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The Perceived Evil Within Frankenstein 

“You know this story. The crack of lightning. A mad genius. An unholy creation. The 

world, of course, remembers the monster, not the man. But sometimes, when you look closely, 

there's more to a tale. Sometimes the monster is the man” (Landis). These were the opening lines 

of a recently released version of Frankenstein, and the words stir the soul to remember what the 

true tale may be. Most assume that they are familiar with Mary Shelley’s romantic novel 

Frankenstein; however, over time and through many artistic renditions the tale has been vastly 

distorted, so that the man and the monster are often confused with one another. How could one 

make such a mistake? Well, therein lies the very heart of this tale. While Shelly may have been 

addressing the morality in making scientific advancements, taking on the theme of enlightened 

thinking and the industrial revolution, she may have also been addressing the very heart of all of 

humanity’s turmoil.   

 Frankenstein has become an iconic metaphor that is in many cases today almost 

laughable; Mel Brooks even took a shot at lampooning this monster motif in his 1974 parody 

Young Frankenstein. The problem with all of this familiarity is that the horrifying theme of evil 

lurking within humankind is obscured in the ambiguity of artistic interpretations. It is doubtful 

that Mary Shelly expected her novel to be as widely recognized as it has become, but the actions 

of Victor Frankenstein were never meant to be comical. Victor’s struggle was with his own 

ambition and then with the consequences. Mary Shelly addresses the evil that may be lurking in 

all of us when humanity is overlooked and ambition blinds our senses. Through the brilliant use 
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of characterization and allegory, Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein: A Modern Prometheus exposes the 

disorder within the human psyche through the archetypal symbols of Frankenstein and his 

monster, thus shining a light on the threat of evil that lives in each individual. 

 

Background 

Mary Shelly’s work is not a stranger to criticism or to analysis. Many have addressed the themes 

of moral responsibility, industrial and enlightened thought processes, as well as Mary Shelly’s 

personal life and how it impacted her work. One of the topics least explored is at the very heart 

of her most terrifying and controversial novel: that evil is subjective and can come in many 

forms, not just that of monsters. Many argue that evil is not something that just exists but it is a 

product of circumstances, while others believe that evil is existentially found within the core of 

all human existence. Mary Shelly may have believed in both types of evil, since she writes about 

a seemingly moral and good man who loses himself and creates something abominable. 

Subsequently that creature suffers with the lack of nurturing and rejection which sets him on a 

path of destruction and murder. Regardless of evil’s definition, it is apparent that an intricate 

balance of evil characteristics surface in both Victor and his monster. Shelly’s critically 

acclaimed novel allows readers to explore the possibility that evil is a subjective product of 

circumstances. This is the bedrock for the debate over the origin of evil and its purpose, if there 

is one. 

The Swiss psychoanalyst Carl G. Jung explains evil as a complex within the psyche, and 

that it has been portrayed as an archetype in literature that spans time. Jung is best known as the 

student who broke from the Freudian model and became recognized for founding analytical 

psychology. His works became widely acknowledged as not only psychological but 
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philosophical. Jung describes the complexes that are found within the psyche and identifies them 

as archetypes. Common archetypes like the hero, the mother, the spiritual guide, and the devil 

are often illustrated in works of art and literature. Jung goes on to claim that archetypes are 

emotional expressions that are “dependent on a network of associations” (Jacobi pg. ix). This 

means that these archetypes are merely fragments of a much greater whole; the soul in its 

entirety is made up of these individual pieces. In literature, these archetypes usually are the main 

and supporting characters in stories that sustain an overall motif. Jung goes on to explain the 

motifs that we often associate with myths and fairy tales focus on behavioral patterns, and 

therefore the stories are consequently illustrating the very archetypes that we each have within 

our souls. This explains why it is easy to relate to characters as they go through their journeys in 

a favorite story or movie. Jolande Jacobi adds to Jung’s theory in his book Complex Archetype 

Symbol in the Psychology of C.G. Jung.  Jacobi states, “In the course of history these recurrent 

motifs have taken on innumerable forms, from the most remote conceptions of the primitives, 

down through the religious ideas of all nations and cultures, to the dreams, visions, and fantasies 

of modern individuals” (33). Evil is usually portrayed by an abstract archetype that brings about 

conflict in each of these tales; however, it is in literature like Frankenstein and Dr. Jekyll and 

Mr. Hyde among other monster type motifs that we commonly see evil embodied in an ugly 

version of the hero. Victor Frankenstein feels this tangible evil as he expresses, “. . . the bolt has 

entered my soul; and I felt then that I should survive to exhibit, what I shall soon cease to be – a 

miserable spectacle of wrecked humanity, pitiable to others, and abhorrent to myself” (Shelley 

107). It is not only his monster that repulses Frankenstein, but his own soul. Jung explains that 

we are expressing our inner selves within these works of art. The behavior patterns are shown in 
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order to help us better understand ourselves. Respectively, humans have been working out our 

behavior problems since storytelling began.   

Jung’s theory on individuation plays a role in identifying the multilayered psyche and 

how compartmentalized personalities can be illustrated in storytelling. He states that archetypes 

are existent within our subconscious minds and make themselves known when confronted with a 

situation that they need to work through. This idea is further explored in a journal titled, 

“Thoughts on the Nature of Evil” in which the author writes,  

The individuating person sometimes faces a context that defies action while at other 

times he or she may take measure that deal with the situation.  Moreover, while a context 

may remain static, the person may change to develop a different perspective on the same 

situation (Raff 20).   

This means that the individual archetypes within the psyche are there waiting to take action; they 

are struggling within and against one another to become dominant in the personality. Robert L. 

Moore expands this idea in his book “Facing the Dragon:” he states that individuation is a battle. 

Moore claims, “In Jung’s morality of awareness, the struggle for individuation is a struggle for 

light, a struggle to get conscious, to get more of your experience and personality out of the dark 

so it can be respected, loved, accepted, and affirmed” (Moore 35). Shelly personified evil in the 

archetype of the monster and it struggles to be loved and accepted; however, the monster’s 

characteristics and flaws can also be viewed as a complex found within Frankenstein. While 

seeking validation, Victor makes monstrous decisions. He declares, “I have but one resource; and 

I devote myself, either in my life or death, to his destruction” (Shelley 133). In this quest for 

individuation, affirmation and acceptance, both Frankenstein and his monster exhibit evil 
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characteristics, resulting in both characters portraying what Jung would classify as archetypal 

evil, which may not be all bad. 

 

Lines of Argument 

It is presumptive that human existence is defined as the sum of all decisions and experiences 

which are individual and unique. Therefore, to analyze Frankenstein using psychoanalysis one 

has to bear in mind the subjective nature of such a perspective. Just like every individual’s 

experience is unique to their circumstances, Victor Frankenstein’s existence was equally unique 

and yet relatable when examined against the moral decisions that each person faces. 

Theoretically, Victor’s experiences are purely a result of his own decisions and therefore his 

monster should be held under the same scrutiny. Understanding this concept will lead to the 

conclusion that his creation is the result of the subjective evil he had within himself, because it is 

that lack of consideration for humanity that led to his creation and subsequently kept him from 

nurturing his monster after its “birth.” It is also through his rejection of beauty and human 

relationships that he created this “daemon” and failed to appreciate the life he could have had 

until it was too late (Shelley 64). While Victor willingly rejects the relationships in his life, the 

monster became the object of rejection and neglect. This treatment subsequently put the monster 

on a path of murder, thus creating an individual condition that shaped his own evil purposes. It is 

the development of the hero and villain archetypes that Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein reveals the 

link between Victor and his monster, hinting that they are two parts of the same man through 

their decisions and experiences.  

 The characters of Victor Frankenstein and his monster are possibly interchangeable, in 

fact many will mistakenly call the creature Frankenstein. However, it should be noted that the 



Smekofske 6 
 

very reason this mistaken identity takes place is because the monster is part of Frankenstein; the 

creature has been considered Frankenstein’s doppelganger. Shelley’s characterization of these 

two archetypes is somewhat ambiguous and can blur the lines between their personalities. This 

claim is further explored in an article titled, “The Ambiguous Heritage of Frankenstein.” In that 

piece, George Levine supports that this is commonly accepted. He explains, “They [critics of 

Frankenstein] point centrally to the way ‘Frankenstein’ as a modern metaphor implies a 

conception of the divided self, the creator and his work at odds” (Levine 15). This naturally 

implies that Jung’s archetype of evil is part of the hero, the evil has made manifest outwardly and 

is now separated from his creator. Frankenstein’s image of self-evil exists in the monster and this 

is further illustrated in the tremendous guilt that he feels when his family and friends are 

murdered by his creation. He himself states that these treacherous acts are on his head.  

Frankenstein laments, “I saw an insurmountable barrier placed between me and my fellow-men; 

this barrier was sealed with the blood of William and Justine; and to reflect on the events 

connected with those names filled my soul with anguish” (Shelley 106). Victor was caught in a 

trap of his own making. He released his monster into the world, and it was wreaking havoc. 

Levine comments on this conflict stating,  

Here, in particular we can watch the specially secularized versions of traditional 

mythology.  The devil and the angel of morality play are replaced by a modern pre-

Freudian psychology that removes the moral issue from the metaphysical context – the 

traditional concepts of good and evil – and places it entirely with the self (Levine 15). 

Frankenstein and his monster are both parts of the whole and they are at odds with each other; 

they are the archetypes of hero and villain, good and evil that each make up part of the “network 

of associations” within Frankenstein’s psyche. Mary Shelly purposefully created ambiguous 
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characterization in order for the association to be made between them. The monster is the 

embodiment of the evil that Frankenstein had in stores hidden within his being; thus, we come to 

better understand the reason behind their interchangeable personas.   

In opposition to the underlying similarities between Frankenstein and his creation, they 

have contrasting experiences with humankind. These experiences illustrate the archetypal 

seasons that characters face and exposes their predispositions, thus causing one to examine evil 

intentions and their subjective nature. The character of the monster undergoes a primal and 

lonely upbringing in which he had to educate himself without assistance. Victor had the love of 

his family, the support of his peers, and he had privileged educational opportunities. Surprisingly 

once the creature opens his eyes, Victor does not share his happy upbringing with his own 

creation. He is the first contact that the creature has, and yet Victor rejects his creation by 

fleeing. Victor shares, “I beheld the wretch, the miserable monster whom I had created. . . while 

a grin wrinkled his cheeks . . . one hand was stretched out, seemingly to detain me, but I escaped, 

and rushed down stairs” (Shelley 34). The creature at that moment was innocent, a blank slate 

but then instantly he was alone, his own creator was not there to teach him about life and love. 

The creature laments, “Unfeeling, heartless creator! You had endowed me with perceptions and 

passions, and then cast me abroad an object for the scorn and horror of mankind” (Shelley 91). 

The archetypal season of birth is blemished by a repulsed creator. Victor could have planted 

good in the heart of his child but he failed in the father role and forsook his creature to become a 

monster. Empathy leads to understanding when the monster makes decisions that can be 

interpreted as evil. This differs from Frankenstein’s decision to turn willingly away from life in 

order to pursue his own ambitions. The conclusion can then be made that the monster is a 

product of nurture rather than nature, because it was Frankenstein’s own repulsion at what his 
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ambition formed that led to the abandonment of that design. The journal article titled 

“Frankenstein: An Adlerian Odyssey” addresses this issue and states,  

Like human infants, he [the monster] had fears, as well as biological and social needs.  

He, like Adler (1956) said of all humans, has a propensity for social interest and the 

desire for upward striving. . . The being eventually adopted the life-style of a neglected 

child, and his beneficent characteristics were replaced by a striving for power with low 

social interest (R. John Huber 268). 

The monster no longer cared for other humans because it didn’t experience caring from them.  

These contrasting experiences in the archetypes of hero and villain can blur the lines of good and 

evil and challenge the nature of decisions based on individual circumstances. 

This challenges the idea of who the hero and the villain is; wherein does the evil lie? The 

monster questions his very purpose after reading Paradise Lost. He speculates that Adam came 

forth from a perfect loving creator, but he himself isn’t perfect, he is “wretched.” The monster 

believes that he is more related to Satan, and declares, “Many times I considered Satan as the 

fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, the 

bitter gall of envy rose within me” (Shelley 84). After rejection, the monster is set on a path of 

destruction and murder to cause harm to the creator that left him to the world without love or 

nurture. The Keats-Shelley Journal published an article titled “Moral and Myth in Mrs. Shelley’s 

‘Frankenstein.’” In it M.A. Goldberg addresses the comparison that the monster has drawn.  

Goldberg states, 

This is no idle image which the creature evokes here, comparing his own situation with 

Satan’s, and with Adam’s paradisiac state in Eden. The confusion apparent in his own 
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consciousness – whether he is an Adam, destined ultimately for eternal grace, or a Satan, 

doomed to eternal darkness – is a motif crucial to the entire novel (Goldberg 27-28). 

The archetypes of Adam and God, Satan and God are the essence of good and evil, but is evil 

inherent or does it exist in the choices that one carries out?  In the article “Thoughts on the 

Nature of Evil” it is suggested that, “Evil does not arise from the unconsciousness of God but 

from a wound in the universe that can and must be healed” (Raff 25). This idea presses upon the 

mind that evil is a subjective term. Naturally it is assumed that the ugly and monstrous deeds of 

the creature are evil; however, the neglect and hardship that he endured exposed the evil side of 

humanity. 

Jung clarifies that evil is generally a way to differentiate good from bad, and in certain 

circumstances, evil yields good or redeeming results. Jung’s idea is further explained in his book 

Modern Man in Search of a Soul; he states that complexes don’t mean that someone is inherently 

bad or inferior just that they are out of balance or incompatible with their surroundings and 

therefore this can ultimately lead to some greater achievement. This idea has led to the awareness 

that Jung believes evil can lead to good. Jacobi elaborates on this by stating Jung’s teleological 

approach is that, “Evil can always be regarded as the starting point for good, sickness as a source 

of more intensive striving for health. Accordingly, the complex may take on a positive, 

prospective significance” (Jacobi 21). This can mean that even though the complex evil self can 

be found within the human psyche, evil can be viewed as a positive force to move toward 

improvement and betterment. We have witnessed Darth Vader turn toward the good side of the 

force, or Bucky Barnes comes back from Hydra’s brainwashed evil, and Frodo Baggins 

overcome the will of the Ring; however, most artistic renditions of evil result in the annihilation 

of that evil, and the audience cheers as it is vanquished. Frankenstein concludes with Walton’s 
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declaration that he will not see Victor’s mistakes repeated. Walton tells his sister that he will 

reluctantly return to England, “. . . I had rather die, than return shamefully, -- my purpose 

unfulfilled. Yet I fear such will be my fate, the men. . . can never willingly continue to endure 

their present hardships” (Shelley 143). Walton was not willing to endanger the men that he 

traveled with, his ambition no longer blinded him to the needs of others. The characterization of 

Walton helps illustrate that blind ambition can distort the lines of morality. His initial goal to 

explore the North Pole and possibly never return is no longer his ambition once he hears 

Frankenstein’s tale. While evil spurned Victor, it could also mean that a greater good was 

accomplished through that evil. Most stories see the hero overcome, and end up stronger at the 

end of their battle, and while evil may be the cause of calamity, tales like Frankenstein end with 

someone having learned from the mistakes made, and thus evil has produced some good. 

While evil can be subjective and lead to good it is through the allegories of Prometheus 

and Paradise Lost that Shelley portrays Victor Frankenstein and his monster as two opposing 

forces fighting for love and acceptance from mankind. Victor though his ambition is searching 

for the accolades and fame that comes with achievement. While working to make this excellent 

breakthrough, Victor almost is delirious with the power he is seeing in his abilities. Like 

Prometheus, he takes the God like power and creates life, he states, “A new species would bless 

me as its creator and source; many happy excellent natures would owe their being to me” 

(Shelley 31). It was arrogance that led Prometheus to take fire to the human race, leading to his 

punishment of being chained to a rock eternally to be pecked at by an eagle. It was also 

arrogance that pushed Frankenstein to pursue power that was morally questionable. While maybe 

not an initially evil pursuit, one can argue that the monster and later Frankenstein see it as an evil 

pursuit. Frankenstein reflects on this quest and states, “Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at 
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least by my example . . . how much happier that man is who believe his native town to be the 

world than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow” (Shelley 31). The story 

of Paradise Lost is referred to by the monster as an impactful story to aid in defining himself. 

The story of creation and the battle between the archetypes of Satan and God for the human soul 

is timeless. The monster states that Paradise Lost “excited emotions” within him that moved him 

to curiosity. He states, “It moved ever feeling of wonder and awe, that the picture of an 

omnipotent God warring with his creatures was capable of exciting” (Shelley 84). However, that 

book brought such sorrow to the monster because in it he determined that his path was similar to 

Satan’s. The monster cries, “I remembered Adam’s supplication to his Creator; but where was 

mine? He had abandoned me, and, in the bitterness of my heart, I cursed him” (Shelley 85). The 

allegorical references characterize that in their pursuit of happiness and fulfillment, the monster 

and Frankenstein are at odds within themselves and each other.  

Considering the characterization and allegorical references in Frankenstein, the 

archetypes of God and Satan and of good versus evil are a prominent theme that forces the reader 

to consider the good and evil that fight within the human psyche. Frankenstein first battles with 

his manic desire and then battles against the outward manifestation of what he sees as his own 

personal “daemon.” The battle against those who wish to do personal harm is primal, and the 

monster faces this due to his lack of nurturing and the rejection that he suffers. While analyzing 

the underlying motivations of the characters, one can speculate that good and evil are somewhat 

ambiguous and subjective based on viewpoints. Both of these characters are engaging in a 

psychological splitting. They are two sides of one soul. In Facing the Dragon, Moore states, 

“The more primitive and borderline you are emotionally and developmentally, the more you will 

tend to split apart segments of your inner life” (Moore 19). He continues to explain that this 
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means that you will seek to blame someone for your problems. This is exactly what Frankenstein 

and his monster both did. They sought to blame one another for their problems and failed to 

correct the evil that they had within. Shelley masterfully created characters that exude relatable 

flaws revealing enduring archetypes that exist within every psyche. Frankenstein and his monster 

both showed evil characteristics when they responded to certain provocations, thus arousing the 

unconscious mind to the possibility that evil can be found within every fragmented soul.  

 

Conclusion 

The immortal story of Frankenstein exposes the dual nature of Shelley’s iconic characters. Each 

character in their own way evokes sympathy and hatred from the unconscious mind while they 

hunt each other in their quests for revenge. Levine states, “Frankenstein’s longing for 

domesticity is echoed in the Monster’s. . . Frankenstein’s obsession with science is echoed in the 

monster’s obsession with destruction” (Levine 15). They are each trapped in an interlocking 

circle that leads them to a destructive and monstrous outcome. In Facing the Dragon, Moore 

reiterates, “Why is it so important to address these spiritual and psychological issues that others 

choose to deny? Because they are so basic to human existence that if we do not deal with them 

adequately, we may lose the opportunity to deal with any of the other issues” (Moore 47). The 

archetypes of good and evil are eternal and can be easily confused with one another when actions 

are scrutinized under differing conditions. The duality of these characters exposes two sides of a 

coin or two parts of a whole; thus, the possibility of the same complex can exist within all souls. 

Mary Shelley ultimately expresses in her novel that the evil fragment within a soul exists in the 

deeds acted out, thus the man can be a monster if he so chooses.  
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