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ABSTRACT 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein has frequently been interpreted as a cautionary tale of the 

dangers of medical science and its ambitions. However, by comparing the different narratives 

in the novel the essay will show that the intention of the novel is quite different. The essay 

will show that while Frankenstein himself comes to believe that science is the culprit, the 

narratives by Walton and the creature qualify that view, showing rather that the problem is not 

science as such but Frankenstein’s abandonment of his creation. The essay begins with a brief 

introduction to the historical background of the novel, followed by an analysis of the three 

distinct narratives given by Walton, Frankenstein and the creature, and conclude with a 

discussion of the findings when comparing their narratives.  

 

 

SAMMANFATTNING 

Mary Shelleys Frankenstein har ofta tolkats som en varnande berättelse om farorna av 

medicinsk vetenskap och dess ambitioner. Men genom att jämföra de olika berättelserna i 

boken så kommer uppsatsen att visa att syftet med boken är ganska annorlunda. Uppsatsen 

kommer att visa att medan Frankenstein själv tror att vetenskapen är den skyldige, Waltons 

och varelsens berättelser berättigar denna uppfattning, så är problemet inte vetenskap som 

sådan utan det faktum att Frankenstein övergav sin skapelse. Uppsatsen börjar med en kort 

introduktion till den historiska bakgrunden av boken, följt av en analys av de tre distinkta 

berättelserna från Walton, Frankenstein och varelsen och uppsatsen avslutas med en 

diskussion av resultaten när man jämför deras berättelser.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 3	

Published in 1818, in part as a response to current scientific practice, Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein appears to be a cautionary tale of the dangers of medical science, but this essay 

will show otherwise. Using concepts from narratology, the essay will study how Shelley uses 

different plot devices to portray and evaluate the scientific and religious views of medical 

science current at her time. The novel has three narrators, and through their narratives, the 

reader gains access to multiple perspectives of the same story. The essay will first analyze the 

three narratives in the novel separately and then how they relate to each other, i.e., the manner 

Shelley has chosen to structure the narratives. The essay will show that while Frankenstein 

himself comes to believe that science is the culprit, the narratives by Walton and the creature 

qualify that view, showing rather that the problem is not science as such but Frankenstein’s 

abandonment of his creation. Before analyzing the novel, the essay will give a brief overview 

of some of the contemporary medical or scientific issues that inspired it.  Mary Shelley 

published Frankenstein in 1818, but it was amended in 1823 and “substantial changes were 

made” up to the 1831 edition of the novel (Smith 3), the edition I will make use of in the 

essay.  

 First some background to illustrate the contemporary skepticism of medical science. 

Shelley, in her Preface to the 1831 edition of Frankenstein, points to “‘galvanism’ as an 

influence upon her story” (Ruston). During the 1790s, Luigi Galvani performed several 

experiments with electricity, which was later recognized as galvanism. He managed to make a 

dead frog’s muscles twitch with a spark of electricity and he wanted to experiment on 

humans. This was taken further by his nephew Giovanni Aldini, who tried to reanimate 

hanged criminals. By using “the ‘Murder Act’ of 1752”, which stated that hanged criminals 

should also be dissected as an additional punishment, Aldini succeeded through galvanism to 

make one such dead criminal rise and clench his hand and to make his legs move and one of 

his eyes to open (Ruston).  

 It was not only Aldini who needed bodies of recently deceased persons. During the 18th 

and 19th century it became increasingly important for medical science to investigate the 

human anatomy, which resulted in body snatchers, or grave robbers as they were also called, 

stealing newly buried corpses to supply the increased demand. The body snatchers were 

feared in the community, especially by the poor since those who had money could afford 

guards, stone vaults or a mortsafe (a cage made of iron was placed over the graves) in order to 

make sure that the corpse remained untouched (Body-snatchers). Additionally, as Southwood 

Smith points out, there was a common belief that surgeons were connected to murderers (qtd. 

in Sen 235). Shortly after Frankenstein was published, as Vasbinder explains, the common 
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suspicion that cadavers were obtained by other means than body snatchers was confirmed 

when two men were convicted of murdering people “in order to sell their bodies to a local 

surgeon, Robert Knox” (qtd. in Turney 22). 

 Another mistrust of the medical sciences can be seen in a public debate that took place a 

few years earlier between the surgeons William Lawrence and John Abernethy, in the Royal 

College of Surgeons on the subject of “the nature of life itself” (Ruston). Questions were 

raised in the debate about the definition of life. Abernethy claimed that life was not dependent 

upon the structure of the body but that life existed through the soul, separate from the body, 

while Lawrence argued that the definition of life was the operations of the functions of the 

body and that a person cannot survive outside or without his or her body and so it appeared as 

if he did not accept the concept of the soul. Lawrence’s views were radical and he was able to 

keep his position at the hospital only by denouncing his views of the body and soul publicly 

(Ruston). 

 Setting the tone for the entire novel, the 1818 Preface to Frankenstein was written by 

Mary’s husband Percy Bysshe Shelley, and was also included in the 1831 edition. While not 

the author, his views still carry some weight. He starts by stating that the events that occur in 

the novel are not impossible according to Dr. Darwin and physiological authors from 

Germany. At this point, one finds the first form of critique against medical science when he 

writes that even though to reanimate the dead is physically impossible, it gives us perspective 

on the imaginations created by the passions and ambitions of medical practitioners. As the 

critique comes shortly after a statement that the novel has a purpose, one assumes this to be 

critique of medical science and its practitioners. However, further down on the page, he writes 

that other motives emerged (1). He also writes that the opinions expressed by the characters 

and the hero’s situation should not be interpreted as the writer’s own beliefs, and that the 

novel should not be interpreted as prejudice against any form of “philosophical doctrine”, 

possibly including medical science (2).  

 After this background it is time to turn to the perspectives given by the three narrators. 

The first narrator is Robert Walton, who writes a set of letters to his sister from a scientific 

expedition to the arctic. Walton and Victor Frankenstein have many similarities: both are 

extremely ambitious and as a result, Walton’s narration at times reflects attitudes he shares 

with Frankenstein. For example, Walton asks himself if he does “not deserve to accomplish 

some great purpose? My life might have been passed in ease and luxury; but I preferred glory 
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to every enticement that wealth placed in my path” (Frankenstein 7).1 The second narrator is 

Victor Frankenstein himself, who tells Walton about the disastrous experiments he carried 

out. This narrative does critique medical science, and yet the novel’s intention is revealed 

through the third narrator, the creature. However, before getting to the creature there are 

additional testimonies to consider: Walton’s and Frankenstein’s. Walton, Frankenstein and the 

creature are all first-person narrators and so the perspective shifts frequently between these 

characters.   

 Frankenstein is a medical practitioner overcome with the ambition of making a 

significant discovery that would benefit humanity, such as a cure for all disease (Frankenstein 

32). He eventually succeeds to reanimate the dead. However, he abhors the creature he has 

reanimated. Based on a prejudice against the creature’s appearance and the unnatural manner 

in which it was created through medical science, he abandons all scientific pursuits and the 

creature as well because he, without any evidence, believes him to be malignant 

(Frankenstein 51, 61). It is apparent that Frankenstein is prejudiced against the creature’s 

appearance when he describes him: 

 

His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was 

of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances 

only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the 

same colour as the dun-white sockets in which they were set, his shrivelled complexion 

and straight black lips. (Frankenstein 50) 

 

Additionally, Frankenstein’s prejudice against the creature’s appearance is evident when he 

says, “I compassionated him and sometimes felt a wish to console him; but when I looked 

upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, my heart sickened and my 

feelings were altered to those of horror and hatred” (Frankenstein 147). Frankenstein clearly 

makes the assessment of the creature’s malignity based on his appearance, when he would 

have otherwise sympathized with him. According to López-Varela Azcárate and Saavedra, 

“attention seems to be directed almost exclusively to aesthetics (the monstrosity of a creature 

made up of parts), and social behaviour (including not just the creature’s horrible acts but also 

its creator’s lack of responsibility)” (111).  

																																																								
1	Since I will also quote Shelley as the author of an article, quotations from the novel will be 
referenced with its title.	
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 However, the creature is not malignant during the early stages of his life. Frankenstein 

falls asleep after the act of creation, only to awaken with the creature standing beside his bed 

watching him as he sleeps: the creature’s, “jaws opened, and he muttered some inarticulate 

sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks” (Frankenstein 51). The creature is amiable, benign 

and harmless and did not use the opportunity to harm Frankenstein in his sleep, as he could 

have. Additionally, the creature attempts to smile and talk to Frankenstein, who nevertheless 

without any evidence is firm in his belief that the creature is a malignant monster 

(Frankenstein 51). Through Frankenstein’s narrative, the reader gets to view the creature as a 

monster created by medical science. 

 From this perspective the novel appears to be a cautionary tale of the dangers of medical 

science and its ambitions. However, based on Frankenstein’s opinion that his earlier medical 

ambitions had resulted in what is to him an ugly creature, he wrongly believes that medical 

science is the cause of his misery. The creature was not born malignant simply because of the 

unconventional manner he was created, but the “monster” was created through Frankenstein’s 

abandonment and the treatment he received from other people. In short, medical science was 

not the reason for the creature’s malignity, as Frankenstein believes.  

 The intention and moral lesson of the novel may instead be the need to take 

responsibility for one’s creations. As Halpern et al. write, “The moral of Frankenstein is not a 

warning about ungodly technoscientific creation; it is a warning against taking a position that 

does not consider matters of care and concern for those technoscientific creations. This 

interpretation of Frankenstein follows from a constructivist reading of the politics and ethics 

of technology”. Rather than Frankenstein’s medical ambition being the reason for his misery, 

it is his lack of responsibility: the creature might not have murdered William, Henry and 

Elizabeth if he had cared for his creation. Instead, Frankenstein disregarded his duties and 

responsibilities as his creator towards the creature, and left the creature to fend for himself. It 

is this experience that shaped the creature. According to Halpern et al., “The creature that we 

popularly give Dr. Frankenstein’s name was not born a monster imbued with fiendish traits 

prior to his existence. He was made into a monster by those around him [. . .] Is it any wonder 

that the creature eventually feels nothing but hatred and resentment toward Dr. 

Frankenstein?”  

 If Frankenstein had taken care of the creature in a similar manner to when Walton cared 

for Frankenstein and restored him to life by, among other things, giving him brandy and soup 

(Frankenstein 17), then the creature might not have committed those horrific acts against 

William, Henry and Elizabeth. Frankenstein had another positive example in the care shown 
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him by his own parents, as Cantor explains: “When Frankenstein comes to be a father in his 

special way, he conveniently forgets these duties of parents to their offspring. The one quality 

he most conspicuously lacks as a creator is the quality he most praises his own parents for” 

(244). As Walton notes, Frankenstein’s “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 countenance is lighted up, as it were, 

with a beam of benevolence and sweetness that I never saw equalled” (Frankenstein 17). If 

Frankenstein would have taken his responsibility and performed his duties towards the 

creature, then the description Walton offers of Frankenstein could have been applicable to the 

creature as well, and it is highly likely that the creature would have been amiable and never 

committed those horrible acts of murder. Higgins explains that, “The problem is, though, that 

he [Frankenstein] never really acknowledges that the Creature’s ‘malignity’ may have been 

produced by the Creature’s unhappy experiences, most notably his abandonment by his 

‘father’. For Frankenstein, the Creature is innately evil” (59).   

 The perspective shifts at this point when the creature becomes the narrator. It is through 

the creature’s narrative that the reader becomes aware of the reasons and motivations for his 

malignity, as Frankenstein’s abandonment was only one of the factors that caused the creature 

to become malignant. One function of the creature’s narrative is therefore to show that it is 

not medical science in itself that caused the creature’s malignity. His narrative shows 

Frankenstein to be unreliable when he falsely believes medical science to be the cause for the 

creature’s malignity. Frankenstein agrees to listen to the creature’s story because of curiosity, 

compassion, and to find out whether the creature was William’s murderer or not, and, most 

importantly, because of a new sense of duty towards the creature (Frankenstein 100). Possibly 

a result of the creature himself reminding Frankenstein of his duty towards him: “Do your 

duty towards me, and I will do mine towards you and the rest of mankind” (Frankenstein 97). 

 Through his narrative, the creature is humanized as he shows that he possesses desires 

and needs as any other human being, making the reader understand and sympathize with him, 

in contrast to Frankenstein’s view of the creature as a malignant monster. For example, the 

creature desires companionship and friendship with the cottagers and reflects on his lack of 

family and friends, and in particular on the lack of a being like himself (Frankenstein 119-

20). He frequently comes into contact with humans that are abhorred and frightened by his 

appearance even though it is unwarranted, for example when he meets an old man and some 

villagers when he is still benevolent during the early stages of his life (Frankenstein 104-05). 

Upon the realization that the cottagers have very little food, the creature stops stealing food 
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from their store: he “found that in doing this I inflicted pain on the cottagers, I abstained, and 

satisfied myself with berries, nuts, and roots” (Frankenstein 110). The creature also finds 

other means of helping the cottagers, for example by collecting wood for them (Frankenstein 

113). He performs other tasks for the cottagers as well: “I cleared their path from the snow 

and performed those offices that I had seen done by Felix” (Frankenstein 113). The cottagers 

are grateful for the tasks that the creature carries out for them, although they are unaware of 

the identity of the one who helps them (Frankenstein 113).   

 The treatment the creature faces prevents him from joining the cottagers because he is 

afraid that he will receive a similar response from them as well (Frankenstein 109). He 

intends to reveal himself to the cottagers but he believes that it would be beneficial if he could 

first communicate with them in their own language and cause them to disregard his deformity 

(Frankenstein 112). The creature’s plan is to speak alone to De Lacey, who is blind, since 

“the unnatural hideousness of my person was the chief object of horror with those who had 

formerly beheld me” (Frankenstein 132). In other words, they are prejudiced against his 

appearance, just like Frankenstein. However, his plan fails when the younger cottagers arrive, 

abhorred by his sight: Safie runs from the cottage and Agatha faints, while Felix abuses him 

and removes De Lacey from his vicinity (Frankenstein 135). The creature experiences 

feelings of revenge and hatred as a result, but after a moment of reflection momentarily 

abandons his ideas of revenge (Frankenstein 136-37), thereby starting his internal struggle 

between good and evil: “I had saved a human being from destruction, and as a recompense I 

now writhed under the miserable pain of a wound which shattered the flesh and bone. The 

feelings of kindness and gentleness, which I had entertained but a few moments before, gave 

place to hellish rage and gnashing of teeth. Inflamed by pain, I vowed eternal hatred and 

vengeance to all mankind” (Frankenstein 141). The treatment he experiences by the cottagers 

and others in combination with Frankenstein’s abandonment shape the creature’s personality 

and cause him to become malignant. Before meeting the cottagers, he had very little 

experience of humans other than his creator, but now he is able to observe them unnoticed, an 

experience that shapes him in a positive direction: “The cottage of my protectors had been the 

only school in which I had studied human nature [. . .] The patriarchal lives of my protectors 

caused these impressions to take a firm hold on my mind; perhaps, if my first introduction to 

humanity had been made by a young soldier, burning for glory and slaughter, I should have 

been imbued with different sensations” (Frankenstein 128-29). In other words, he would have 

formed a different personality if he had met less benevolent and kind people. Later, his 

rejection by the same cottagers is what turns him towards a more sinister route.    
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 The creature’s narrative ends with his request for Frankenstein to create a female 

companion for him (Frankenstein 144). Having read a copy of Milton’s Paradise Lost, he 

understands that like Adam before the creation of Eve, he is alone. However, Adam had a 

creator who cared for him by creating Eve, while he does not: “no Eve soothed my sorrows 

nor shared my thoughts; I was alone. I remembered Adam’s supplication to his Creator” 

(Frankenstein 131). And so, the creature makes a similar supplication to his creator, 

Frankenstein (Frankenstein 144). He believes that he will experience happiness and joy with a 

female companion, and vows to stay away from humans and so not cause destruction and 

wreak havoc (Frankenstein 146-47). He thinks that he will “feel the affections of a sensitive 

being, and become linked to the chain of existence and events, from which I am now 

excluded” (Frankenstein 148). The creature may also have received the idea of a female 

companion from the cottagers. Felix had been unhappy and miserable, but it all changed when 

Safie joins them at their cottage, making him overcome by joy (Frankenstein 115-16). Since 

Felix was made happy because of Safie, the creature surmises that a female companion will 

relieve him of his misery as well. Viewing himself through human eyes, he understands that 

in comparison to them he is a deformed monster: “Was I, then, a monster, a blot upon the 

earth, from which all men fled and whom all men disowned? I cannot describe to you the 

agony that these reflections inflicted upon me: I tried to dispel them, but sorrow only 

increased with knowledge” (Frankenstein 119). The creature therefore concludes that the 

companion must be “of another sex, but as hideous as myself” (Frankenstein 146). 

 Frankenstein initially agrees to the creature’s request (Frankenstein 148). Shortly 

thereafter, Frankenstein’s father suggests that Frankenstein should marry Elizabeth, and as a 

result find a companion (Frankenstein 154). One can draw parallels between Frankenstein 

and Elizabeth and the creature and his female companion, as Frankenstein will marry 

Elizabeth upon his return after he has created the female companion for the creature 

(Frankenstein 156). However, the creature does not receive his companion and neither does 

Frankenstein. As the creation of the female companion proceeds, Frankenstein starts to doubt 

his work: “Three years before I was engaged in the same manner, and had created a fiend 

whose unparalleled barbarity had desolated my heart, and filled it forever with the bitterest 

remorse” (Frankenstein 170). However, as the essay has previously shown, it was 

Frankenstein’s lack of responsibility and society’s treatment towards the creature that caused 

the creature to become malignant in the first place, and yet Frankenstein destroys the female 

companion in fear of her becoming malignant as well, even though she will not be miserable 

and alone since the creature will care for her (Frankenstein 170-71). As Joshua explains 
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“Victor examines the consequences, for mankind, of producing another monster. He has not 

taken into account, however, the reasons why his first creature has become monstrous; the 

creature tells us that monstrosity is produced by society and is not innate” (40). Frankenstein 

does recognize that Elizabeth’s effect on him would be for the better: “Elizabeth alone had the 

power to draw me from these fits; her gentle voice would soothe me when transported by 

passion, and inspire me with human feelings when sunk in torpor” (Frankenstein 196). 

Similarly, the creature’s female companion could have evoked the same kind of feelings in 

him, making him miserable no longer, and yet Frankenstein refuses to give the creature a 

female companion. His refusal in turn leads to Frankenstein’s future misery as the creature 

kills Elizabeth on his wedding night (Frankenstein 173, 202). As a result, the misery 

Frankenstein will face in the future could have been prevented if he would have created the 

female companion for the creature, but he “did not reflect that a voluntary act of mine could 

avert it” (Frankenstein 176). It becomes an eye for an eye since Frankenstein destroying the 

creature’s female companion leads to the creature murdering Frankenstein’s female 

companion. Frankenstein complains that “A fiend had snatched from me every hope of future 

happiness” (Frankenstein 204), but did he not steal the creature’s happiness as well? And thus 

begins Frankenstein’s search for the creature fueled “by fury; revenge alone endowed me with 

strength and composure” (Frankenstein 208), similar to the manner in which the creature is 

fueled by anger and lust for revenge towards Frankenstein because of his abandonment and 

failure to create a female companion.  

 Frankenstein and the creature are quite similar. As the creature points out, humans were 

created in the image of god, their creator, and so the creature was created in the image of his 

creator, Frankenstein: “God, in pity, made man beautiful and alluring, after his own image; 

but my form is a filthy type of yours, more horrid even from the very resemblance” 

(Frankenstein 130). The following quote, expressed by Frankenstein, could easily have been 

uttered by either the creature or Frankenstein, which reflects their similarity.   

 

Sleep fled from my eyes; I wandered like an evil spirit, for I had committed deeds of 

mischief beyond description horrible, and more, much more (I persuaded myself) was 

yet behind. Yet my heart overflowed with kindness, and the love of virtue. I had begun 

life with benevolent intentions, and thirsted for the moment when I should put them in 

practice and make myself useful to my fellow beings. (Frankenstein 87) 

 

Higgins writes that “there are such strong links and parallels between the two that they 
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become doubles of one another, joined by bonds of hatred and alienation and pursuing each 

other across the world” (51). As a consequence of the similarities between Frankenstein and 

the creature, Frankenstein should have been able to understand and relate to the creature and 

his situation more easily than any other person in the world since it is easier to sympathize 

and understand a fellow-being if they are similar and/or have similar experiences in life. 

However, Frankenstein cannot fully understand the creature’s desire for companionship and 

despair over his involuntary isolation because of the differences between them as, for 

example, Frankenstein’s isolation from mankind is voluntary, as he required solitude when, 

for example, creating the creature. Another important difference between the creature and 

Frankenstein is that Frankenstein’s parents cared for him, while the creature was abandoned. 

Therefore, Frankenstein cannot understand the creature’s despair as a result of the 

abandonment as Frankenstein has not experienced it himself. Again, it becomes clear that 

Frankenstein’s abandonment of the creature caused the creature’s malignity because 

Frankenstein, who was cared for and nurtured by his parents, was benevolent in contrast to 

the creature and so the creature could have become benevolent as well if Frankenstein would 

have cared for him and/or understood him and his situation and made the creature happy by 

creating a female companion. 

 The essay will now focus on Walton’s narrative. Robert Walton as a narrator functions 

as a seemingly neutral and objective perspective to Frankenstein’s and the creature’s story. In 

Walton’s narrative, Frankenstein says that he believes Walton might find an adequate moral 

lesson in his story and so it is implied that the cautionary tale of the dangers of medical 

science and its ambitions might not be the intention and moral lesson of the novel 

(Frankenstein 21). Walton’s narrative also functions as a method for the reader to understand 

that Frankenstein is an unreliable narrator. For example, in Walton’s narrative, Frankenstein 

discourages Walton from his ambitions, which is the reason he tells Walton the story about 

the creature in the first place (Frankenstein 224). However, when the sailors approach Walton 

and request that they return south and not continue on their journey, Frankenstein reproaches 

them for turning away from their ambitions so easily, abandoning their glorious mission 

(Frankenstein 220-21). In other words, he contradicts himself and thereby reveals his 

unreliability. 

 After Frankenstein’s death, Walton finally meets the creature. Having previously heard 

only Frankenstein’s version of the story, Walton’s understanding of the creature increases 

when he gets to hear his own story. The creature regrets his actions towards his creator and 

laments Frankenstein’s death, momentarily halting Walton’s thoughts of killing him since he 
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feels compassion for the creature (Frankenstein 226). The creature explains that he suffered 

when he murdered Frankenstein’s loved ones: “My heart was fashioned to be susceptible of 

love and sympathy; and when wrenched by misery to vice and hatred, it did not endure the 

violence of the change, without torture such as you cannot even imagine” (Frankenstein 226). 

However, as the essay has discussed, he had felt bitterness as a result of Frankenstein’s 

refusal to allow him the same kind of happiness by creating a female companion for him 

(Frankenstein 227). Walton is affected by the creature’s words and sympathizes with him, but 

then he remembers Frankenstein’s warning against the creature’s ability of persuasion and 

accuses him of dishonesty (Frankenstein 227). Accepting the fact that he will never be part of 

the human world nor receive sympathy and friendship, the creature reflects on his evil 

misdeeds: “When I run over the frightful catalogue of my sins, I cannot believe that I am the 

same creature whose thoughts were once filled with sublime and transcendent visions of the 

beauty and the majesty of goodness. But it is even so; the fallen angel becomes a malignant 

devil” (Frankenstein 228). He also points out the fact that Frankenstein’s version of his (i.e., 

the creature’s) misdeeds may not reflect the creature’s own misery and the injustice he has 

faced, which Walton only now becomes aware of, in the process making also the reader 

sympathize with the creature (Frankenstein 228). The creature is regretful of his actions and 

claims that Walton cannot hate him any more than he hates himself. He argues that no one 

need fear him any more as he intends to take his own life, which he understands is necessary 

(Frankenstein 229). As the reader overhears the creature’s monologue, he or she cannot help 

but feel sympathy for him. Ultimately, Frankenstein succeeded on his mission to destroy the 

creature, albeit posthumously, and so the only one who remains is Walton.  

 Walton also has another function within the novel, as the “author” and “reporter” of the 

creature’s and Frankenstein’s narratives, as he writes down every word Frankenstein says, 

seen in his comment that “I have resolved every night, when I am not imperatively occupied 

by my duties, to record, as nearly as possible in his own words, what he has related during the 

day. If I should be engaged, I will at least make notes” (Frankenstein 22). After writing down 

the narratives of both Frankenstein and the creature, the perspective shifts to Walton yet again 

in a number of letters to his sister that include the story about Frankenstein and the creature. 

Frankenstein, however, had made certain alterations to the story Walton had written and 

“corrected and augmented them in many places; but principally in giving the life and spirit to 

the conversations he held with his enemy” (Frankenstein 216-17). Frankenstein’s corrections 

authenticate the story and makes it more reliable in not only being Walton’s interpretation of 

his narrative. The creature’s narrative is also made more reliable by Walton’s personal 
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encounter with him, which means he does not only write about the creature through 

Frankenstein’s subjective views.  

 The relationship between the three narratives is clarified by some distinctions made by 

the narratologist Monika Fludernik. For starters, she introduces the concept of the narratee, 

which “is the intrafictional addressee of the narrator’s discourse. S/he may also be a fictional 

character: the narrator tells the story to a friend, for instance, in other words to someone who 

belongs, just as the narrator does, to the fictional world even though this person is not active 

on the plot level and exists only ‘offstage’” (23). The novel has a complex relationship 

between narrator and narratee and so it may be difficult to distinguish the two roles apart. For 

example, the novel begins with Walton’s narrative and his sister is the narratee, and thereafter 

Frankenstein is the storyteller and Walton is the narratee. As the story progresses, 

Frankenstein meets the creature and the creature becomes the storyteller, while Frankenstein, 

and Walton, are the narratees. It is a story within a story at this point. However, ultimately it 

is Walton who retells the creature’s and Frankenstein’s narratives to his sister and so Walton 

is the storyteller and his sister is the narratee. It is easy to forget or miss that it is in fact 

Walton who tells the story about Frankenstein and the creature and therefore we receive his 

views and perspective on the story. However, Walton is slightly biased towards Frankenstein 

and his views and side of the story, which could possibly be the reason Frankenstein has 

frequently been interpreted as a cautionary tale of the dangers of medical science and its 

ambitions as the reader will favor Frankenstein’s narrative as well. The similarities between 

Walton and Frankenstein causes Walton to mainly sympathize with Frankenstein as he has a 

greater understanding of Frankenstein than the creature and because, as I have previously 

mentioned, he has only received Frankenstein’s side of the story personally until he meets the 

creature towards the end of the novel and obtains the ability to listen to the creature’s 

narrative personally and not as retold by Frankenstein, and so Walton receives a greater 

understanding of the creature as well. Additionally, Walton idealizes Frankenstein and 

describes him as a “glorious spirit” (Frankenstein 225) and never offers any explicit critique 

of Frankenstein or his actions that would suggest that he is unreliable. Simultaneously, he 

emphasizes the creature’s monstrosity and ugly appearance; the creature is  

 

gigantic in stature, yet uncouth and distorted in its proportions. As he hung over the 

coffin, his face was concealed by long locks of ragged hair; but one vast hand was 

extended, in colour and apparent texture like that of a mummy. [. . .] Never did I behold 

a vision so horrible as his face, of such loathsome, yet appalling hideousness. I shut my 
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eyes, involuntarily, and endeavoured to recollect what were my duties with regard to 

this destroyer.  (Frankenstein 225)  

 

Like Frankenstein, Walton is prejudiced against the creature’s appearance and therefore 

cannot completely sympathize with him and, also, Walton’s sympathies mainly lies with 

Frankenstein and his views, including his views of the creature, because of their similarities.  

   The perspectives at the narratives in the novel determine the readers’ view of the 

characters. If they only had access to Frankenstein’s narrative, they could easily conclude that 

he is the protagonist and the creature is the antagonist since he is critical of medical science 

and describes the result of medical science, the creature, as a horrible monster without a 

conscience. Yet if they only had access to the creature’s narrative, they could argue that the 

creature is the protagonist, and that Frankenstein and society are the antagonists since his 

narrative indicates that he was shaped by a combination of society’s treatment and 

Frankenstein’s abandonment and lack of responsibility. However, the reader has access to 

both Frankenstein’s and the creature’s narratives, which blurs the distinctions between 

protagonist and antagonist. The function of Walton’s narrative is partly to provide a more 

neutral and objective perspective on Frankenstein’s and the creature’s narratives, and he 

clearly sympathizes with them both. 

 However, whether Frankenstein is the protagonist or the antagonist, he clearly is an 

unreliable narrator. As a narrator he has a communicative and a “narrative function” as 

Nünning writes (qtd. in Fludernik 27). He introduces the reader to the fictional world of the 

novel, explaining the reason events occur and the motivation of the characters, especially his 

own motivation as the cause of the events in the novel. He also functions as a “moralist” or 

“philosopher”, as Nünning writes, as he critiques medical science and the creature (qtd. in 

Fludernik 27). At one point, he addresses Walton directly: “Pardon this gush of sorrow; these 

ineffectual words are but a slight tribute to the unexampled worth of Henry, but they soothe 

my heart, overflowing with the anguish which his remembrance creates. I will proceed with 

my tale” (Frankenstein 160). Frankenstein’s narrative, however, reveals his obsession with 

the idea that the creature’s malignity is a result of the ambitions of medical science. As 

Fludernik explains, “an unreliable narrator [. . .] may give a distorted picture of (fictional) 

reality as a result of being obsessed by certain ideas” (27). Frankenstein’s narration can also 

be elucidated by Fludernik’s comment that the focus of  “fictional first-person narratives [. . .] 

can be either on the so-called narrating self or the experiencing self. For instance, when 

events and actions are reported from the perspective of a now older and wiser narrator, this 
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narrating self often indulges in retrospection, evaluation and the drawing of moral 

conclusions” (90). However, while Frankenstein’s “narrating self” explains in retrospect the 

causes and reasons for his experiments and ultimate downfall, it is still tied up with the 

obsessions of his “experiencing self”, making him subjective and unable to view the events 

from a neutral perspective (Fludernik 90).  

 The internal focalization of Frankenstein’s narrative only gives the reader access to his 

own thoughts and feelings, seen in his comment about the creature: “What his feelings were 

whom I pursued I cannot know” (Frankenstein 211). The creature’s narrative provides a 

different perspective by accessing his thoughts and feelings through internal focalization. He 

too possesses a communicative and a narrative function when he explains the reason for 

certain events, such as the murder of William. His narrative is focused on the experiences he 

has had after Frankenstein abandoned him, leading up to the point where they meet again. 

There are instances of a narrating self, such as when he says that “Alas! I did not yet entirely 

know the fatal effects of this miserable deformity” (Frankenstein 113). However, the most 

important function is to make him more human, and thus less of a monster: “I now hasten to 

the more moving part of my story. I shall relate events, that impressed me with feelings 

which, from what I had been, have made me what I am” (Frankenstein 115). As Fludernik 

explains this narrative function, “The sympathy we feel towards the protagonists in novels is, 

to a large extent, the result of this magical ability of narrative discourse to grant us insight into 

characters’ inner worlds” (78). Through his narrative the reader sympathizes with him and 

learns of his experiences after his creation, thereby making them aware of his side of the 

story. It then becomes apparent that his malignity does not result from medical science but 

from Frankenstein’s actions after his creation, and the treatment he received from society. 

Fludernik explains that “[a] reader only realizes that a first-person narrator is unreliable 

because s/he assumes that the implied author holds views in direct conflict with those held by 

the first-person narrator” (27), and in my reading, the creature’s narrative is therefore closer to 

the views of the implied author, and thus to the message of the novel.     

 A novel often deviates from “chronological order” (Fludernik 34). This particular novel 

begins with the introduction of Walton. Frankenstein tells Walton about the events leading up 

to the moment he meets Walton, including the experiments, the creation of the creature and 

the murder of William, in other words, events that have already occurred. Frankenstein then 

meets the creature who informs him of the events that occurred when they were separated and 

so all of the plot strands are connected. As Fludernik explains the narrative strategy: “A 

popular solution is to have two or more characters meet, whereupon the newly introduced 
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characters review what has so far happened in their lives, thus bringing the stories of all 

parties up to date” (30). These narrative structures are significant because they affect and 

determine the readers’ interpretation of the novel and the events depicted. Walton’s narrative 

appears at the beginning of the novel in order to introduce Frankenstein’s narrative, which 

appears shortly after, and the reader receives information about Frankenstein in order for the 

creature’s narrative, which appears after Frankenstein’s narrative, to emphasize 

Frankenstein’s unreliability by contrasting the narratives to each other. If the creature’s 

narrative appeared before Frankenstein’s narrative, it would be difficult for the reader to 

understand that the narrative emphasizes Frankenstein’s unreliability as the reader has not yet 

received information about Frankenstein and his narrative and so the reader will not be able to 

make an assessment and question Frankenstein’s depiction and views of the situations and 

events that have transpired. Additionally, the reader may question the creature’s narrative if it 

appears before Frankenstein’s, as it may show and be interpreted as if the creature’s 

perspective is faulty, and so the reader may be lead to believe that the creature is unreliable 

when it is in fact Frankenstein who is the unreliable narrator. Furthermore, if the creature’s 

narrative appeared before Frankenstein’s narrative and/or the creature tells Walton about the 

story instead of Frankenstein, it might appear as if the story centers on the creature, however, 

the novel is about Frankenstein, as the title suggests. Joshua writes, “Mary Shelley left the 

creature unnamed. From this arose one of the persistent errors about the novel – that the 

monster is called Frankenstein” (51). Additionally, if the narratives changed places, for 

example if William’s murder was depicted through the creature’s narrative before 

Frankenstein’s, the reader would have never had the same opportunity to question 

Frankenstein’s reliability and assessment of the creature as the murderer based on 

circumstantial evidence and prejudice, as the identity of the murderer would have already 

been revealed.  

 In the essay, I have shown that the novel is not a cautionary tale of the dangers of 

medical science and that Mary Shelley was not critical of medical science in the novel by 

analyzing each of the three narratives and the structure of the narratives. In short, 

Frankenstein’s narrative critiques medical science and its ambitions and he faultily believe 

that these medical ambitions were the cause for the creature’s malignity and all of his misery. 

It is through the creature’s narrative that the reader understand that the cause for the creature’s 

malignity and Frankenstein’s misery is Frankenstein himself and the creature was shaped by 

Frankenstein’s abandonment and treatment by others in society, which ultimately caused the 

creature to commit those horrible acts against Frankenstein’s loved ones and so cause all of 
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Frankenstein’s misery. Robert Walton’s function as a narrator was to provide the reader with 

a reliable, objective and neutral perspective to the creature’s narrative and to Frankenstein’s 

narrative. Through these narratives, the reader gains access to multiple perspectives of the 

same story. 
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