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 Afterword

There are books, plays, poems and films that reach far beyond their 
original intended audience. Mary Shelley’s science fiction story 
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, begun by the then eighteen-
year old as part of a story-telling competition with her husband, the poet 
Percy Bysshe Shelley and his friend, Lord Byron, and completed over 
the course of a year, is one of those works. Frankenstein received mixed 
reviews when it was first published in England in 1818 but nonetheless 
achieved popular success, which was compounded by its adaptation for 
the stage in 1823. Today, “Frankenstein” serves as a universal metaphor 
for any scientific or technical invention that outdoes its creator, for 
intellectual hubris, especially of men, and for anything overly large, 
gruesome and frightening. It is also a moniker for anyone who tries 
to reach beyond the limits of responsible research and creation with 
a cold, objective pragmatism without considering its consequences. 
But even the scariest monsters unleashed in books, theaters, and 
films since Frankenstein was first published are only shadowy outlines 
of the complex being the eighteen-year-old author dreamed up. The 
“hideous creature” in Frankenstein is so compelling because he alerts 
us to our hidden (or perhaps not so secret) prejudices against anything 
other, different, and anomalous and because he tests our faith that an 
education via reading and role-models will turn anyone into a morally 
responsible member of society. What if the criminals and miscreants 
of society resort to evil because of the way they have been treated? 
What if the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake produces monsters 
who inflict harm for its own sake or in the shape of monomaniacal 
technocrats who value progress and success on their terms above all 
else? What if heedless ambition and maximizing one’s privilege and 
talents cause misery and suffering? What responsibility do we have for 
what we create?

The story of Victor Frankenstein’s creation of the monster, which 
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Mary Shelley repeatedly likened to him giving birth, is told from three 
interlocking perspectives. Because the three stories recount the same 
incidents from different and conflicting points of view, we are presented 
not only with the first science fiction story ever but also with a kind of 
Russian-doll whodunit. Much like modern-day television serials, this 
early nineteenth-century novel draws us in by making us, the readers, 
evaluate each account, take sides, dismiss evidence as biased, one-
sided, or subjective, and arrive at our own conclusions. 

The first narrative is a series of letters sent by the fictional Robert 
Walton to his sister Margaret back in England (to whom Mary 
Wollstonecraft Shelley gave her own initials, MWS) about his rescue 
of a stranded, desperate man from the ice floes of the Arctic. Here is 
Walton’s description of Victor Frankenstein upon first lifting the sci-
entist off the icy sea in which he, alongside his broken sled and a few 
nearly dead sleigh dogs, was about to drown. Remember, this is not an 
account of the monster but of its creator: 

I never saw a more interesting creature: his eyes 
have generally an expression of wildness, and even 
madness; but there are moments when, if any one 
performs an act of kindness towards him, or does 
him any the most trifling service, his whole coun-
tenance is lighted up, as it were, with a beam of 
benevolence and sweetness that I never saw equaled. 
But he is generally melancholy and despairing; and 
sometimes he gnashes his teeth, as if impatient of the 
weight of woes that oppresses him.

The sea-captain and explorer Walton befriends the scientist, this 
“interesting creature,” a word Shelley otherwise reserves for the mon-
ster, and in a series of excited letters posts his strange story to his sister 
back in England. He is elated to have encountered, improbably in a 
frozen polar region that in our age has become the site of a global crisis 
wreaked by scientific progress, a man who could be “the brother of my 
heart.” The first version of the horrific story is thus told by someone 
filled with love and affection for Victor. But Victor is already a broken 
man. He cannot satisfy Walton’s ardent desire for a kindred spirit, in 
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this story of doppelgängers and projections where Victor and the mon-
ster also look desperately for a soulmate and for love.

Then there is the second account, by Victor Frankenstein himself. In 
keeping with his understanding of himself as a rational, self-aware, and 
methodical embodiment of the Enlightenment principles of reason, 
education, and progress, he hopes that his “tale conveys in its series 
internal evidence of the truth of the events of which it is composed.” 
Victor’s account is part autobiography, part self-defense. Above all, it 
is a story told by a man whose dedication to reason and knowledge 
partly blinds him to his own emotions. Like Captain Ahab who will 
chase a monstrous creature in Herman Melville’s 1851 Moby-Dick, or 
the Whale, which was directly inspired by Frankenstein, Frankenstein 
descends into a maelstrom of self-serving ignorance, emotional 
obtuseness, and raving passion that remains invisible to him or, in 
the language we would use today, partly unconscious. Like Ahab, 
Frankenstein excels at explaining and justifying his actions, from his 
first tentative experiments as a college student eager to “pioneer a new 
way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest 
mysteries of creation” to his ultimate pursuit of “the daemon” across 
the globe, without understanding at any point his actual, deeper 
motives. In pursuing the monster, as Ahab did when he chased after 
the whale, Frankenstein unwittingly hunts that part of himself “nearly 
in the light of my own vampire, my own spirit let loose from the grave,” 
which he cannot completely acknowledge or understand. He is the 
lover who cannot see that he is projecting onto the other his own short-
comings. For him, “the wretch, the filthy daemon to whom I had given 
life,” allows him to externalize his own “remorse and the sense of guilt” 
rather than recognize the source of evil within. 

None of the terrible things that follow from his effort to unlock the 
deepest mysteries of science prompt Victor to rethink his lone pursuit 
and throw himself at the mercy of others. He doubts they will believe 
him, even though this arrogance about everyone else’s inability to 
imagine what he knows to be real caused the disaster in the first place. 
“Learn from me,” Victor warns the explorer Walton who is already 
thousands of miles from home, “how dangerous is the acquirement of 
knowledge, and how much happier that man is who believes his native 



AFTERWORD 199

town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his 
nature will allow.” But in this tale set in several countries, with char-
acters displaced, exiled, uprooted and traveling far from their native 
towns, Frankenstein’s words of caution do not quite ring true. With the 
invention of modern science, Mary Shelley suggests, the genie cannot 
be put back in the bottle. We can mourn the loss of our parochial inno-
cence, of a world where everything and everyone is safe, familiar and 
relatable, but never regain it. In fact, Frankenstein teaches us that the 
idea of “the native town” which harbors no difference, no otherness, 
and nothing uncanny, is in itself a dangerous fantasy. Staying in one’s 
native region, as the interlude of the servant Justine’s fate at the mercy 
of local leaders reveals, can make one blind to the complexity of life. 
Frankenstein shows that the greatest tragedy results not from shedding 
one’s innocence (which we all do inevitably) and leaving our native 
lands but from pretending that this original blissful ignorance, this 
state of moral purity untainted by knowledge, ever existed. By clinging 
to the fantasy of the home as a uniform and knowable world, we deny 
or violently repress any actual difference or ambiguity, for instance, by 
relegating women to secondary status, and, crucially, we deny the fact 
that our capacity for learning is also the capacity to become different 
to ourselves.

 Once humanity acquired the skills to unleash a pandemic, commit 
genocide by industrial means, build an atomic bomb, manipulate the 
genome, teach machines to think, or alter the climate, we transformed 
our existence in irrevocable ways. This passion to know and experi-
ence something beyond ourselves is rooted in the human desire for 
both pleasure and destruction deep inside of us. The lesson that Victor 
hides from himself with his appeal to stay home is profound but rather 
simple. Geographical borders cannot stay our lust for knowledge or 
shield us from encountering difference, two phenomena which are 
interlinked in Frankenstein. If we only recognized that otherness or 
difference exists already inside of us, that each and every one of us is 
both partly unknown to ourselves and other to nearly everyone else on 
the planet, but that this self-difference enables us to connect to others, 
we might cease violently repressing the things and people we encoun-
ter in the world in a worthless effort to transform it to our liking. We 
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would be transformed. We would understand that connection does not 
come at the price of erasing difference but that our own self-difference 
enables us to recognize and feel for others.

Frankenstein’s failure stems in equal parts from his egotistical, male 
hubris and his failure to see that the innocence of his world, before 
he had left for university and built the creature, cannot be restored 
because man has already been cast out of paradise. When he chases the 
monster to fight it to the death he also runs in pursuit of an original 
state of nature and moral purity untouched by knowledge, which all 
of his bookish learning, even after he abandoned the obsolete ideas of 
ancient “chimerical” principles for “a modern system of science,” has 
not taught him is a dangerous fantasy. None of Victor’s deep reflec-
tions, when he wracks his brain over the suffering he’s inflicted, ever 
touch upon the idea that he was always possessed by something that 
he cannot control. 

Shelley’s mastery consists of interweaving these psychological reflec-
tions not only with dramatic plot turns and lush nature descriptions 
but, importantly, of giving much of the story away from the beginning. 
“Thus ended a memorable day to me; it decided my future destiny” 
is but one early instance where the disaster yet to come is already 
announced, goading the reader to carry on. One contemporary master 
of the horror tale, Stephen King, frequently deploys the same strategy 
of announcing the disastrous outcome upfront; the difference between 
Shelley and King is that Shelley does not invest her “abhorred monster” 
with the negative transcendence, the manifestation of a metaphysical 
evil in our disenchanted world, which makes King’s work so popular 
for those seeking a deeper truth. Although Victor calls him “the devil,” 
alongside so many other epithets, the “fiend” is not metaphysical or 
evil in a religious sense. He has not been cast out of Heaven for disobe-
dience. “I am rather the fallen angel, whom you drivest from joy for no 
misdeed,” the creature accuses Victor, who has played God. He is an 
all-too-human creation: literally sewn together of human body parts 
and covered with patches of skin by a human creator, the monster is 
not metaphysically other to anyone in the book. He is the vulnerable 
stranger who needs human comfort and connection but is rejected 
by humans, not by God. His deeds are deeply human, prompted by 
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disappointment, hurt and rage, and not some mad or metaphysical 
motive.

Victor’s version recounts many of the same events we just learned 
about. It also offers us the creature’s perspective on what has happened. 
We learn that innocent lives have been snuffed out. But something 
stirs Victor to listen to the “abhorred monster’s” pleas when he finally 
encounters him. Here is the monster’s appeal to be heard:

How can I move thee? Will no entreaties cause thee 
to turn a favourable eye upon thy creature, who 
implores thy goodness and compassion. Believe 
me, Frankenstein: I was benevolent; my soul 
glowed with love and humanity; but am I not alone, 
miserably alone?

We, as readers, are also moved. Were we too quick in judging this 
being, created by a vainglorious scientist and immediately shunned for 
being ugly and deformed? Is there a part of the story we have not yet 
heard, a story of Victor Frankenstein’s refusal to take responsibility for 
his creation rather than of his own anguish, guilt, and self-castigation? 

We may have condemned the monster after learning of his ter-
rible crimes. But perhaps we had also done what nearly all humans 
in the book do, and judged him on appearances alone. But now, in 
the middle of Victor Frankenstein’s harrowing account, some doubts 
creep in. We listen and learn, like Victor, whose heart is filled with 
rage and thirst for revenge but who is also still intent on learning 
that humans made the creature monstrous and not the other way 
around. “I was partly urged by curiosity, and compassion confirmed 
my resolution.” Shelley knows us well. We are not only repulsed by 
horror and cruelty but also fascinated by it because we fear a similar 
fate could befall us, and we justify our morbid curiosity in killers 
and torturers with the idea that even a wicked criminal deserves a 
hearing. Gradually, our outrage at the monster shifts to compassion 
at his suffering. Although his cruel treatment at the hands of others 
does not excuse or justify his actions, it explains them. And explain-
ing and understanding things, rather than attributing them to preor-
dained fate, God’s will, or the elegant internal order of the universe, 
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is the very rock on which our own secular salvation, our escape from 
the conditions that confine us, is based. Explain everything, we are 
taught, and we will be able to master it. So listen to the monster we 
must, since to understand evil might allow us to prevent it in our-
selves and perhaps even others. 

Would you grant a convicted criminal a chance to address the 
court? Or should the condemned go to prison or the scaffold mute 
and muzzled, without telling his side of the story? Shelley’s thesis, 
that we are morbidly curious about evil and hope to discover a tiny 
glimpse of reason even in the vilest of criminals, still holds true today. 
Frankenstein’s monster is every accused who claims the right to be 
heard before being sentenced by a system that claims the right to judge 
and punish. This idea that everyone deserves a chance to be heard is 
radically new during Shelley’s time. It hardly becomes a universal rule 
during Shelley’s lifetime when more than half of the world’s popula-
tion, namely most women and non-white people in Europe and its 
colonies, is deprived of most human rights, including the right to vote, 
to be fully educated, or to work in most of the learned professions. But 
it is a principle unleashed by the French and American revolutionary 
overthrows of monarchic rule, when the ideas of equality and freedom 
become battle-cries for a more liberal reorganization of society in other 
places as well: that every citizen matters because anyone could poten-
tially harbor an idea of value for all. We should be clear that this was 
an idea and not a reality for most of the population of even France and 
the United States at the time, but it is a powerful principle nonetheless: 
that every person matters simply because they do, without any need to 
justify their significance, dignity, or merit.

The monster’s version of the story rests on this unstated principle, 
that the accused has the right to speak for himself. The monster offers 
an account that is as much an explanation of his actions as a philosoph-
ical fable. It recasts Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s exceedingly influential idea 
of the “noble savage” whose happiness is ruined, rather than elevated, 
by civilization, the acquisition of knowledge and more complex social 
arrangements. The creature in Shelley’s book is not ruined by learning 
a language or by avidly reading some of the most influential books of 
his time. But once he awakens to his senses and then his sensibility, 
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these civilizing mechanisms of education and upbringing reveal that 
civilization itself is but a sham: the most privileged, sophisticated and 
learned people who encounter the monster are as prejudiced and cruel 
as the peasant lynch mob chasing after him. But here Shelley intro-
duces a deeper irony that is at least partly responsible for the novel’s 
lasting impact.

Rousseau, who grew up in Geneva like the fictional Victor 
Frankenstein, had been a major influence in the British circles in 
which Shelley grew up. But for Shelley and for the vast majority of 
humanity, namely all women and non-white people, Rousseau’s central 
idea, expressed in his vastly influential 1755 Discourse on the Origin 
and Basis of Inequality Among Men, that civilization does not result 
in progress but corrupts our innate innocence and purity was a moot 
point or a bitter joke. As a woman, Mary Shelley was barred from most 
professions, could not divorce without consent, nor attend university. 
She could not own property, have full responsibility for her own chil-
dren, or vote. There were few women writers who could publish their 
work at the time; the first edition of Frankenstein, in fact was pub-
lished anonymously with a preface by her famous husband, the poet 
Percy Bysshe Shelley. Freedom, in Mary Shelley’s lucid deconstruction 
of a period high on lofty principles but staked on grave inequality, is 
both a supreme value and a farce. The idea that civilization can ruin 
our original pure humanity appears as an indulgence for someone, 
namely any woman, who is barred from most of civilization’s oppor-
tunities and considered a deviation from this pure and original state. 
“Yet why were these gentle beings unhappy?” the monster asks about 
a family he can safely observe from a hiding spot. “They possessed a 
delightful house (for such it was in my eyes), and every luxury…they 
enjoyed one another’s company and speech, interchanging each day 
looks of affection and kindness. What did their tears imply? […] the 
causes of the uneasiness […] was poverty.” The creature relishes life 
but he learns that freedom, dignity and equality remain nothing but 
lofty and unreachable abstract ideals for most when economic and 
political inequality prevail. “Alas! what freedom? such as the peas-
ant enjoys when his family have been massacred before his eyes, his 
cottage burnt, his lands laid waste, and he is turned adrift, homeless, 
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pennyless, and alone, but free.” The monster is completely free, but his 
freedom is the result of brutal rejection, enforced loneliness and aban-
donment; he has independence but this means unsheltered exposure 
to the elements and others’ lawless violence. And his dignity is hidden 
behind his physical appearance, which renders farcical Rousseau’s 
project of using reason to overcome our own enslavement to other 
people’s ideas, when they only judge us by appearance.

The question left for us is whether the Enlightenment project of 
trusting reason to become the tool for self-liberation is indeed a cruel 
joke, since the men who espoused these notions were hypocritical 
about what freedom and equality they granted those they defined as 
different from themselves and deprived of access to education. Or is 
this faith in reason our only hope, since thinking for ourselves and 
creating new definitions is indeed the tool to break out of paradigms 
that keep defining some as belonging and others as outcasts? It’s the 
question that haunts both the monster and creator, and it leaves them 
in a deadly game of cat-and-mouse with interchanging roles. It was the 
question brilliantly answered by Mary Shelley with her book, which 
does not replace the logic of excluding women by writing a woman’s 
tale but by exposing the cruelty, injustice, and incoherence of this logic 
from within. It leaves us, as readers, not with what we call simply a 
contradiction but opens up a new place for creation, for imagining a 
place beyond these limiting paradigms of defining the world and our 
place in it. 

Mary Shelley referred to her novel Frankenstein several times as her 
“progeny.” Women, during this period, were not supposed to create or 
invent anything. They were barred from all but rudimentary educa-
tion and, in the learned and amply documented opinion of most men, 
including many of the philosophers we still read today, they were not 
considered capable of intellectual or scientific creation. They were 
meant to be silent, to provide and care for the men in their households, 
and to bear and raise children without complaint. Shelley’s mother, 
Mary Wollstonecraft, who died a few days after giving birth to her 
daughter, was among those who did not accept but instead protested 
against this paradigm. She had published the Vindication of the Rights 
of Women in 1792, which is often considered the first explicitly feminist 
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text in the modern era, though it is more accurate to consider it one of 
the first texts about truly universal human rights. She insisted on the 
equality of men and women in terms of aptitude and demanded that 
girls be educated fully so they could use their talents freely. When we 
think of Mary Shelley warning us about the unchecked, monomaniacal 
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, we must also think of her novel 
as an unauthorized and scandalous creation. Although her husband 
Shelley and his friend, the infamous poet Lord Byron had encouraged 
her to write the ghoulish story, Mary Shelley fully realized that writing 
was for women a treacherous choice. 

Her mother had argued that women deserve the same education as 
men in her feminist manifesto, the Vindication: 

Consequently, the most perfect education, in my 
opinion, is […] to enable the individual to attain 
such habits of virtue as will render it independent. 
In fact, it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose 
virtues do not result from the exercise of its own 
reason. This was Rousseau’s opinion respecting 
men: I extend it to women, and confidently assert 
that they have been drawn out of their sphere by 
false refinement, and not by an endeavor to acquire 
masculine qualities. 

When her husband, the philosopher William Godwin, published 
in 1798 a frank account of his free-thinking wife’s life after her 
death, including details of a close friendship with another woman, 
an extramarital affair, and suicide attempts, Mary Wollstonecraft was 
denounced as a “concubine,” “a kept mistress,” and worse. But Mary 
Shelley clearly benefited from her progressive parents’ attitude. She 
herself became an actual experiment, not unlike the monster, when, 
unlike most girls her age, she was given an education aimed at attain-
ing “habits of virtue” that would “render [her] independent.” But con-
sider what Wollstonecraft was really asking. She radically extended 
Rousseau’s idea—that education teaches us to exercise reason through 
which we become independent and free—to apply to women. She 
insisted that freedom remains a dream if not a farce, but also a call 
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for revolutionary change, as long as it is denied to anyone who is not a 
white man. Against this background, it is possible to read Frankenstein, 
although the female characters in the book are one-dimensional fig-
ures with no significant role to play, as an autobiographical account of 
Mary Shelley herself. By writing a tale about a man who usurps the role 
of women in giving birth and fails miserably in taking responsibility 
for this act, Shelley showed the inherent contradiction in a world of 
men who advocated Enlightenment principles of objective reasoning 
and rigorous investigation but refused to recognize the deep flaw in 
their definition of who counted as a full person and who was “other.”

In a letter about the first tremendously successful stage adaptation of 
her novel, which she watched alongside her father in London’s English 
Opera House, Shelley wrote that she liked the playbill’s description of 
the creature as “———.” “[T]his nameless mode of naming the unname-
able is rather good,” she writes. Not using any word forces readers or 
spectators to choose for ourselves between the weighted terms “crea-
ture” and “monster,” and thus to take a moral position that the novel, or 
play, does not resolve. This way of forcing the reader to take sides when 
the book offers complementary and equally plausible interpretations 
for dramatic events is Shelley’s ingenious way of sustaining our inter-
est. Rather than just presenting us with unresolvable contradictions, 
the novel shows how different explanatory frameworks leave blind 
spots that can only be cleared up by another act of erasure or violence, 
akin to casting out the creature or committing more violence. Or these 
blind spots can generate new acts of creation, as Frankenstein’s progeny 
in literature, theater, and film proves abundantly.

For the period, it was innovative to write a novel from several 
conflicting and even incompatible points of view. Today we are 
accustomed to this technique of drawing us into a story by offering a 
range of perspectives instead of shaping our interpretations through 
a unified, omniscient voice. Similarly, today we take for granted the 
idea, still heretical in Shelley’s time, that a social outcast or a woman 
deserves to be heard. The people in Shelley’s novel refuse to listen to 
and accept the creature because of his appearance. As mere readers of 
her novel, we can listen to him without being prejudiced by his hor-
rible sight. We can see into his heart, mind, and soul rather than be 
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prejudiced by his looks (a chance to look deeper which the actor Boris 
Karloff, who adorns the cover of this edition, affords us in the 1931 film 
Frankenstein). For Shelley, whose mother had been an ardent feminist 
but whose life was largely determined by men’s attitudes toward her 
physical body, this question was profound. Based merely on her body, 
she was deprived of or severely restricted in even the most basic rights 
that males in her class could enjoy, such as moving freely, becom-
ing educated, reading, owning property, having the right to educate 
one’s children. But her mind could roam free, and the first edition of 
Frankenstein was published anonymously in 1818, to allow Shelley’s 
voice to speak out, even if still prefaced by her famous husband like 
the monster’s plea framed by Victor so that her female body would not 
become the cause for instant rejection. 

In the preface to his wife’s novel, Shelley claimed that none of Mary 
Shelley’s insights reached past the sphere to which women were con-
fined at the time. “I am by no means indifferent to the manner in which 
whatever moral tendencies exist in the sentiments or characters [the 
book] contains shall affect the reader; yet my chief concern in this 
respect has been limited to . . . the exhibition of the amiableness of 
domestic affection, and the excellence of universal virtue.” The critic 
Barbara Johnson identifies this passage as Percy Shelley’s “repression” 
of his wife’s power of resistance to the stereotypes and prejudices that 
constricted her life.1 It is reminiscent of Victor Frankenstein’s actions 
with regard to the monster’s female companion. What is repressed 
is the possibility that a woman could create anything that does not 
endorse “the amiableness of domestic value.” But this is precisely what 
Mary Shelley did. In writing a story about a man who gives birth to a 
living creature but then, in what has been interpreted as a literary rep-
resentation of post-partum depression, shockingly rejects caring for 
it, Mary Shelley writes her own story, replete with the contradictions, 
misgivings, impasses and options available to women creators at the 
time. The book is an assertion of Shelley’s critical self, not her actual 
self but of her critical self-awareness, through displacement onto male 
fictional characters who all, without exception, fail in some way.

1 Barbara Johnson, A Life with Mary Shelley, edited by Shoshana Felman and 
Judith Butler, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017.
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When Victor discovers the secret of life, this epiphany is told in lan-
guage very close to Mary Shelley’s account of hitting upon the germ of 
her ghoulish tale: “Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke 
in upon me,” are the words used by Mary Shelley in her introduction 
to the 1831 edition, while Victor Frankenstein says: “From the midst of 
this darkness a sudden light broke in upon me.” The book Frankenstein 
is then also the story of Mary Shelley as the transgressive creator of the 
most influential book published during the Romantic era, a period of 
radical social and political change in which literary writers engaged 
in sustained reflection on states of mind, including the emotions, to 
explore intellectual and political independence.

 “And now, once again, I bid my hideous progeny go forth and pros-
per,” Shelley concluded her introduction to the later, 1831 edition of 
the novel. She clearly identified strongly with the book as her offspring. 
She may even have identified with both the monster and the creator, 
both of whom suffer losses, and many readers have turned to Shelley’s 
harrowing experiences of loss at an early age to justify this assumption. 
As the mother of three children who died at a very young age, the mis-
tress of a married man whose first wife committed suicide, a woman 
whose mother died in childbirth, and a daughter whose half-sister also 
killed herself, she seemed to have experienced both terrible loss and, in 
a certain way, possibly being the cause of it.

So what is the point of reading if the careful study of some essential 
books does not help the monster to become recognized as a humane 
creature? What can Frankenstein teach us if its author lacked faith that 
education will yield good results? Education should allow us to exercise 
our own reasoning—to think for ourselves—in order to act virtuously. 
But doesn’t acting virtuously mean precisely to act in accordance with 
what other people have defined as proper? How can education teach 
us to make use of reason to become free, when reasoning—thinking 
for ourselves—means precisely that we may opt not to act and think 
in accordance with what others have defined as proper and appropri-
ate? Unbridled curiosity that corrupts our innate human impulses, 
Frankenstein tells us, leads to monstrous results. Yet those impulses 
must be tempered, sublimated and refined, the book says, because they 
can be destructive and hurtful to ourselves and others. Wanting to 
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know ever more of the world at the expense of basic empathy has led to 
the enslavement and destruction of millions, Shelley warns: 

If the study to which you apply yourself has a ten-
dency […] to destroy your taste for those simple 
pleasures in which no alloy can possibly mix, then 
that study is certainly unlawful, that is to say, not 
benefitting the human mind. If this rule were always 
observed; if no man allowed any pursuit whatso-
ever to interfere with the tranquility of his domestic 
affections, Greece had not been enslaved; Caesar 
would have spared his country; America would have 
been discovered more gradually; and the empires of 
Mexico and Peru had not been destroyed.

So what is the lesson of Frankenstein? If Europeans had not sold 
their soul to the relentless pursuit of knowledge and wealth at the 
world’s expense, the people of the Americas would not have been mas-
sacred? For one, the book makes a case for literature, which I define 
as the irrepressible refusal of the status quo and the imagining of a 
better world that does not gloss over its contradictions for the sake 
of another totalizing system. But literature understood in this way is 
not a self-help manual from which we may mine nuggets of wisdom. 
Frankenstein does not resolve the moral dilemmas it poses: the scien-
tist’s ethical responsibility, the parent’s responsibility for his offspring, 
the criminal’s responsibility for his actions, society’s obligations even 
for those some define as other, a storyteller’s responsibility for telling 
the truth. It also does not resolve the question of what reading can teach 
us—because reading and writing, for Shelley, are not activities with a 
clear pay-off but experiments in living. The book, like all great litera-
ture, shows that something remains unresolved, unspoken, and often 
even violently silenced in other types of discourse: in legal, philosophi-
cal, moral, historical, scientific, and religious systems. This something, 
which Shelley liked being referred to as “————,” takes the shape 
of a monstrous creation but ultimately exceeds any effort to contain it 
within the explanatory frames available to us. As soon as we try to do 
so, we have either missed part of its complexity or committed a violence 
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against it. If we judge the monster by the legal standards of the day, we 
miss the fact that this legal system did not account fairly for most of 
humanity. If we term his deed monstrous we fail to see how humans 
drove him to do this. If we fault the people who are frightened by the 
creature, we deny our own impulses upon encountering difference. If 
we indict Victor Frankenstein for his hubristic thirst for knowledge, we 
discount the life-saving advances of science. If we indict him for letting 
passion get the better of him, we discount the importance of emotions 
in becoming a fully rounded, empathic human. If we fault Victor for 
endangering his loved ones, we discount his genuine concern for them. 
Reading Frankenstein alerts us to the essential incompleteness in any 
system of knowledge or representation—even in the systems deemed 
most objective, namely evidence-based science and the law. The mon-
ster in Shelley’s book marks not the place of something or someone 
we will come to know (his fate, at the book’s end, makes that clear) but 
the place of nonknowledge at the heart of knowledge or reason itself. 
It marks the site not only of Victor’s literal and monstrous creation 
in “the dissecting room and the slaughter-house,” but the site out of 
which we create by imagining a completely different world. It marks 
the great danger and illusion at the heart of any discourse that wants 
to totalize itself, in the name of “man,” “objectivity,” “justice,” “reason,” 
“science,” and “truth.” Frankenstein does not solve the problems created 
by science and its boundless thirst for new discoveries, nor the prob-
lems created by modern society, which maintains that everyone can 
be educated to make use of their capacity for independent thinking to 
become free. The book points to the blind spot in any such system of 
representation or paradigm of knowledge, without becoming another, 
superior system of knowing. The monster bears witness to the impos-
sibility of man, which here includes the actual, biological category of 
men, to become the all-knowing, completely self-controlled and perfect 
equilibrium of reason and emotion, rationality and feelings. This is the 
reason it has been subject to so many creative re-imaginings. Not only 
because the monster represents whatever cultural fears and anxieties 
new generations of readers bring to the text, ranging from vaccina-
tion to cyborgs, from atom bombs to climate change. Frankenstein has 
produced such an enormous critical and creative response because the 
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monster identifies the blind spot in any system which considers itself 
to be self-sufficient to be the site of new creation rather than failure. 

In many interpretations and re-imaginings, Frankenstein has been 
understood as an allegory of various forms of oppression. Because 
a proslavery public speaker used the metaphor of Frankenstein’s 
monster in the 1840s to refer to African-Americans who need tute-
lage to become civilized members of society and not to turn violent, 
Frankenstein has been read as an allegory about the debates over 
slavery in the United States, and about the cruelty of those who fancy 
themselves superior to those they define as “other.” The creature has 
been interpreted as a symbol for anyone who has been characterized 
as “other” by mainstream society: LGBTQ individuals, women, anyone 
of an ethnicity or religion deemed “different,” anyone differently abled, 
subjected to trauma, foreign, or with an appearance that stands out. As 
this partial list makes clear, and as Frankenstein teaches us, the prob-
lem lies already in defining anyone as “other,” because all such defi-
nitions depend on and reinforce the dangerous idea of a neutral and 
objective mainstream. The book is frequently taught as a primer on 
medical ethics, dealing with scientific possibilities that were nothing 
but dreams, or nightmares, in Shelley’s days. The book has been inter-
preted as a key to debunking racial pseudo-science, and of address-
ing global anxieties about immigration and climate change. Are these 
critical interpretations overreadings? Not necessarily. Mary Shelley 
gave life to a figure which has become iconic because he embodies the 
unresolved contradiction in systems of thought, specifically in a type 
of modern science and the European Enlightenment, which had been 
assumed to be entirely transparent to themselves. But Shelley realized 
that the blind spots in these systems of thought can be generative rather 
than disabling. They can open up new possibilities rather than elimi-
nate difference in a perpetual quest for closure, akin to Victor’s chasing 
the monster. The monster is a creature that cannot be properly con-
tained by the various disciplines and discourses available at any time: 
law, morality, science, religion, psychology, politics. This is so because 
literature, as a genre, is more apt to contain and create contradictions. 
It is the case because literature has the power to bear witness to those 
things, events and experiences which other types of discourse must 
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eliminate or mark as problematic in the effort to become coherent sys-
tems of thought. In a literary text, contradiction is not something to 
be resolved but the wellspring of new creation. The monster is already 
in excess of the original story, just as it has taken over as the work’s 
eponymous figure although the title Frankenstein does not even refer 
to it. As this excess, it is testament to the human power of imagination 
and creation, and thus to the future and to hope.

Because Shelley found the blind spot in her era’s grand explanatory 
narratives to be a site for new creations, Frankenstein has given birth 
to many other “hideous phantasms”: from Bram Stoker’s Dracula to 
modern retellings of the legend of the Jewish golem, Joseph Conrad’s 
Kurtz in Heart of Darkness, the enormous men-impregnating insects 
in Octavia Butler’s Bloodchild, and Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl, or, 
a Modern Monster, in addition to the plethora of ectoplasms spawned 
by filmmakers from Weimar to Hollywood, from Brazil to Bollywood, 
from Seoul to the central Australian desert. The monster has become 
a symbol for the human inclination to do things that are harmful to 
us, to tinker with tools and technologies until they take on a life of 
their own, long past the point where their purpose could be directed 
and controlled by us. But in addition to symbolizing man’s capacity for 
making things that doom our planet, Frankenstein is also about the 
great human capacity for world-making, for self-invention, and for 
imagining another, better world.

Frankenstein warns against the temptation of positing new and 
better systems when existing systems fail. The book does not pretend 
that we will ever overcome our craving for simplification, unification 
and for an overarching meaning to the messy stories we call our lives. 
It allows us to become creative in incomplete ways, to imagine new 
modes of living and make sense of this life without falling for the temp-
tation that now, this time, we have finally gotten it right. Each new 
system will breed new monsters, born of our all-too-human desire to 
know and master more, including the secret of life and beyond. But 
each era will also produce works akin to Shelley’s novel that creatively 
undo man’s thirst for disconnected knowledge.

Ulrich Baer
New York City, December 2019




