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Excerpt from Queer Flourishing, p. 310 
 

The End of Eddy 

• To what degree did you witness, experience, or perpetrate bullying as a kid? 
• What difficult childhood experiences do you find yourself repeatedly reliving as an 

adult? 
 
 Before Histoire de la violence, Édouard Louis wrote another autobiographical 
novel, En finir avec Eddy Belleguele (2014), titled in English The End of Eddy.a It 
chronicles his early life in Hallencourt, a poor working-class village of Picardy, a region 
in northern France. The book depicts the backstory and understory of the author’s own 
Great Escape. 
 The pairing of this autofictional novel with his later work, History of Violence 
(2016) illustrates how the Self-Protective Opportunist form of mind can stay important 
into adulthood for gay and queer people. The young, relatively powerless, bullied gay 
kid remains powerfully and painfully present in his adult life, particularly in Édouard’s 
experience of rape. The violence of Édouard’s childhood in Hallencourt, where his 
birthname was Eddy Bellegueule, echoes in the violent rape, robbery, and near murder 
that he suffered as a young twenty-something in Paris. 
 Louis’s writing of these novels seems to make part of a recovery from a suite of 
relational traumas, all suffered by the author at the hands of other men, all due to his 
being gay. His recovery from one trauma is intertwined with his recovery from the 
other. He was raped on Christmas Eve 2012, published En finir avec Eddy Bellegueule in 
2014, and then Histoire de la violence in 2016. 
 In the two books, Édouard Louis retraces the cycle of violence, trauma, defense, 
and recovery. Indeed, The End of Eddy begins with a “history of violence” done to 
young Eddy, who cannot help but be an effeminate, pretty boy. As Louis makes sense in 
the two novels of repeated relational gay traumas, he focuses recurrently on his 
gueule—his face, his throat, and his original family name, Bellegueule, which literally 
means “pretty face.” This identity imprisons and exposes the boy. 
 Author Édouard Louis thus returns again and again, through the language of his 
personal “history of violence,” to the special site of his trauma, his gueule. The word in 
modern French means face and derives from the Latin gula, meaning throat. As we 
shall see, the gueule is a primary site of trauma on Eddy’s/Édouard’s body in the two 
novels. Tracking this word gueule illuminates a theme that runs through both novels, 
pointing to the persistent vulnerability, shame, and trauma which the Self-Protective 
boy continues to carry within Édouard as an adult. The thematic recurrence of this 
word gueule demonstrates just how tough it is to find “the end of Eddy” Bellegueule. 
Our younger selves remain inside us, even as we grow more complex and capacious 
forms of mind. 
 Ready to read how this effeminate French pretty boy mustered queer 
superpowers to find his way to greater flourishing?. . . 
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Bonus material not included in the book 
The End of Eddy opens in the elementary school hallway where the title 

character comes to meet his two bullies every day so they can torment him in private. 

He goes there to suffer their abuses, so that the other kids do not witness his 

humiliation. 

 
In the hallway, two boys appeared, the first tall, with red hair, and the other, 
short, with a slouch. The tall red-haired one spit, Take that in your mouth 
[gueule]. 

The spit slid slowly down my face, thick and yellow, like that sonorous 
mucus that obstructs the throat of old or sick people, with a strong and 
nauseating odor.b  
 

The boy named “pretty face” had his face spat on as his habitual humiliation in that 

school hallway by the library. No part of the body is more closely linked to personal 

identity than the face, at whose soft underside lies the throat. A couple of pages later, 

Louis tracks back in time to depict the minutes before this first encounter with the two 

boys who become his habitual bullies. 

 
I was ten years old. I was new to the school. When they appeared in the hallway, 
I didn’t know them….they asked who I was, if I was indeed Belleguele [‘pretty 
face’], the one everyone was talking about. They posed that question that 
afterwards I tirelessly repeated to myself for months, years, Are you the 
faggot?c  
 

They pushed him around, “without too much brutality,” laughing, as the spit, which 

Eddy did not dare wipe off, kept running down his face.d 

 
…then getting more and more severe, until slamming my head against the wall 
of the hallway. I said nothing. One of them grabbed my arms while the other 
kicked me, smiling less and less, more and more serious in his role, his face 
expressing more and more concentration, anger, hatred….The blows to my belly 
took my breath away and I couldn’t breathe. 
 

Louis goes on to describe his suffocation at some length: “this feeling that my lungs 

had suddenly filled up with a dense sap, with lead. They suddenly felt heavy.”e He 

dissociates from his body. “My body trembled, seeming no longer to belong to me, no 

longer to respond to my wishes.” 
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 The violence done to him by these bullies is not restricted to physical 

harm. They also hurl homophobic slurs at him, “. . . followed always by blows and my 

silence. Pédale, pédé, tantouse, enculé, tarlouze, pédale douce, baltringue, tapette 

(tapette à mouche), fiotte, tafiole, tanche, folasse, grosse tante, tata, or homosexual, 

gay.”f The homophobic violence inflicted on Eddy by spit, blows, kicks, slurs, and the 

social pressure of heteronormative expectations amount to an onslaught of insidious 

trauma, devaluing both his gender expression and his (presumed) sexual orientation. 

Eddy gave his all to relieving himself of these offensive elements of his identity. 

Indeed, one way of interpreting The End of Eddy is to read it as a story of the narrator’s 

struggle against the gender expression that comes to him naturally and the sexual 

orientation that everyone seemed to see in him. His effeminate ways were called 

affected, fancy, queeny airs. “Stop putting on airs. [My parents] would wonder Why 

does Eddy act like a little pussy [gonzesse].”g To his parents, Eddy’s effeminate manners 

seem to fit bourgeois city folk, not the rural, working-class mores of his hometown. 

From another perspective, we can read The End of Eddy as an account of 

Édouard Louis freeing himself, becoming himself, constructing himself. “I was prisoner, 

between the hallway, my parents, and the inhabitants of the village.”h He writes that he 

eventually chose his own values, which, “I acquired precisely in constructing myself 

over against my parents, against my family.”i 

But before the gay Parisian writer Édouard emerges, Eddy tries his best to 

become someone else. Like me and perhaps like Ig, young Eddy would have wished for 

the superpower of Chameleonic Passing. In eventually making his Great Escape from 

Hallencourt to Amiens to Paris, he strove to leave behind Eddy Bellegueule, the “tough 

boy” that his father, his village, and the whole community in which he was raised all 

wanted and expected him to be.  

When Eddy was 12, the two older boys who bullied him went on to their next 

school, and Eddy seized the opportunity to attempt a personal transformation: 

 
I had to no longer behave like I was, like I always had up till then. Monitor my 
gestures when I spoke, learn to make my voice deeper, devote myself 
exclusively to masculine activities. Play soccer more often, no longer watch the 
same television shows, or listen to the same albums. Every morning getting 
ready in the bathroom, I would repeat to myself this same sentence without 
stopping, so many times that it ended up losing its meaning, becoming nothing 
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more than a series of syllables, of sounds. I would stop and then take it up again 
Today I will be a tough guy. I remember because I repeated to myself exactly 
this sentence, as one prays, with these words and exactly these words Today I 
will be a tough guy.j 

 
At this point in the narrative, Édouard the author appears in parenthetical remarks and 

grieves remembering this project of his younger self, at once shielding and self-

destructive: “(and I weep as I write these lines; I weep because I find this sentence 

ridiculous and hideous, this sentence that accompanied me for years and that in some 

sense–I don’t think I’m exaggerating–was at the center of my existence.)”k Happily, 

Eddy ultimately failed in this project of becoming “a tough guy.” Part II of the novel is 

entitled “Failure and Flight.” 

 
Each day was a heartbreak; one does not change so easily. I was not the tough 
guy that I wanted to be. I had nevertheless understood that lying was the only 
possibility to make a new truth come into being. Becoming someone else meant 
taking myself for someone else, believing that I was someone who I was not, in 
order to become him progressively, step by step.  
 
Though he failed at becoming “a tough guy,” Eddy ultimately succeeded in his 

project of transformation. 

The book culminates with the first leg of Eddy’s Great Escape. In the last pages, 

we see Eddy start a new chapter of his life, moving from Hallencourt to board at a 

performing arts secondary school in the city of Amiens, the regional capital. The 

second leg of his Great Escape, that is, him moving to Paris, receives oblique allusions 

at various points but mostly occurs outside of the events that comprise The End of Eddy 

and History of Violence. 

Before he makes it to Amiens, in a chapter of The End of Eddy titled "First 

Escape Attempt,” Louis expresses the sense of resolute resignation that powered his 

departure from the world in which he had been raised. 

 
…Though less frequent, the insults had continued for a long time despite my 
determination to masculinize myself, since they were based not on my attitude 
in the moment when I was insulted, but rather on a perception of me that by 
then had long been entrenched in others’ minds. 

Escape seemed the only possibility, my one remaining option. 
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I have wanted to demonstrate here how my escape had not been the 
result of some project always present within me, as if I had been some creature 
passionately devoted to freedom, as if I had always wanted to get away, but on 
the contrary how escape was the last conceivable solution after a series of 
failed interventions I had attempted to carry out on myself, and how I 
experienced escape first of all as a failure, as giving up. At that age, success 
would have meant to be like the others. I had tried everything.l 
 

Failure and Flight. Louis’s first novel tells the tale that brought an end to Eddy 

Bellegueule who was born to be a tough guy. This story of the end of Eddy Belleguele is 

itself a “history of violence,” as we have seen. Bullies do violence to him for not being 

like other kids, and Eddy does a kind of violence to himself by working so hard to try to 

become like the others around him. He ultimately failed in that effort. In Eddy’s 

subsequent escape from his hometown and his flight to freedom in Paris, the older 

Édouard comes to see himself as something of a “deserter” or “traitor.”m Yet deserting 

his tribe and betraying his social class open up new possibilities of personal 

transformation for our hero, so that he could become himself more fully. 

 
• In what ways does your adulthood mark a rupture or a dramatic departure from 

your childhood? 
 

 
a Édouard Louis, trans. Michael Lucey, The End of Eddy (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2017). 
b Louis, En finir avec Eddy Belleguele (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2014) 13; The End of Eddy (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2017), 3. All translations quoted here are my own, though for easier 
reference I give in these notes the page numbers of the published English edition. 
c Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 15; The End of Eddy, 5. 
d Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 17; The End of Eddy, 7. 
e Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 18; The End of Eddy, 7. 
f Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 19; The End of Eddy, 8-9. 
g Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 27; The End of Eddy, 15. 
h Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 85; The End of Eddy, 68. 
i Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 75; The End of Eddy, 59. 
j Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 165-6; The End of Eddy, 142-3. 
k Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 166; The End of Eddy, 143. 
l Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 197; The End of Eddy, 171-2. 
m Michael Lucey, translator of the published English version of The End of Eddy, renders the word 
transfuge as “class renegade.” Louis, Eddy Belleguele, 75; The End of Eddy, 58 


