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In these slides
» Opening prelude from text

» Character introduction

» Some philosophical applications to look for
» Book debrief topics




“So long as civilization
shall permit law and custom to impose a social condemnation
that creates artificial hells on earth,
complicating our divine destiny with a fatality driven by humans;

so long as the three problems of the age —
man degraded by poverty,
women demoralized by starvation,
childhood stunted by physical and spiritual night —
remain unsolved;

as long as people may be suffocated,
In certain regions, by society;

In order words, taking a longer view,
so long as ignorance and misery endure on earth,
books such as this cannot but be useful.”

Les Misérables prologue
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INn books 1-2




Cosette Marius Enjolras
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From book 3-4-5

Eponine | Gavroche

plus Azelma and two more brothers

Additional
characters
Introduced In
books 3-4-5




(Some...) Philosophical themes in Les Mis¢rables

Legal matters

e Capital punishment

e Prisons and parole: punishment v rehabilitation

e Police selective manner in which they address known criminals
%, Patron-Minette

The criminal underworld

Faith
e Redemption
e Nietzsche
& Claimed that the loss of God would eventually lead to the loss
of any universal perspective on things, and along with it any
coherent sense of objective truth

e Free will v determinism (the belief that our choices are rooted in
fate/destiny)

e Fate/destiny v unwritten future
e Faith as an absolute
e Kierkegaard >
U Believed that the absurdity of certain religious “truths”
prevent us from reaching God rationally.




Society / Culture
e Enlightenment thought
e To what extent does the very structure of society create criminals?
e Role of family allegiance
e Consider Cosette, Marius, Gavroche, etc
Existential threat v opportunity
Morals and ethics
How a society treats their most vulnerable population
What are (or should be) humans rights?

e What is (or should be) the role of education to lift people out of
vulnerability?

Machiavelli >
e |llustrates the use of cunning and duplicity in general daily behavior
e How might Thenardier relate to Machiavelli?

Dualism
e For one to truly understand happiness, they must understand an
equal measure of sadness, evil and good, dark and light, etc

Thomas Hobbes >

e People exist within a person-to-person cold war with one another.
There Is an intrinsic rivalry of competition which they, themselves,
may be unaware of.




Nihilism (Nietzsche) and nihilist opposition (Camas)

e Nihilism argues that the world, especially past and current human existence, is without
objective meaning, purpose, comprehensible truth, or essential value. Nihilists
generally assert some or all of the following: there is no reasonable proof of the
existence of a higher ruler or creator, a "true morality" is unknown, and secular ethics
are impossible; therefore, life has no truth, and no action is known to be preferable to
any other.

e Nietzsche: “A nihilist is a man who judges that the world ought not to be, and that the
world as it is ought to be does not exist. According to this view, our existence (action,
suffering, willing, feeling) has no meaning.”  Albert Camas opposed this view.

Socrates
e “What we ought to consider is not so much what people in general will say about us but
how we stand with the expert in right and wrong, the one authority who represents actual

truth.”

Government / Politics
e Republic v monarchy v tyranny

e John Locke >
& Government is an agreement between those who govern
and those who are governed.
& Citizens allow themselves to be governed in exchange for
certain expectations of behavior and protections from
their ruler.




Sisyphus

& In Greek mythology, he is
being punished (for his self-
aggrandized craftiness and
deceitfulness) by being forced
to roll an immense boulder up
a hill, only to watch it come
back to him, repeating this
action for eternity.

What is the difference between Liberty and Freedom?
& In some situations, they are roughly equivalent. However, “liberty” suggests release
from a former restraint.



FILM SONG BROADWAY SONG

(Living: Jean Valjean, Cosette, Marius) (Living: Jean Valjean, Cosette, Marius)
(Spirits: Fantine, Bishop) (Spirits: Fantine, Eponine)
You will live

Papa, you're going to live
It's too soon, too soon to say goodbye!
Yes, Cosette, forbid me now to die

I'll obey, I will try

On this page

| write my last confession

Read it well

When I, at last, am sleeping

It's the story It’s the story

Of one who turned from hating Of those who always loved you
The man who only learned to love  Your mother gave her live for you
When you were in his keeping Then gave you to my keeping

Come with me
Where chains will never bind you




Some Les Mis questions

Question 1

A recurring theme in the
text may be viewed as ‘the
common man’s struggle
against the implacable
powers that be.’

Elaborate on this premise.

Question 4

To what extent — if at all —
did Eponine transcend
beyond her Thenardier
birth / name?

Question 7

The book makes Eponine a
tragic character, but she is
beloved by playgoers from
the musical performance.
Why?

Question 2

What is the source of evil

in Hugo’s world?

% Consider: human nature?
Poor social arrangements
and laws? Accidents?
Some supernatural agent?

Question 5

Would the book have been
more satisfying had Jean
Valjean been allowed to
live at the end?

Question 8

Why do the students of
Friends of the ABC want
liberty more than
freedom?

Question 3

To what extent do the
characters in Lew
Miserables have free will,
or do their futures appear
determined by fate?

Question 6

Why did Javert see suicide
as a logical response to his
ethical / moral / legal
dilemma?

Question 9

Why would the French
government feel
threatened by the student
uprising in 18327




More Les Mis guestions

Question 10

How to the main
characters definitions of
happiness differ?

Question 13

Identify the extent to which

Jean Valjean’s story arch is

one of redemption

% Related: is redemption
even possible when his

original crime was one of

altruism?

Question 16

Which character has
undergone the largest
transformation in their
personal philosophy?

Question 11

If the French culture / laws
from the book were
applied to modern US
society, how would your
lives be different?

Question 14

What is the singular event
In the lives of characters,
which if changed would
have changed their
philosophy and progression
of events?

Question 12

At its core, IS the story of
the book driven by Jean
Valjean or by Cosette?

Question 15

According to Hugo, doing
what 1s ‘right’, ‘moral’ and
‘ethical’ are not always
compatible. What are
examples from the book
which illustrate this?




From Les Misérables book preface

“So long as civilization
shall permit law and custom to impose a social condemnation
that creates artificial hells on earth,
complicating our divine destiny with a fatality driven by humans;

so long as the three problems of the age —

Theme A

man degraded by poverty, =—

Theme B

women demoralized by starvation,
childhood stunted by physical and spiritual night —

Theme C

remain unsolved;

Theme D

as long as people may be suffocated,
In certain regions, by society;

In order words, taking a longer view,
so long as ignorance and misery endure on earth,

Theme E

books such as this cannot but be useful.”

Overarching Theme




“Sequel” to AVOID

The copyright to the book
expired 70 years after the
authors death, but under
French law an artists “moral
right” over their creative works
are never ending.

Hugo's descendants, including
his great-great-grandson
Pierre Hugo, wanted the
novels banned, claiming that
they breached the moral rights
of the author and betrayed the
"respect of the integrity" and
"spirit" of Hugo's original
novel.
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FRANCOIS CERESA

Cosette or The Time of Illusions: The Sequel to Les Misérables

By Francois Ceresa (sequel 1)

Published in 2001

Takes place two months after the original book ended, and covers

1833-1836

e Marius — “wild and carefree”. Gets involved with dubious sorts
from the criminal underworld. Unknown to Cosette, Marius gets
involved in questionable enterprises with dubious characters. He
Is imprisoned in the same penal colony as Jean Valjean was.

e Cosette — worried about Marius and thinking him dead, she turns
to a mysterious man who bears an uncanny resemblance to Javert.

e Thenardier — returns for the US to haunt Cosette

e Javert — rescued from the suicide attempt — finds God and is on a
quest for redemption




