Themes and Messages in Frankenstein (1831 Edition)
Themes and Messages

o ldentify and understand the main themes in the text:
o What ideas or messages does the text explore? (e.g., ambition, love, power,
injustice).
o Be ready to discuss how these themes are developed:
o Through characters, events, or symbols.

Link themes to the author’s message or the reader’s experience

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein delves into complex themes that resonate universally, offering a
cautionary tale about human ambition, the consequences of isolation, and the moral
responsibilities of creation. The novel uses characters, events, and symbolism to explore
these ideas and convey timeless messages to readers.

1. Ambition and the Pursuit of Knowledge

e What It Explores:

o The novel critiques the dangers of unchecked ambition and the pursuit of
knowledge without consideration of moral consequences. Victor’s relentless
desire to conquer nature leads to disastrous results.

e How It’s Developed:

o Victor Frankenstein: His ambition to unlock the “secrets of heaven and earth”
drives him to create life, but his inability to foresee or take responsibility for
the consequences of his work leads to tragedy.

o Captain Walton: Walton’s ambition to explore the Arctic mirrors Victor’s
desire for discovery. However, unlike Victor, Walton learns from Victor’s
cautionary tale and abandons his quest.

o Symbolism: The Arctic setting represents both human ambition and its
limitations, as it is a hostile and unreachable frontier.

e Author’s Message:

o Shelley warns against the reckless pursuit of knowledge, particularly when it
disregards ethical responsibility and the natural order. Her critique reflects
concerns about the scientific advancements of her time and their potential to
harm society.

2. Creation and Responsibility

e What It Explores:

o The theme of creation and responsibility examines the obligations creators
have toward their creations. Victor’s failure to provide guidance or
compassion to the Creature highlights the consequences of neglect.

e How It’s Developed:



o

o

Victor and the Creature: Victor’s abandonment of the Creature is the root
cause of the novel’s tragedies. His refusal to create a companion for the
Creature further escalates its anger and sense of isolation.

The Creature’s Vengeance: The Creature’s descent into violence reflects its
response to rejection and its longing for belonging. Its actions challenge the
reader to question whether Victor or the Creature bears more blame.
Symbolism: The Creature’s physical deformity symbolises the externalisation
of Victor’s guilt and society’s inability to accept what is different.

Author’s Message:

@)

Shelley emphasises the moral responsibilities of creators, whether scientists,
parents, or artists. The novel challenges readers to consider the ethical
implications of their actions and their impact on others.

3. Isolation and Loneliness

What It Explores:

o

Both Victor and the Creature experience profound isolation, which shapes
their actions and relationships. The novel suggests that isolation can lead to
destructive behaviour and a loss of humanity.

How It’s Developed:

o

o

Victor: His obsession with science isolates him from his family and friends,
leading to his moral and emotional decline.

The Creature: Rejected by its creator and society, the Creature’s loneliness
transforms it from a benevolent being into a vengeful one.

Symbolism: The recurring image of nature as a refuge contrasts with the
characters’ isolation, highlighting their alienation from the natural world.

Author’s Message:

o

Shelley critiques societal rejection and its impact on individuals, urging
readers to consider the importance of empathy and connection.

4. Justice and Injustice

What It Explores:

o

The novel portrays a world where justice is deeply flawed, as both the
Creature and Victor suffer unfairly. It raises questions about the moral
responsibilities of society and the arbitrariness of punishment.

How It’s Developed:

@)

o

o

The Creature: Despite its initial innocence, the Creature is judged solely on its
appearance and condemned by society. Its transformation into a vengeful
being reflects the injustice it experiences.

Justine’s Execution: Justine, an innocent character, is falsely accused of
William’s murder and executed, underscoring the failure of human institutions
to deliver justice.

Symbolism: The Creature’s repeated use of fire and ice reflects its internal
struggle between justice and vengeance.

Author’s Message:



o Shelley critiques the failings of justice systems and the consequences of
societal prejudice. Her message is a call for greater understanding and
fairness.

5. Nature vs. Science

e What It Explores:

o Shelley contrasts the natural world with the artificial, exploring how scientific

advancements can disrupt the harmony of nature.
e How It’s Developed:

o Victor’s Experiments: Victor’s attempt to “play God” by creating life violates
the natural order and results in chaos and destruction.

o The Creature: Despite being unnatural, the Creature seeks solace in the natural
world, symbolising its longing for a sense of belonging.

o Symbolism: The sublime descriptions of nature, particularly in the Alps and
the Arctic, serve as a backdrop to the characters’ struggles and reflect their
emotional states.

e Author’s Message:

o Shelley warns against the hubris of defying nature, advocating for respect and

humility in the face of its power.

Linking Themes to the Reader’s Experience

Frankenstein continues to resonate because it addresses universal concerns about ambition,
responsibility, and humanity. In an age of rapid technological advancement, Shelley’s
warnings about the ethical implications of creation are as relevant as ever. Readers are
encouraged to reflect on their own responsibilities—whether as creators, members of society,
or stewards of the natural world.

By weaving these themes into the novel’s characters and events, Shelley crafts a story that
transcends its Gothic roots to become a profound exploration of morality and the human
condition
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