Les Miserable Discussion Questions 3-39

1. What is the tone and purpose of Victor Hugo’s preface? How does it set the stage for the rest of the book?

2. The first lines of any literature are completely telling of the themes and tone of the rest of the text. Examine the first lines and first page, analyzing what the themes and tone of Les Mis will be.

3. Explain Hugo’s use of dialogue and need for authentically recounting the story. Who is the narrator?

4. Jean Valjean states that he is “not even a dog” (11). Explain the meaning of this line. Was he more than an instinctual animal before he entered prison?

5. Literature often employs the device of “pathetic fallacy” in which the external setting reflects the internal emotions of the protagonist. Examine areas of the text that use this device.

6. The theme of Jean Valjean’s social and physical exile is pervasive. Examine how Hugo might be using symbolic allusions to biblical (garden of Eden), political (Napoleon), or autobiographical exiles to enhance his theme.

7. Why is it appropriate that the Bishop is working on a sermon about “duty”? (13)

8. Examine the psychological effect of the Bishop’s kindness on Jean Valjean. Is kindness and respect truly transformative?

9. How does Hugo create compassion from the reader for Valjean?

10. Examine the artistic and symbolic imagery of light and dark/ black and white (29). 

11. The Romantic Movement looked to nature, imagination, and children as sources of truth and good. Explore how these themes surface in the text.

