
Update,   Unit 3:  

Reading Exercise: 'Country Living'

 The text before us is an abridged adaptation of the short story Country Living by the 
French writer, Guy de Maupassant. It is a parable on the relative worth of family and 
money set in the context of nineteenth-century rural France. 

 The main protagonists are two families of peasant farmers, the Tuvache and Vallin 
families, both poor in money but rich in children. The conflict begins when the rich but 
childless  d’Hubiere  couple  make  a  morally  difficult  offer:  They  want  to  adopt  little 
Charlot Tuvache, the family’s only son. Appalled, the Tuvaches decline. The Vallins 
have no such doubts. The rich family can offer their Jean an education, an inheritance, 
wealth,  and  the  social  status  and  financial  security  it  buys.  Also,  the  d’Hubieres 
promise to send a monthly 120 francs to the parents –a handsome sum that more than 
makes up for the son’s lost labour.

 Time goes by. The Tuvaches’ integrity is rewarded with respect, the Vallins’ action with 
wealth. Finally,  Jean returns as a gentleman, grateful for the opportunity his parents 
have given him. The Vallins' course of action is vindicated. Meanwhile, Charlot comes 
to realise that his parents have condemned him to a poor peasant’s life. Furious, he 
leaves. 

 The story makes the point that traditional notions of virtue are not necessarily up to 
meet the facts of life –it is the utilitarian approach of the Vallins that ultimately wins out. 
By following cold reason, they achieve the outcome best for everybody involved; their 
superficially  immoral  act  of  ‘selling’  their  son  is  the  reason  for  his,  their,  and  the 
d’Hubieres’ happiness. The Tuvaches do things by the book, following a universalist 
set of morals that leads to suffering and tears. Predictably so, one is tempted to say. A 
peasant’s life is harsh, and their small farm could never provide the income necessary 
to give even a single child the opportunities that are a matter of  course to the rich 
family. After all, they are never asked to sell their son into slavery and drudgery, but to 
allow him to be adopted as the sole heir of a rich couple with an overwhelming wish for 
a boy child, profiting in the act. 

 Utilitarian philosophy, if not tempered by pragmatic but humane morals, can be self-
defeating and lead to disastrous results. History is riddled with examples for this. The at 
least equally disastrous outcomes of fundamentalist, traditional morals, however, are 
much more inevitable. We only have to open our eyes to see great amounts of proof for 
this. The greatest problem of a utilitarian moral philosophy is the great problem of all 
utilitarian reasoning: The impossibility of perfect information. The problem of traditional 
morals is that it does not take real life into account. If I have to choose between a, 
however inherently insufficient, reasoned forecast on one side and a fundamentalist, 
unreasoning, irrational ‘we have always done it this way’ on the other, I know which 
one to pick. Morals and cold reason can be one and the same thing. Morals and morals 
need not be. 
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