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Introduction  

It may be shocking that one of the most prolific, celebrated, and studied novels of all time 

is Frankenstein written by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. The mother of gothic horror came from 

literary and philosophical stock that scholars believe influenced her dark and haunting tale. Her 

mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, is credited with a great deal of inspiration over Shelley’s writing.  

She says, “No man chooses evil because it is evil; he only mistakes it for happiness, the good he 

seeks” (Wollstonecraft). Frankenstein is continually debated and discussed in literature classes 

and book clubs across the world.  There are societies that are centered on Frankenstein and 

hundreds of adaptations and movies that are based on the 1818 fiction.  The question lies in what 

makes this horrific story so timeless and beloved. It is categorized as a horror novel and evil acts 

are usually abhorred by people with moral character, so it seems reasonable to assume that 

people would shun such a novel.  Could the reason be that the experience and perceptions of the 

reader make this novel significant.  Perhaps the monster is someone that people empathize with.  

The qualities that would cause many to reject horror include explicit or gratuitous sex and 

violence and lack of a moral point; some may argue that these qualities glorify and even 

desensitize readers. However, if done correctly horrific tales can be told in a way that testify and 

glorify God and our human need for such faith. It is in the horror genre that empathy and 

tolerance are thematically articulated, and often this genre is the only one in which theological 

and pedagogical subjects are unabashedly reflected on. Through the perception of the reader, the 

horror genre becomes relevant and insightful because it is in fiction that the realistic portrayal of 

horrors within the human experience teach empathy and tolerance. 
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Position – Evil is Essential  
 

There is a silent debate within the culture of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints (Mormons) on what is acceptable literature. Some even declare the need for censorship 

and that subjectively offensive work should not be studied in the church’s private universities.  

The argument claims that there are few redeeming qualities found in the horror genre; however, 

it can also be argued that there is a good and bad way to write within the genre. A general 

consensus exists that within the genre there is a division between the explicitly wretched and the 

more redeeming or, for lack of a better term, uplifting form of horror. It is to be considered that 

horror novels are subjective in nature. Horror writer and member of the Church, Michaelbrent 

Collings, often refers to the New Testament as the greatest horror ever written.  He states that the 

reason for the scriptural texts is to show redemption and light, and while there is a much less 

deified publisher in the criticized genre, many horror authors have a similar purpose; they want 

to show the power of the human spirit and expose the occasional holy intervention (Collings).  In 

fact, all literary fiction depicts evil, so most will agree that the mere representation of evil isn’t 

wrong; it is when evil is glorified or enacted by the literature that most will concede a line has 

been crossed. 

Within the Mormon faith, many believe that they are to exclude all things evil or 

unpleasant in order to remain connected to God. Some go as far as to believe that the exclusion 

of all unpleasantness is necessary to be truly faithful.  Unfortunately, this viewpoint is somewhat 

flawed. Without the knowledge of evil or evil doings, one is incapable of avoiding such things. 

In an Ensign article published in 1973, Bruce B. Clark that states the following:  

Hypocrisy, bigotry, superficiality, sentimentality, pomposity, apathy—wherever such 

attitudes are found they should be exposed. It is not only a writer’s privilege but also his 
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duty to expose them, and you can’t expose evil or solve problems by turning your back 

on them or pretending they don’t exist (Clark).  

The uncomfortable nature of exposing such evil is necessary in order to fully understand motives 

and lessons learned. If discomfort wasn’t there, then that indeed would be troubling; however, 

there is a difference between a good book that depicts evil and an evil book. A work of art that 

generally exposes evil rather than glorifies it could be viewed as insightful. It should be deeply 

disturbing to read about a murder or rape, but excluding such evil acts from a story for the sake 

of discomfort can be confusing and harmful. Church members are often taught that such trials are 

included in the mortal experience to be instructive and ultimately for our good. In a book we 

cheer when a protagonist is able to overcome the trials associated with such terrors. It is the 

reader’s perspective and experience that usually causes a level of discomfort that leads to an 

accusation that the literature is evil. It is therefore their prerogative to not be exposed to whatever 

they may feel is overbearing.  However, it would be terribly remiss for those that are sensitive to 

such literary expressions to deny the powerful impact and learning that can be found in the 

harrowing adventures of those that go through such things and come out better and stronger in 

the end. It would almost be disrespectful to deny the power of such occurrences.  

Realistic depictions of evil are necessary to create a world that the reader believes is 

possible and can be conquered. A widely accepted viewpoint is that reading fiction is cathartic. 

This means that a good book can lure a mind from the everyday problems into a more complex 

and troubling time that for one reason or another makes everyday life more manageable. The 

more complex the conundrum that our favorite characters get into, the more we cling to our 

books or stare at the screen. It is the realistic opening lines of books that suck us into a world of 

intrigue and terror that we crave; it is necessary for us to see how our heroes and heroines get 
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through it.  We become engrossed in a novel that begins with, “It was a pleasure to burn” or 

“You will rejoice to hear that no disaster has accompanied the commencement of an enterprise 

which you have regarded with such evil forebodings” (Bradbury 1; Shelley 9).  These words 

cause us to stop and ask questions about what could have brought someone to such conclusions 

or why they would refer to such things. There is a natural empathetic feeling when captivated in 

a story. Author and philosopher, Susan Sontag has declared that images and passages that cause 

shock and repulsion are instructional; natural responses of aversion cause us to reflect and learn 

about the suffering and tragedies associated with such things (Giroux 264). The murderous 

rampage of Frankenstein’s monster wouldn’t cause Frankenstein and consequently the reader to 

reflect on their own faults if his behavior wasn’t so alarming. The monster insightfully states,  

If the multitude of mankind knew of my existence, they would do as you do, and arm 

themselves for my destruction. Yet it is in your power to recompense me and deliver 

them from an evil which it only remains for you to make so great, that not only you and 

your family, but thousands of others, shall be swallowed up in the whirlwinds of its rage. 

(Shelley 65).  

The literary arts authentically paint evil so that the audience can understand what motivates and 

causes some to act in certain ways. Michaelbrent Collings conveyed that the only way to truly 

understand the motives of a character is to understand what they have experienced and that is 

often horrific (Collings).  The teaching power related to the arts has also been examined by K. 

Newell Dayley, a prominent LDS composer. He says,  

The arts enable us to communicate important realities that can be shared in no other way. 

Elder Boyd K. Packer has affirmed that “because of what [artists] do, we are able to feel 
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and learn very quickly . . . some spiritual things that we would otherwise learn very 

slowly” (Dayley 3).  

It wouldn’t be possible to accurately tell a story about triumph if there was nothing to overcome.  

It is an individual perspective that often shapes the story being told.  In 1980, Orson Scott Card 

addressed this very topic by saying, “The character becomes the surrogate of the audience. The 

artist shapes the audience’s experience . . . It is never entirely the experience the writer created. It 

is always the experience of the character combined with the experience of the audience member” 

(Card 4). Therefore, the audience brings their own perspective to each work and each reading is 

intensely personal. This is an important consideration when it comes to works of horror, because 

what is horrific or vile to one reader may be meaningful on another.  For Mormons this can be a 

difficult reality to face; much of the culture is based on an ideal that everyone believes the same 

or that their faith is universally similar. However, with the vast diversity in the church it is 

becoming much more conventional to understand that there are perceptual differences that don’t 

conflict with the faith. LDS members generally believe that is important to have an ability to 

discern between that which is good and that which is evil.  In the Book of Mormon, it states, 

“Wherefore, take heed that ye do not judge that which is evil to be of God, or that which is good 

and of God to be of the devil” (Moroni 7:14). Speaking about two fanciful and terrifying tales, 

The Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord of the Rings, Wilson spoke about the portrayal of evil 

and how the reader can see the purpose of those depictions in order to discern evil from good. A 

reader’s own experience contributes to lessons that can be learned from them. Wilson stated the 

following:  

This is a fallen world. The scriptures call Satan ‘the prince of this world.’ The works 

of both Lewis and Tolkien contained satanic figures who sought to cruelly dominate 
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human beings—the White Witch in one case, Sauron in the other. What does mankind 

need in such a world? We need forces to counter the bound- less evil and a hero to lead 

those forces. One of the attractions of Lewis’ and Tolkien’s works is this theme of our 

need for such a hero—a Savior, if you will. On their own, all the char- acters [sic] in the 

stories we identify with come to a point of their own failure. They need someone stronger 

than they are (Wilson 4). 

It is natural to assume that out of the over 16 million members of the LDS church, that there are 

differing opinions on moral and even doctrinal issues.  All members come from different 

backgrounds and cultures making for a truly diverse spectrum of perspectives. With that 

knowledge it can also be considered that such a diverse membership is not part of the church 

because they all agree on everything, but there is a common goal among members.  Card says, 

“What bonds us together in the Church is the brotherhood of Christ and our common goal of 

securing eternal exaltation for ourselves and everyone else who will receive it.  The Church is 

inclusive, not exclusive; flexible and changing, not rigid and intolerant” (Card 11). While the 

realistic depiction of evil is somewhat unnerving for some, it is not fair for one to disrespect the 

expression, whether fiction or not, simply because it is not ideal or comfortable for some. When 

the well-intentioned horror writer is trying to express a message of human survival and 

accomplishment, often with divine intervention, it is the realistic depiction of such things that 

causes a reader to feel connected to the characters that usually triumph in such tales.  

 

Opposing View: Depravity Causes Desensitization  

 When discussing the depiction of horrific and grotesque encounters in literature, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that much of it can be explicit and gratuitous.  There are authors and 



Smekofske  8 

artists that do not have the same moral goals as others.  Within the horror genre there are some 

authors that have written novels that are interpreted as redemptive and uplifting while other 

published novels are viewed as depraved. That said, some have come to the opinion that all evil 

depicted is cause for alarm and should be eliminated.  An article titled “Disturbing Pleasures: 

Murderous Images and the Aesthetics of Depravity,” states,  

As decadence and despair are nor- malised [sic] in the wider culture – though this is very 

different from accomplished in their goal to remove all dissent – people are increasingly 

exploited for their pleasure quotient while any viable notion of the social is subordinated 

to the violence of a deregulated market economy and its ongoing production of a culture 

of cruelty (Giroux 6).  

It is becoming more common for people to believe that exposure to horrors is creating an 

increasingly violent and amoral society.  In a study published by the American Psychological 

Association it claimed that children that are exposed to violence in video games and in media are 

at higher risk to exhibit violent behavior before the age of 14 (Hopf et al.).  This could be a valid 

argument when debating the perceived increase in violent behavior in children. However, much 

more research is required to prove such a link.  

 

Response to Opposing View: Lover of Goodness and a Student of Evil  

 While it can be acknowledged that a line needs to be drawn between the glorification of 

evil and the depiction of evil, it should be conceded that there were acts of violence committed 

long before fiction novels and violent video games were introduced into our society.  It should be 

acknowledged that the overall crime rate in this country is declining, even with the increasing 

exposure of violence in the media (See Fig. 1).   
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Figure 1. U.S. Violent Crime Rate graph (Robertson) 

Ivan the Terrible and Adolf Hitler reigned with terror long before “Call of Duty” was sold in 

stores or IT by Stephen King was flying off the shelves. When executed effectively with an 

honorable purpose, horror could be versatile enough to be used as a teaching tool. In an article 

published by the University of Osijek Croatia titled “Teaching Horror Literature in a 

Multicultural Classroom” the idea was explored further. It states,  

Horror literature employs certain scary motifs and topics in order to deal with everything 

that causes anxiety in our everyday lives: from growing up, to illness and death, from 

loneliness and loss to [sic]] faith, and so on. In fact, stories that lack any descriptions of 

violence seem to ultimately leave the deepest impact on the reader, as they can almost 

never be understood as a caricature or farcical exaggeration (Matek 70).  

When taught by an open-minded teacher the horror novel can actually get readers excited about 

learning and engage students. Horror isn’t just blood, guts, and gore, Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein is referred to as a cherished classic, but in many circles, it is the first and 

quintessential gothic horror. It is the job of the reader and the teacher to make sure that the good 

is exemplified and the evil condemned.  Wilson states, 



Smekofske  10 

My dear brothers and sisters, the enemy of your souls will entice you to take these 

strange paths, to devote your precious life not to building God’s kingdom but to any other 

cause. From Satan’s point of view, any cause will do if it diverts God’s children from the 

one path that allows them to hold fast to the iron rod and thus receive ongoing revelation. 

This world is full of alternatives that, if they become one’s primary focus, can crowd God 

Himself out of our lives (Wilson 5).  

The LDS culture and the classroom have room for the horror genre when it is expressed and 

taught in such a way that glorifies the human spirit and God’s grace rather than perpetuating the 

evil that exists.  If a horror author has moral purpose and intent, the work will come across as 

uplifting and encouraging.  

 

Conclusion: Conqueror of Evil 

 Is it important to eliminate evil? Yes. But, if the desire is to combat the evil in the world, 

that accomplishment requires knowledge and experience to fight it. Sam Wise says in The Two 

Towers,  

It’s like in the great stories, Mr. Frodo, the ones that really mattered. Full of darkness and 

danger they were, and sometimes you didn’t want to know the end because how could the 

end be happy? How could the world go back to the way it was when so much bad had 

happened?  But in the end, it’s only a passing thing this shadow, even darkness must 

pass. I know now folk in those stories had lots of chances of turning back, only they 

didn’t. They kept going because they were holding on to something. That there’s some 

good in the world, Mr. Frodo, and it’s worth fighting for” (Tolkien).  
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Ultimately the human experience is in the eye of the beholder. The terrible depravity of this 

world exists whether someone writes about it or not; human heroism is forever interwoven in the 

terrors that surround everyone, every day. It is the belief of nearly every LDS member there must 

be opposition in all things in order to know the good from the evil; it is Jesus Christ who 

overcame it all.  Wilson says,  

So please remember, there is a story line to this world’s history. It is an epic tale. 

It involves a True King who is hidden from the world’s sight for a time while His 

kingdom is ruled over by a wicked pretender to the throne who is a cruel despot 

who seeks to rule by war, blood, and horror. But the True King has true 

followers—humble servants who are able to see through all the lies and 

deceptions of the enemy and who seek to build allegiance to the True King 

(Wilson 6).  

It is the responsibility of readers and writers alike to depict evil but not perpetuate it.  The horror 

genre isn’t inherently evil, and while some choose to eliminate it from their libraries because it 

isn’t in their taste, it can and should still be regarded as a worthy genre to be included in the 

literature cannon.  
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