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“The purpose of life is not to be happy. It is to be useful, to be honorable, to be compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived and lived well.”
- Ralph Waldo Emerson

Les Misérables by Victor Hugo tells a remarkable tale about an ex-convict, Jean Valjean, who longs to start life afresh while relentlessly seeking redemption as his past constantly comes back to haunt him. The story is set against Napoleon’s fall from power, which magnified the plague of class warfare, poverty and oppression of the weak that accompanies King Louis XVIII’s new reign. In the novel, the readers are drawn into the characters’ quest for self-enlightenment as well as the true meaning of charity and social justice, which is part and parcel of their attempt to set their moral compass so they could steer their lives in the right direction. In doing so, several themes such as redemption, moral justice, social injustice, the clashes between generations and the idea of liberation are brought out.
In the prologue, the setting of the novel is established by the author’s detailed account of Bishop Myriels’ life. The lengthiness of the biography given to the secondary character might irritate impatient readers who find the details of no use in advancing the plot. However, Hugo’s scrupulous attitude towards background and character development truly fascinates me as I flip through the pages. Not only is his meticulous portrayal of character, as demonstrated in the biography of the bishop of Digne, evident in the prologue, he also dedicated a huge part of his book in addressing the issues of religion, architecture and warfare. 
His “spiritual getaways” such as his parenthesized discussions of Christianity in the novel, allow readers to sink themselves into the slums of 19th century France. Hugo’s ingenious portrayals also foreshadowed the themes to be explored by the story in a metaphorical manner. It is evident that in the prologue, the bishop’s perseverance in helping the needy, as shown by his offer to transform his palace into a hospital, and his strong belief in acts of kindness as a moral duty all help to foreshadow Jean Valjean’s growing humanity. His humanity stands in stark contrast with the harsh reality he faced, which further intensifies the sense of misery and irony about the story. This recurring conflict of good and evil is explored further in later parts of the story.

As Valjean seeks salvation with the help of Bishop Myriel, we are introduced to a revitalized Valjean, who, in the first part of the story, made profound spiritual breakthroughs by bringing peace and prosperity to a small town in France with his skills, and by saving Fantine, a woman forced into prostitution, from the merciless hands of the authorities. His strong sense of justice has unmistakably overpowered his deep hatred for the world which once manifested in his heart.

Various themes stand out in the story, one of which is the theme of redemption, which, for example, is eloquently demonstrated earlier on in the novel where Bishop Myriel changed from a spoiled aristocrat to a noble defender of morals, and where Valjean changed from a man who retaliates against the cruel world with his angst to a man capable of unconditional love. Inspiringly, all these bring out the author’s unyielding faith in humanity and our capacity to repent and improve regardless of the negative forces of life, which can corrupt, oppress, and ruin the lives of the vulnerable.

Moral justice is another theme that stands out in the novel. The strict enforcement of law by figures of authority, as represented by officer Javert, shed light on complex issues related to mercy and justice and the idea of the law. For example, does the strict enforcement of law ensure social justice? Are rules and regulations in fact shackles which persecute the underprivileged and eradicate people’s chances of repentance? Not only does Valjean torment himself daily with these questions as he broke his parole, but inspector Javert was also torn between enforcing the letter of the law and the spirit of the law which allows reprieve so that offenders may repent, make amends and seek self-reform in the hope of one day being restored to their place in the community.

A third central theme is the importance of compassion and forgiveness, which is particularly important because who does not make mistakes and not need forgiveness? For example, Hugo reinforces this theme in his portrayal of the legal system not as an agent of reform and rehabilitation but as a merciless butcher that slaughters the individual’s freedom, his right to repent, and even his entire future, such as in the case of Valjean and the so-called crimes he was charged with and punished for. 
As the novel progresses, we see the idea of the different way of life in the class-based society from the encounter of Valjean with the Thénardiers, highlighting social injustice. Valjean’s attempt to save the painfully sick Fantine proves in vain, as Fantine dies after Valjean promises to take care of her illegitimate daughter, Cosette. At that time, the young Cosette is faced with cruel abuse from the Thénardiers, who are the caretakers of Cosette while Fantine is away. When Valjean turns up to assume the responsibility of taking care of Cosette, the Thénardiers jump at the opportunity to extort a fortune from Valjean. Valjean has no choice but to give the avaricious couple a large sum of money to start a new life with Cosette while being pursued by Javert.

The theme of materialism and the cruel realities of life as well as the way they act as an acid test of one’s moral fibre is heightened through Valjean and the Thenadiers’ contrasting responses towards this test of character. Notably, whereas Valjean strives his best to save Cosette at all costs (thus demonstrating his compassion and unconditional love), the Thénardiers treat her as a piece of merchandise, scheming and haggling over the highest price to `sell’ her at, as well as attempts at blackmail and tax evasion, all of which stem from their morally bankrupt and corrupt nature.
Think of life today, such as here in Hong Kong, and we can see how important the above theme is in the context of consumerism, materialism, and the advertising media, all of which brainwash us into thinking that money and luxury are everything and that material possessions are another word for superiority and personal fulfillment. Yet, great classics like Les Mis appeal to the best in each of us, reminding us that selling our soul for money or suppressing our best instincts is the same as spiritual murder. And sadly, many today are like the Thénardiers who make choices and live life soullessly. 

Another running theme is the clash of personal values and ideologies, as symbolized by the clash of ideas between young Marius Pontmercy and his grandfather. While Marius fights for democracy and the rights of the working class, the latter supports autocracy and the monarchy. To me, what makes the portrayal of this theme effective is that rather than making political statements, the author poignantly depicted the oppressive treatment of the weak and the poor, and its consequent escalating resentment and revulsion, which ultimately spill over into outraged revolts.

What I personally like about these themes and their depiction is their ageless and universal relevance. For instance, the way the students march the narrow streets of Paris and erect barricades in Rue Saint-Denis reminds us of activists and activism today, such as the Arab Spring movement, the Jasmine Revolution, the Takeover Central Park or Central District movement, and `June Fourth’ in particular, where more and more individuals openly voice their dissatisfaction with society becoming   increasingly corrupt, unjust, and unequal, for example. In short, the book may be written two centuries ago but its portrayal of the human spirit and the human condition remains true today and maybe in the future too.
“It is nothing to die. It is frightful not to live.” Marius not only said this but lived up to this belief by standing up for the weak and giving up on a life of comfort and stability. In fact, I am deeply inspired by the heroism, courage, and compassion shown by unforgettable characters like Valjean and Marius to the extent that I am willing to risk my stable life and join the fight for social justice, and I am sure that many generations of readers around the world are inspired too, all thanks to Victor Hugo the author. 

What’s more, the novel inspires me to embrace the purest morals of humanity instead of allowing myself to become morally corrupt. Giving in to the world’s cruel ways and retaliating viciously is not an action of courage or compassion. The story has convinced me that holding on to the purest morals in this vicious world is a true form of courage, and that only acts of love and mercy can strip away pretense and touch our hearts. To right a wrong, it is far better to extend love than to torture and punish.

“Life's great happiness is to be convinced we are loved”. To love so that others can experience the happiness and gift of love – this is ultimately the message Victor Hugo leaves us with.
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