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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Victor Hugo and Perspective on America
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


Throughout history America has made controversial decisions between protecting the rights of people in the United States and protecting the country from potential dangers. In times of war or ‘high terror alert’ suggestions have been made and often followed to suspend human rights in order to guarantee the security of people or the country. In other instances human safety and/or freedom has been pushed aside for a greater cause. Often America has put the safety and protection of its own citizens above the lives of people from other parts of the world. Among these include:

· The internment of Japanese people living in America during WWII.

· Drafting a bill of rights with the right to bear arms included as a basic freedom for all in an effort to protect the nation at a time when it had no standing army. Yet continuing to include it in the bill of rights today when its initial use no longer applies.

· Dropping two atomic bombs on Japanese industrial cities to protect American military lives.

· Recently, a bill known as the Patriot Acts suspended rights in an effort to increase defense and support the war effort in Iraq.

· Proposals are being made to begin spot searching people of Arab and Islamic decent to avoid potential terrorist threats.

· The use of martial law to restore order and safety to a part of the country (something similar to what happened in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina).

· Increased spending on missile defense systems at the expense of a dying social security system.


The implication of such actions seems clear, fear is our friend. Fear teaches us to see potential threats and stop them before they become reality. In the past, as long as the means to stop such threats are no worse than the potential danger, then the measure taken is acceptable. As Americans (humans) we are told to always be on our guard and always expect the worst. After all, we have each grown up being constantly reminded by our parents to “never talk to strangers.”


The message, always fear your neighbor until you no longer have a reason to.

Potential Questions (others are encouraged):

1. Discuss the actions of America in times of crisis individually and collectively. Were they justified? What positive effects did they have? Negative?

2. Is the end always justified by the means? If not, when do the means become too great?

3. How has such an approach to potential danger affected life for American people? Has the American government played a role in producing fear in the American people? Is this healthy or hazardous?


Victor Hugo in his novel Les Miserables proposes another approach to the world, our neighbor, even to those we consider our enemy:


“Have no fear of robbers or murderers. They are external dangers, petty dangers. We should fear ourselves. Prejudices are the real robbers; vices the real murderers. The great dangers are within us. Why worry about what threatens our heads and purses? Let us think instead of what threatens our souls.”


“A priest must never take any precaution against a neighbor. What his neighbor does God permits. Let us confine ourselves to prayer when we feel danger looming, pray not for ourselves, but that our brother not fall into crime because of us.”

Potential Questions (others are encouraged):
1. How does the priest propose that we act that is different than the examples given earlier?

2. When he says “A priest must never....” who does his new way of living apply to?

3. The priest says that prejudice and vice are the real dangers. Are they bigger dangers than murderers and robbers?

4. Is this practical advice that is applicable or is it too idealistic? What are the dangers in taking this approach? What are the benefits? Which is more important, our safety or other’s rights?

5. Could human fear possibly be a catalyst for evil and thus create more danger rather than defending us against it? Should we try to become fearless, embrace fear, or find a more healthy form of it?

6. When the priest rays that his brother not fall into crime because of him, what does he mean? Who is doing a better job of helping their brother avoid crime, the priest or the American government in the examples given? Is there a way that would be better than both?

7. What would it look like if the priest’s ideas were applied on a local level rather than a national

a. level? What about on the individual level?

8. What types of things could local areas or groups do to help alleviate fear and potential lower danger in their community or in America?

9. What types of things can we do to have a positive effect among people around us? In what ways do we act that causes our neighbor to fall into crime, and in what ways do we act that helps keep our neighbor from falling into crime?

