Themes, Motifs & Symbols

Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.


The Importance of Love and Compassion

   In Les Misérables, Hugo asserts that love and compassion are the most important gifts one person 
can give another and that always displaying these qualities should be the most important goal in life. 


Social Injustice in Nineteenth-Century France


Hugo uses his novel to condemn the unjust class-based structure of nineteenth-century France, 
showing time and again that the society’s structure turns good, innocent people into beggars and 
criminals. Hugo focuses on three areas that particularly need reform: education, criminal justice, and 
the treatment of women. 


The Long-Term Effects of the French Revolution on French Society


In Les Misérables, Hugo traces the social impact of the numerous revolutions, insurrections, and 
executions that took place in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century France. By chronicling the 
rise and fall of Napoléon as well as the restoration and subsequent decline of the Bourbon monarchy, 
Hugo gives us a sense of the perpetual uncertainty that political events imposed upon daily life. 
Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s major themes.


The Plight of the Orphan


The prevalence of orphans and unusual family structures in Les Misérables is the most obvious 
indicator that French society and politics in the period described have gone terribly wrong. 

Disguises and Pseudonyms


A number of characters in the novel operate under pseudonyms or in disguise, and these deliberate
changes in identity become the distinctive mark of the criminal world. Disguises and pseudonyms are 
a 
means of survival for the novel’s characters, but Hugo believes that life is about more than mere 
survival. Ultimately, one of the most important distinctions between the honest characters and the 
criminals is the willingness of the honest characters to set aside their alter egos and reveal 
themselves for who they truly are.


Resurrection


When a character in Les Misérables learns a major lesson about life, this realization is often 
accompanied by a physical or symbolic resurrection. 

Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts.


Myriel’s Silver Candlesticks


M. Myriel’s candlesticks are the most prominent symbol of compassion in Les Misérables, and 
they shed a “light” that always brings love and hope and are used as a constant reminder of this 
throughout the course of the novel.

Light and Dark 

Hugo uses the contrast between light and darkness to underscore the differences between goodness 
and evil in its various forms (people, desires, motives, society, etc.). 

Assignment: Type 4
Choose a topic from the poster presentation project, and in a well-supported essay, explore how that topic is shows a connection between a theme and the character in Les Miserables. Discuss how the relationship between the character and topic helps establish and enforce the theme throughout the novel. Your essay should be a minimum of five paragraphs and cover a minimum of three direct relationships between the topic, theme, and character. Use at least one supporting detail and a direct quote in each paragraph. Focus on the smooth integration of supporting evidence to create a natural flow to the progression of the paragraph, the correct use of commas to create sentence clarity and variety, and logical sentence structure. Be sure to include a transitional topic sentence and a concluding thought in each paragraph.

There will be deductions for any error considered a “given” FCA – those basic skills that have been taught and should be mastered at this stage: spelling, capitalization, apostrophes, and format.
Due dates: 

Rough draft due ________________
Final draft due __________________
Please choose an excerpt from the essay to include on your character poster.
FCAs: 


1. Mature opening and closing paragraphs that include essential and effective   


    elements 								         20


2. Organized ideas with logical claims that effectively use two supporting 


   examples per paragraph, properly formatted and smoothly integrated	         50        


3. Distinctive voice through use of vocabulary and literary devices	         10 


4. Sophisticated sentence structure utilizing commas and sentence variety      10	


5. Correct pronoun usage			     			         10

















