the political sphere. Simone de Beauvoir, Françoise Sagan and Brigitte Bardot showed other aspects of being a young woman than the jeune fille did. Susan Weiner discusses the ‘bad’, sexually active girl in Enfants Terribles, and Sarah Fishman explores the same era with a focus on gender norms and family life. In From Vichy to the Sexual Revolution: Gender and Family Life in Postwar France (2017), she shows that the groundwork for Le Mouvement de Libération des Femmes (MLF) was prepared long before May 1968.42

In the late 1950s, the young generation explored in surveys and interviews was labelled La Nouvelle Vague.43 Antoine de Baecque describes the relation between the young generation and the many debutant directors as a double recognition in La Nouvelle vague: Portrait d’une jeunesse (1998). The filmmakers were in sync with the young and portrayed their everyday lives in aestheticized and personal ways. But
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