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Introduction

The concept of childhood is increasingly understood not as a fixed biological stage,
but as a social construct shaped by historical, cultural, and ideological forces. Aries
(1962:125-168) famously argued that the modern concept of childhood did not always
exist, but gradually emerged alongside shifting perceptions of age, dependency, and
innocence. Building on this, contemporary scholars of the sociology of childhood, such
as James and Prout (2015: 6—10) and Jenks (2005: 2—5), emphasise that childhood is
neither universal nor ahistorical, but rather ideologically saturated and continually
redefined. This perspective challenges the idea that children are incomplete adults
awaiting full personhood. Instead, it recognises them as social actors with agency
whose lived experiences warrant critical attention.

Recognising childhood as a social construct requires us to question not only
institutional practices, but also the cultural narratives and visual representations
through which childhood is made visible. Adults often view childhood through the
lenses of nostalgia, anxiety, or moral concern. James and Prout (2015: 19—23) argue
that the focus of childhood studies has shifted from what children are becoming to
who they are in the present. This shift recognises their capacity to create meaning
and negotiate social structures. However, this shift raises critical questions about
representation: whose perspectives are privileged and through which frameworks are
children’s experiences interpreted? While children may be positioned as figures of
insight or resistance, they are also embedded within representational systems shaped
by adult authority.

Cinema is a particularly potent medium through which to explore such constructions.
As both a reflection of and producer of cultural meaning, film plays a significant role
in shaping public conceptions of childhood. Films do not emerge in isolation; they
reflect and engage with the ideological climates of their times. As Bazin (1967: 9—15)
and Monaco (2009: 22—27) observe, the cinematic image has the power to express
and convey ethics, influencing not only what is seen, but also how it is understood.
Therefore, analysing childhood in cinema requires attention to both narrative content
and formal techniques, such as camera movement, mise-en-scéne, editing and sound,
through which meaning is organised and spectatorship is structured.

Children have occupied a distinct space in cinematic history, often serving as
emotionally charged figures — symbols of innocence, disruption, or moral clarity. Their
presence often evokes emotion and can serve as a means of social critique or escapist
fantasy. However, as Kline (1993: 13—18) argues, mainstream cinema often relies on
stereotypical portrayals that polarize children as either angelic or unruly, reflecting
adult concerns more than children’s lived experiences.



More ethically attentive cinematic approaches seek to resist such simplifications by
granting children narrative and perceptual centrality. This does not mean eliminating
adult mediation, but rather raising awareness of how childhood is framed and interpreted.
Truffaut’s work is exemplary in this respect. His films closely examine children’s
emotional and psychological worlds while critically examining the institutions —
family, school and the justice system — that structure and constrain them. Rather than
offering a sentimental resolution, his films foreground misrecognition, ambiguity, and
conflict as constitutive elements of childhood experience.

Les Quatre cents coups (1959), Truffaut’s debut feature film, is a particularly pertinent
case in point. It follows Antoine Doinel, a Parisian adolescent boy caught between
emotional neglect at home, disciplinary rigidity at school, and institutional exclusion.
Instead of presenting childhood as a moralised or pathologised state, the film portrays
it as a socially situated experience shaped by power relations and institutional failure.
Through stylistic choices such as long takes, subjective framing, restrained sound
design, and an unresolved final freeze-frame, Truffaut aligns the viewer closely with
Antoine, while simultaneously resisting explanatory closure. Childhood is thus not
presented as an essence to be recovered, but as a position negotiated within systems
controlled by adults.

This article uses Les Quatre cents coups (1959) as a case study to explore broader
questions about the representation of childhood in cinema. Drawing on interdisciplinary
perspectives from childhood studies, sociology and film theory, it considers how films
construct the concept of childhood, and how these portrayals reflect or challenge
dominant ideologies. Rather than claiming that the film provides direct access to
an ‘authentic’ child’s perspective, the article asserts that its significance lies in its
ability to expose the limitations of adult comprehension and institutional authority.
By highlighting the tension between a child’s experience and the systems that seek to
define it, Les Quatre cents coups (1959) encourages a spectatorship grounded in ethics,
attention, uncertainty, and responsibility.

In this article, the term ‘gaze’ is not used in a singular or purely psychoanalytic
sense; rather, it refers more broadly to the ways in which cinematic form positions the
viewer in relation to the child. Rather than considering a fixed or unified ‘adult gaze’,
the analysis examines how looking is structured, mediated, and charged with ethics
within specific institutional and representational contexts.

The article is structured as follows: First, it contextualises childhood as a social
construct within the framework of key debates in the sociology of childhood. It
then narrows its focus to cinematic representations of childhood in post-war
European cinema, emphasising ethical spectatorship and adult mediation rather



than providing an exhaustive historical overview. The core of the article is a close
analysis of Les Quatre cents coups (1959), examining how Truffaut’s formal techniques
depict childhood, institutional misrecognition, and ethical spectatorship. The final
section focuses on the film’s concluding freeze-frame, analysing how the returned
gaze of the child transforms the experience of watching into an ethical confrontation
rather than a moment of narrative resolution. In doing so, the article argues for a
model of cinematic analysis that treats childhood not as a transparent perspective to
be recovered, but as a relational and mediated condition that cinema has the power
to question.

While this article engages with childhood as a conceptual and representational
category, itisimportant to acknowledge that Les Quatre cents coups (1959) focuses on the
experiences of a young adolescent boy. Therefore, the film’s portrayal of institutional
authority, autonomy, and socialisation is shaped by gendered and age-specific
dynamics that cannot be generalised to all children. Rather than claiming universality,
this analysis views ‘childhood’ as a construct mediated by history and culture, which
is articulated here through a specific configuration of boyhood and early adolescence.
Recognising this specificity does not contradict the theoretical framework, but situates
it more precisely within the representational context of the film.

Childhood as a Social Construction

The concept of childhood has long been considered a natural and universal stage
of human development. However, it is now widely recognised that it is a socially
constructed category, shaped by historical, cultural, and ideological contexts. Instead
of being a static biological phase, childhood has evolved alongside changing political
institutions, economic systems, and cultural discourse. At the core of this perspective
lies the understanding that meanings attributed to childhood vary over time and
between different places, and are not fixed.

As James and Prout (2015: 7) argue, ‘while the immaturity of children is a biological
fact of life, the ways in which this immaturity is understood and given meaning are
cultural facts.” This distinction is fundamental to the ‘new’ sociology of childhood,
which asserts that childhood should be analysed as a social phenomenon rather than
merely as a preparatory stage for adulthood. Historically, children have been defined
by adult-centred archetypes, such as being seen as innocent and vulnerable beings in
need of protection, moral projects requiring discipline, miniature adults or disruptive
threats to social order (Jenks 2005: 9—14). However, these constructions reveal more
about the societies that produce them than about children themselves, shedding light
on their values, anxieties and power structures.



In his seminal work, Centuries of Childhood (1962: 125—168), Aries reinforced this
position by tracing the historical emergence of childhood as a distinct life stage. He
argued that, in medieval Europe, childhood was not clearly distinct from adulthood.
It was only from the seventeenth century onwards, through the expansion of formal
education, declining child mortality, and the consolidation of the nuclear family, that
childhood became understood as a protected and regulated phase of life. While Aries’s
reliance on visual and artistic sources has been criticised (Wilson 1980: 132—-140; Shahar
1992: 5—12), his work continues to be influential in demonstrating that the concept of
childhood is historically contingent rather than universal.

Building on these foundations, later theories added further complexity to the
concept of childhood. Psychoanalytic approaches have challenged the romantic notion
of childhood innocence by emphasising the emotional complexity and inner life of
children. Nevertheless, dominant Western discourses have continued to idealise
children as pure and asexual, a view reinforced through education, literature, and
popular culture (Steedman1995:3—9).Thisidealisationhasdeeprootsin Enlightenment
and Romantic thought, particularly in Rousseau’s Emile ([1762]; 1979: 37—44), which
portrays childhood as a natural state that must be protected from social corruption.
Such formulations continue to influence contemporary depictions of childhood, often
concealing power relations under the guise of care.

The process of industrialisation introduced another significant shift. As Zelizer
(1985: 11—16) famously observed, children became economically ‘worthless’ yet
emotionally ‘priceless.” Legislative reforms regulating labour and introducing
compulsory schooling formalised childhood, reinforcing its separation from adulthood
and positioning children as dependants who were subject to adult supervision. Pilcher
(1995: 27-35) identifies this separation, manifested in legal protections, spatial
regulation, and age-specific norms, as a defining feature of modern Western childhood.
While these structures are often presented as protective, they also consolidate adult
authority and restrict children’s autonomy.

Such representations have increasingly been challenged. For example, Jones (2001:
174—-178) critiques the tendency to portray children as radically ‘other’, arguing that
adult discourse often mystifies and marginalises children’s everyday experiences.
Institutional systems based on these assumptions — particularly educational, legal,
and welfare frameworks — often prioritise regulation and conformity over listening to
children’s perspectives. Consequently, childhood becomes a site of governance, where
power operates through seemingly benevolent practices.

Anthropological research has played a crucial role in demonstrating the
cultural specificity of childhood. Studies of non-Western societies demonstrate



that expectations surrounding responsibility, authority, and autonomy can vary
significantly. For example, in Samoa, children assume domestic roles that would be
considered inappropriate in Western contexts (Holmes 1987: 61-68); in Tikopia,
authority is relational rather than hierarchical (Firth 1963: 82—90); and among the
Trobriand Islanders, childhood sexuality is approached with openness rather than
repression (Malinowski 2001: 43-49). Such examples challenge the universalisation
of Western developmental norms, emphasising the necessity of pluralistic frameworks
(Stearns 2006: 14—20).

The ‘new’ sociology of childhood, which emerged in the late twentieth century,
contests developmentalism and adult-centrism directly. Rather than viewing children as
‘becomings,’ it conceptualises them as ‘beings’ — social actors capable of interpreting,
negotiating, and reshaping their environments (James, Jenks, and Prout 1998: 17—-21).
Scholars such as Qvortrup (1994: 3—6) and Alanen and Mayall (2001: 2—5) contend that
childhood should be analysed as a structural category comparable to class or gender,
which is shaped by economic relations and power asymmetries.

In this regard, Corsaro’s (1997: 18—24) concept of ‘interpretive reproduction’ is
particularly influential. Rather than viewing socialisation as a one-directional process,
Corsaro emphasises the active role of children in reinterpreting and reproducing
cultural meanings. Similarly, Koller and Farley (2019: 492—495) suggest that children
can become agents of social change when recognised and respected by institutions,
rather than passive recipients of adult control.

Despite these advances, critical debates persist. For example, Tisdall and Punch
(2012: 250—255) argue that much research within childhood studies is empirically
rich but theoretically uneven. Furthermore, James (2010: 486-489) and Matthews
(2007: 325—-328) stress the need for sustained attention to power relations between
adults and children, particularly in institutional contexts where children’s voices are
most constrained.

Understanding childhood as a social construct therefore requires an acknowledgement
of the intersection of discourse, power and representation. As Foucault (1977: 194—203)
argues, discourse operates as a mechanism of power that shapes what can be said about
childhood, as well as how children are governed and perceived. Cultural representations
are integral to this process, reflecting and reinforcing dominant understandings.

It is within this theoretical framework that cinema emerges as a critical site
of analysis. Francois Truffaut’s Les Quatre cents coups (1959) is an example of how
film can examine the social construction of childhood, foregrounding institutional
misrecognition and adult authority. Rather than offering a sentimentalised portrait
of youth, the film centres on Antoine Doinel as a child embedded in society whose



experiences are shaped by school, family, and the juvenile justice system. Through
formal strategies that align the viewer with the child while withholding explanatory
certainty, Truffaut invites us to reconsider how childhood is represented, regulated and
understood.

The Cinematic Child: Mediation, Ethics, and the Limits of Subjectivity

Cinema does not merely reflect childhood as a social category; it actively participates
in its construction. The way children are portrayed on screen is shaped by narrative
conventions, aesthetic choices and ideological frameworks, which determine how
childhood is perceived, valued and interpreted. As Stefani (2007: 116) argues, cinema
encapsulates the dominant discourses of a given historical period, rendering childhood
visible through systems of meaning authored by adults. Therefore, the cinematic child
should not be approached as a transparent representation of lived experience, but
rather as a figure shaped by power, perspective and spectatorship (Lury 2010: 3—6).

From its earliest manifestations, cinema has positioned children within adult
narrative frameworks. Early films by the Lumiére brothers, such as Le repas de bébé
(Baby’s First Meal, 1895), depicted childhood as part of domestic life, while others, such
as L’arroseur arrosé (The Waterer Watered, 1895), used children as comic troublemakers.
These early images established a persistent duality: the child as a sentimental object,
and the child as a spectacle (Bazalgette & Staples 1995: 94—96). Although seemingly
innocent, such representations reveal how childhood is framed through adult
expectations and affective economies.

During the silent era, childhood became a central emotional catalyst within
socially conscious narratives. Films such as Charlie Chaplin’s The Kid (1921) brought
child poverty and abandonment to the forefront, evoking sympathy from audiences
while reinforcing the image of the child as an innocent victim. As Wojcik-Andrews
(2000: 18—23) observes, these films combined social critique with moral reassurance,
ultimately reabsorbing childhood into redemptive narratives governed by adult ethics.
While these representations humanised children, they also stabilised childhood as a
vulnerable state requiring adult intervention.

A significant shift occurred in post-war European cinema, particularly within
Italian neorealism. Films such as Vittorio De Sica’s Sciuscia (Shoeshine, 1946) and
Roberto Rossellini’s Germania anno zero (Germany, Year Zero, 1948) moved away from
sentimentality by situating children within landscapes of social collapse and moral
ambiguity. In his analysis of Germany, Year Zero, André Bazin argued that the child
protagonist does not function as a symbol of innocence or an object of pity, but rather
as a figure through whom the ethical failure of the adult world is revealed (Bazin 1997:



52—60). Importantly, Bazin did not claim that Rossellini granted access to the child’s
inner subjectivity. Rather, he emphasised the film’s refusal to psychologically analyse
the child, enabling the viewer to confront the consequences of adult responsibility and
historical rupture.

This ethical positioning of the cinematic child exerted a strong influence on
subsequent European filmmaking, including the French New Wave. Directors such as
Francois Truffaut shifted attention towards everyday experience, spatial movement,
and emotional ambiguity, foregrounding children’s encounters with institutional
authority rather than resolving them through narrative explanation. In Les Quatre cents
coups (1959), childhood is neither idealised nor allegorised: Antoine Doinel emerges
as a socially situated figure whose actions are shaped by misrecognition, discipline,
and exclusion. In this sense, Truffaut’s approach strongly resonates with Bazin’s
ethical realism, particularly in its refusal to convert childhood into either spectacle or
moral lesson.

At the same time, critical scholarship has long cautioned against conflating such
representational strategies with unmediated access to the subjectivity of children.
Jacqueline Rose (1984: 1—8) famously argued that cultural representations of children
are inevitably shaped by the desires and imaginations of adults, making the idea of
a child’s fully autonomous perspective problematic. While earlier film scholarship,
including Lury’s The Child in Film (2010), examined how formal strategies could align
spectatorship with the child’s perspective, more recent studies have emphasised
the need for greater theoretical caution. In The Child in Cinema (2022), Lury revisits
these assumptions, questioning whether cinematic alignment should be equated with
experiential authenticity. She asserts that the child’s perspective in film is invariably an
adult construction, influenced by memory, narrative structure, and aesthetic choices
rather than direct observation of children’s lived experiences (Lury 2022: 21-27).

This critique is particularly relevant to analyses that oppose an ‘adult-authored
modes of looking’ to a supposedly ‘child-centred’ perspective. While films such as Les
Quatre cents coups (1959) clearly depart from dominant, adult-centred portrayals of
childhood, they do not escape adult mediation. Truffaut’s portrayal of Antoine is still
an adult interpretation of childhood, influenced by memory, ideology, and cinematic
convention. However, rather than undermining the film’s significance, acknowledging
this clarifies its ethical position. The film does not claim to present childhood as it is;
rather, it stages the difficulty — perhaps even the impossibility — of fully knowing the
child within adult social systems.

From this perspective, the question is not whether cinema can represent ‘authentic’
child subjectivity, but how films negotiate the ethical implications of representing



childhood. In line with Bazin’s reflections on neorealism, Les Quatre cents coups (1959)
foregrounds the limits of explanation and the failures of institutional interpretation. Its
formal strategies — elliptical narrative, observational camerawork, and an unresolved
conclusion — do not grant privileged access to the child’s inner life. Instead, they
expose the distance between the child’s experience and the adult frameworks that seek
to contain it.

Genre cinema further illustrates the ideological significance of representations of
childhood. For example, horror films such as The Exorcist (1973) and The Omen (1976)
depict children as sources of fear and moral panic. Meanwhile, popular family films
often celebrate childhood autonomy, only to subsequently reinforce adult authority
and social order (Wojcik-Andrews 2000: 54—62). Even socially engaged cinema risks
using children as symbols of resilience or victimhood, making them subservient to
adult-centred narratives (Bazalgette & Staples 1995: 101-104).

Therefore, recognising the cinematic child as a mediated and ideologically charged
figure is essential. Rather than offering transparent access to childhood, cinema stages
encounters between adult perspectives, institutional structures, and child figures.
Les Quatre cents coups (1959) exemplifies this approach, positioning childhood as a
site of ethical tension rather than narrative resolution. The child does not function as
a symbolic solution, but as a figure whose experience challenges adult authority and
confronts the viewer with their limitations.

Although this article does not seek to offer a comprehensive overview of the
scholarship on French cinema and the representation of youth, it builds upon existing
discussions that have examined children and adolescents in post-war European films,
particularly in relation to realism, subjectivity, and institutional critique.

Francois Truffaut and Les Quatre cents coups (1959)

Francois Truffaut is widely recognised as one of the most influential post-war European
filmmakers and a key figure in cinematic representations of childhood. Often described
as a ‘filmmaker of childhood,’ Truffaut consistently placed young protagonists at the
centre of his narratives, not as sentimental figures or moral emblems, but as socially
situated subjects negotiating adult authority and institutional constraint (Spyrou
2004: 9—11). His films resist pedagogical certainty and psychological explanation,
foregrounding emotional ambiguity, misrecognition, and ethical tension instead.

Truffaut’s own childhood, marked by familial instability, educational exclusion,
and periods of juvenile detention, strongly informed his cinematic sensibility. While
Les Quatre cents coups (1959) is not an autobiography, Truffaut famously remarked that
he was ‘all of the characters’, indicating that personal memory was refracted through
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cinematic construction rather than reproduced as lived experience (Butterfly 2004:
37). This reflexive distance is crucial: the film does not claim authenticity through
confession, but rather through the careful staging of childhood as a socially produced
and institutionally governed phenomenon.

As Truffaut’s debut feature and a foundational work of the French New Wave,
Les Quatre cents coups (1959) embodies the movement’s rejection of studio-bound
artificiality and literary adaptations, favouring location shooting, episodic narratives,
and subjective experiences instead (Marie 2003: 41—-48; Neupert 2007: 69—75). The
film follows Antoine Doinel, a Parisian adolescent whose increasing alienation from his
family, school, and the justice system culminates in his imprisonment and subsequent
escape. Rather than portraying Antoine as an innately delinquent character, Truffaut
presents his actions as responses to institutional misrecognition and emotional neglect.

This approach aligns closely with André Bazin’s ethical realism, which gives
Truffaut’s dedication of the film to Bazin a personal and theoretical significance. In his
writings on cinema and childhood, Bazin consistently argued against psychological
explanations or moral judgements of cinematic children. Instead, he insisted on an
ethical mode of representation that allows children to expose the failures of adult
society (Bazin 1997: 52—60). In Bazin’s formulation, the child does not function as a
repository of inner truth to be decoded; rather, they serve as a position through which
adult responsibility and institutional authority are rendered visible. Truffaut adopts
and extends this logic in Les Quatre cents coups (1959). Antoine’s behaviour is neither
diagnosed nor redeemed, and the film repeatedly refuses to translate his actions into
psychological causality or narrative resolution. Instead, Truffaut confronts the viewer
with the cumulative effects of adult authority exercised without understanding.
Childhood is not presented as an object of explanation, but as an ethical challenge
that undermines institutional certainty and demands a more responsible mode
of viewing.

Truffaut formally constructs this ethical position through a restrained visual
style. Handheld camerawork, long takes and natural lighting create an observational
approach that avoids narrative manipulation. Domestic interiors appear cramped and
fragmented, while institutional spaces such as classrooms, police stations and detention
centres are depicted as impersonal and disciplinary. These spatial strategies position
Antoine within systems of control rather than providing a psychological explanation.

Truffaut’s direction of Jean-Pierre Léaud further reinforces this approach. Rather
than imposing rigid performance cues, he encouraged spontaneity and physical
presence, adapting the film to the rhythms of the child actor rather than the other way
around (Spyrou 2004: 10). The resulting performance resists theatrical expressivity,



favouring gesture, movement, and silence. Childhood is not verbalised or explained
here; it is observed under pressure.

Thus, Les Quatre cents coups (1959) establishes a model of cinematic childhood that
is not grounded in authenticity or access to interiority, but rather in ethical restraint.
The child is not presented as a narrative solution or endpoint, but as a figure whose
experiences reveal the limitations of institutional authority and adult comprehension.
This framework provides the basis for the closer analysis that follows.

Reading Les Quatre cents coups (1959): Childhood, Institutional Misrecognition,
and Ethical Spectatorship

This section argues that Les Quatre cents coups (1959) presents a sustained critique
of institutional misrecognition to construct childhood, rather than presenting a
psychology of rebellion or celebrating youthful autonomy. The film does not primarily
seek to explain the behaviour of its protagonist, Antoine Doinel, or grant access to his
inner subjectivity. Instead, it depicts a series of encounters with adult institutions —
school, family, and the juvenile justice system — that consistently fail to recognise,
understand, or respond to the child. Through its formal strategies, the film closely
aligns the spectator with Antoine’s experience, withholding causal explanation or
moral resolution and transforming spectatorship into an ethical position rather than a
mode of narrative mastery.

In this context, ‘institutional misrecognition’ does not simply refer to exclusion;
rather, it refers to the systematic failure of social institutions to interpret a child’s
actions, emotions, and behaviour in a meaningful way. Rather than recognising the
child as an individual with experiences, institutions translate difference into deviance.
Similarly, ‘ethical spectatorship’ describes a mode of viewing in which the spectator
is not positioned as an authoritative interpreter. Instead, they are confronted with the
limits of understanding and the responsibility of observing without reducing the child
to an explanation.

The school scenes set out the central logic of the film, presenting education as
a system that classifies and disciplines behaviour without seeking to understand
it. Classroom scenes depict education as a regime of surveillance and humiliation
rather than as a means of learning or care. Antoine’s teacher acts more as an agent
of disciplinary authority than as a pedagogical guide. Framing consistently positions
Antoine at the margins of the classroom, often partially obscured or isolated from his
peers (see Figure 1). This visualises the spatial marginalisation that Foucault (1977:
170—-177) identifies as disciplinary power: a system that classifies, monitors, and
punishes deviation rather than seeking to understand it.

11



12

Figure 1: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Classroom punishment scene. Source:
screenshot by author.

Antoine’s fabrication of his mother’s death is an example of this dynamic. Rather
than being recognised as a sign of distress, the act is viewed as a moral failing. The
institution responds with punishment, not inquiry. Truffaut does not invite the viewer to
judge Antoine’s lie; instead, the camera maintains an observational distance, exposing
the rigidity of a system that refuses to consider why a child might feel compelled to
invent such a story.

If the school institutionalises misrecognition, the family reproduces it on a smaller,
more intimate scale. It offers no alternative space for recognition or care. Although
physically present, his mother is emotionally distant, while his stepfather vacillates
between being a friend and submitting to authority. Domestic scenes are often divided
by doorways, furniture, and tight compositions that visually separate Antoine from his
parents (see Figure 2). As Mayne (1993: 87—92) argues, cinematic space often serves
as an indicator of emotional and social exclusion. Here, the home offers no refuge from
institutional logic; it reproduces it.

Figure 2: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Interior framing. Source: screenshot by
author.



The transition from school and family life to the justice system is the point at
which misunderstanding becomes a procedural matter, turning the child into a case
to be processed. Antoine’s theft of the typewriter marks a crucial turning point.
Rather than being a simple delinquent act, it represents an attempt to enter the adult
symbolic order of writing, authorship and recognition. Its failure leads to Antoine’s
absorption into the justice system, where misrecognition becomes procedural. Police
stations and detention centres are depicted as impersonal processing centres rather
than places of care (see Figure 3). Antoine is no longer addressed as a child, but as
a case.

Figure 3: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Police holding cell. Source: screenshot
by author.

The psychological interview scene is one of the most complex moments of
institutional engagement in the film. Although the scene is often perceived as
observational, it is actually structured through subtle editing, including jump cuts
that shape the rhythm of Antoine’s responses (see Figure 4). Rather than merely
exposing the inadequacy of institutional language, the sequence offers a rare
example of an adult listening to a child. Antoine’s fragmented and hesitant answers
offer valuable insight into his experiences and enable the viewer to comprehend
the motivations behind his actions, including his tendency to lie. At the same
time, however, the institutional framing of the interview situates this moment
within a system that seeks to interpret and categorise Antoine. Therefore, the
scene does not resolve the tension between understanding and misrecognition,
but makes this tension visible by positioning Antoine between expression and
institutional interpretation.

13
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Figure 4: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Psychological interview. Source:
screenshot by author.

Antoine’s movements around the city do not represent an escape from institutional
control, but rather a temporary suspension that ultimately reaffirms its inescapability.
Urban wandering, fairground rides and cinema visits provide moments of sensory
freedom, but these remain transient. The Rotor ride, which is often perceived as purely
exhilarating, is undercut by its circular motion and inevitable return (see Figure 5).
Freedom here is momentary, not transformative.

Figure 5: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Fairground Rotor. Source: screenshot
by author.

These cumulative failures of recognition converge in the final movement of the film,
where the refusal to explain is transformed into a direct ethical address to the viewer.
Antoine runs to the sea and the camera follows him, then stops. The freeze-frame that



concludes the film simultaneously suspends movement and meaning (see Figure 6).
This moment neither redeems Antoine nor promises liberation. Instead, it confronts
the viewer with a child who has exhausted all available institutional options and now
returns the gaze.

Figure 6: Les Quatre cents coups (1959, Francois Truffaut). Final freeze-frame. Source: screenshot
by author.

Through this sustained formal and narrative strategy, Les Quatre cents coups (1959)
constructs childhood not as a psychological essence or authentic subjectivity, but as a
socially produced condition shaped by institutional failure. Truffaut’s cinema does not
claim to speak for the child; rather, it reveals how the child is consistently spoken about
and acted upon. In doing so, the film transforms spectatorship into an encounter with
responsibility, uncertainty, and ethical consideration.

The Gaze and the Image of the Child

Les Quatre cents coups (1959) concludes with one of the most discussed moments in
post-war European cinema, the freeze-frame of Antoine Doinel standing at the edge
of the sea, turning to look directly at the camera. Rather than providing narrative
resolution, this suspended image interrupts the film’s forward momentum, halting
both movement and interpretation. Antoine’s gaze, directed at the viewer, transforms
the cinematic image into a site of confrontation, prompting reflection rather than
identification. This moment is far from a simple stylistic flourish; it condenses the
film’s broader engagement with childhood, spectatorship, and ethical responsibility.

Throughout the film, Truffaut resists dominant cinematic modes that portray
children as objects to be explained, sentimentalised or judged morally. Instead, the
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camera frequently aligns itself with Antoine’s movements, perceptions and rhythms,
prioritising duration, proximity and everyday gestures over narrative causality. Long
takes, restrained editing and observational framing encourage a form of spectatorship
grounded in attention rather than mastery. However, this alignment should not
be confused with unmediated access to the child’s inner life. As recent scholarship
has cautioned, the depiction of a child’s perspective in cinema is always an adult
construction, shaped by aesthetic choices and narrative design (Lury 2022: 21-27).

Earlier film theory often celebrated formal alighment as a means of making
children’s experiences visible. For example, in The Child in Film (2010: 42—47), Lury
explored how cinematic techniques might enable viewers to perceive the world from
the perspective of a child. However, Lury’s subsequent work challenges this perspective
by questioning whether alignment should be equated with authenticity. From this
perspective, the cinematic child’s gaze does not represent an unfiltered subjective truth,
but rather a representation charged with ethics, shaped by adult memory, authorship,
and cultural expectation.

Truffaut’s film exemplifies this tension. While Les Quatre cents coups (1959)
departs from the dominant, adult-centred portrayal of childhood, it cannot escape
adult mediation. Antoine’s experience is framed through Truffaut’s autobiographical
memory, cinematic practice, and ideological positioning. Recognising this does not
diminish the film’s significance, but rather clarifies its ethical implications. Rather
than claiming to reproduce childhood as it is, the film stages the difficulty of seeing
and understanding the child within adult institutional frameworks.

This ethical positioning is crystallised in the final freeze-frame. As Antoine looks
directly at the camera, the traditional hierarchy of cinematic viewing is disrupted.
The child is no longer merely an object of observation, but also a subject who observes
in return. This reversal challenges the spectator’s visual authority, recalling Laura
Mulvey’s (1975: 11-14) critique of dominant regimes of looking and reconfiguring
them within the context of childhood rather than gender. Here, the gaze is not
eroticised or controlling, but interrogative. Antoine’s expression remains unreadable,
poised between defiance, uncertainty, and fatigue, resisting narrative closure or
psychological interpretation.

Importantly, this moment does not resolve the question of child subjectivity, but
rather exposes its limitations. As Christian Metz (1982: 45-51) argues, cinematic
images exist in the space between what is shown and what can be known. The freeze-
frame highlights this gap, suspending meaning rather than conveying it. Antoine’s face
becomes a surface upon which spectators project their own interpretations, anxieties,



and ethical positions. Rather than granting access to the child’s interiority, the image
confronts the viewer with the impossibility of fully possessing it.

The sound design further reinforces this ethical restraint. Truffaut avoids an
intrusive musical score, instead allowing ambient noise and silence to dominate key
sequences. In the final moments, as Antoine runs towards the sea, the absence of music
emphasises his physical exertion and the vastness of the space around him rather
than providing an emotional cue. As Petrie (2002) observes, this sonic minimalism
fosters a dialogue between viewer and image, encouraging interpretation rather than
prescribing emotion.

In this context, the film’s visual strategies do not present ‘authentic child
subjectivity,” but instead construct an ethical engagement with childhood. The
resulting gaze is neither wholly that of the child nor that of the adult; it is relational,
unstable and unresolved. Rather than erasing the adult gaze, Truffaut renders it visible
and accountable, foregrounding the limits of understanding rather than asserting
interpretive authority.

The final freeze-frame thus functions as a refusal of closure and a challenge to
spectatorship. Antoine does not ask to be saved, explained or redeemed. He asks to be
seen — without any guarantee of comprehension. By returning the gaze, Les Quatre
cents coups (1959) transforms cinema into an ethical space in which childhood is not
consumed as an image or a narrative, but rather encountered as an issue that cannot
be resolved.

Conclusion: Cinema, Childhood, and the Ethics of Looking

Cinema has a unique ability to influence how childhood is perceived, not just by
reflecting social realities, but also by playing an active role in shaping them. Screen
representations of children are never neutral; they are embedded within ideological,
institutional, and aesthetic frameworks that determine what childhood can signify and
how it can be perceived. As this article has argued, cinematic depictions of childhood
should not be viewed as transparent windows onto children’s lived experience,
but rather as mediated encounters shaped by adult authorship, power relations,
and spectatorship.

Les Quatre cents coups (1959) exemplifies this complexity. Rather than offering a
sentimental or explanatory account of childhood, Truffaut’s film portrays childhood
as a socially situated condition shaped by institutional misrecognition. The school,
the family and the justice system repeatedly fail to listen to or understand the child,
reducing Antoine Doinel to a problem to be managed rather than a person to be
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understood. Through its restrained visual style, episodic narrative and refusal of
psychological closure, the film highlights the limitations of adult authority and
institutional knowledge.

It is important to note that this analysis does not claim that Les Quatre cents coups
(1959) provides unmediated access to a child’s authentic subjectivity. As recent
scholarship has emphasised, the child’s point of view in cinema is inevitably shaped by
adult memory, narrative design, and aesthetic choices (Lury 2022: 21—-27). Truffaut’s
gaze remains an adult gaze. However, rather than undermining the film’s ethical
value, acknowledging this clarifies its critical force. Rather than seeking to resolve the
problem of representing childhood, the film stages it, exposing the distance between
the child’s experience and the frameworks that seek to contain it.

The final freeze-frame crystallises this ethical position. Antoine’s returned gaze
does not offer explanation, redemption or closure. Instead, it confronts the viewer with
the limits of interpretation and the responsibility of observation. In this moment, the
cinematic image ceases to function as a vehicle of narrative mastery and becomes an
ethical encounter, representing a shift in perspective away from a focus on the visual
to a more profound ethical dimension. As in Bazin’s reflections on Germany, Year Zero
(19438), the child does not symbolise innocence or offer a moral resolution; rather, they
reflect the failures of the adult world (Bazin 1997: 52—60).

By shifting the focus from the thematic celebration of childhood to the formal and
ethical conditions of its representation, this article argues for a more cautious and
reflexive understanding of the cinematic child. Childhood in cinema does not emerge as
an essence to be recovered or a voice to be fully accessed; rather, it emerges as a relational
position produced through institutional power, visual regimes and spectatorship. Les
Quatre cents coups (1959) remains significant not because it escapes adult mediation,
but because it renders that mediation visible and unstable.

More broadly, this analysis contributes to ongoing debates in childhood studies and
film theory by emphasising the importance of ethical spectatorship. Watching children
on screen involves participating in systems of meaning that assign value, responsibility
and agency. Films such as Les Quatre cents coups (1959) challenge spectators to resist
explanatory certainty and confront the discomfort of not fully understanding the child.

In this sense, cinema is not a space for resolving childhood, but for questioning
how childhood is perceived, governed and understood. Truffaut’s film endures because
it refuses to answer the question posed by the child’s gaze. Instead, it directs that
question back to the viewer, emphasising that the ethics of observing childhood remain
unresolved and require attention, restraint and responsibility.
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