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For Minne, oh how much!


To Fanchon Delfosse, Pierre Arènes, José Rivaux,


Philippe Bonneu, Ali Mehidi, Françoise Dousset and


Nicole Harlé, rescuers of students nonpareil.


And in memory of Jean Rolin, who never


despaired of the dunce I used to be.





Foreword


Daniel Pennac has three exemplary qualifications for writing this book. One is that he is an exceptionally good writer, and I know this from having read several of his novels, and even more from the fact that every one of them seems to be a bestseller with his readership in France. Another is that he was for many years a brilliant teacher. I have never seen him in the classroom: I have seen him, however, talking to an audience at the Institut Français in London, and performing his own words on stage in Paris and, if you know anything at all about teaching, that wouldn’t leave you in much doubt. But in addition to that he wrote a book twenty years ago (another bestseller, needless to say) called Comme un Roman, about children and young people and reading, and about his experiences and innovations in the classroom, not least that of reading whole books to his class of reluctant readers – or who thought they were reluctant until he got going. He offers the basic observation, or rule of behaviour, that “a book is not an exam, it is a gift”. In that book he also sets out a number of other rules (you don’t necessarily have to finish a book, you’re allowed to skip, you can identify with the main character . . .), so that when it was newly translated a few years ago (by Sarah Ardizzone, our translator of School Blues), it was appropriately called The Rights of the Reader.


In School Blues Pennac moves from the point of view of the concerned adult to that of the pupil, and it is here that we come to his third and most striking qualification. At school he was a dunce.


In French, the word is cancre; what is something of a problem in both French and English is that we are working with an out-of-date vocabulary that doesn’t quite apply to modern situations – and more recent colloquialisms (drop-out, klutz, dimmy, no-hoper, make your own list) don’t quite do the job either. But, as we see from Daniel Pennac’s introductory note, the French cancre has greater resonance. His note is just the helpful first step, because the distinctive value of the whole book is that it explores this delinquency and (maybe apparent) dimness from the inside – its frustrations, passions, despair, rebellion and, sometimes, also imaginativeness. It is present for us in this novelist’s words as though it’s happening and alive for us. There aren’t many books about education, I imagine, that affect one’s feelings as Pennac’s do.


What he brings to the situation of the so-called no-hoper is the prospect of hope. And for that is needed inspiration, discipline, motivation, an understanding of the art of teaching, in other words, good teachers. Perhaps this foreword should end there, but I cannot quite prevent myself adding one more observation from my viewpoint on the edge of education. I may indeed be mistaken, but I have the impression that there is another kind of dunce, one that resists the possibility of rescue. Were these dunces perhaps not even dunces at school but developed the characteristics later? They are in politics and administration; they set targets and introduce initiatives; they write reports in language which is an offence against language; they specialize in failure and exclusion: and all this in an attempt to control an activity which one senses that, fundamentally, they do not understand. I suspect that some of them have even got into the business of education. Or have I just imagined this?


Forgive me if I anticipate and take you forward to p. 14:




All the bad press school gets simply obscures the number of children it has saved from vice, prejudice, arrogance, ignorance, stupidity and greed, as well as from class-bound or fatalistic families.





We must hope, as we read School Blues, that some of the people responsible for the organisation of education will read it too.


Quentin Blake





The Cancre, or Dunce


Since 1662 the French word cancre has referred to a student who doesn’t succeed at school. This comprises an extension of the word’s primary meaning: “crab” (1372).


It’s a telling metaphor. The dunce is a student who doesn’t follow the straight and narrow path of normal schooling; he moves slowly and sideways, far behind the students ahead of him on the path to academic success.


The cancre suffers from cancrerie (1885), or duncedom. This word – which I also use frequently – has fallen into obsolescence without being replaced. Today, we talk about “no-hopers”, about “hopelessness”, which makes no sense, pedagogically speaking. For the dunce is not necessarily a “no-hoper”. Einstein, Balzac, Chaplin, Edison, Charlemagne, Debussy, Darwin, Picasso and dozens of others were dunces. If they’d been “no-hopers”, they’d have stayed that way. Exceptional gifts which school didn’t know how to bring out were waiting deep inside their duncedom.


These illustrious exceptions shouldn’t disguise the fact that most dunces die – socially – of duncedom. Which takes me back to another illuminating root: the word cancer (1478), in the sense of a malignant tumour. Duncedom is a tumour from which certain children suffer, and of which they must be cured, for it can prove fatal to society.


So the dunce is not just a bad student. That he is a bad student is, rather, a consequence of being inhibited by his duncedom, as is his potential to be lazy, unruly, violent, a liar, a truant etc. “Bad student” is, then, an inadequate and even an inaccurate translation of cancre, since it attempts to pass off consequence for cause.





I


The Dustbin in Djibouti


What can be explained statistically
is complicated personally
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Let us begin with the epilogue: my mother, nearly a hundred now, watching a film about an author she knows well. We see this author at home in Paris, surrounded by his books, in his library, which is also his study. Its window opens on to a school playground. Recreational rowdiness. We learn that he worked as a teacher for a quarter of a century, and that if he chose this apartment overlooking two school-yards, he did so in the spirit of a railwayman retiring above a marshalling yard. Next we see the author in Spain, in Italy, in conversation with his translators, joking with friends in Venice, walking in the Vercors, a solitary figure at misty altitudes, talking about his craft, about language, style, structure, characterization . . . Another study, this time its window giving on to alpine splendour. These scenes are punctuated by interviews with artists the author admires, and who in turn talk about their own work: the film-maker and novelist Dai Sijie, the cartoonist Sempé, the singer Thomas Fersen, the painter Jürg Kreienbühl.


Back to Paris: the author at his computer, among his dictionaries. He’s passionate about them, he says. We even find out – here the film ends – that he is himself a dictionary entry, in Robert, under P for Pennac, full surname Pennacchioni, first name Daniel.


My mother watches this film together with my brother Bernard, who recorded it for her. She watches from start to finish, quite still in her armchair, eyes fixed on the screen, not a squeak out of her, in the failing light.


The film ends.


The credits roll.


Silence.


Then, turning slowly to Bernard, she asks: “D’you think he’ll ever come good?”
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She’s never really got over the fact that I was a bad student. Today, as her aged consciousness abandons the beaches of the present and ebbs gently back to the distant archipelagos of memory, the first reefs she encounters remind her of the worry that consumed her throughout my school years.


Resting her concerned gaze on me, slowly: “What is it that you do, exactly?”


From early on, my future appeared so compromised that she could never feel entirely confident about my present. Not destined to become anything, I wasn’t equipped to survive as far as she was concerned. I was her precarious child. And yet, from September 1969, when I entered my first classroom as a teacher, she knew I was able to stand on my own two feet. In the decades that followed, however (meaning my entire adult life), she secretly resisted all “evidence of my success” as attested to by telephone calls, letters, visits, the publication of my books, newspapers articles, even appearances on Pivot. Not the stability of my professional life, not the recognition my writing received, not even things she heard about me from third parties or read in the press could fully reassure her. Yes, she was thrilled by my successes; she discussed them with her friends, agreeing that my father, who had died before knowing about them, would have been pleased, but in the hiding place of her heart dwelt the anxiety spawned by the bad student I’d been. This was how her love for me expressed itself. When I teased her about the delights of maternal concern, she would always retaliate neatly with a Woody Allen joke: “What do you expect? Not all Jewish women are mothers, but all mothers are Jewish!”


Today, no longer fully present, my old Jewish mother betrays that same concern as her eyes come to rest on her sixty-year-old last-born. A concern that may have lost some of its intensity, a fossilized concern reduced to a habit, but one that remains sufficiently resilient for her to ask, her hand on mine, as I’m getting ready to go, “Have you got somewhere to live, in Paris?”
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So, I was a bad student. Every evening, I would head home with school snapping at my heels. My reports testified to my schoolmasters’ disapproval. When I wasn’t bottom of the class, I was second to last. (Champagne all round!) At first unreceptive to arithmetic, then to mathematics, suffering from severe spelling difficulties, rebellious when it came to memorizing dates and places, incapable of learning foreign languages, and with a reputation for laziness (lessons not learned, homework not done), I brought home pitiful results unredeemed by music, or sport, or indeed any extra-curricular activity.


“Do you understand? Can’t you understand what I’m trying to explain to you?”


No, I didn’t understand. And this failure to understand stretched so far back into my childhood that my family had dreamt up a creation myth for it: my learning the alphabet. I never stopped hearing about how it had taken me an entire year to learn the letter A. The letter A, in a year. The desert of my ignorance began to form even before I encountered insurmountable B.


“Don’t panic, twenty-six years from now he’ll be able to recite his alphabet perfectly.”


Such was my father’s wry humour, intended to distract from his own fears. Many years later, when I was retaking my final year at school in pursuit of the baccalauréat that obstinately eluded me, he would offer the following: “Don’t worry, even sitting the bac becomes second nature in the end.”


Or, in September 1968, when at last I had my degree in French Language and Literature under my belt: “You needed a revolution to get your degree; should we expect a world war when you sit your teacher’s exams?”


This wasn’t meant nastily. It was our way of bonding. From very early on, we chose to put a brave face on things, my father and I.


But let’s go back to my beginnings. The last born of four brothers, I was a case apart. My parents hadn’t got in any practice with my siblings, whose schooling, if not exceptionally brilliant, had panned out smoothly.


I was an object of amazement, and continual amazement at that, as the years rolled by without any signs of improvement to my educational torpor. “I’m flabbergasted!” and “Well, I’ll be damned!” are phrases I associate with adults staring at me in total disbelief, as they registered my failure to get my head round anything at all.


Everyone else understood things more quickly than I did, or so it seemed.


“You’re thick as two planks!”


One afternoon during my bac year (one of my bac years), my father was giving me a trigonometry lesson in the room we used as our library, our dog slyly asleep on the bed behind us. Once spotted, he was curtly dispatched: “Out, dog, off you go to your chair!”


Five minutes later, the dog was back on the bed, having carefully retrieved the old blanket that covered his chair and brought it into the library to lie down on. Applause, of course, and deservedly so: for an animal to make the connection between something forbidden and the abstract notion of cleanliness, reaching the conclusion that he had to make his own bed in order to enjoy the company of his masters – hats off, this was clearly an authentic act of reasoning. The lesson I took from this incident was that even our pet dog caught on more quickly than I did. I seem to remember whispering in his ear: “Your turn to go to school tomorrow, arse-licker.”
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Two men of a certain age are walking by the river Loup, the river of their childhood. Two brothers. My brother Bernard and I. Half a century ago, they used to dive into this transparency. They swam among chubs who remained unperturbed by this disturbance of the peace. The familiarity of the fish implying that such happiness would last forever. The river flowed between cliffs. As the brothers followed it to the sea, now carried along by the current, now clambering over rocks, they would sometimes lose sight of each other. To find one another again, they learned to whistle. Endless chirrings echoed off the rock faces.


Today, the water level has dropped, the fish have disappeared, a stagnant slimy froth signals the victory of laundry detergent over nature. All that remains from our childhood is the song of the cicadas and the resinous heat of the sun. Oh, and we can still whistle; we’ve never been out of hearing range of one another.


I tell Bernard I’m thinking of writing a book about school, not about how school has changed as society has changed, as this river has changed, but about what never changes at the heart of such perpetual disruption, about the kind of permanence I never hear being discussed: the shared pain of dunces, parents and teachers, the relationships between those afflicted by school blues.


“That’s a huge subject . . . How will you approach it?”


“By grilling you, for example. What do you remember about how rubbish I was at, say . . . maths?”


Bernard was the only family member able to help me with my schoolwork without my clamming up. We shared a bedroom until I was sent away to boarding school at the age of twelve.


“Maths? Well, it all began with arithmetic. One day, I asked you what you were meant to be doing with a fraction you were staring at. ‘I’ve got to find the common denominator,’ was your knee-jerk reply. There was only one fraction, so only one denominator, but you stuck to your guns: ‘I’ve got to find the common denominator.’ I pressed you further: ‘Think about it, Daniel, there’s only one fraction, so there’s only one denominator.’ You lost your temper: ‘But that’s what the teacher said: Always reduce fractions to their common denominator!’”


And for the rest of their walk, the two men can’t stop smiling. That’s all in the past now. One has been a teacher for twenty-five years: two thousand five hundred students, give or take, some with “severe learning difficulties”, as the expression goes. And both are fathers. So they know all about “That’s what the teacher said . . .” Yes, the dunce’s trust in the litany. His teacher’s words are the floating branches to which the bad student clings in a river whose current is dragging him towards a waterfall. He repeats what the teacher said. Not for it to mean anything or for the rule to make sense, no, just to get out of a tight spot, albeit briefly, to be “left alone”. Or to feel loved. At any price.


“. . .”


“So, another book about school? You don’t think there are enough of them already?”


“Not about school. Everybody is ready to wade in when it comes to school: the eternal quarrel between Ancients and Moderns, about the curriculum, its social role, its aims, about school past and future. No, I’m planning a book about dunces. About the pain of incomprehension and the damage it can do.”


“Was it really so difficult for you?”


“. . .”


“. . .”


“Tell me more about the dunce I used to be.”


“You were always complaining that you couldn’t remember anything. The stuff I made you learn vanished into thin air. The next morning, you’d forgotten everything.”


That’s how it was. In today’s youth-speak, I didn’t get it. It wouldn’t go in and I didn’t get it. The simplest words lost their substance as soon as I was asked to learn them. If I had to revise the region of the Jura for homework, for example (more than an example, a memory in fact), then that tiny two-syllable word Jura would immediately discombobulate until it no longer had any connection with Franche-Comté, the Ain, clock-making, vineyards, pipes, high altitude, cows, harsh winters, the border with Switzerland or the Alps, or in fact with mountains at all. It ceased to have any meaning. “Jura,” I’d repeat to myself, “Jura?” “Jura” – I’d keep saying it over and over again, as indefatigably as a child who won’t stop chewing, chewing but not swallowing, repeating but not taking anything in, until taste and meaning are completely reduced to mush, chewing, repeating, Jura, Jura, jura, jura, juw, rah, juw, ra, ju, ra, jurajurajura, until the word becomes an undefined lump without any vestige of meaning, a fuzzy noise inside a drunkard’s spongy brain . . . That’s how you fall asleep over your geography lesson.


“You claimed to be allergic to capital letters.”


They were fearsome sentinels, capital letters. Rising up between myself and proper nouns, forbidding me to associate with them. Any word beginning with a capital letter was destined for instant oblivion: towns, rivers, battles, heroes, treaties, poets’ names, galaxies, theorems, banished out of mind because of a paralysing capital letter. Halt, the capital letter would call out, do not cross the threshold of this name, it is too proper for you, and you are unworthy of it, you cretin!


“Make that a pipsqueak cretin!” Bernard points out as we continue our walk.


Two brothers can be heard laughing.


“Later on, it was exactly the same with foreign languages: I couldn’t shake off the idea that what was being said was too clever for me.”


“Which got you out of having to learn vocabulary lists.”


“English words were as volatile as proper nouns . . .”


“. . .”


“. . .”


“So basically, you lied to yourself.”


“Yes, that’s the prerogative of dunces, to keep on telling themselves the lie of their duncedom: I’m a no-hoper, I’ll never make it, there’s no point even trying, I don’t stand a chance, I’ve already told you, it wasn’t meant to be, school and me . . . To dunces, school resembles a members-only club from which they bar themselves. Aided and abetted by the occasional teacher.


“. . .”


“. . .”


Two men of a certain age walking by a river. At the end of their walk they come to a lake surrounded by reeds and pebbles.


“Still a dab hand at ducks and drakes?” asks Bernard.


5


There is, of course, the question of root cause. How did I become a dunce in the first place? Child of a middle-class civil servant, born into a close, loving family, surrounded by responsible adults who helped with my homework . . . My father was a polytechnicien, my mother a housewife, no divorce, no alcoholism, no emotionally disturbed relatives, no hereditary defects, three brothers who had all passed the baccalauréat (all mathematicians; two became engineers, the third an army officer), normal family routine, healthy diet, books in the home, cultural interests commensurate with background and era (father and mother both born before 1914): painting up to the Impressionists, poetry up to Mallarmé, music up to Debussy, Russian novels, a predictable phase of reading Teilhard de Chardin, Joyce and Cioran if they were feeling really adventurous, calm, laughter-filled and cultivated mealtime discussions.


Despite all this, a dunce.


It’s not as if an explanation can be found in our family history either: a fine example of progress across three generations thanks to a secular, free and compulsory education system, a true republican rise through the ranks, in short, a victory for Jules Ferry . . . Another Jules, my father’s uncle Jules Pennacchioni, “The Uncle”, guided the children of Guargualé and Pila-Canale, the Corsican villages from which our family came, through to school certificates; we have The Uncle to thank for generations of primary-school teachers, postmen, police officers and other civil servants across colonial and metropolitan France . . . (perhaps a few bandits too, but at least he’d have made them into readers). The Uncle imposed dictation and calculus on everyone regardless of circumstances, or so they say; they also say that he went so far as to round up children whose parents kept them away from school during the chestnut harvest. He’d retrieve those kids from the Corsican maquis, take them home with him and warn their slave-driver fathers: “You’ll get your son back when he’s got his certificate!”


If it’s a myth, it’s one I like. I don’t see how being a teacher can be thought of in any other way. All the bad press school gets simply obscures the number of children it has saved from vice, prejudice, arrogance, ignorance, stupidity and greed, as well as from class-bound or fatalistic families.


So that was The Uncle.


And yet, three generations later, me: The Dunce.


He’d have been The Uncle Undone, if he’d known . . . Luckily, he died before I was born.


Not only did my ancestors rule out my being a dunce, but, as the last representative of an increasingly qualified line, I was intended to become the family’s crown jewel: polytechnicien or normalien, énarque of course, la Cour des comptes, who could say . . . One hoped for nothing less. Alongside this career, an efficient marriage resulting in children destined to cram at Louis-le-Grand, then to be propelled towards the Elysée Palace or at least the executive directorship of some global cosmetics consortium. The cycle of social Darwinism, the reproduction of elites . . .


Well, no, actually: a dunce.


A dunce without historical precedent, sociological justification or disillusionment: a dunce in his own right. A bog standard dunce.


Why?


Perhaps an educational psychologist would have the answer, but this was before the era when such specialists became family surrogates. We made do with what we had to hand.


Bernard ventured this explanation: “When you were six, you fell into a municipal dustbin in Djibouti.”


“When I was six? The year I learned the letter A?”


“Yes. You fell off a wall into an open-air rubbish tip. I don’t remember how long you spent marinating down there. You disappeared, we looked for you everywhere, and all the while you were boiling in close to 140-degree heat. I’d rather not think about it.”


The image of the dustbin is apt enough for a student lost to the school system like so much flotsam and jetsam. In fact dustbin is a word I’ve heard muttered numerous times in reference to those private, unregulated establishments that take in the dregs from other secondary schools. I boarded at one from the age of twelve to seventeen. (Among the teachers I endured there, four conspired to rescue me.)


“By the time we’d got you out of that rubbish dump, you’d developed septicaemia; months of penicillin jabs followed. You were sick as a dog and scared witless. Every time the male nurse showed up, we’d spend hours looking for you. One day, you hid in a wardrobe that fell on top of you.”


Fear of being injected, now there’s a telling metaphor: my entire school career was spent running away from teachers whom I thought of as quacks out of Molière, armed with outsized syringes and tasked with inoculating me with the penicillin of the ’50s, which I remember very well – a sort of molten lead.


In any event, yes, fear was the single most important factor of my schooling, its padlock. For the teacher I became, allaying the fears of my worst students was a matter of urgency, to force that lock open so that learning might stand a chance of squeezing through.
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I’m dreaming. Not a dream from childhood, a dream in the present, while I’m writing this book. Truth is, I had it just after I wrote the last chapter. I’m sitting in my pyjamas on the edge of my bed. Enormous plastic numbers, like the ones small children play with, are scattered across the carpet. I have to “put these numbers in order”. Those are my instructions. I’m happy; it seems an easy task. I lean over and reach for the numbers. That’s when I notice that my hands have disappeared. There aren’t any hands where my pyjamas end. My sleeves are empty. I panic, not because my hands have disappeared, but because I can’t reach the numbers to put them in order. Which I would have known how to do.
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And yet, to all appearances I was a lively and playful child, without being manic. A mean hand at marbles and jacks, unbeatable at dodge ball, world champion at pillow fights, I was always playing. A chatterbox who liked to laugh, a clown even, I made friends at every level of classroom society, with dunces of course, but with brain-boxes too – I wasn’t prejudiced. More than anything, it was my cheerfulness that certain teachers held against me. Not content with being hopeless, I was insolent to boot. The least a dunce could do was to be discreet about it: stillborn being the ideal. But liveliness was my life-blood, so to speak. Being playful rescued me from the blues whenever I slumped back into loneliness and shame.


My God, the loneliness of the dunce, ashamed of never being able to do what you’re supposed to be doing. And that urge to run away . . . I felt the urge to run away very early on. But where to? Not sure. To run away from myself, if you like, but also into myself. A version of me that was acceptable to others. I owe the strange writing that preceded my handwriting to this urge to run away. Instead of forming letters, I would draw little stick-men who went running into the margin, where they’d form a gang. Not that I didn’t apply myself at the beginning. I had a reasonable stab at joining up my letters, but, little by little, they transformed themselves into tiny, joyful, leaping beings who went off to frolic elsewhere, ideograms representing my need to feel alive:


[image: Image]


I still use these little stick-men today. They’re invaluable for rescuing me from the requisite platitudes when I’m signing review copies for journalists. They’re my childhood gang, and I remain loyal to them.
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As a teenager, I dreamed of a gang more real. I was in the wrong era, from the wrong background, and my situation ruled it out, but to this day I maintain I’d have joined a gang, given half a chance. In fact, I’d have leapt at it. My playmates weren’t up to the challenge. As far as they were concerned, I only existed at break-time; in class, I was made to feel like an alien. My dream was to become part of a gang where school counted for nothing.


What’s the attraction of gangs? Losing yourself in the belief that you’re finding yourself. The illusion of identity. Anything to forget your alienation from school, to escape the contemptuous gaze of adults. How those looks all blur into one! To pit a sense of community against perpetual loneliness, somewhere else against here, turf against solitude. To leave Dunce Island, even if that means on board a pirate ship ruled by the law of the fist and you end up, at best, in prison. The others – teachers, adults – all seemed so much stronger than I was, and their strength, more devastating than the fist, was so acknowledged, so sanctioned, that my hunger for revenge bordered on the obsessive. (Four decades later, I wasn’t surprised when I heard the phrase “avoir la haine” issuing from the mouths of certain teenagers. It expressed the need for revenge I’d felt myself only too keenly, albeit multiplied by many new sociological, cultural and economic factors.)


Fortunately, my playmates weren’t the sort to join gangs, and I didn’t grow up in the inner city. So I was a gang unto myself, as Renaud’s song has it, a modest gang, carrying out my own underhand reprisals. Those ox tongues, for example (a hundred of them), removed from their tins in the canteen under cover of darkness and nailed to the bursar’s door because he served them up twice a week and we’d find them on our plates the following lunchtime if we hadn’t eaten them the day before. Or the kipper tied to the exhaust pipe of an English teacher’s brand-new car (an Ariane saloon, I remember, the walls of the tyres as white as a pimp’s shoes . . .), which then stank so badly of grilled fish that the classroom began to reek as soon as he walked through the door. Or those thirty hens filched from the farms close to my boarding school in the mountains, in order to populate the housemaster’s bedroom the weekend he grounded me. That room was turned into a most glorious henhouse: droppings and feathers stuck together, straw to make it authentic, broken eggs everywhere and a generous scattering of corn on top. And the smell! It was some party when the unsuspecting housemaster opened the door, releasing those crazed female prisoners into the corridors with all the house residents chasing in their wake.


This was idiotic behaviour, of course, idiotic, malicious, reprehensible, unforgivable . . . And inefficient, with it: the kind of abuse that does nothing to improve the character of the teaching staff . . . That said, to my dying day I’ll never regret my hens, my kipper or my poor oxen with their severed tongues. Along with my crazy little stick-men, they all belonged to my gang.



9


Here is a pedagogical constant: with a few rare exceptions, the lonely avenging student (or the sly, rowdy one, depending on your point of view) never owns up. And if someone else did it, not him, he doesn’t squeal either. Is this solidarity? Not necessarily. It’s more a visceral pleasure at seeing authority exhaust itself in sterile lines of enquiry. The fact that an entire classroom will be punished – deprived of this or that – until the guilty party gives himself up doesn’t affect the avenging student. Quite the opposite, as it happens, since he gets to feel part of the community at last. He joins in with the general consensus that it’s “disgusting” to make so many “innocent students” “pay” for the behaviour of a single “guilty party”. His sincerity is astounding. The fact that he himself is the guilty party is irrelevant. By punishing everybody, the authorities have allowed him to switch sides; this is no longer about facts but about principles. And, being a good teenager, fairness is a principle on which he refuses to budge.


“They don’t know who did it, so they’re making us all pay; it stinks.”


To be called a coward, a thief, a liar, or anything else for that matter, to have a booming “prosecutor” publicly declare his contempt for the flaming idiot who “doesn’t even have the courage to own up to what he’s done” – none of this affects the avenging student. Firstly, because what’s being said to him merely confirms what has been said to him a thousand times already, and anyway he agrees with the “prosecutor” (it’s an unfamiliar pleasure, this secret acquiescence: Yes, you’re right, I’m as evil as you say I am, worse in fact, if you only knew . . .). Secondly, because the “prosecutor” wouldn’t have had the courage to hang the house-master’s gowns from the lightning rod, nor was any student present bold enough to do so; no, he did it, he alone, in the dead of night, in his nocturnal solitude made glorious. For a few hours, those gowns became a black pirate’s flag flying above the school, and no-one would ever know who had hoisted that grotesque standard aloft.


And if somebody else gets blamed instead of him, well, all the more reason to keep quiet, because he understands how the world works, and knows (like Claudel, whom he’ll never read, by the way) that “one can also deserve injustice”.


He doesn’t confess. Because there’s a sense to his loneliness now; at last he can stop feeling frightened. He no longer keeps his eyes lowered. Behold the guilty party with the honest stare. This one-off pleasure buried in his silence: nobody will ever find out. When you don’t think you belong anywhere, you become your own audience.


What he relishes, more than anything else, is the dark joy of becoming unfathomable to those who are academically well-equipped and who criticize him for not knowing his arse from his elbow. In short, he’s discovered a talent for frightening people who frighten him. It gives him a real buzz. Nobody knows what he’s capable of, and that’s how he likes it.


Delinquency is born when all of one’s intelligence is invested in cunning.
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But limiting ourselves to my clandestine acts of revenge gives a false impression of the kind of student I was. (In any case, the headmaster’s gowns weren’t my doing.) Much as I might like to depict myself as a perfect caricature (the gleeful dunce, nightly hatching feats of revenge . . . the invisible Zorro of childish punishments . . .), I was also – and most importantly – a kid ready to compromise anything and everything to win a benevolent look from an adult. Furtive in my solicitation of teachers’ approval, I nonetheless went by the book: Yes, sir, you’re right, sir . . . No, sir, I’m not as stupid as all that, sir, no, not as bad, not as disappointing, not as . . . How humiliating, when a teacher’s cutting remark plunged me back into worthlessness. How uplifting, when he proffered two kind words, which I immediately stashed away as a gem of humanity . . . How I rushed home that same evening to tell my parents: “I had a nice chat with Mr So-and-So . . .” (As if, my father must have thought to himself, and with good reason, what really mattered was having a “nice chat” . . .)
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