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Abstract  

The aim of this thesis is to amalgamate philosophy and history of science with literature 

to achieve an overview of changing ideas of the animal/human divide during the 

nineteenth century. Drawing on the ideas of Jacques Derrida, Friedrich Nietzsche, Julia 

Kristeva and Giorgio Agamben. I consider this divide and its contents, often regarded as 

an abyss. The study is written like a time line, starting at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century and finishing at the end. I split the nineteenth century into four time periods 

centred around the emergence of Darwinian theory, considered by this study to be the 

single most prolific scientific event to have occurred during the nineteenth century. 

These time frames are the pre-Darwinian, the early Darwinian, the late Darwinian and 

the post-Darwinian. The study is split into four chapters which coincide with these time 

frames, covering four different novels which exemplify contextually relevant ideas of the 

abyss. These are Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, Crime 

and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky and The Island of Doctor Moreau by H.G.  Wells. 

During the course of this study I consider various ideas applied by the authors about the 

abyssal limits and what they consist of. These include considerations on reason, society, 

morality and spirituality , all ideas used in various different manners to attempt to 

explain the abyss. From these various deliberations I formulate a conclusion which takes 

ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÎÕÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒȭÓ 

formulations of the abyss. 
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Introduction  

The implications of #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ theory of natural selection are humbling 

considering how religion and Cartesian philosophy had previously elevated the 

human species. With his revolutionary On the Origin of Species (1859) Darwin 

produced viable evidence for a theory that had been in scientific discussion for 

years but never published as a single study1. Humans, according to Darwinian 

theory, could no longer be considered the favoured species of a supreme being. 

Sigmund Freud summarizes this concept in An Infantile Neurosis: 

In the course of the development of civilization man acquired a 

dominating position over his fellow-creatures in the animal kingdom. 

Not content with this supremacy, he began to place a gulf between his 

nature and theirs. He denied the possession of reason to them, and to 

himself he attributed an immortal soul, and made claims to a divine 

descent which permitted him to break the bonds between him and 

the animal kingdom . . . We all know that little more than half a 

century ago the researches of Charles Darwin and his contributors 

and forerunners put an end to this presumption on the part of man. 

Man is not a being different from animals or superior to them; he 

himself is of animal descent, being more closely related to some 

species and more distantly to others.2                                          

                                                           
1 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species, By Means of Natural Selection, London: HarperCollins 
Publishers, 2012 Subsequent page references in text. 
2 Sigmund Freud, An Infantile Neurosis, London: Random House, 2001 (140) Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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&ÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÐÏÓÉÔÓ that what separates humanity from the animal is 

evolutionary success alone, yet arrogance had allowed humans to imagine a gulf 

between themselves and other creatures. What Freud alludes to when he 

ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ Á ȰÇÕÌÆȱ, is a conceptual enigma in philosophy that is described as an 

ȰÁÂÙÓÓȱ. It is a concept approached by various philosophers in an attempt to 

explain the distinction between the animal and the human. During the 

nineteenth century, with the introduction of Darwinism, more philosophical 

considerations of the difference between animal and humankind were produced, 

ÁÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ place in the world was considered increasingly more dubious. 

According to Gillian Beer whose seminal $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 0ÌÏÔÓ inspired this study: 

Ȱ)ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÉÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÁÎ ÍÙÔÈȟ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÏÆ Á ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ 

network which takes in barnacles as well as bees, an extended family which will 

never permit the aspiring climber-man-ÑÕÉÔÅ ÔÏ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÈÉÓ ÌÏ×ÌÙ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓȢȱ3 What 

had been a clear, yawning division between human and animal, was now in a 

state of flux, depending upon whether you were a conservative creationist, a 

radical evolutionist, or somewhere in between. Darwinism effectively 

problematized the abyss, opening it up to a discussion that still seems unlikely 

to ever be resolved. That discussion can be found embedded in much of the 

literature of the nineteenth century. The purpose of my study is to examine how 

approaches to the abyss changed and developed throughout the nineteenth 

century, so I can effectively demonstrate how Darwinism changed the literary 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs relationship with the animal.  

                                                           
3 Gillian Beer, $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 0ÌÏÔÓ, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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Few philosophers would argue that there is absolutely no abyss separating 

humanity and animality. For example, in The Animal That Therefore I Am Jacques 

$ÅÒÒÉÄÁ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȡ ȰI have never believed in some homogenous continuity 

between what calls itself man and what he ÃÁÌÌÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȱ4. Furthermore scientists 

still actively research and discuss what constitutes the difference between 

human and animal, for example, neuroscientist V.S. Ramachandran, in his 

bestselling The Tell-Tale Brain (2012) neuroscientist V.S. Ramachandran argues 

that: 

There is no region or structure that appears to have been grafted into 

the brain de novo by an intelligent designer; at the anatomical level, 

every part of our brain has direct analogue in the brains of the great 

apes. However, recent research has identified a handful of brain 

regions that have been so radically elaborated that at a functional (or 

cognitive) level they actually can be considered novel and unique.5  

Ramachandran demonstrates that although the brain is more developed in 

humans, each part of its structure can be traced back to our simian origins. 

Although Darwinian theory is generally accepted today in the scientific 

community, the philosophical implications are still under scrutiny. During the 

nineteÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÒÅ-examination of 

many of these questions. Once the theory of the separate creation of humanity 

could be considered void, there was a necessity for a new explanation of our 

                                                           
4 Jacques Derrida, The Animal that Therefore I Am, Trans. David Wills, New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2008 (30). Subsequent page references in text 
5 V.S. Ramachandran, The Tell-Tale Brain, London: Windmill Books, 2012 (22) Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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individuality as a species. EÖÅÎ Ȱ$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÂÕÌÌÄÏÇȱ Thomas Henry Huxley found 

difficulty explaining the difference that was evidently there. He demonstrated 

this whilst lecturing at the Royal Institution by saying of humans, gorillas and 

baboons: 

Now I am quite sure that if we have these three creatures fossilized 

or preserved in spirits for comparison and were quite unprejudiced 

judges, we should at once admit that there is very little greater 

interval as animals between the gorilla and the man than exists 

between the gorilla and the baboon. (3) 

(ÕØÌÅÙȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ demonstrates how, even as a devout Darwinian convert, he still 

struggled with the concept that man is inherently closer to animals that he may 

have originally seemed. His attitude was shared by a variety of intellectuals, and 

not just those working in the field of science. On a wider, cultural level, Darwinian 

theory took some time to be accepted. Beer suggests that:  

This revolution must take place not only in the minds of scientists but 

in the beliefs of other inhabitants of the same culture if the theory is 

to reach its full authority-an authority which rests upon an accepted 

congruity between theory and nature. (3)  

Beer highlights how for a theory to be widely accepted, it should not only appeal 

to scientists, but must also be acknowledged culturally. Literature is an excellent 

gauge for this cultural acceptance. My study aims to analyse how throughout the 

nineteenth century the contents of the novel were affected by Darwinian theory, 

that is, how can long prose fiction be interpreted in ways that demonstrate a 
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change in public perception of the animal human divide. Focus is placed on the 

philosophical ȰÁÂÙÓÓȱ, or the space that separates man from animal. I analyse 

four novels showing how scientific progress at the time in which they were 

written inspired their authors  to consider the theme of the human condition and 

how we differ from animals.  

My introduction aims effectively to commence this study by outlining some of 

the key principles concerning the difference between human and animal. My 

discussion will further introduce the abyss, investigating how it functions in 

philosophy to intellectually engage with the difference between animals and 

people. I include a discussion on the philosophically constructed abyss and the 

contents within, involving an outline of the ideas of Derrida, Nietzsche, Agamben 

and Kristeva. It must be noted that not all of the philosophers under discussion 

×ÅÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÂÙ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ) ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒÓȭ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ 

on animal phenomenology to reconsider the effects of Darwinism. The aim of this 

section is to provide a clear view of the different philosophical attitudes towards 

the abyss, so that I can regularly refer to it during the course of my thesis. 

Furthermore within this int roduction I provide an example of how stories can be 

used to explored the difference between animal and man. The ancient Greek 

ÍÙÔÈ ÏÆ ȰTheseus and the Minotaurȱ exemplifies a way of reading of the liminal 

space within literature and how it can be conceived. The next section considers 

writers who have already explored this area of study; what they have discovered, 

and how my study will contribute to the debate. This section will serve as an 

introduction to Literary Darwinism and other works of literary criticism that has 
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focused on similar subject matter. Finally, I provide an outline of the study, 

detailing the literature considered in each chapter. 

Yawning Chasms  

In recent years, neuroscientists have pinpointed specific developments in the 

human brain that have catalysed accelerated development. Ramachandran 

argues that research has demonstrated a development of the cortex, Ȱthe tabula 

(far from) rasa where all our highest mÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÏÕÔȱ ɉυɊ. 

Ramachandran argues, that the cortex is the reason for the development of 

mirror neurons, and thus culture:  

By hyperdeveloping the mirror-neuron system, evolution in effect 

turned culture into the new genome. Armed with culture, humans 

could adapt to hostile new environments and figure out how to 

exploit formerly inaccessible or poisonous food sources in just one or 

two generations-instead of the hundreds or thousands of generations 

such adaptations would have taken to accomplish through genetic 

evolution. (23) 

Ramachandran pinpoints the area of the brain that scientists believe to be 

responsible for the void between animals and humans, and summarizes what we 

now believe to be the reason for our advanced development. Scientists including 

Ramachandran argue that this hyperdevelopement is a product of evolution, 

thus it exemplifies the constant reiterated veracity of the theory of natural 

selection.  Ramachandran is only one of many authors in recent years who have 

published works for public readership ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅÎÅÓÓȢ 
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9ÕÖÁÌ .ÏÁÈ (ÁÒÁÒÉȭÓ Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind6 has proven a best 

seller, and Brian Cox helped promote the subject in his Human Universe7. Both 

books, as well as many more approach the question of what defines us as a 

species, demonstrating the current enduring popularity of the subject.  

However, in the nineteenth century evolutionary theory was only recently 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÕÓÕÒÐÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÍÁÎȭÓ 

difference to superior creation by a deity. Before Darwinism, religious 

explanation of the dramatic contrast between man and animal was the most 

ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓȢ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÔÈÉÎËÅÒÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÍÁÎ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ 

than animal because God created him as an intrinsically higher being. In both 

Genesis 1:1-2:3 and Genesis 2:4-2:24, humanity is created superior to animals. 

In the first chapter, humanity was ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ Ôhe animals so as 

to rule over ÔÈÅÍȡ ȰAnd God said, Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness: and let him have dominion over the fish and cattle, and over all the 

earth, and over every creeping thing thÁÔ ÃÒÅÅÐÅÔÈ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈȢȱ8 In the second 

chapter, humanity is made prior to animal, but his status as a superior being is 

ÒÅÉÔÅÒÁÔÅÄȡ ȰAnd the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and 

breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a liÖÉÎÇ ÓÏÕÌȢȱ9 The 

ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÓÏÕÌȱ supports the explanation of individual creation; an idea 

supported for centuries by philosophers like Rene Descartes, whose arguments 

                                                           
6 Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, London: Vintage, 2015 
7 Brian Cox, Human Universe, London: HarperCollins, 2015 
8 Genesis I: 26 
9 Genesis II:7-8 
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'ÉÌÂÅÒÔ 2ÙÌÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Ȱthe dogma of the GhÏÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÁÃÈÉÎÅȱ.10 Descartes 

argues that: 

For, examining the functions which might in accordance with this 

supposition exist in this body, I found precisely all those which might 

exist in us without our having the power of thought, and consequently 

with out our soul-that is to say, this part of us, distinct from the body, 

of which it has just been said that its nature is to think-contributing 

to it, functions which are identically the same as those in which 

animals lacking reason man be said to resemble us.11 

Descartes writes that humans differ from animals because we have the faculty of 

reason, available because we alone have souls, a view that is still held today by 

many religious groups. Many of those groups are influenced by religious 

ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔÓȱ such as John. C. Morris and Henry M. Whitcomb, who 

published Genesis Flood in an attempt to use science to reaffirm literal reading of 

the Bible.12 As Darwinism is widely accepted within the scientific community, the 

opinion of the vast majority of scientists differs from the fundamental religious 

view, creating a sudden, and dramatic divide between empiricists and 

spiritualists. 

Religious principle is a primary reason that evolutionary theory was held back 

for so long. As Edward J. Larson has shown it took Darwin twenty years to 

                                                           
10 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of the Mind, (London: Penguin Books, 2000) 
11 René Descartes, A Discourse on the Methods and the Meditations, Trans. F.E. Sutcliffe, (London: 

Penguin Classics, 1968) p.100-101 Subsequent page references in text. 
12 Morris and Whitcomb, The Genesis Flood, The Biblical Record and its Scientific Implications, 
(New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company,1961) 
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publish On the Origin of Species. 13 Aware of the adverse reaction that his ideas 

would most likely receive, Darwin strove to perfect his theory over those two 

decades, whilst keeping in constant communication with Charles Lyell who 

eventually persuaded him to publish his findings (70-71). To summarize, Larson 

argues ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ)ÎÄÅÅÄȟ 'ÏÄ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

emerging view of origins-He became problematic. At the very least, the theory of 

evolution dispenses with the immediate need for a Creator to shape individual 

ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÈÕÍÁÎÓȱ (69). Therefore, considering this dramatic step in 

science, the nineteenth century became a period when the question of humanity 

and our origins was revolutionized. The established theory that comprised of the 

ȰÄoÇÍÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÈÏÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅȱ was more than just threatened; it was 

usurped by a particularly brutal new concept. Such was the anxiety that makes 

4ÅÎÎÙÓÏÎȭÓ In Memoriam particularly interesting as a poem that responds to 

scientific ideas; Tennyson grieving for the untimely death of his friend Henry 

Hallam, poetically emphasized the doubt that evolutionary ideas inspired within 

the Victorian mind: 

Are God and Nature then at strife, 

That Nature lends such evil dreams? 

So careful of the type she seems, 

So careless of the single life14 

4ÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÔÙ troubled even atheist scientists of the 

era, who lacked an explanation for this seemingly great void, so much so that 

                                                           
13 Edward J. Larson, Evolution: The Remarkable History of a Scientific Theory, (New York: 
Random House, 2004) Subsequent page references in text. 
14 Lord Alfred Tennyson,  , In Memoriam, London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2003 
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ÅÖÅÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÒÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÁÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

factor that accelerated human evolution. According to Larson Ȱ%ÖÅÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

bulldog, Huxley, envisioned evolution proceeding in jumps (rather than 

incremental steps) and believed that civilized humans could overcome nature in 

ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÄÅÓÔÉÎÙȱ (100-101). Consequently, although On the Origin of 

Species became the primary theory to explain our origins, even the most fervent 

supporter could not fully attest to how it changed the relationship between 

human and animal. The conceptual space that divides animal from human 

seemingly narrowed, what was generally considered a yawning space now 

seemed to fluctuate in shape; the uncertainty of this space caused a lot of anxiety 

for many people, who struggled with self-definition.  

It is the abyssal space that separates animal and man that I focus on in my study, 

I have selected literary works from across the nineteenth century that respond 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÃÅÎÔÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ 

natural selection. The study of literature has always been a particularly vital way 

of understanding philosophies and trends of thought that define an era. Through 

critical readings I aim to show how the introduction of Darwinian theory 

changed perceptions of the abyss.  

Minding The Gap 

So far, I have discussed the issues concerning the difference between animal and 

man in a general sense, whilst briefly alluding to the abyss. I now further 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ 

with animality within philosop hy. The primary philosophers which I discuss in 

this context are Jacques Derrida, Friedrich Nietzsche, Julia Kristeva and Giorgio 



Tabitha Kan 19 
 

Agamben whose concepts can allow us a glimpse of what this abyss may 

represent. I also briefly mention John Gray, whose approach helps form my 

conclusion. In a longer study I could perhaps discuss further philosophers, as 

there are varied approaches to the abyss that could be considered. For example, 

Martin Heidegger argues that the abyss separating animal and man is extensive. 

Heidegger considers the animal to be Ȱpoor in the worldȱ ×ÈÉÌÓÔ Ȱman is world 

formingȱ.15 (Å ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÏ×ȡ ȰThe leap from living animals to humans 

that speak is as large if not larger than that from the lifeless stone to the living 

ÂÅÉÎÇȢȱ16 Heidegger imagines a clearly defined abyss, which separates humanity 

from animality with a yawning expanse. On the opposite side of the argument, 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari discuss the metamorphosis of human into 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌȟ Á ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȱȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰSociety and the 

State need animal characteristics to use for classifying people; natural history 

and science need characteristics in order to cÌÁÓÓÉÆÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȢȱ17 

There is a transformation that occurs, which decimates the separation between 

ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȡ ȰThere is no longer man or animal, since each deterritorializes 

the other, in a conjunction of flux, in a conÔÉÎÕÕÍ ÏÆ ÒÅÖÅÒÓÉÂÌÅ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔÙȢȱ(99) 

Man and animal become interchangeable; the abyss, can therefore be crossed by 

both parties. 

Despite the relevance of these approaches, the authors I have chosen to focus on 

have been selected specifically to demonstrate the complexity and scope of the 

                                                           
15 Martin Heidegger, The fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, 
trans. William McNeill and Nicholas Walker, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995 (177) 
16 -ÁÒÔÉÎ (ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȟ (ĘÌÄÅÒÌÉÎÓ Ȭ'ÅÒÍÁÎÉÅÎȭ ÕÎÄ Ȭ$ÅÒ 2ÈÅÉÎȭ ÅÄ 3Ȣ :ÉÅÇÌÅÒ ɉ&ÒÁÎËÆÕÒÔ ÁÍ -ÁÉÎȡ 
+ÌÏÓÔÅÒÍÁÎÎȟ ρωψπɊȟ ÐȢχυȟ ÑÕÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ -ÁÔÔÈÅ× #ÁÌÁÒÃÏȟ Ȭ(ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȭÓ :ÏÏÎÔÏÌÏÇÙȭȟ Animal 
Philosophy, London:Continuum, 2004 
17 'Ȣ $ÅÌÅÕÚÅ ÁÎÄ &Ȣ 'ÕÁÔÔÁÒÉȟ Ȭ"ÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ !ÎÉÍÁÌȭȟ Animal Philosophy, London: Continuum, 2004 
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abyss. They also exemplify different concepts of the abyss from differing 

perspective; I have included a modern philosopher (Derrida), a nineteenth 

century philosophy (Nietzsche), a psychoanalytic perspective (Kristeva) and a 

Human Rights angle (Agamben).  

$ÅÒÒÉÄÁȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭÓ ÇÁÚÅȢ (Å ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÃÁÎ Æind the 

abyss within the eyes of the animal:  

As with every bottomless gaze, as with the eyes of the other, the gaze 

ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÁÎÉÍÁÌȭ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÍÙ ÓÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎȡ ÔÈÅ 

inhuman or the ahuman, the ends of man, that is to say, the 

bordercrossing from which vantage man dares to announce himself 

to himself, thereby calling himself by the name that he believes he 

gives himself. (12) 

Derrida argues that humanity cannot understand itself unless it seeks definition 

from an outside source; that is, through the eyes of an animal. It is only when we 

cross over from animal to human that we can understand ourselves as a species. 

When discussing the difference between man and animal he declares that there 

ÉÓ ÎÏ ȰÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÌÉÎÅȱ(31). Instead, he states; 

The discussion is worth undertaking once it is a matter of 

determining the number, form, sense, or structure, the foliated 

consistency of the abyssal limit, these edges, this plural and 

repeatedly folded frontier... one attempts to think what a limit 

becomes once it is abyssal, once the frontier no longer forms a single 

indivisible line... (30) 
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Here Derrida describes an abyss separating man from animal, which has no 

definite limits; it is ambiguous and indefinable. Derrida therefore argues that 

there is no particular element of humanity that divides us from animal, but 

instead we have a multi-faceted and complex relationship with non-human 

species. He critiques his predecessors; Descartes, Heidegger, Lacan and Levinas, 

as only observing the animal themselves and not acknowledging that they 

themselves are also being looked at. Nevertheless, he is adamant that there is a 

separation between animals and humans, although its not one that can be 

understood ÅÁÓÉÌÙȡ ȰFor that very reason, it can never be limited to a single trait 

(properties of ÍÁÎɊ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÃÌÏÓÅÄȣȢȱ (5) H.G. Wells, explores this concept 

in some depth in his fiction; as an outspoken Darwinist, he believed in the 

mutability of humanity, using ideas that can be linked to an ever changing, 

iÎÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅ ÁÂÙÓÓȢ $ÅÒÒÉÄÁȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÅÓ ÃÁÎ be considered as the general 

framework for my complete study, as it demonstrates the fluid, changeable 

nature of our division from animals.  

.ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙss predate all other philosophies that I am 

discussing. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra he conceives man as an intermediary stage 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ȱ3ÕÐÅÒÍÁÎȱ.18 As a philosopher 

writing in the wake of Darwinian theory he demonstrates the more immediate 

effect of Darwinism on philosophical perspectives of the abyss. He discusses how 

humanity is just a stage in the process of evolution and will be overcome by 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÂÌÅÒȡ ȰMan is a rope stretched between the animal and 

                                                           
18 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1997 
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the Superman-Á ÒÏÐÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓȱ (8). Interestingly, Nietzsche considers 

humanity as a bridge above this conceptual chasm; which divides animality from 

an improved human being. When Nietzsche discusses the Superman he 

considers an ideal version of what man should be, and what our species has not 

reaÃÈÅÄ ÙÅÔȡ ȰMÁÎ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÕÒÐÁÓÓÅÄȱ (6). Here, Nietzsche is not 

ÁÇÒÅÅÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅs, which suggest a more randomized change in 

ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȠ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ used more Spenserian ideas of a 

graduated improvement of the species.  

Perhaps however, the idea of homogenous continuity which Derrida contests can 

ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÁÌÏÎÇ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÒÏÐÅȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÎimal Zarathustra 

makes this damning statemeÎÔȠ ȰYe have made your way from worm to man, and 

much within you is still worm. Once were ye apes, and even yet man is more of 

ÁÎ ÁÐÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÅÓȢȱ (6) The contents of the abyss are perhaps part of 

humanity, rather than separate from it. The choice of the rope as the 

metaphorical device to cross the abyss rather than a bridge demonstrates a 

journey across the abyss fraught with danger. Nietzsche conceives of the path 

towards the Übermensch as being precariously balanced over animality. He 

suggests that we need to be able to see into the abyss, to also overcome it.  

The abyss therefore is the gulf we must cross the reach super humanity. It 

contains wiÔÈÉÎ ÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÎÁÎÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs past, and prior links to the animal. 

.ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ȰWhat is great in man is that he is a bridge and 

not a goal: what is loveable in man is that he is an over-going and a down-goingȢȱ 

(8) Nietzsche therefore complicates the matter by defining a difference between 
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crossing the abyss and descending into the abyss. We might conclude that the 

person who descends into the abyss is the Promethean character, who attempts 

to further humanity by excavating our animalistic history, like -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ 

Victor Frankenstein. It could also, however, be the criminal character, who seeks 

to defy their own natural course to attempt to reach the other side, like 

DostoeÖÓËÙȭÓ Raskolnikov. 

&ÒÏÍ Á ÐÓÙÃÈÏÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ *ÕÌÉÅ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

inform an approach to Darwinism and the literature in question.19 +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ 

ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ȰÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎȱ can also help formulate a picture of the abyss. The abject 

describes the part of ourselves that which so disgusts and horrifies us that we 

must displace or expel it; we move it elsewhere: 

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of 

being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an 

exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, 

the tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there, quite close, but it cannot be 

assimilated. (1) 

Kristeva refers to the abject ÁÓ ȰȣÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÎÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 

part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary 

uncanniness and real threat, it beckons ÔÏ ÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÄÓ ÕÐ ÅÎÇÕÌÆÉÎÇ ÕÓȢȱ (4) 

Therefore, it is possible to consider the abject as a way of postulating the 

distinction between animal aÎÄ ÍÁÎȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÁÂÊÅÃÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÏÂÊÅÃÔȭ ÏÆ 

primal repressionȢȱ (12).  

                                                           
19 Julia Kristeva, The Powers of Horror, Trans. Leon S. Roudiez, (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1982) Subsequent page references in text. 
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Kristeva considers the abject as abiding in a liminal space. That is where how I 

can link the abject to the contents of the abyss: 

If, on account of that Other, a space becomes demarcated, separating 

the abject from what will be its subject and its objects, it is because a 

repression that onÅ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÃÁÌÌ ȬÐÒÉÍÁÌȭ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

springing forth of the ego, of its objects and representation. (10-11) 

The abject can be used to explore the contents of this liminal space with 

reference to the difference between man and animal as a part of ourselves that 

we reject from ourselves. The products of ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ȰThe in-

betweenȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÅȢȱ(4) Helpfully, Kelly Oliver identifies and 

explores the link between abjection and the human/ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÄÉÃÈÏÔÏÍÙȡ ȰAs 

Derrida does, Kristeva finds another animal lurking behind the origins of 

humanity, a darker, more frightening beast, our dependence on we disavow and 

ÁÂÊÅÃÔȢȱ20As /ÌÉÖÅÒ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȟ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ Ȱthe result of the return of repressed 

ambiguity or ambivalence ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȬÆÒÁÇÉÌÅȭ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ 

prÅÃÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙȢȱɉςψρɊ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ /ÌÉÖÅÒȟ ȰAbjection, then, is 

a disavowel of the animal pedagogy at the heart of humanity, or at least at the 

center of the human sciences, including psycÈÏÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȱ(282) In reference to the 

abyss, then, abjection is the process in which we reject reminders of our animal 

origins into a conceptual space. The abject represents the contents of this abyss, 

which itself contains the abjected aspects of humanity. If these elements ever 

return, it has the effect of causing horror and revulsion. The classic example of 

                                                           
20 Kelly Oliver, Animal Lessons: How They Teach Us to Be Human, New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2009(282) Subsequent page references in text. 
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this process is embodied in &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȟ the animated corporeal 

being that represents the physicality(but, not for Victor Frankenstein, the soul) 

of humanity. Herman Melville also uses concepts of abjection in particularly 

poignant ways to develop the link between Ahab and Moby Dick.  

'ÉÏÒÇÉÏ !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙs the concept of the animal and the human to inform 

his approach to biopolitics and human rights. He discusses a fundamental 

diffÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÅË ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÚÏóȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÉÏÓȱȠ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ×ÏÒÄÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÌÉÆÅȱ: 

The Greeks had no single term to express what we mean by the word 

ȬÌÉÆÅȭȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÕÓÅÄ Ô×Ï ÔÅÒÍÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÁÌÔhough traceable to a common 

ÅÔÙÍÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÒÏÏÔȟ ÁÒÅ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔȡ ÚÏóȟ 

which expressed the simple fact of living common to all living beings 

(animal, man or gods), and bios, which indicated the form or way of 

living proper to an individual group. (1)  

By considering these two terms, Agamben demonstrates a distinction between 

×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÂÁÒÅ ÌÉÆÅȱ and politics. He relies heavily on groundwork of Michel 

Foucault: ȰMichel Foucault, who discusses the way that man was conceived in the 

ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ ÅÒÁȠ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȱ (2). 

!ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄȠ ÚÏó ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ 

side, and bios defines the human side. Humans are therefore defined by their  

capacity for political life.  

However, Agamben recognises that the distinction of this separation is 

impossible, because although the two may be conceived of as separate entities, 

bare life has always been part of politics: 
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Instead the decisive fact is that, together with the process by which 

the exception everywhere becomes the rule, the realm of bare life-

which is originally situated at the margins of political order-gradually 

begins to coincide with the political realm, and the exclusion and 

inclusion, outside and iÎÓÉÄÅȟ ÂÉÏÓ ÁÎÄ ÚÏóȟ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎ ÆÁÃÔȟ ÅÎÔÅÒ ÉÎÔÏ Á 

zone of irreducible indistinction. (9) 

Therefore, there is an intersection between the two concepts of humanity and 

animality which results in a blurring of the boundaries. He then discusses the 

ȰÈÏÍÏ ÓÁÃÅÒȱ; a figure from Roman law who was allowed to be killed, but not 

sacrificed. That figure was therefore both excluded and included from the law: 

The sacred man is the one whom the people have judged on account 

of a crime. It is not permitted to sacrifice this man, yet he who kills 

ÈÉÍ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÄÅÍÎÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÏÍÉÃÉÄÅȣÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ×ÈÙ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÁÒÙ 

for a bad or impure man to be called sacred. (71) 

The Homo Sacer is representative of this divide, and how it is inherently flawed. 

He is rejected from the law, yet also included, a paradox that represents the 

fundamental problem with the abyss. As Agamben himself notices, the division 

between human life and animal life includes an overlap in which the boundaries 

that are meant to be kept separate are inherently blurred. Therefore, the division 

between animal and man is necessarily problematic, as it is created specifically 

ÔÏ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÓÕÐÅÒÉÏÒÉÔÙȢ /ÌÉÖÅÒ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÈÏ× !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ can be linked 

×ÉÔÈ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓȡ ȰThe so-called abyss between man and animal is produced by 

abjecting animalitÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢȱ (233) She further explains 

how:  
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4Ï !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȟ (ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÓ 

another example of the anthropological machine in action: humanity 

is produced by excluding animality, against which it defines the 

human as precisely not-animal. In this way, the human becomes the 

exception, the exceptional animal who is not really an animal at all. 

(233) 

Agamben therefore suggests that humanity finds meaning primarily in its 

exclusion of animality. Humanity transforms itself by ignoring and rejecting its 

animal origins. The abyss, therefore, is entirely conceptual, based on rejection. 

!ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÉÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ Crime and Punishment, 

which deals with the concept of Homo Sacer, in the form of the criminal.  

A fifth philosopher who is very relevant is John Gray, whose Straw Dogs (2003) 

reflects on the difference between animal and man. To Gray, there is no abyss. 

Or, if there is, it is merely a social construct created by humanity through its 

belief in its own individuality. As he rejects concepts of the abyss, his 

philosophies are not particularly conducive to my central argument. However, 

his ideas are helpful in drawing a conclusion. Therefore, I explore his work in 

greater depth in the final stage of my study. 

Fundamentally, what I have established from my focus on these philosophers is 

an abyss that represents the conceptual space that divides humanity from 

animal. The abyss has no understandable shape that we may visualize, as its 

boundaries are unknown, Derrida considers them multi -faceted. Yet we can use 

the idea of an abyss to consider the so-called ȰÍÉÓÓÉÎÇ ÌÉÎËȱ that which falls 

between man and animal. What my study is interested in is how various authors 
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perceived the contents of the abyss and what the bridge over the abyss is formed 

of; in other words what makes us human, and what perverts the boundary 

between people and animals. 

Theseus and the Minotaur 

To introduce the approach of this study, I have used an ancient Greek myth to 

demÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐÉÃȢ Ȱ4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ -ÉÎÏÔÁÕÒȱ is mythic exemplification 

that demonstrates how a narrative can explore the nature of humanity in relation 

to animals.  There are various versions of the myth, for example Robert Graves 

includes the story in his narration of myths in The Greek Myths (1955). However, 

I have used *ÏÓÅÐÈ #ÁÍÐÂÅÌÌȭÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÌ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÅÄ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ /ÖÉÄȭÓ 

Metamorphoses for the purpose of my thesis.21 As CampbelÌ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ȰReligions, 

philosophies, arts, the social forms of primitive and historic man, prime 

discoveries in science and technology, the very dreams that blister sleep, boil up 

froÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃȟ ÍÁÇÉÃ ÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÍÙÔÈȱ (3). CampbellȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ is not 

controversial; many philosophers look for answers to the most elusive questions 

within mythology.: 

The story is told, for example, of the great Minos, king of the island-

empire of Crete in the period of its commercial supremacy: how he 

hired the celebrated artistic -craftsman Daedalus to invent and 

construct for him a labyrinth, in which to hide something of which the 

palace was at once ashamed and afraid. For there was a monster on 

the premises- that which had been born to Pasiphaë, the queen. 

                                                           
21 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, (London: Fontana Press, 1993). 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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Minos, the king, had been busy, it is said, with important wars to 

protect the trade routes; and meanwhile Pasiphaë had been seduced 

by a magnificent, snow white, sea born bull. It had been nothing 

×ÏÒÓÅȟ ÒÅÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÈÁÔ -ÉÎÏÓȭ Ï×Î ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÐÐÅÎȡ 

-ÉÎÏÓȭ mother was Europa, and it was well known that she was 

carried by a bull to Crete. The bull had been the god Zeus, and the 

honoured son of that sacred union was Minos himself-now 

everywhere respected and gladly served. How then could Pasiphaë 

have known that the fruit of her own indiscretion would be a 

monster: this little son with human body but the head and tail of a 

bull? (13) 

Whilst Campbell is most interested in Theseus as the archetypal hero, I am 

particularly interested in the minotaur; a monstrous creature that represents the 

space between man and animal. The narrative demonstrates classic anxiety 

towards the human/animal divide being crossed. The minotaur only acts as an 

example; other monsters of Greek myth such as Gorgons, Harpies, Centaurs and 

Satyrs are all examples of hybridization representing a perversion of the liminal 

space separating man from animal. 

-ÉÎÏÓȭÓ labyrinth is built for one particular purpose: 

So deceptive was the invention, that Daedalus himself, when he had 

finished it, was scarcely able to find his way back to the entrance. 

Therein the Minotaur was settled: and he was fed, thereafter, on 

groups of living youths and maidens, carried as tribute from the 

conquered nations within the Cretan domain. (14) 
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The labyrinth is synonymous with the abyss; it is a complex structure, as Derrida 

suggested which is mainly in place to keep something horrific and rejected 

ÉÎÓÉÄÅȟ ÌÉËÅ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÁÂÊÅÃÔȢ 4Ï ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÊÅÃÔ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

we must consider how the Minotaur relates to this idea. The abject is the 

monstrous-it embodies what is rejected, like the Minotaur. The labyrinth is the 

liminal space into which the abject is discarded. Those who enter this space are 

sent to certain death; unless, of course, they appear in the shape of a demi-god, 

who resembÌÅÓ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȟ ÁÓ ÄÏÅÓ 0ÏÓÅÉÄÏÎȭs son, Theseus.  

Daedalus, the creator of the labyrinth, is also a particularly poignant character 

within the story;  

For centuries Daedalus has represented the type of the artist-

scientist: that curiously disinterested, almost diabolical human 

phenomenon, beyond the normal boundaries of social judgement, 

dedicated to the morals not of his time but of his art. He is the hero of 

the way of thought-single-hearted, courageous, and full of faith that 

the truth, as he finds it, shall set us free. (24) 

Daedalus is a vital character whilst considering the abyss. As the scientist who 

believes himself above morality for the sake of what is empirically evident, 

Daedalus builds the abyss, but also provides the rope that allows Theseus to 

traverse it. Therefore, Daedalus represents philosophers who conceived the 

abyss and scientists who have created the tools to explore it. It is possible that 

Darwin could be seen as the Daedalus of the nineteenth century. His theories 

transgress the moral boundaries that were a vital component of society of the 

time. Additionally to this, in the way of scientific discoveries, and relationships 
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with monsters, Victor Frankenstein could also be considered an updated version 

of Daedelus; I explore this further in the first chapter. He creates his monster, 

then rejects it. 

Within this story of Theseus and the Minotaur there are four elements in 

particular than are directly relevant to my study. There is the abyssal labyrinth, 

the monstrous abject contents, the heroic superhuman who conquers the abyss, 

and the ambiguous character of the scientist. Campbell does not need to 

elaborate on what happens next; the heroic Theseus saves the population of 

Crete by slaying the creature. The myth provides a clean, simple solution to 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÓ ) ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÍÙ 

thesis, the relationship between man and animal is more complex, and the novels 

studied show how Darwinian theory complicated that relationship. 

Previous Work in This Field 

To place this study in context I now identify some publications that have 

examined similar topics. Literary Darwinism is a school of literary criticism that 

reads Darwinian theory in relation to literature. JosÅÐÈ #ÁÒÒÏÌÌȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÓ 

important  as he is the founder of that approach. His Reading Human Nature: 

Literary Darwinism in Theory and Practice effectively demonstrates application 

of evolutionary theory to literary studies as I shall show.22 Carroll argues that 

ȰThe central concept in both evolutionary social science and evolutionary 

ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÉÓ ȬÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭȠ ÇÅÎÅÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÄ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉcs typical of 

ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȱ (4). As my study is focused on elemental human nature, it 

                                                           
22 Joseph Carroll, Reading Human Nature: Literary Darwinism in Theory and Practice, London: 

SUNY Press, 2011 
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shares some common ground within the school of Literary Darwinism. However, 

this branch of theory, as CarrolÌ ÃÌÁÉÍÓȟ ÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÓȱ (4). Literary Darwinism primarily demonstrate s how literature 

functions as an evolutionary element of human nature that aids our progress as 

a species, so that in his text Literature, Science, and a New Humanities, Gottschall 

argues that research methods should be applied to the study of literature to 

investigate this phenomenon23. This study will differ to this as it is focused on 

how the Theory of Evolution affected the literary representation of the link 

between animal and human. 

Another aspect that moves my study away from Literary Darwinism is its 

interest in poststructuralist theorists. Carroll claims that by coining the term 

Literary Darwinism he endeavoured to move away from poststructuralist 

ÔÈÅÏÒÙȠ ȰSince I could not accommodate myself to poststructuralism, my only 

alternative was to formulate a completely different basis for literary study and 

to set that new basis into active oppositiÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȱ (x). 

This study in particular is inspired by the ideas of many poststructuralist 

theorists including Derrida and Kristeva. Post-structuralism, therefore, is 

inherently central to this study. Nevertheless as 'ÏÔÓÃÈÁÌÌȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ 

emphasizes, Literary Darwinism is an interdisciplinary approach to literary 

exploration of human nature and Darwinian theory. My study is also aimed to be 

effectively interdisciplinary, so it may cohere well with this school of literary 

criticism.  

                                                           
23 Jonathan Gottschall,  Literature, Science, and a New Humanities New York: Macmillan, 2008 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=rdr_ext_aut?_encoding=UTF8&index=books&field-author=Jonathan%20Gottschall
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Additionally to this there have been various journal articles published on the 

subject of Darwinism and its influence over literature during the nineteenth 

century. Charles S. Blinderman ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÉÎ ȰVampurella; Darwin and Count 

$ÒÁÃÕÌÁȱ that the character DracÕÌÁ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÁÎ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ȰÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱȡ 

ȰThus, Dracula presents a contest between two evolutionary options; the 

ameliorative progressive, Christian congregation, or the Social Darwinian 

supermÁÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ #ÏÕÎÔ $ÒÁÃÕÌÁȱ24. SimilÁÒÌÙȟ !ÌÌÅÎ !Ȣ $ÅÂÕÓȭÓ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ȰRe-

&ÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ *ÕÌÅÓ 6ÅÒÎÅȭÓ Ȭ*ÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ #ÅÎÔÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭȱ 

demonstrates how Verne, whilst embracing scientific theory of the day rejects 

Darwinism in his portrayal of prehistoric man25Ȣ )Î ȰScarcity and Compensation 

in Moby-Dickȱ, James Hetch observes how Melville attempts to grapple with ideas 

of extinction.26 These articles are representative examples that investigate how 

nineteenth century writers use fiction to address attitudes towards evolution. 

"ÅÅÒȭÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 0ÌÏÔÓȠ %ÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ .ÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȟ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÁÎÄ 

Nineteenth Century Fiction observes how the theory of evolution and Darwinism 

affected the literary imagination of nineteenth century writers27Ȣ "ÅÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÏË ÉÓ 

closest to the topic my thesis, and demonstrates an excellent example of how 

literature can be interpreted using Darwinian theory. My study, however adds to 

Beerȭs book and the articles discussed in the focus on the abyss; by moving 

forward to synthesize the literary -scientific treatment of Darwinian theory with 

                                                           
24 Charles S. Blinderman, óVampurella: Darwin and Count Draculaô, The Massachusettes Review, 

21:2 (1980) p.428 
25 Allen A. Debus, óReframing the Science in Jules Verneôs óJourney to the Centre of the Earthôô, 

Science Fiction Studies, 33:3 (2006) pp.405-420 
26 James Hecht, óScarcity and Compensation in Moby-Dickô, The Massachusetts Review,40:1 (1999) 

pp.111-130 

27 Gillian Beerȟ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 0ÌÏÔÓȡ %ÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ .ÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȟ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÁÎÄ .ÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈ-
Century Fiction, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 
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philosophical interpretations of the space that separates man from animal. Like 

"ÅÅÒȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÈÅÒ ÓÅÍÉÎÁÌ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ, my research 

aims to achieve a contextual map of literary approaches to Darwinism; unlike 

"ÅÅÒȭÓ ÔÅØÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ, and the 

conceptual gulf or abyss that remains.  

+ÅÌÌÙ /ÌÉÖÅÒȭÓ Animal Lessons (2009) takes into account the philosophical abyss, 

she discusses the different philosophical approaches, and systematically 

ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÅÓ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒÓȭ ÖÉÅ×ÐÏÉÎÔÓȢ Oliver uses a variety of sources to 

discuss how animality, rather that dividing us from our humanity, contributes to 

it.  Similarly, in Surface Encounters: Thinking with Animals and Art (2011), Ron 

Broglio approaches the relationship between humans and animals through an 

artistic lens28.  He argues that it is because we are only able to achieve surface 

encounters with animals, that we are separated from them, and demonstrates 

how this division is represented through art. I share this philosophical focus with 

Oliver and Broglio. Therefore, my thesis approaches a prevalent topic, combining 

a number of angles. 

Structure of the Thesis 

In the last section I discussed previously published work, and clarified how my 

thesis aims to contribute to the current discussion. I will now discuss how I 

intend to achieve this objective. Throughout my thesis, four canonical novels will 

be studied, one from each of the following subcategories; the pre-Darwinian 

period, the early Darwinian period, the late Darwinian period, and the post-

                                                           
28 Ron Broglio, Surface Encounters: Thinking with Animals and Art, University of Minnesota 
Press: 2011 
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Darwinian period. Therefore, the novels studied will be both from the Romantic 

and the Victorian. This provides a conceptual map within which  to plot how 

attitudes towards the abyss transformed over such a prolific  period of change 

considering the progress of industrialization, science, politics and philosophy. 

The pre-Darwinian period I am defining as pre-dating any publication by Charles 

Darwin, but following Georges #ÕÖÉÅÒȭÓ ρχωφ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Ȱthe existence of 

a world previous to ours, destroÙÅÄ ÂÙ ÓÏÍÅ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÃÁÔÁÓÔÒÏÐÈÅȱ (7). The early 

Darwinian period consists of literature published before the publication of On 

the Origin of Species but after the publication of The Voyage of the Beagle (1838). 

The late Darwinian period I define as following the publication of On the Origin 

of Species but pre dating the publication of The Descent of Man. The post 

Darwinian period is defined as after the death of Darwin. The novel I have chosen 

to represent the post-Darwinian period, though written after Dar×ÉÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȟ 

was still written  Victorian era therefore maintaining contextual relevance. The 

four novels chosen span the century in which the theory of evolution was finally 

championed by scientists. My study creates a varied but also focused view on the 

literary response to the question of human nature. 

The novel that will be studied from the pre-Darwinian period is -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ 

Frankenstein(1818)29. It is a novel that actively engages with science to produce 

Á ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÉÎÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÁÎimality. The author that I studied from 

the early Darwinian period is Herman Melville, focusing on his novel Moby Dick 

(1851)30. Within the novel Melville, explores the interaction between human and 

                                                           
29 Shelley, Mary W.,  Frankenstein: Or `The Modern Prometheus': The 1818 Text. 2008: OUP 
Oxford.  
30 Herman Melville, and T. Tanner, Moby Dick. 1998: Oxford University Press. 
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animal, and shows how by warring against the natural world, humanity also 

attacks itself. For my late Darwinian novel, $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ Crime and Punishment 

(1866)31 demonstrates a dark introspection into the nature of the human soul. 

The post Darwinian novel that I ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÓ (Ȣ'Ȣ 7ÅÌÌÓȭÓ The Island of Doctor 

Moreau (1895)32, which demonstrates assimilation with Darwinian concepts at 

the end of the nineteenth century.  

My study is divided into four chapters which include subchapters. I begin every 

chapter with a detailed analysis of the contextual background in which the 

novelist was writing. Following the focus on context, I turn my attention to close 

reading of the novel assigned to the chapter in question. and how it integrates 

these ideas into discussion of the difference between animal and man.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, Trans David McDuff, London: Penguin, 2003  
32 H. G. Wells, The Island of Doctor Moreau, London: Penguin, 2005 Subsequent page references 
in text. 
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Ȭȣ ÁÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÁÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÎÄÅÒÆÕÌ ÁÓ ÍÁÎȭ (Ï× 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙ ÕÓÅÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

creature to explore humanity, animality, and the in between 

Since Hesiod's Theogeny, the Promethean myth has functioned to warn humanity 

against overreaching33. Part trickster, part scapegoat he represents the dangers 

of furthering human knowledge. In rebellion against the Gods he brings 

humanity knowledge that it was never meant to acquire. Prometheus parallels 

Satan, who also brings forbidden knowledge to humanity as an act of rebellion 

against God. John Milton, who used his seminal work to "justify the ways of God 

to men" seems to also justify the ways of Satan to men34. Paradise Lost (1667) 

was an important inspiration, not only for the literary figures under discussion, 

but for scientists as well, exemplifying the influence that literature had over 

scientific discussionȢ )ÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÁÓ "ÅÅÒ ÎÏÔÅÓȟ -ÉÌÔÏÎ ÁÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

most important inspiratioÎÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȡ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ 

gone unremarked is that it (evolutionary understanding) derived also from his 

reading of the one book he never left behind during his expeditions from the 

Beagle: The Poetical Works of John MiltonȢȱ ɉυɊ )Ô ÉÓ ÃÕÒÉÏÕÓ ÔÏ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

discovery of evolutionary theory may in some manner mirror the fall of man. 

Furthermore, as potentially a Promethean figure, he may have even seen himself 

with in the character Satan, as he imparted knowledge conceived as corrupting 

the innocence of humanity. Often acting as the protagonist, Satan's ambition led 

him to challenge God, and is banished from heaven as a result: 

He trusted to have equalled the Most High, 

                                                           
33 Hesiod, Theogeny and Works and Days, London: Oxford University Press, 2008 
34 John Milton, 'Paradise Lost', London: Penguin, 2002, (line 26, 3) Subsequent page references 
in text. 



Tabitha Kan 38 
 

If he opposed; and with ambitious aim 

Against the throne and monarchy of God 

Raised impious war in Heav'n and battle proud 

With vain attempt. Him the Almighty Power 

Hurled headlong flaming from th'ethereal sky 

With hideous ruin and combustion down 

                         To bottomless perdition, there to dwell (line 40-48, 4) 

 

Mary Shelley used Paradise Lost as one of her primary literary influences whilst 

writing Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus35. Within the novel she directly 

links the creature to Satan. Yet considering how Victor Frankenstein's character 

resembles the Promethean, he could also be considered a Satanic figure also; in 

this manner, he is inherently linked to his creature. The relationship between 

Frankenstein and his creature resemble both the pinnacle of humanity and the 

nadir. No matter how Frankenstein tries, he cannot detach himself from his 

doppelgänger; a symbiosis that resembles the relationship between Dr Jekyll and 

Mr Hyde. Frankenstein's genius is always matched with his primitivism, 

demonstrating how humanity can never challenge the laws of God and nature. 

Furthermore, as Satan is sent to the physical abyss of hell, Frankenstein's 

experiments lead to an exploration of the philosophical abyss that my study 

focuses on. The first novel ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÉÓ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ρψρψ 

novella Frankenstein; as this is the only novel under consideration written by a 

female author it will provide a unique insight into the romantic perspective of 
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evolution. Being so young yet surrounded by the radical personalities of Percy 

Shelley and Byron, Mary Shelley demonstrates a well-informed unique approach 

to the question of life and the human form.  

Mary Shelley observes the scientific problems with the principles of human life 

and the soul in the same way that her primary narrator Walton digests 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȟ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÏ ×ÈÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÓ 

ÄÉÃÔÁÔÅȢ 7ÁÌÔÏÎȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÊÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÉÓ ÁÕÓÐÉÃÉÏÕÓ 

considering what he finds iÎ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÎÏ×ȭȡ Ȱam going to unexplored 

ÒÅÇÉÏÎÓȟ ÔÏ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÎÏ×ȱ; but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do 

ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÁÌÁÒÍÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȱ (10). Here Shelley directly  refers to Samuel Taylor 

#ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ ÐÏÅÍȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 2ÉÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÎÃÉÅÎÔ -ÁÒÉÎÅÒȱ (1798), which depicts the 

disastrous consequences of humanity upsetting the natural order36. Both novel 

and poem warn against detachment from nature and God; by killing the albatross 

the Mariner demonstrated a lack of respect for both, and consequently causes 

the death of his crew. The novel demonstrates a clear general feeling of 

apprehension with regards to science becoming a force that separates man from 

nature and God. Within the following discussion I demonstrate how Shelley uses 

these apprehensions to consider the consequences of this potential divide. By 

considering possible scientific advancements, Shelley uses the creature to 

conceive a being that resides in the abyss between animal and man, linking us to 

animality and dividing us from God. 

                                                           
36 Samuel T. Coleridge, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and Other Poems. 1992: Dover 
Publications. 
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There is considerÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

contemporary criticism, and much of that work provides contextual readings of 

science in the early nineteenth century. Melinda Cooper, in her explanation of the 

significance of deformation, birth defects and monstrosity in the Romantic 

period, discusses how: ȰIt is no doubt more than a historical coincidence that 

Mary Shelley composed and revised her classic novel, Frankenstein, over the 

very same period that the modern life sciences were developing a formal theory 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÓÔÒÏÕÓȱ37. Also, published in the same book, !ÌÌÁÎ +Ȣ (ÕÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ 

ÏÎ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ Á ÄÅÐÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÈÅÉÒ ÏÆ 

humanity, a concept which will be developed in greater detail later in this 

analysis.38 Alan Rauch in his discussion of the novel takes a metaphysical 

perspective, considering instead the nature of knowledge itself.39 Rauch 

contends that it is the misuse of knowledge, rather than the knowledge itself 

which made FrankÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃȡ Ȱ&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ 

for pragmatism in science parallels his lack of sensitivity to the pragmatic 

proÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÓÕÂÌÉÍÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȢȱ (227) 2ÁÕÃÈ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

private, product-driven science is the evil of the novel, not the science itself. 

There are many more instances where the scientific influences of the novel are 

discussed; as the novel is so scientifically focused, it is an important aspect of the 

novel to consider.  

                                                           
37  Melinda Cooper, 'Monstrous Progeny: 4ÈÅ 4ÅÒÁÔÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 4ÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȭ ÉÎ 
Frankenstein's Science: Experimentation and Discovery in Romantic Culture; 1780-1830, ed. C.K. 
King, C. Knellwolf, and J.R. Goodall. 2008: Ashgate Publishing. (87) 
38 A.K. Hunter, Ȭ%ÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȟ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ #ÒÅÁÔÕÒÅÓȭ ÉÎ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ΄Ó 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅȡ 
Experimentation and Discovery in Romantic Culture; 1780-1830, ed. C.K. King, C. Knellwolf, and 
J.R. Goodall. 2008: Ashgate Publishing. 
39 Alan Rauch,, The Monstrous Body of Knowledge in Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein". Studies in 
Romanticism, 1995. 34(2). Subsequent page refernces in text. 
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This chapter is focused on the effects that the science of the era had on Shelley 

which led to the production of her novel, and how she uses these ideas to 

question the nature of humanity and its complex relationship with animality. 

However, although the first section will focus on scientific background and 

context, the following sections will be more philosophical, concentrating on 

various interpretations of the novel attaining to the human/animal division. I 

focus specifically on the creature, whose particular liminal attributes make him 

an important  element of my study. Following this discussion, I outline the 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÌÉÔerary liminality. This section leads to a further discussion of three 

differing ways of viewing him and how these affect our determination of 

humanity. The primary argument considers Cartesian dualism, and how it 

pertains to FrankensteÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ Á ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ and reason of a 

man, but lacks the divine essence. The second argument establishes the creature 

as a social monster, or as humanity without society in view of RoÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ Ȱ/ÒÉÇÉÎ 

ÏÆ )ÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȱ40. Finally, I consider a psychoanalytic reading of the novel, 

specifically focusing on +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ. 

My third argument considers ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÄÉÓÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ ÓÅÌÆȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

part of ourselves that we have attempted to discount. I argue that the monster 

ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÂÊÅÃÔ ÓÅÌÆȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙ 

herself. 

 The second part of the chapter considers the creature as a symbolic resident of 

the abyss. When Derrida discusses this spÁÃÅ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÁÂÙÓÓȱ, he demonstrates that 

                                                           
40 Jean Jaques Rousseau, and J.T. Scott, The Major Political Writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau: 
The Two Discourses and the Social Contract. 2012: University of Chicago Press. Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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the difference between animal and man in not clear cut and in many ways 

ÍÕÌÔÉÆÁÃÅÔÅÄȡ ȰThe discussion is worth undertaking once it is a matter of 

determining the number, form, sense, or structure, the foliated consistence, of 

this abyssal limit, these edges, this plural anÄ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÆÏÌÉÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÎÔÉÅÒȱɉ30). 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅͻÓ ÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓ ÌÉÍÉÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÕÓ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔ ÉÎ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ contents 

of the abyss that Shelley evokes, and hence the variety of ways she uses the 

creature to demonstrate the uncertain separation of man from animal. The first 

part of the argument begins by observing an easily definable split between 

animal and man where the monster resides considering the attribution of souls 

to humanity. In the next section, when I discuss the social needs of humanity and 

the creature, the difference between man and animal is not quite so definite. The 

final argument narrows the abyss to a greater degree; the creation of the 

creature from dead flesh reminds us of our corporeal mortality, the part of 

ourselves that demands animal requirements and inherently disgusts us.  

Prior to a close examination of the novel, it is necessary to reflect on the 

contextual influences that ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÅÄ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓȢ ! ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ ÍÁÐ ×ÉÌÌ 

be created throughout this thesis of the differing responses of literature to the 

question of humanity, how and if we are different from animals from the 

beginning of the Nineteenth Century until the end. It is therefore necessary in 

every chapter to consider the contextual background in which the novelist was 

writing . 

It is import ant to mention current debates ÐÅÒÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ 

involvement with Frankenstein. There has been extensive discussion recently as 

ÔÏ 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ Frankenstein. Charles 
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Robinson claims that Percy Shelley made over five thousand changes to her 

original draft. Robinson asserts that Percy 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ writing of 

Frankenstein is vast and he would have therefore had extensive input into the 

ideas that were proffered during the writing process about the principles of 

humanity.41 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÕÓÅÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÍÁÎÕÓÃÒÉÐÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÒafts of 

Frankenstein to demonstrate how Percy Shelley participated in the writing 

ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÂÙ ÅÄÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅ×ÏÒÄÉÎÇ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ×ÏÒËȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

there are two versions of Frankenstein; the one which had been written by Mary 

Shelley alone, and the one that was edited by Percy Shelley. Robinson therefore 

suggests that Percy Shelley should be credited for the novel. The debate is not 

new; it has been approached by a variety of thinkers like David Ketterer and 

Germaine Greer. John Lauritsen even claims that the novel was written by Percy 

Shelley42Ȣ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÍÕÓÔ be 

acknowledged, therefore Sharon Ruston's Shelley and Vitality informs my 

discussion greatly.43 However, the novel is still considered a creation from the 

mind of Mary Shelley. It is reasonable to suppose that Mary Shelley was 

influenced to some extent by her husband, even if only through the level of 

discussion that would take place within a marriage of intellectuals, which is why 

0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÁÖÉÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ life is important. 

However, the novel is and will be still considered an original work by Mary 

                                                           
41 Shelley, M., The Original Frankenstein. 2011: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. 
42 John Lauritsen, The Man Who Wrote Frankenstein. 2007: Pagan Press. Subsequent page 
references in text. 
43 Sharon Ruston, Shelley and Vitality, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005 Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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Shelley to focus effectively on the novella itself as a product of uncertainty in 

view of the origins of humanity.  

Evolution, Galvanism and Vitalism; Mary Shelley and the Principles of Life  

Frankenstein need not be defined as either gothic horror or science fiction, as the 

novel represents an integral part of both genres. With the classic scenes of terror 

in the charnel houses and the Alps, and the demonic apparitions of the monster 

it is exemplary of the gothic literary tradition. Yet science was evoking 

uncertainty during the romantic era, especially for prominent figures like Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge whose faith was contradicted by Erasmus Darwin's concepts of 

evolution. His refusal to accept Darwin's ideas inspired him to write his own 

Ȱ4ÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ,ÉÆÅȱ at the same time that Mary Shelley was writing Frankenstein44. 

Science fiction is a genre that considers the effect of potential future scientific 

developments; the uncertainty felt towards future scientific advances can be 

easily perceived in SheÌÌÅÙȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ )Ô ÉÓ Á ÎÏÖÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ exemplifies distrust and 

concern over the most recent advancements. Percy Shelley discusses the 

potential of the scienÃÅ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ Ȱ0ÒÅÆÁÃÅȱ to Frankensteinȡ ȰThe 

event on which this fiction is founded has been supposed, by Dr. Darwin, and 

some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossibÌÅ ÏÃÃÕÒÒÅÎÃÅȱ. 

The insecurities divulged in Frankenstein towards perceived potential 

consequences of science can also be found in more recent science fiction novels, 

for example, more modern fears of the process of cloning, envisioned in Kasuo 

)ÓÈÉÇÕÒÏȭÓ Never Let Me Go (2005)45, or anxiety towards artificial intelligence, 

                                                           
44 Samuel T. Coleridge, 'Theory of Life' in Miscellanies, Aesthetic And Literary To Which Is Added 
The Theory Of Life. 2005: Kessinger Publishing. 
45 Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go. 2009: Faber & Faber. 



Tabitha Kan 45 
 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ )ÓÁÁÃ !ÓÉÍÏÖȭÓ I, Robot (1950)46. Frankenstein, Never Let Me Go 

and I, Robot are each written to philosophically engage with questions of 

humanity and the rights of man. Asimov does this by attributing Cartesian ideals 

of humanity to a robot, which further invites debate considering what it is to be 

alive, and what it is to be human. Ishiguro instead uses the process of cloning to 

question the potential moral problems of a humanity that is not born, but grown. 

Both novels use scientific issues that were current at the time of publication to 

discuss and explore the nature of humanity. Like Frankenstein no definite 

answers are given, and the novels are used as open questions to engage the 

reader philosophically. Frankenstein could therefore be considered as the 

progenitor of these novels. They query what the outcome would be if there were 

another being with our faculties of reason, and why we are so troubled by the 

idea. The ÆÅÁÒ ÏÆ ȰplayinÇ 'ÏÄȱ remains an inherent query of the arts- as science 

has developed, so has the literature. From Shelley to Ishiguro, these novels 

demonstrate the failings of scientific progress when left in the hands of 

humanity, and how, when given the tools to create life, we destroy  it  instead. In 

this way, Frankenstein deals with an ever present and reoccurring theme, and 

though the science has changed, the philosophical question has not. 

Shelley was inspired to pursue the novel after considering potential future 

scientific advancements imagined at the tail end of the Enlightenment. According 

to Ruston, ȰFrom the 1790s onwards the body had come to be seen among 

scientists as a mass of diseases heading steadily towards death, while the 

ȬÕÎÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÎÅØÉÏÎȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄged to 

                                                           
46 Isaac Asimov, I, Robot. 2004: Random House Publishing Group. 
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ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÍÙÓÔÅÒÙȢȱ (2) With further discoveries of electricity and the effect 

it had on the human body, the findings of scientists ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ (ÕÍÐÈÒÅÙ $ÁÖÙȭÓȟ 

Benjamin Franklin and Luigi Galvani were both en vogue and abhorrent. 

'ÁÌÖÁÎÉȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÉÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÅÁÌ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ 

×ÉÔÈ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÃÏÕÐÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ %ÒÁÓÍÕÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÅ-empted those of 

his Grandson, and Jean-"ÁÐÔÉÓÔÅ ,ÁÍÁÒÃËȭÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ×ÅÒÅ 

inspirations for Frankenstein. James Rieger considers these influences in his 

discussion of Dr Polidori as an influence for Frankenstein47: 

On the respectable side of this enquiry into the nature of a subtle, 

universal fluid became the researches into galvanism and electricity 

of Sir Humphrey Davy, whose Elements of Chemical Philosophy 

(1812) Mary Shelley got around to reading in October, while 

composing what is probably now Chapter 2 of Frankenstein. It is also 

ÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ %ÒÁÓÍÕÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÍÅÄÉÃÉÎÅȟ ÂÏÔÁÎÙȟ 

and electro-chemical tropism. Finally, of course, animal magnetism is 

linked with the name of Benjamin Franklin, who headed the French 

royal commission which ÉÎ ρχψτ ÅØÐÌÏÄÅÄ -ÅÓÍÅÒȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȢ  

Studies into the effects of electricity on the body, animal magnetism, and 

evolution simultaneously are suggestive of the natural as opposed to divine 

ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ God-like power. These two aspects 

of the sciences had divergent effects; primarily, ideas of human evolution 

diminished man so he becomes uncomfortably close to the animal. Ruston 

                                                           
47 James Rieger, Dr. Polidori and the Genesis of Frankenstein. Studies in English Literature, 1500-
1900, 1963. 3(4): p. 461-472. Subsequent page references in text. 
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continues to describe how: ȰBy the year 1800 a new concept of life had emerged, 

likening animals to human and even plant life. For the first time, life was 

considered a universal state, and the political ramifications of this idea are seen 

clearly iÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄȢȱ (3) Life, as Ruston explains, was now seen 

as something we share with animals. The potential of science to allow humanity 

control over nature, however, lifted the scientist to a seemingly unnatural god 

like status. Through smaller discoveries science had begun to make alarming 

progress. Within Frankenstein M. Waldman discusses the matter in a positive 

lightȟ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÉÎÇ 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ Ï×Î ÁÖÉÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ 

revolution:  

ȰThe anÃÉÅÎÔ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ ÈÅȟ Ȱpromised 

impossibilities and performed nothing, The modern masters promise 

very little; they know that metals cannot be transmuted, and that the 

elixir of life is a chimera. But these philosophers, whose hands seem 

only made to dabble in dirt, and their eyes to pore over the 

microscope or crucible, have indeed performed miracles. They 

penetrate into the recesses of nature, and shew how she works in her 

hiding places. They ascend into the heavens; they have discovered 

how the blood circulates, and the nature of the air we breathe. They 

have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can command 

the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake and even mock the 

invisible world with its own shadows.ȱ (30-31) 

The potential outcomes of scientific exploration were exposed to Shelley on a 

daily basis by her husband and his friends Polidori and Byron whilst visiting Villa 
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Diodate where the novel was originally conceived.48 An environment of scientific 

dialogue was not unusual for Shelley; as Marilyn Butler explains, she was used to 

ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȡ ȰAs she grew up he let her 

stay in the room when he talked with his intellectual friends, who included 

Coleridge, Holcroft, Lamb, and Haslitt, listeniÎÇ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ Ȱ(x). 

Shelley was constantly exposed to intellectual philosophical discussions; a 

unique experience for a female child of her generation. Her radical father, 

William Godwin, and outspoken mother, Mary Wollstonecraft are the reason she 

was given the ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙȢ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ was affected by her mother's legacy 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓȟ ×Èich Wollstonecraft discussed at length in A 

Vindication of the Rights of Women.49 Her mother was a mythical figure to Mary 

Shelley; having died in childbirth she never knew her, but would sit by her grave 

reading during her adolescence. Godwin did not fully attest to the methods 

ÐÒÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ 7ÏÌÌÓÔÏÎÅÃÒÁÆÔȭÓ Vindication, but he did share many of her ideals 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÖÅ -ÁÒÙ ÁÎ ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÉÃÈ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÅÌÏpement made for a drastic transformation in lifestyle, the 

change of intellectual environments from her childhood to her married life was 

not dramatÉÃȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ "ÕÔÌÅÒ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ to Frankenstein, Percy 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉns of life was astute, and impressed 

itself upon his wife: 

                                                           
48 James Bieri, Percy Bysshe Shelley: A Biography : Youth's Unextinguished Fire, 1792-1816. 2004: 
University of Delaware Press. Subsequent page references in text. 
49 Mary Wollstonecraft, A.K. Mellor, and N. Chao, Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman: And, The Wrongs of Woman, Or, Maria. 2007: Pearson Longman. 
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 A long reading list for the years 1813-ρψρχ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÕÌÌÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 0ÅÒÃÙȭÓ 

letters, the footnotes to annotate works like Queen Mab, and Mary 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ *ÏÕÒÎÁÌȠ ÉÔ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÓ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ %ÎÌÉÇÈÔÅÎÍÅÎÔ 

scepticism (Hume, Voltaire, Volney), anthropology (Buffon, Rousseau, 

Monboddo), and the so-called French Materialists, Holbach as author 

of The System of Nature, and from the French-revolutionary period 

Condorcet, Cabanis, and Laplace. (xvi) 

0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÆÁÓÃÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙ ÈÁd developed from 

a young age, but his friendship with William Lawrence particularly inspired it. It 

was therefore a primary part of many of the conversations Shelley had with 

Byron and Polidori in Villa Diodati; as a secondary participant Mary received a 

lÏÔ ÏÆ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÈÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȢ ,Á×ÒÅÎÃÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 4ÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÆÅÕÄ ×ÉÔÈ *ÏÈÎ !ÂÅÒÎÅÔÈÙ ÆÁÍÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

archetypal debate between materialism and spiritualism. Whilst Abernethy 

argued for a superimposed life-force separate from the corporeal body, 

Lawrence argued the opposite, writing in his controversial Lectures:  

Life has its origin in that of their parents. From these parents they 

have received the vital impulse; and hence it is evident in the present 

state of things, life proceeds only from life; and there exists no other 

but that, which has been transmitted from one living body to another, 

by an uninterrupted succession.50  

                                                           
50 William Lawrence, An Introduction to Comparative Anatomy and Physiology: Being the Two 

Introductory Lectures Delivered at the Royal College of Surgeons, on the 21st and 25th of March, 

1816. 1816: Callow. (141-142) Subsequent page references in text. 
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In this context, Lawrence became the rebellious voice of materialism. Ruston 

observes that Ȱ!ÂÅÒÎÁÔÈÙȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÂÒÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÖÉÔÁÌÉÓÍ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

dominant ideology of the Romantic period, with Lawrence as the dissident voice, 

cÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȢȱ (6) Lawrence further writes, to contradict 

Abernathy: 

It seems to me that this hypothesis or fiction of a subtle invisible 

matter, animating the visible textures of animal bodies and directing 

their motions, is only an example of that propensity in the human 

mind, which has lead men at all times to account for these 

phenomena, of which the causes are not obvious, by the mysterious 

aid of higher and imaginary beings. (174) 

Lawrence explicitly contradicts accepted Cartesian theory with the implications 

ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÌȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ !ÂÅÒÎÁÔÈÙȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ Á 

superimposed life element. In view of Cartesian philosophy, the implications of 

his rejection of the superimposed element are astute when questioÎÉÎÇ -ÁÎȭÓ 

divine superiority. Butler draws attention to the importance of the conflict 

between materialism and traditional  religious ideas, focusing on how they 

affected the writing of Frankenstein. She argues that the novel was perhaps an 

encodeÄ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȡ Ȱ)Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÉÆ -ÁÒÙȭÓ 

contribution to the ghost-story competition to some degree acts out the debate 

between Abernethy and Lawrence, in a form close enough for those who knew 

ÔÈÅ ÄÅÂÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅȱ (xx). Considering the novels preoccupation with the life 

principle, and the implementation of an overly materialistic protagonist, Butler's 

assertion is well founded.  
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In the novel there are parts where Mary Shelley explicitly highlights the 

contextual relÅÖÁÎÃÅȢ 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ allusion to the work of scientists in the 

Ȱ0ÒÅÆÁÃÅȱ foreshadows less obvious references within the novella. For example, 

Shelley mentions experiments used to create a vacuum by scientists including 

Robert Boyle:  

The natural phenomena that take place every day before our eyes did 

not escape my examinations. Distillation, and the wonderful effects of 

stead, processes of which my favourite authors were utterly ignorant, 

excited my astonishment; but my utmost wonder was engaged by 

some experiments on an airpump, which I saw employed by a 

gentleman whom we were in a habit of visiting. (24)  

The air pump experiment has been previously integrated into art by Joseph 

Wright  of Derby in a painting titled An Experiment with a Bird in an Air Pump.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joseph Wright , An Experiment on a Bird with an Air Pump, Oil on Canvas, 1768 
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Wright was a member of the lunar society; a group of individuals including 

Erasmus Darwin and Josiah Wedgewood who were devoted to learning and 

current advances in science and technology. Wright was an enthusiast, a trait 

that the painting demonstrates, however it also reflects the concern and doubt 

over the perceived brutality of science. The painting itself shows a scientist 

asphyxiating a bird by depriving it of air for the purposes of the experiment. A 

woman looks away in horror whilst a small girl watched with concern. A pensive 

older gentleman looks on whilst the scientist looks directly out of the painting at 

ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÒȟ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÔÏ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÁÍÁÒ 3ÃÈÌÉÃË ÓÔÁÔÅÓ that 

ȰThe curious observers offer a window into society. They experience this 

scientific demonstration with various emotions: awe, fright and anxiety but also 

ÁÄÍÉÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÏÐÅȱ51. Schlick further argues it is within the scientistȭs power 

to decide whether the bird lives or dies. The ambiguity exemplifies the concern 

over morality and also the brutal aspects of science that caused anxiety in the 

era. 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÎ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ 

developing sciences that was felt by many. Although the painting depicts an air 

pump experiment, it could metaphorically be closely linked with the reaction to 

ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ 7ÒÉÇÈÔȭÓ ÌÉÎËÓ ×ÉÔÈ %ÒÁÓÍÕÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȢ 

The scientist is therefore not only in control of the life of one individual bird, but 

ÁÌÓÏ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔion of life. The introduction of evolutionary theory was 

viewed as an asphyxiation of moral and religious values by many. In this sense, 

Frankenstein takes the place of the scientist in the painting. 

                                                           
51 Tamar Schlick, The Critical Collaboration between Art and Science: "An Experiment on a Bird in 
the Air Pump" and the Ramifications of Genomics for Society. Leonardo, 2005. 38(4): (323) 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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Similarly, the question of the origin of life is explicitly mentioned in the novel, a 

definite nod towards evolutionary theory:  

One of the phenomena which had peculiarly attracted my attention 

was the structure of the human frame, and, indeed, any animal 

endued with life. Whence, I often asked myself, did the principle of 

life proceed? It was a bold question, and one which has ever been 

considered as a mystery; yet with how many things are we upon the 

brink of becoming acquainted, if cowardice or carelessness did not 

restrain our inquiries. (33) 

Evolution during the final stage of the Enlightenment was an uncertain theory, 

supported by as much evidence as that which stood against it. Allan K. Hunter 

mentions this by pointing out thatȡ ȰIt is crucial to note that at the turn of the 

nineteenth century, evolutionary theory was not a single, coherent concept but, 

rather, the result of a wide-ranging discussion amongst materialist philosophers 

ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÔÌÅÍÁÎ ÐÏÌÙÍÁÔÈÓȱ (135). Discoveries of Georges Cuvier and Georges-

Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon encouraged the growing speculation, and in 

Zoonomia Erasmus Darwin asked:  

Would it be too bold to imagine, that in the great length of time, since 

the earth began to exist, perhaps millions of ages before the 

commencement of the history of mankind, would it be too bold to 
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imagine, that all warm-blooded animals have arisen from one living 

ÆÉÌÁÍÅÎÔȣ 52 

The matter was controversial and progressive; a radical idea gaining momentum 

as palaeontology verified the process of extinction, and geologists like James 

Hutton demonstrated the mechanisms of the slowly changing Earth. In light of 

ÔÈÉÓȟ 7ÁÌÄÍÁÎȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÏ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÎÏÒ ÙÅÔ ÖÉÔÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÓ 

in science were pertinent during this time of progression that led from the 

Enlightenment to the Industrial Revolution. The scientific revolution was a 

ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÓÐÅÃÔȟ ÁÎÄ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ 

consequenÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȡ ȰWhat had been the study and desire of 

the wisest men since the creation of the ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ×ÁÓ ÎÏ× ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÍÙ ÇÒÁÓÐȱ (34). 

Frankenstein conjugates an answer to the questions that scientists were asking. 

Once Frankenstein finds a practical use for his understanding, he demonstrates 

the dangerous potential of unchecked knowledge.  

ShelleyȭÓ 0ÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ the Abyssal Divide in Frankenstein 

In the previous section I focused on the contextual environment in which Shelley 

wrote Frankenstein to provide a background knowledge that will help 

understanding of the conceptual history of the novel. Following this 

concentration is focused on close literary analysis. I divide this part into two 

sections; the first discusses the liminality of the creature, and demonstrates how 

he is considered a boundary residing figure between man and animal. Following 

                                                           
52 Erasmus Darwin, Zoonomia; Or, the Laws of Organic Life: In Three Parts. 1803: D. Carlisle. 
Subsequent page references in text. 
 



Tabitha Kan 55 
 

this is a longer section consisting of three parts that focuses on the different 

interpretations that can be applied to the Creature whilst approaching the 

question of what it is that separates man from animal.  

The Monster of the AbÙÓÓȠ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ,ÉÍÉÎÁÌ #ÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÕÎÎÁÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÉÓ Á ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÅÎÉÇÍÁȟ 

which has been regularly analysed by critics, and many may argue that because 

it has been so well studied all angles have been covered with regards to analysis. 

Rauch verifies ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÂÙ ÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱnew perspectives on Frankenstein 

ÁÒÅ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÂÙȱ (227). However, Paul Sherwin argues that the creature as a 

plentiful analytical source because of liminality and flexibility of interpretation53. 

The creature as a liminal being falls within the void that separated man both from 

animal and from God. His summary draws attention to how the antagonist is 

interpreted by critics in a variety of ways within various schools of literary 

ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍȢ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ÐÏÉÎÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 

readings of the creature that all contribute to the dubious question of what 

humanity is as a species. Sherwin demonstrates why this is when he discusses 

the reason for such a variety of readings attributed to the creature: 

Frankenstein never speaks more truly than when he calls the 

#ÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÉÓ ȰdaemoÎȭȢ ! ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌ ÏÒ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÂÅÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÅÍÏÎ ÉÓ 

a powerful representation of our uncertain lot, suspended as we are 

between knowledge and power, nature and supernature, objectivity 

and subjectivity. Conceiving the creature as a genius of liminality, a 

                                                           
53 Paul Sherwin, Frankenstein: Creation as Catastrophe. PMLA, 1981. 96(5): p. 883-903. 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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type ÏÆ ÁÒÔȭÓ ÄÕÐÌÉÃÉÔÏÕÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÖÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÁÌÍÅÎÔȟ 

restores his virtuality, which is betrayed as soon as he comes to 

signify something determinate. (891) 

Sherwin reads the creature as a creation of the unknown. Fitting distinctly 

between the known and the unknowable, the monster is a boundary figure that 

divides man from animal; the theories and potential consequences of science, 

and the natural, supernatural, and unnatural ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȡ ȰI found myself 

similar, yet at the same time strangely unlike the beings concerning whom I read, 

and to whose conversation I was a listener. I sympathized with, and partly 

understood them, but I was unformed in mind; I was dependent on none, and 

ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÎÏÎÅȢȱ (103-104) Here the creature is shown to be unique as a 

marginal boundary residing, and therefore is able to personify the Otherness 

discussed by various schools of thought: 

If, for the orthodox Freudian, he is a type of the unconscious, for the 

Jungian he is a shadow, for the Lacanian an objet a, for one 

2ÏÍÁÎÔÉÃÉÓÔ Á "ÌÁËÅÁÎ ȰsÐÅÃÔÒÅȱȟ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ Á "ÌÁËÅÁÎ ȰÅÍÁÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ, 

ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÒ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÓ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÍÁÎȟ Á 

Wordsworthian child of nature, the isolated Romantic rebel, the 

ÍÉÓÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÉÍÐÕÌÓÅȟ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÅd 

baby self, her abandoned babe, an abhorrent signifier, difference, or 

as a hypostasis of godless presumption, the monstrosity of a godless 

nature, analytical reasoning, or alienating labor. (890) 

Sherwin argues that the key to discovering the mÏÎÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ 

see him as one particular signifier, but instead to envision him as a liminal 
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creation, which is by nature undefined due to his state as a number of united 

dichotomies; good and evil, life and death, man and animal. It is therefore the 

creature's abyssal residence that makes it such an important literary creation. 

7ÉÔÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

liminality, the purpose of this section is to demonstrate potential readings of the 

novel regarding animality and humanity, and how the creature becomes a 

representative of both, and neither. 

The position of the monsÔÅÒȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÈÉÓ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌ. 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÂÙÓÓÁÌ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÔȟ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁt which we 

experience when we inquire into our own origins. Beginning on the narratives 

surface with the account of an objective outsider, Shelley takes the reader deeper 

into the novel by introducing the account of the protagonist scientist, who 

endeavours to discover immortality by excavating the abyss. He does this 

through his experiments with the corporeal human body. Consequently, Shelley 

uses the framed narrative to take the reader into the heart of the novel to 

ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÍÏÒÔÁÌÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ 

of the novel could be strategically placed to emphasize the abyssal descent of the 

ÒÅÁÄÅÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÒÅÓÕÒÆÁÃÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ 7ÁÌÔÏÎȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÓ Á ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÆÒÏÍ 

the abyss, and this cautionary story serves to emphasize the danger of boundary 

crossing. 

The appearance of the creature juxtaposes that of Frankenstein. Primarily, we 

see the creÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ Á ÓÕÐÅÒÈÕÍÁÎ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒȠ ȰWe perceived a low carriage, fixed 

on a sledge and drawn by dogs, pass on towards the north, at the distance of half 

a mile: a being which had the shape of a man, but apparently of gigantic structure, 
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sat in ÔÈÅ ÓÌÅÄÇÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÇÓȱ (12). The first view of the monster 

demonstrates both his human aspects but also his inhumanity. The creatureȭÓ 

ambiguity is offset bÙ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ resembles what was 

conceived to be the piÎÎÁÃÌÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇȠ ȰHe was not, as the other 

traveller seemed to be, a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island, but a 

%ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎȱ (13). ShelÌÅÙȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÁÓ Á Ȱsavage inhabitant from 

ÓÏÍÅ ÕÎÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȱ relatÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÌÏÎÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÁÖÁÇÅȱ ÁÓ Á 

ÓÕÂÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ Ȱundiscovered islaÎÄȱ from which Walton suggests he 

originates symbolically recounts the potential animalistic history of humanity 

yet to be discovered, whilst Frankenstein is distinguished as the pinnacle of 

ȰÃÉÖÉÌÉÚÅÄȱ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÇÁÒÇÁÎÔÕÁÎ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÁÎd hideous 

ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ the 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎȡ ȰI was, besides, endowed with a figure hideously 

deformed and loathsome; I was not ÅÖÅÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ÍÁÎȱ (96). Whilst 

the monster is described as hideously ugly, Walton lays emphasis on 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÂÅÁÕÔÙȡ ȰWhat a glorious creature must he have been in the days 

of his prosperity, when he is thus noble and godlike in ruin. He seems to feel his 

worth, and the greatness of his faÌÌȱ (179). Immediately the comparison between 

Frankenstein and Milton's Satan is evident.  Despite the fall, Frankenstein is 

described as angelic. It is therefore possible that Frankenstein is the 

representation of humanitÙ ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈÅÄ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÓȡ ȰWhen I reflected on the 

work I had completed, no less a one than the creation of a sensitive and rational 

creature, I could not rank myself with the herd of common ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÏÒÓȢȱ (180) In 

comparison, the creature signifies an inherent fundamentalism of the human 

condition that Frankenstein finds abhorrent, potentially because serves as a 
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reminder of the animalistic being that lies underneath social conventions and 

religious belief. 

Frankenstein and Walton are both characters attempting to conquer the abyss 

and rise above humanÉÔÉÅÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÓȟ ÌÉËÅ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ Ȱ3ÕÐÅÒÍÁÎȱ : ȰAnd now, dear 

-ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȟ ÄÏ ) ÎÏÔ ÄÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÓÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅȩȭ (7). Walton in 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȡ Ȭ(Å ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÎÏÂÌÅ 

creature in his better days, being even now in ×ÒÅÃË ÓÏ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÍÉÁÂÌÅȱ 

ɉρυɊȢ 7ÁÌÔÏÎȭÓ journey represents this attempt to better humanity as he 

physically aÓÃÅÎÄÓ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ .ÏÒÔÈ 0ÏÌÅȡ ȰI try in vain to be persuaded that the 

pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination 

as tÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÅÁÕÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÌÉÇÈÔȱ (5). Walton and Frankenstein both attempt 

to further themselves and the human race, by narrowing the gap between 

humanity and God. The only outcomes possible are an admission of defeat, or 

destruction. By creating the monster, Frankenstein attempts to reach a God like 

ÓÔÁÔÕÓȡ ȰA new species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and 

excellent natures would owe their being tÏ ÂÅȢȱ (36) Yet he dies bitter and alone, 

having caused the destruction of everyone he loved. 

Not only ÄÏÅÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱ, but his aim is to 

discover him, and to elevate humanity to a new plane of evolutionary existence: 

ȰȣÂÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÇÌÏÒÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÔÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙȟ ÉÆ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÁÎÉÓÈ disease from the 

human frame, and render man invulneraÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÂÕÔ Á ÖÉÏÌÅÎÔ ÄÅÁÔÈȦȱ (23) 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÔÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÐÅÒÍÁÎȠ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ 

ways he achieves this goal. The monster has super-human skills of strength and 

speed; he is also portrayed as immune to destruction. Hunter, in his discussion 
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of evolutionary science in Frankensteinȟ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ Á 

success, suggesting that the creature is the next step in human evolution: 

She responds to the theory of evolution formulated by Erasmus 

Darwin in Zoonomia (1794), The Botanic Garden (1795) and The 

Temple of Nature (1803) and conceives of a situation in which human 

agency and imagination have made possible the next evolutionary 

step. The creature is a new species that threatens to supplant the 

supremacy of man, not out of evil intent, but simply by enacting the 

natural process described by Darwin. (134) 

(ÕÎÔÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ %ÒÁÓÍÕÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÏÔȠ Á 

ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÄÒÁ×Î ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÏÐening sentence in the Preface: 

ȰThe event on which this fiction is founded has been supposed, by Dr Darwin, and 

some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurreÎÃÅȱ 

(3). Hunter focuses on the importance of the creature, primarily as an 

improvement on the human ÂÕÔ ÌÁÔÅÒ Á ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÕÓÕÒÐÅÒȡ ȰThe monster is not 

simply the sum of reanimated body parts, but an improved and unique species 

ÔÈÁÔ 6ÉÃÔÏÒ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÓ Ȭ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÌÅÓÓ ɍÈÉÍɎ ÁÓ ÉÔÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÕÒÃÅȢȱ (139) He argues 

that, further to this, the creature shows a full improvement of the human form, 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ %ÒÁÓÍÕÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÐÁÒticular ideas of an evolution constantly striving 

for improvement and betterment: 

As an improved design, this new species is the product of what 

Darwin believed to be a set of natural laws that operated in a 

perpetual drive for improvement. The creature is eight foot tall, 

stronger, more agile and possessed of a more highly developed 
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physical survival mechanism that regular humans. He can scale 

glaciers with ease, subsist on acorns and berries and he demonstrates 

his superior intelligence by learning to read Milton, Plutarch and 

Goethe just two years after his birth. (140) 

(ÕÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÕÁÓÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÄÅÁÓ 

ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȢ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ pre-empts not only 

.ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ Ȱ3ÕÐÅÒÍÁÎȱ but also the iÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ ÅÕÇÅÎÉÃÓȡ Ȱ/ÈȦ "Å 

ÍÅÎȟ ÏÒ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÍÁÎȱ (183). However, a further complication of the 

argument is the brutal and animalistic form of the creature. The greater strength 

and agility of the creature is associated more with a regression into animality 

rather than a ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȠ ȰBesides, the strange nature of the 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÅÌÕÄÅ ÁÌÌ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔȣȱ (57) Wells further write s on the potential of 

this regression in The Time Machine (1896), in which he describes the de-

evolution of humanity into more animalistic creature, an element of the novel 

that will be discussed in the last chapter.  Charles Darwin approaches this 

concept in The Descent of Man (1871), in which he argues that whilst most animal 

develop stronger ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

reason renders physical evolution less necessary than mental progress: 

Mr Wallace, in an admirable paper before referred to, argues that 

man, after he had partially acquired those intellectual and moral 

faculties which distinguish him from the lower animals, would have 

been but little liable to body modifications through natural selection 

or any other means. For man is enabled through his mental faculties 

to keep with an unchanged body in harmony with the changing 
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ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȣ4ÈÅ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

bodily structure modified I order to survive under greatly changing 

conditions. They must be rendered stronger, or acquired more 

effective teeth and claws, for defence against new enemies; or they 

must be reduced in size, so as to escape detection and danger.54 (152) 

Here Darwin argues that humanity has the ability to adapt because of improved 

mental functions rather than bodily traits; he further claims that whilst animals 

with changes of climate and environment need to grow fur or become equipped 

with sharper claws, man makes clothes or develops tools. He suggests that 

humanity does not need to develop bodily because of our higher mental 

ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ȰÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȱ Hunter suggests that the creature represents 

does not correlate with the Darwinian principle of human evolution; rather it is 

suggestive of animal evolution. It is consequently poÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ 

creature might resemble the next stage in evolution, he also could demonstrate 

a regression. Furthermore the two concepts are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive. The next stage in human evolution could mean a step back to the 

animalistic; a step that Frankenstein did not anticipate. Frankenstein would 

therefore resemble Wells's Time Traveller as a genius who, despite his 

knowledge, miscalculated the future of humanity. This step into the animalistic 

reminds humanity of its origins, and presents the more randomized evolution 

that Charles Darwin suggests, as opposed to the directed evolution conceived by 

Erasmus Darwin, a difference that Hunter further examines: 

                                                           
54 Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man: Selection in Relation to Sex 2004, London: Penguin 
Classics. Subsequent page references in text. 
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In On the Origin of Species (1859), Charles describes a divergent 

course of change that expands outward and lacks any sort of 

purposeful direction. Erasmus, on the other hand, draws upon a 

ÂÒÏÁÄ ÓÃÏÐÅ ÏÎ %ÎÌÉÇÈÔÅÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÌÌ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 

exists in a state of perpetual improvement by laws impressed on the 

atoms of matter by the great cause of causes; and that world may still 

be in its infancy and continue to improve for ever and ever. (135) 

The narrative presents the contrast in the evolutionary product conceived by 

Erasmus and Charles Darwin. Erasmus Darwin conceived an optimistic 

evolution, which achieved an ever improving form oÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȡ ȰThus it would 

appear all nature exists in a state of perpetual improvements by laws impressed 

on the atoms of matter by the great causer of causes; and the world may still be 

in its infancy and continuÅ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÆÏÒ ÅÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÒȢȱ (431) Though Shelley 

is inspired by Erasmus Darwin, her narrative resembles and potentially pre-

ÅÍÐÔÓ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

experiments. Frankenstein attempts the next stage in evolution with the 

intention of creating a greater humanity, and instead unearths a more primal 

being that resembles the missing link. Furthermore, ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

study of Milton, Goethe, and Plutarch demonstrates improved intelligence, it is 

more conceivable that they are used as a literary device to explain the cÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

inspirations for the novel. Therefore, the creature, I would argue, albeit potential 

ȰÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱ, is a cocktail of animalistic and human features. Shelley therefore 
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highlights the ugliness of evolution, through the creation of an exemplary abyssal 

resident.  

In light of this both Frankenstein and Shelley seem unsure of whether the 

creature is animal or man. On the one hand he is described like an ÁÎÉÍÁÌȡ ȰI do 

not doubt that he hovers near the spot which I inhabit; and if he has indeed taken 

refuge in the Alps, he may be hunted like the chamois, and destroyed as a beast 

ÏÆ ÐÒÅÙȢȱ (169)  The creature is uncatchable because of his animalistic speed and 

strength combining the most advantageous strengths of animality against 

humanity:  

I would willingly afford you every aid in your pursuit; but the creature 

of whom you speak appears to have powers which would put all my 

exertions to defiance. Who can follow an animal which can traverse 

the sea of ice, and inhabit caves and dens, where no man would 

venture to intrude? (169)  

Once again Shelley demonstrates the contrasts between the human Frankenstein 

and the animalistic creature. There is acknowledgement here of the creatures 

animalistic traits by Frankenstein and the Magistrate, however the creature 

himself also recoÇÎÉÚÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȡ ȰI was like a wild beast that had 

broken the toils; destroying the objects that obstructed me, and ranging through 

the wood with a stag-ÌÉËÅ Ó×ÉÆÔÎÅÓÓȢȱ (111) He describes a kind of peace that he 

found whilst abiding in the natural world, and an affinity towards animals like 

birds: 
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 Some years ago, when the images which this world affords first 

opened upon me, when I felt the cheering warmth of summer, and 

heard the rustling of the leaves and the chirping of the birds, and 

these were all to me, I should have wept to die, now it is my only 

consolation (190).  

The descriptions of his natural durability and ability to live off the natural 

subsistence in the forest are also suggestive of animalistic hardiness, as well as 

an ÁÆÆÉÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȡ ȰMy food is not that of man; I do not destroy the 

lamb and the kid, to glut my appetite; acorns and berries afford me sufficient 

ÎÏÕÒÉÓÈÍÅÎÔȢȱ ɉρςπɊ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÓÕÐÅÒÈÕÍÁÎ ÐÏ×ÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ 

and agility are widely attributed more to animals that to humans. For example 

when considering humanity Jean-*ÁÃÑÕÅÓ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰȣI see an animal 

less strong than some, less agile than others, but, all things considered, the most 

advantageouÓÌÙ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÄ ÏÆ ÁÌÌȱ ɉφφɊȢ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ 

perfectly attributed to Frankenstein, who although weaker, is beautiful in 

appearance and mentally gifted, which according to Rousseau is the unique 

quality of humanity. The monster, instead, is not a creature of prime physical 

organization. He is, nevertheless a more powerful creatureȡ ȰI was more agile 

than they, and could subsist upon a coarser diet; I bore the extremes of heat and 

cold with less injury to my frameȠ ÍÙ ÓÔÁÔÕÒÅ ÆÁÒ ÅØÃÅÅÄÓ ÔÈÅÉÒÓȱ (96). The 

creature is more brutish, as he can survive in a harsher climate, and more 

extreme environments, whilst having developed an affinity with nature. Man in 

comparison, does not require the strength of this animality to thrive due to his 

ability to reason. 



Tabitha Kan 66 
 

Yet the monster also has a capacity for reason. The monster describes his human 

attributes, and his ability to do this suggests that he is a rational reasoning being, 

and consequently perhaps ÈÕÍÁÎȡ ȰThe picture I present to you is peaceful and 

human, and you must feel that you could deny it only in the wantonness of power 

ÁÎÄ ÃÒÕÅÌÔÙȱ (120). Shelley presents an image of a rational, speaking creature, 

which pertains to humanity according to a variety of philosophers. When 

$ÅÓÃÁÒÔÅÓȭÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÕÌÔÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÓÏÎȟ 

James Burnet demonstrates humanities development of language to form 

society:  

The inquiry becomes the more interesting, as well as of greater 

curiosity, when we consider, that it leads us back to what may be 

called the origin of human race, since without the use of reason and 

speech we have no pretensions to humanity, nor can with any 

propriety be called men; but must be contented to rank with other 

animals here below, over whom we assume so much superiority, and 

exercise dominion chiefly by means of the advantages that the use of 

language gives us.55  

In his dialogue with Frankenstein the creature shows not only that he has 

skills of speech and rationality, but that he has become master of them, and 

speaks with surprising eloquence considering previous ghoul-like 

descriptions. It is here that the creature succeeds in demonstrating that he not 

only has a sense of reason, but also of morality: 

                                                           
55 James Burnet,  On the Origin of Language. Vol. 1. 1967, Menston: The Scholar press Ltd. (1-2) 
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 This trait of kindness moved me sensibly. I had been accustomed, 

during the night, to steal a part of their store for my own 

consumption; but when I found that in doing this I inflicted pain on 

the cottagers, I abstained, and satisfied myself with berries, nuts, and 

roots, which I gathered from a neighbouring wood. (88) 

4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÉÚÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ 

goodness, albeit one that is warped due to ill treatment. The monster, in addition 

to this, has a sense of self-awareness, exemplified when he sees his own 

reflection; a moment which could be cÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ,ÁÃÁÎÉÁÎȡ ȰI had first 

admired the perfect forms of the cottagers-their grace, beauty, and delicate 

complexions: but how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent 

ÐÏÏÌȦȱ (90) By discovering his reflection, the creature experiences his own birth 

into self-awareness. Even Frankenstein at certain points, also recognise him as a 

ÍÁÎȡ ȰȣI conceived the idea, and executed ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÍÁÎȱ (180). The 

creature certainly bears an uncanny resemblance to a human being despite 

deformity, and is perhaps, so terrifying because it portrays an unflattering 

reflection of ourselves.   

Nevertheless, the creature cannot be read as a fully human being. His crimes, 

though understandable are nevertheless portrayed as being too dark to be truly 

ÈÕÍÁÎȡ ȰI was firmly convinced in my own mind that Justine, and indeed every 

human beingȟ ×ÁÓ ÇÕÉÌÔÌÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÕÒÄÅÒȢȱ (60) FrankensteiÎȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ is not 

presented as mistaken. The act of infanticide is used to present a chilling 

ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÁÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

crimes are portrayed as being neither animal, nor human, but something perhaps 
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supernaturally driven; ȰMany times I considered Satan as the fitter emblem of 

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

bittÅÒ ÇÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÅÎÖÙ ÒÏÓÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÍÅȢȱ (105). 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ *ÏÈÎ -ÉÌÔÏÎȭÓ 

Satan demonstrates a fall of the creature into liminal territory; and like Satan, 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÓ ÁÎ ÁÂÙÓÓÁÌ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ 

a force of wrathful vengeance. The abyss can possibly be considered as the gap 

between morality, associated with humanity, and amorality, associated with 

animality. If this is the case, then the space in between morality and amorality is 

immorality, the knowledge of what is ethical but defiance against it. It is possible 

that the monster falls into this category, as he understands morality, but chooses 

to purposefully act in an immoral manner. 

The creature, after being rejected from humanity falsely assumes he has the 

choice to become defined as animal or human, and pleads with Frankenstein to 

allow him an animalesque existence with a female version of himself in South 

!ÍÅÒÉÃÁȡ ȬȬ9ÏÕ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅȟȭ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄ )ȟ ȬÔÏ ÆÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȟ ÔÏ Ä×ÅÌÌ ÉÎ 

ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÉÌÄÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÁÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÏÎÓȭȭ ɉρςπɊȢ 

4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÐÌÅÁ ÉÓ ÅÖÏÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÉÎÈerent urge to be defined, which is also 

signified by the desire for a female like him to be created, so that he can be 

liberated from isolation. Yet Frankenstein recognises that the creature is more 

than an animal, and realizes that although the monster claims to be satisfied with 

an animal's existence, he cannot speak for an entire species. The human attribute 

of the creature which allows him rational thought means that Frankenstein 

cannot allow the creature to choose, consequently abandoning him to liminality: 

ȰHe had sworn to quit the neighbourhood of man, and hide himself in deserts; 
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but she had not; and she, who in all probability was to become a thinking and 

reasoning animal, might refuse to comply with a compact made before her 

ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ (138) The potential for free will in the creature forces Frankenstein to 

abandon him due to the potential for evolution, which threatens to usurp the 

human race:  

Even if they were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new 

world, yet one of the first results of those sympathies for which the 

daemon thirsted would be children, and a race of devils would be 

propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the 

species of man a condition precarious and full of terror. (138) 

This passage demonstrates a fear at the concept of extinction, a theory recently 

approved by Cuvier who suggested that races were finite. The potential 

consequences of extinction applied to the human race caused anxiety 

demonstrated by Shelley here, and further in The Last Man, in which the entire 

human race is destroyed by plague:  

Will the mountains remain unmoved, and the streams still keep a 

downward course towards the vast abyss; will the tides rise and fall, 

and the winds fan universal nature; will beasts pasture, birds fly and 

fishes swim, when man, the lord, possessor, perceiver, and recorder 

of all these things, has passed away, as though he had never been? O, 

what mockery is this! Surely death is not death, and humanity is not 
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extinct; but merely passed into other shapes, unsubjected to our 

perception.56  

With this fear of the extinction exemplified in the later novel, Shelley 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÁÃÅȭÓ ÆÉÎÉÔÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ 

animalistic corporeal mortality. When Frankenstein decides to destroy the 

female creature Shelley alludes to the potential for extinction caused by 

usurpation by a stronger race. By deciding to destroy the creature, Frankenstein 

reveals an inherent fear of both evoÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÍÏÒÔÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ the creature 

represents.  

In this section I have reflected on how the creature functions as a liminal being, 

whose literary power lies in its lack of definition. I have demonstrated how he 

contrasts to the character of Frankenstein regarding the two limits of humanity, 

and have focused on the animal/human dichotomy in the monster. By doing this, 

I have shown how the monster represents neither animal nor human, but 

incorporates elements of both. He is too human to be animal, too animal to be 

human, and its immorality gives it an extra element of inhumanity. Hence, as a 

liminal figure, the creature can be read as a literary interpretation of the abyss 

that separates man from animal. My demonstration of the uncertain nature of 

the creature now allows me to explore the implications of this liminal figure; 

×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÕÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÄÉÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ 

how she used this to explore what man is. 

                                                           
56 Mary Shelley, The Last Man. 2004, Ware: Wordsworth Classics. (330) Subsequent page 
references in text. 
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The Significance of the Monster as an Abyssal Resident 

I have examined the abyssal habitation of the creature in the previous section, so 

now I move on to discuss the significance of this in consideration of argument 

ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȟ and how it is represented 

within the novella. Primarily, I consider Cartesian philosophy which suggests 

that dualism is the quality of man that separates us from animals, a duality that 

the creature lacks. Secondly I examine society as the principle that divides animal 

from man. The creature craves society but is entirely isolated and therefore 

abjected from normal human life. Finally, I discuss the creature ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÉÎÈÕÍÁÎȱ 

part of humanity, psychologically as the animal part of the human psyche that is 

abjected. I use these arguments to demonstrate how Shelley digested concepts 

of man being a divine creation or a corporeal machine.  

The Monstrous Body: Matter without Meaning 

Primarily, my discussion explores and examines ideas that suggest the monster 

represents a soulless humanity. Kristeva writes of the corpse as an 

exemplification of the abject, as it is neither subject nor object, it abides in a 

liminal space ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ïȡ ȰA body without soul, a non-body, disquieting 

ÍÁÔÔÅÒȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅØÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 'ÏÄȭÓ territory  as it is from his speechȱ (109). 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ disused parts of various corpses 

reanimated to create a live being. The creature is both a body and a non-body. 

The creature consequently can be considered a reanimated corpse, and 

ÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÎÉÎÇȟ ÁÓ 

it defies the boundary limits of self and matter. When considering how often the 

ȰÕÎÄÅÁÄȱ are used as fictitious antagonists in literature and media, Kristeva's 
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principle  of abjection becomes important. The creature represents the opposite 

of a ghost; rather than spirit without a body, he is a body without spirit, 

consequently Shelley pre-empts the twentieth and twenty first century 

fascination with a zombie apocalypse. The creature could be the progenitor of 

this new evolutionary race that is evident in so much current media. Recent 

examples include the currÅÎÔ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÔÅÌÅÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÓÅÒÉÅÓȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÁÌËÉÎÇ $ÅÁÄȱ57, 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÌÍ ȰWorld WaÒ :ȱ58. If Shelley had combined Frankenstein with The Last 

Man, the product would have most likely become a much more literary imagining 

of a similar zombie apocalypse. Therefore it is viable that through this narrative 

Shelley epitomizes the liminal space separating human and animal by creating a 

creature whose chthonic origins make him entirely abject. In the novel there is 

no explicit mention of the creature being without a soul. To the contrary, in one 

instance FÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÕÌȠ ȰHis soul is as hellish as his form, full of 

tr eachery and fiend-ÌÉËÅ ÍÁÌÉÃÅȢȱ (178) However, despite this there is a strong 

ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÄÉÖÉÄÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ 

being created by man, and not by God, and consequently lacking the divine 

essence of humanity.  

According to Butler, &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

essential life element mirrors AbernathyȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȡ ȰFrankenstein the blundering 

experimenter, still working with superseded notions, shadows the intellectual 

position of Abernathy, who proposes that the superadded life-element is 

ÁÎÁÌÏÇÏÕÓ ÔÏ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȱ (xx-xxi). Butler suggests that Frankenstein serves as a 

parody of Abernethy who proposed the presence of electricity as the life force 

                                                           
57 Walking Dead, dev. Frank Darabont, feat Andre Lincoln and John Bernthal, (AMC, 2010) 
58 World War Z, dir. Mark Foster, feat Brad Pitt and Matthew Fox, (Paramount Pictures, 2010) 
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that drives the body; Frankenstein assumes that by imbuing the creature with 

electricity he can give it life forceȡ ȰWith anxiety that almost amounted to agony, 

I collected the instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being 

into the lifeless thing ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁÙ ÁÔ ÍÙ ÆÅÅÔȱ (38). It is, however, suggested within 

the novel, that though electricity is used to give animation to corporeal matter, it 

cannot be used to create an exact replica of humanity. The creature fails to meet 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ &ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ 

inexÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÙ ÒÅÐÕÌÓÉÖÅ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÈÉÍ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌȡ  

His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as 

beautiful. Beautiful-Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the 

work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, 

and flowing; his teeth of a 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. (39) 

The ugliness of the creature can be attributed to the absence of a soul, the latter 

being something that can only be given through divine natural creation. As the 

creature is purely a product of man and science, Shelley suggests that there is an 

important element absent from the creature that inspires automatic repulsion: 

ȰA flash of lightning illuminated the object, and discovered its shape plainly to 

me; its gigantic structure, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than 

belongs to humanity, instantly informed me that it was the wretch, the filthy 

ÄÁÅÍÏÎ ÔÏ ×ÈÏÍ ) ÈÁÄ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÌÉÆÅȱ (56). The hideousness of the creature is 



Tabitha Kan 74 
 

juxtaposed with the beauty of the human form specifically to highlight the 

inhuman aspect: 

I had admired the perfect forms of my cottagers-their grace, beauty 

and delicate complexions: but how was I terrified, when I viewed 

myself in a transparent pool! At first I started back, unable the believe 

that it was indeed I who was reflected in the mirror; and when I 

became fully convinced that I was in reality the monster that I am, I 

was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence and 

mortification. (90)  

The pleasing appearances of human characters like the cottagers are used as a 

contrast, evoking the abhorrence of the creature. The trope is used similarly by 

Robert Louis Stevenson in his gothic horror novella The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll 

and Mr. Hyde59. Hyde is physically repugnant to all those who encounter him. In 

*ÅËÙÌÌȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÒÅÖÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ events he reveals that this is because Hyde is a creature 

driven by pure evil, unlike aÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȡ ȰThis, as I take it, was 

because all human beings, as we meet them, are commingled out of good and evil: 

and Edward Hyde, alone in the ranks of mankind, was pure evil.ȱ ɉυψɊ (ÙÄÅȭÓ 

repulsiveness stems from an absence of goodness that Jekyll argues is an integral 

part in all humanity. In this case, it is not goodness that the creature is missing, 

but the divine essence of supernatural creation. It is therefore complex as to 

whether Shelley is parodying Abernethy iÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÌÓÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÁÄÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÉÆÅ-

                                                           
59 Robert Louis Stevenson, and R. Mighall, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Other 
Tales of Terror. 2002: Penguin. Subsequent page references in text. 
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ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔȱ, she is instead perhaps suggesting that the theory is valid, but that the 

Ȱlife eÌÅÍÅÎÔȱ is not something controllable and conceivable by humanity like 

electricity. Potentially, she suggests that electricity is a poorer synthetic form of 

the life element than that which animates the human form. She uses !ÂÅÒÎÁÔÈÙȭÓ 

ideas to consider Cartesian ideology of the divine soul. The absence of this 

component part of humanity brings the creature closer to animality than 

humanity. Shelley therefore also perhaps parodies Lawrence, who suggests that 

humanity is entirely corporeal.  

Cartesian dualism suggests that the reason for the divide between animal and 

human is the presence of a soul. Therefore, although the creature is made of the 

component parts of a human, he lacks its essence. It could be, in this way, a 

product of the abyss, as Rene Descartes explains in his Discourse of the Method 

(1637):  

For, examining the functions which might in accordance with this 

supposition exist in this body, I found precisely all those which might 

exist in us without our having the power of thought, and consequently 

without our soul-that is to say, this part of us, distinct from the body, 

of which it has just been said that its nature is to think-contributing 

to it, functions which are identically the same as those in which 

animals lacking reason may be said to resemble us.60  

The creature, unlike the Cartesian animal, has the faculty of reason; of thought 

ÁÎÄ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȡ ȰAnd this does not merely show that the brutes have less reason 

                                                           
60 Rene. Descartes, E.S. Haldane, and G.R.T. Ross, Key Philosophical Writings. 1997: Wordsworth 

Editions, Limited. (100-101) Subsequent page references in text. 
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than men, but that they have none at all, since it is clear that very little is required 

ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌËȱ (108). However, there is no way the creature could 

possess the soul that Descartes suggests endows humanity with rational thought. 

To do that would be tantamount to suggesting that the creations of men are equal 

to that of God, a concept that most Christians living in the regency period would 

abhor. Descartes describes how the soul can only ÂÅ ȬÅØÐÒÅÓÓÌÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄȭȟ Á ÆÅÁÔ 

which caÎ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÅ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÄÅÉÔÙȡ ȰI had described after this the rational soul 

and shown that it could not be in any way derived from the power of matter, like 

the other things of which I had spoken, but thÁÔ ÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÌÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄȱ 

(109). The creature is therefore in an inherently problematic position; being 

imbued with human rationality but not human essence. 

According to Cartesian dualism, although fundamentally conjoined in many 

ways, there are two separate aspects of humanity; the corporeal and the 

incorporeal:  

I showed, too, that it is not sufficient that it should be lodged in the 

human body like a pilot in his ship, unless perhaps for the moving of 

its members, but that it is necessary that it should also be joined and 

united more closely to the body in order to have sensations and 

appetites similar to our own, and thus form true man (109). 

 )Ô ÉÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅ the immortal aspect of the soul 

within the mortal body that disfigures the creature. However, with the discovery 

of the immortal body, the absence of the soul is distinguished. It is evident 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÔÈÅ creature that 

he only concentrates attention on the physical necessities of the creature: ȰAfter 
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days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the 

cause of generation of life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing 

ÁÎÉÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÐÏÎ ÌÉÆÅÌÅÓÓ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȱ (34). Mistakenly Frankenstein believes that all 

ÈÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÄÏ ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÉÍÍÏÒÔÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÎÉÍÁÔÅ ÄÅÁÄ ÆÌÅÓÈȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

Cartesian principle, once the body has died the soul separates from it; as 

Descartes said himself on his deathÂÅÄȡ ȰNÏ× ÍÙ ÓÏÕÌȟ ȬÔÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÐÁÒÔȱ (105) 

The souls that supposedly inhabited the body parts used to create the creature 

would therefore be absent in the new form.  

Shelley uses the circumstances in which the creature is created to highlight this 

point, ÁÓ 0ÁÕÌ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ ȰThe oppressively close, enveloping tomb world 

into which he descends is a self-engendered abyss that discloses what our finite 

bodily ground looks like from the heights to which the spirit has ascendedȢȱ (896) 

Sherwin reflects on juxtaposition ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÉÓ 

ÔÈÅ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÌÓÔ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÁÔÅ ÈÉÍ 

to physically descend into the chthonicȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔion contrasts directly 

with  divine human creation. Shelley could perhaps have formulated a 

comparison between divinely created humanity, and humanity created through 

evolution. Evolution allows little direct potential for the creation of a soul. 

Therefore the creature can be considered merely a mirror of humanity, created 

through natural (or in this case unnatural) selection. Burton R. Pollin discusses 

this in his nineteen sixties analysis of the various influences of Mary Shelley, 

ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 0ÏÌÉÄÏÒÉȡ Ȱon June 15 Shelley and ÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ȱprinciples-

whether man was to be tÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÍÅÒÅÌÙ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȟȱ the primal source of 
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life, Erasmus DaÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÌÖÁÎÉÓÍȢȱ61 4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÁ ÍÅÒÅ 

ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȱ is suggestive of the fear of corporeal humanity. Shelley has taken 

this idea of an instrumental body of humanity, and created a monster. In The Last 

Man Shelley demonstrates a similar fear of the corporeal mortality of humanity: 

7Å ÈÁÄ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÁÒÁÇÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȱ, and lo! we were a 

quintessence oÆ ÄÕÓÔȭȢ 7Å ÒÅÐÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÙÒÁÍÉÄÓ ÈÁÄ ÏÕÔ ÌÁÓÔÅÄ 

ÔÈÅ ÅÍÂÁÌÍÅÄ ÂÏÄÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÕÉÌÄÅÒȢ !ÌÁÓȦ 4ÈÅ ÍÅÒÅ ÓÈÅÐÈÅÒÄȭÓ ÈÕÔ ÏÆ 

straw we pass on the road, contained in its structure the principle of 

greater longevity than the whole race of man. How reconcile this sad 

change to our past aspirations, to our apparent powers. (318) 

Here Shelley demonstrates doubt about the incorporeal nature of humanity, 

conceiving a mutable idea of humanity that H.G. Wells develops in his later works. 

However later in the novel she overturns this pessimistic view of humanity and 

argues that there must be a higher element ÔÈÁÔ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÕÓ ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȡ ȰDeath 

is a vast portal, an high road to life: let us hasten to pass; let us exist no more in 

this living death, but die that we may liÖÅȦȱ (330) Shelley convinces herself as she 

attempts to convince her reader that the body is merely a vessel for our 

incorporeal selves. Though she explores the concept of purely corporeal 

humanity, she is not able to attest to it completely, and instead demonstrates a 

spiritual need for dualism. By attributing this aspect to humanity, she creates a 

problematic being who lacks this further element. 

                                                           
61 Burton R. 0ÏÌÌÉÎ ȰPhilosophical and LÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ 3ÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȱ. Comparative 
Literature, 1965. 17(2): p. 97-108. (98) Subsequent page references in text. 
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The concept of the man-made creature is problematic for the creature himself, 

who is fully aware of his origins, and is resentful of divinely created humanity: 

Like Adam, I was created apparently united by no link to any other 

being in existence; but his state was far different from mine in every 

other respect. He had come forth from the hands of God a perfect 

creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of his 

Creator; he was allowed to converse with, and acquire knowledge 

from the beings of a superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, 

and alone. 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 in me. (105)  

The creature laments his creation at the hands of a man rather than God; the 

insinuation is that man is in an inherently favourable position because he was 

divinely created. As a non-ÄÉÖÉÎÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÌÁÃË ÍÁÎȭÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ 

essence: 

Cursed creator! Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you 

turned from me in disgust? God in pity made man beautiful and 

alluring, after his own image; but my form is a filthy type of yours, 

more horrid from its very resemblance. Satan had his companions, 

fellow-devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and 

detested. (105)  
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Here Shelley explicitly demonstrates how man cannot reÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

The imperfections ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȟ 

established by the ugly features of the creature.  

The ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÓÏÕÌ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÂÙ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÉÃ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅȟ 

and perhaps also by his actions, which he claims were primarily well intentioned, 

although Frankenstein only directly experiences tÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÅÖÉÌ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȡ 

ȰNothing in human shape could ÈÁÖÅ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÉÒ ÃÈÉÌÄȢȱ (56). The 

creature, whose perspective we are shown, confesses to a primary goodness in 

his intentions, yet these are overturned by his crimes later in the novel. Even 

though we are forced to sympathise with the creature through his experiences, 

his wrathful acts outweigh the good, and he demonstrates an inherent darkness 

that, considering the Romantic positive outlook on human nature, seems 

ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎȡ ȰA grin was on the face of the monster; he seemed to jeer, as with his 

fiendish finger he pointÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÒÐÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ ×ÉÆÅȱ (166). From 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

appearance. We see ugliness and brutality intertwined, despite the moments of 

ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙȡ ȰHe approached; his countenance bespoke bitter anguish, combined 

with disdain and malignity, while its unearthly ugliness rendered it almost too 

ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÅÙÅÓȢȱ (76) It is these moments when the creature is most 

ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱ. Here the division between man and animal is defined by morality. If 

humans are considered moral beings, and animals are amoral, then immorality 

falls in the gap between, defining the abyss.  The creature knows morality, but is 

purposefully defiant of it.  
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For those who Frankenstein has lost, there is hope in the afterlife, demonstrated 

through a passionate entreaty by Frankenstein in which he pits materialism 

against spiritualism, shadowing the argument between Abernathy and 

Lawrence. In this scene Frankenstein demonstrates disbelief that Henry Clerval 

can be truly lost through death:  

And where does he now exist? Is this gentle and lovely being lost 

forever? Has this mind so replete with ideas, imaginations fanciful 

and magnificent, which formed a world, whose existence depended 

on the life of its creator; has this mind perished? Does it now only 

exist in my memory? No, it is not thus; your form so divinely wrought, 

and beaming with beauty, has decayed, but your spirit still visits and 

consoles your unhappy friend. (130) 

The creature, however, has no new home to which his spirit can ascend. He is 

entirely chthonic and thus death would render him non-existent. Furthermore 

his act of self-immolation demonstrates a desire to eradicate his bodily remains 

as well as his consciousness; an act that demonstrates the importance attributed 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÅÁÌ ÆÏÒÍȢ $ÅÁÔÈ ÉÓ Á ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÆÅÁÒÓȟ 

and though he sees it as a potential option to relieve its misery, the uncertainty 

ÔÅÒÒÉÆÉÅÓ ÈÉÍȡ ȰI wished sometimes to shake off all thought and feeling; but I 

learned that there was but one means to overcome the sensation of pain, and that 

was death-a state which ) ÆÅÁÒÅÄ ÙÅÔ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄȱ (96-97). However 

despite this primary aversion to death, by the end of the novel the creature 

embraces mortality;  
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I shall die. I shall no longer feel the agonies which now consume me, 

ÏÒ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÙ ÏÆ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÕÎÓÁÔÉÓÆÉÅÄȟ ÙÅÔ ÕÎÑÕÅÎÃÈÅÄȣ3ÏÍÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ 

ago, when the images which this world affords first opened upon me, 

when I felt the cheering warmth of summer, and heard the rustling of 

the leaves and the chirping of the birds, and these were all to me, I 

should have wept to die; now it is my only consolation. Polluted by 

crimes, and torn by bitterest remorse, where can I find rest but in 

death? (190) 

The creature reminisces about why he feared death previously; because the 

pleasant bodily sensations of life would be lost to him, but as such pleasures have 

become impossible for him he sees death as his only escape from immense guilt 

and loneliness. At no point does he consider a part of himself that would exist 

after his death, a strange attitude considering much of his education came from 

-ÉÌÔÏÎȭÓ Paradise Lost. He knows that there is no heaven or hell for him, and 

oblivion can be no worse than the hell he has had to experience alive in solitude. 

He chooses to lose his self-awareness so as to escape his existence. According to 

#ÁÒÔÅÓÉÁÎ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓȟ ÈÅ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȟ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÎÏ 

soul to be sent to the next life.  

In this section I focused on the corporeal nature of the creature, and how that 

represents a division from humanity according to Cartesian dualism typical of 

the religious attitude towards humanity within the Regency period. In the 

following argument, the relationship between animal and man becomes more 

complex, and within this analysiÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÔÏ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌ ×Å ÃÁÎ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓ 

the narrowing of the abyss. 
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The Social Monstrosity  

In the previous section I demonstrated how the man-made element of the 

creature sets him apart from humanity. He is therefore born outside of society, 

aÓ Á ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅȟ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÅÎÔÉÔÙȡ ȰBut I was perfectly unacquainted with towns, and 

ÌÁÒÇÅ ÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÁÇÅÓ ÏÎ ÍÅÎȱ ɉρπτɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ 

be the element that separates him from humanity. Even scientists like 

Ramachandran as previously discussed believe that humanity is defined by a 

need for society.  Theodore Ziolkowski claims that the novels primary concern is 

the effect that science has on ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȡ Ȱ-ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ Frankenstein expresses 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÁÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÎÄÌÅÓÓ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ 

with no thougÈÔ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȢȱ62 Underlying other concerns about 

concepts of evolution, there was the apprehension that it would cause a social 

upheaval, redefining approaches to the law, religion, and the social contract. 

Butler argues that it is for this reason the scientific machinations of the day were 

rejected by many who could not stand to ÌÏÏË ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÎÃÅÓÔÒÁÌ ÐÁÓÔȡ ȰWhen 

.ÁÔÕÒÁÌ -ÁÎ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÍÉÄÓÔ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅ him, and will not 

ÇÉÖÅ ÈÉÍ ÒÏÏÍȱ (xxxix). Similarly to natural man, the creature is not given a place 

in society, and consequently, like evolutionary theory, he is expelled by those 

who are inherently repulsed by his existence. 

The creature, as a representative of the abyssal divide, embodies a form of 

humanity that may have existed prior to society. In certain parts of the novel the 

                                                           
62 Theodore Ziolkowski, Science, Frankenstein, and Myth. The Sewanee Review, 1981. 89(1): p. 
34-56. (40) Subsequent page references in text. 

 



Tabitha Kan 84 
 

reader ÉÓ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÄ ÏÆ ÐÒÉÍÉÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÎ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÎÅÁÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÓÔÁÔÅȡ ȬȬ4ÈÉÓ ÒÏÕÓÅÄ 

me from my nearly dormant state, and I ate some berries which I found hanging 

on the trees, or lying on the ground, I slaked my thirst at the brook; and then 

lyÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Îȟ ×ÁÓ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ ÂÙ ÓÌÅÅÐȱ (80). Rousseau considers this state as better 

form of human existence compared to corrupted social man: 

Now, if one compares the prodigious diversity of educations and ways 

of life that prevail in the different social orders of the civil state with 

the simplicity and uniformity of animal and savage life, in which all 

feed on the same foods, live in the same manner, and do exactly the 

same things, it will be understood how much less the difference from 

man to man must be in the state of nature than in that of society, and 

how much natural inequality in the human species must increase 

through instituted inequality. (88)  

Rousseau denounces society as an evil that has lead humanity from a simpler, 

noble existence into one that is deceitful and vain. However, society is also the 

explanation Rousseau gives for the progress of humanity. Darwin similarly 

ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs evolutionary success to its development in 

society:  

It deserves notice that, as soon as the progenitors of man became 

social (and this probably occurred at a very early period), the 

principle of imitation, and reason, and experience would have 

increased, and much modified the intellectual powers in a way, of 

which we see only traces in the lower animals. (154) 
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 The creature attempts to enter into the human social contract. However, he is 

rejected at every potential opportunity for integration, possibly causing a 

reversion to a more primal state of humanity. The creature could represent 

humanity with out the nurture of society, consequently marking a departure 

ÆÒÏÍ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÏÓitive human nature, and suggesting that 

to flourish humanity requires civilization. It could also show how a lack of society 

leads to regression into a more animalistic form of humanity. Marilyn Butler 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÏ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÓÉÎgular upbringing in the woods is unnatural: 

4ÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

rearing in isolation from humanity is that it makes none of the 

ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÅØÁÇÇÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÃÌÁÉÍÓȢ 4ÈÅ #ÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÓ ÉÓ 

neither superior, nor even natural; it is not introduced as evidence of 

the existence of a sub-species, whether now or in a remote past, nor 

ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÁÆÆÉÎÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÔÅÓȢ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙ ÔÁËÅÓ Á ÍÏÒÅ 

cautious view, and could even be evading or excluding the 

evolutionist perspective both Erasmus Darwin and Lamark had 

advanced, that all forms of life had evolved from single cells.63 

Here Butler suggests that Shelley purposefully avoids the subject of evolution 

and its implications. In this point, I disagree; it is evident that ideas of evolution 

ÐÅÒÍÅÁÔÅ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ 

Butler does suggest an inherent difference between humanity and animality that 

                                                           
63 -ÁÒÉÌÙÎ "ÕÔÌÅÒȟ Ȱ)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȟ  Frankenstein: Or `The Modern Prometheus': The 
1818 Text. 2008: OUP Oxford.  
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the creature embodies. Humanity is defined by development of the individual 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÐÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

woods. His divide from humanity is inhuman and his abandonment by 

Frankenstein could be argued to be the primary deciding factor as to the monster 

he becomes. The events following his abandonment force the creature to resort 

to criminality; as he is not accepted by society he rejects civilizations constraints 

ÉÎ ÁÎ ÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎȡ ȰI declared everlasting war against the species, and, more 

than all, against him who had formed me, and sent me forth to this insupportable 

ÍÉÓÅÒÙȱ (111). It is not until the creature faces rejection multiple times that he 

becomes the malevolent force that haunts Frankenstein until his death. Primarily 

within the creature we therefore recognize a potential for humanity that is not 

nurtured by the bonds of a social system. It is therefore possible that Shelley 

adheres ÔÏ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒy to some extent, and that the creature is 

transformed into a monster, as opposed to being born as oneȢ *ÁÍÅÓ /ȭ 2ÏÕÒËÅ 

idÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕÅÁÎ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÔÏ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁȟ ÁÌÂÅÉÔ ÉÎ 

a less derivative way than has previously been explored:  

The central enigma of Frankenstein is the evolution of this benign 

creature into a child-murderer, and in sketching this development 

Mary Shelley uses Rousseauean principles, but she shows an even 

more fluid transition between the attributes of the natural man and 

the social being than Rousseau did in his Discourses.64  

                                                           
64 James O'Rourkeȟ Ȭ"Nothing More Unnatural": Mary Shelley's Revision of Rousseauȭ, ELH, Vol. 

56, No. 3 (Autumn, 1989), (550) Subsequent page references in text. 
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/ȭ2ÏÕÒËÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙ ÕÓÅÓ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ Á ÍÏÒÅ 

fluid manner, allowing the creature only a short amount of time to be 

transformed from natural man to fiend.  

Beer provides a potential explanation as to why the creature is excluded from 

human society. She suggests that it is because he is manufactured rather than 

born, and thus the man-ÍÁÄÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔȟ ÁÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

method of creation denies the creature the opportunity to grow: 

When Mary Shelley came to describe a monster in Frankenstein she 

shows a creature denied the experience of growth. He is fabricated as 

if he were a machine, but out of organic bits and pieces. There is a gap 

between concept and material. Though he is a creature capable of 

undergoing the full cultural development of man, he is excluded from 

humanity because he has never partaken of the primary experience 

of human kind: that of physical growth. (103)  

Beer argues that he is denied the fundamental experience of humanity, that of 

childhood, which means that he is forever barred from human companionship. 

Beer further explains ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÍÏÎÓÔÒÏÓÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ 

absence of a mother in his creation is a possible additional factor to this 

consideration of manufacture, and a close link between the creature and Shelley.  

The cottagers function as the first form of human society that the creature 

experiences; they demonstrate the importance of social acceptance and 

iÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎȡ ȰThe patriarchal lives of my protectors caused these impressions to 

take a firm hold on my mind; perhaps, if my first introduction to humanity had 
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been made by a young soldier, burning for glory and slaughter, I should have 

been imbued with different sensatÉÏÎÓȱ (104). Rejected by society themselves 

they represent a microcosm of patriarchal civilization. The family model 

represents civilization on a grander scale; the patriarchal head served by the 

children. The De Laceys symbolize an idealized version of this system, and 

represent the civilization that the creature observes: 

 I admired virtue and good feelings, and loved the gentle manners and 

amiable qualities of my cottagers; but I was shut out from intercourse 

with them, except through means which I obtained by stealth, when I 

was unseen and unknown, and which rather increased than satisfied 

the desire I had of becoming one among my fellows. The gentle words 

of Agatha, and the animated smiles of the charming Arabian, were not 

for me. The mild exhortations of the old man, and the lively 

conversation of the loved Felix, were not for me. (97) 

The creature, as a rational being desires approval, representing a turning point 

in the novel. If he had been accepted by the cottagers, from everything we have 

learnt from the creature there may have been potential for him to have entered 

into some form of society, and perhaps he would then have not become a beast: 

ȰI learned, from the views of social life which it developed, to admire their 

virtues, and to deprecate the ÖÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȢȱ (102) The creature develops an 

understanding of the fundamental components of society as he attempts to 

emulate Felix in his work: 

I discovered also another means through which I was enabled to 

assist their labors. I found that the youth spent a great part of each 
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day in collecting wood for the family fire; and, during the night, I often 

took his tools, the use of which I quickly discovered, and brought 

home firing sufficient for the consumption of several days. (88) 

4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓtanding of society and desire to integrate are inherently 

human traits. Shelley emphasized the goodness of the creature as he strives to 

become a part of the greater unit. When he finally speaks to the older De Lacey 

the creature appeals to this fundamental trait of humanity that allows a society 

to form as factions grow larger. The sightless De Lacey does not question the 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȟ as without his abhorrent appearance, the creature shows 

every aspect of a man through his reasoning and his sympathy, traits which 

inspire eÍÐÁÔÈÙ ÉÎ $Å ,ÁÃÅÙȡ ȬȬ) ÁÍ ÐÏÏÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÅØÉÌÅȠ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÆÆÏÒÄ ÍÅ ÔÒÕÅ 

ÐÌÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ×ÁÙ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ Á ÈÕÍÁÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭȭ ɉρπωɊȢ $Å ,ÁÃÅÙ 

perhaps speaks falsely when he discusses the superior moral feeling of 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÓ ÉÓ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄȡ ȬȬ4Ï ÂÅ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÅÓÓ ÉÓ 

indeed to be unfortunate; but the hearts of men, when unprejudiced by any 

obvious self-interest, are full of brotherÌÙ ÌÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÁÒÉÔÙȢȭȭ ɉρπωɊ (És declaration 

ÓÅÅÍÓ ÎÁāÖÅȟ ÙÅÔ ÉÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÅÃÈÏ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÂÌÅ ÓÁÖÁÇÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

asserts that before being endowed with social feelings, man is inherently good, 

and it is society that makes him cruel. De Lacey may proclaim the inherent 

goodness in man, which is blinded by sÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÐÒÅÊÕÄÉÃÅ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱ. The 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÉÎÇȟ ÂÕÔ 

the children, representative of the citizens of society, cannot be swayed by the 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ugliness blinds them to his potential for humanity. The 

creÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÈÕÎÎÅÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÅ ÉÓ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱ, and perceived as a danger to the social 
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unit. The creature is treated cruelly because he is an outsider, and therefore a 

potential threat. It is this division between sameness and otherness that is 

inherently human and also necessarily cruel. Humanity is not humanity without 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÇÏÏÄÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ 

something more primal than humanity. Hence, perhaps it is not only 

monstrousness that is found within the abyss, but also goodness. This, however, 

conflicts with notion of morality belonging to humanity, as previously discussed. 

The creature only begins to act nefariously after he is rejected, first by burning 

the coÔÔÁÇÅÒȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÂÙ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÉÎÇ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍȡ ȰBelieve me, Frankenstein: I 

was benevolent; my soul glowed with love and humanity: but am I alone, 

ÍÉÓÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÁÌÏÎÅȩȱ (78). The appearance of the creature now has no bearing on 

his separation from humanity; even Justine who was accused of his crime was 

seen as too terriÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȡ ȰI could not consent to the death of 

any human being; but certainly I should have thought such a creature unfit to 

remain in the ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȱ (71). According to this perspective the creature, 

rather than being born an abyssal monster, has instead become submerged in 

the abyssal liminality that has made him a fiend, and despite his ugliness, his 

actions make him an abhorrence to society. Justine was cast out of society by 

death; the creature can never be punished for his actions as he was never part of 

civilization and its laws. )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȟ !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ(ÏÍÏ 3ÁÃÅÒȱ 

could be considered relevant. The creature is not acknowledged by society, and 

therefore cannot be considered human in terms of political life, only bare life. It 

is perhaps his treatment in this manner which causes him to commit criminal 

acts. As he is shunned as a criminal, he behaves like a criminal. Shelley could 
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therefore, in this manner, criticise certain societal institutions which help create 

the anthropological machine. Shelley insinuates that without even the most 

fundamental of social inclÕÓÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÁÅÍÏÎȱ.  Yet even at 

this stage the creature appeals to certain attributes of human society:  

The guilty are allowed, by human laws, bloody as they may be, to 

speak in their own defence before they are condemned Listen to me, 

Frankenstein. You accuse me of murder; and yet you would, with a 

satisfied conscience, destroy your own creature. Oh, praise the 

eternal justice of man! (78) 

(ÉÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÉÒÏÎÉÃȠ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ ȬÓÔÁÎÄ 

ÔÒÉÁÌȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÔÅÓ ÁÎÙ ÓÅÍÂÌÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÁÔÔÁÉÎȢ 

The monster is therefore conflicted, he loathes human society but also prescribes 

to it.  

The creature demonstrates in other ways his subservience to civilization; for 

example by showing religious understanding; hating and lording Frankenstein 

in equal measure, allowing himself to be ruled by his creator. Shelley shows 

religion to be an inherent part of a social being-it is natural for the creature to 

worship Frankenstein as well as loathe him, which is why he is so resentful: 

Remember, thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my height 

is superior to to thine; my joints more supple. But I will not be 

tempted to set myself in opposition to thee. I am thy creature, and I 

will be even mild and docile to my natural lord and king, if though wilt 

also perform thy part, that which thou owest me. (77) 
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4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ 

his isolation more unnatural. Again, he fits between humanity, which 

understands and is included in civilisation, and animality, which does not 

understand it and is not included. A being that knows society, but is not included, 

could also be considered a rendering of the abyss. 

In The Last Man Shelley demonstrates the effect of loneliness on civilized man; 

6ÅÒÎÅÙȭÓ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÓ ÈÉÍ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ being resembling the 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȡ ȰMy hair has become nearly grey-my voice, unused now to utter sound, 

comes strangely on my ears. My person, with its human powers and features, 

seems to me a monsÔÒÏÕÓ ÅØÃÒÅÓÃÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȱ (372). Verney experiences a 

regression due to the dramatic isolation of the protagonist. This novel published 

eight years after the first edition of Frankenstein could demonstrate the 

transformation from human to monster, and thus how closely we resemble the 

creature when we are deprived of social order. Shelley is not alone in using 

isolation as a zoomorphic tool. In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1798) the 

ÍÁÒÉÎÅÒȭÓ isolation induces him to find affinity with the animals of the sea, and 

even after he is saved he leads a singular, nomadic existence. Later in the century, 

H.G. Wells places his protagonists in positions of isolation from the rest of 

humanity, which in turn makes them into more animalistic beings. These 

examples are discussed in more depth later in this thesis.  

) ÈÁÖÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÆÏÒ 3ÏÕÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ 

demonstrates a desire for definition, if not as a human, as an animal instead. 

Furthermore, the request could represent the desire to begin a new society; if he 

is unable to become a part of humanity, the creature looks to create his own 
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society in 3ÏÕÔÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÆÅÍÁÌÅȡ ȰOn you it rests, whether I quit for ever 

the neighbourhood of man, and lead a harmless life, or become the scourge of 

your fellow-creatures, and the ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÓÐÅÅÄÙ ÒÕÉÎȱ (79). Rauch 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ 

findings leads to the ensuing tragedies. The creature demands the mate to 

attempt to verify hÉÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙȡ ȰBut the fact of the matter is that the 

monster, in asking for a mate, is merely trying to find a social context for his own 

ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȱ ɉςσρɊȢ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÄÅÎÉÁÌ of this potential is driven by the desire to 

preserve his own species from the potential threat of these stronger yet rational 

beings.  It is another societal drive; kill, or be killed.  

Shelley insinuates that humanity is formed through our social interactions. 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÂÁÒÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÖÅÎÇÅÆÕÌ 3ÁÔÁÎ ÆÒÏÍ -ÉÌÔÏÎȭÓ Paradise Lost.  I have previously discussed how 

although the creature directly links himself to Satan, Frankenstein can also be 

considered akin to the biblical antagonist. In equal measures, Frankenstein can 

be considered God-like, and the creature satanic. Like Satan, the monster is 

banished by his creator and instead inhabits a place so undesirable it enlarges 

the animosity towards Frankenstein. &ÏÒ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȟ (ÅÌÌ ÉÓ Á ÓÔÁÔÅ 

of being rather than a physical placeȟ Á ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ Paradise Lost puts 

into ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÁÓ 0ÏÌÌÉÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ ȰThe monster himself reflects that hell is an 

internal condition, which is intensified, if nÏÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄȟ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÌÏÎÅÌÉÎÅÓÓȱ 

(104). The creature was not born into the abyss, but was reduced to it due to 

neglect. Hunter asserts that the creature was created by a lack of familial 

influence ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȡ ȰShelley personified this conflation in a 
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creature that was a product of Enlightenment materialism, without the morality 

formed from familial connections or a ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȱ (135). 

Hunter argues that Shelley demonstrates a concern about scientific progress 

being ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ (ÕÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

purely corporeal body of man, and the implications it has on society.  The 

corporeal body is separated from society by ideas of natural creation and 

evolution which undermine the structure of civilization built on a specific dogma. 

The creature is a product what is conceived to be this uncivilised, inhuman 

pursuit of knowledge that strives to undermine the foundations of society. 

 Through this argument a creature has been discussed that is much closer to 

humanity than that which has been previously considered. In the next argument 

the gap will be closed and the creature will be demonstrated to be a 

personification of the part of ourselves that represents our link to animality. 

The Monster of the Mind 

3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÁÉÍ ÉÎ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ Frankenstein was to explore potential consequences of 

recent theories of life. However, it was also her intention to explore human 

nature itself; as Pollin notes in his discussion of her philosophical and literary 

ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓȡ ȰShe herself aptÌÙ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÏÎ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ςυȟ ρψςςȡ ȰLet me fearlessly 

descend into the remotest caverns of my own mind, carry the torch of self-

knowledge into its dimmest recessesȱ (107). The creature could therefore be 

used as a reflection of human nature, and our abhorrence at the corporeal, 

animalistic motivatÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÉÍÍÅÓÔ ÒÅÃÅÓÓÅÓȱ of our 

primitive minds.  Inspired by concepts of evolution that link humanity to other 

forms of life, she most likely felt various doubts and insecurities pertaining to the 
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individuality of humanity. These doubts perhaps led to an interpretation of the 

animalesque part of humanity that includes how it could be conceived and what 

ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÍÅÁÎȢ (ÅÒ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÓÔÏÒÙ Ȱ-ÁÔÈÉÌÄÁȱ, written soon after the publication of 

Frankenstein, demonstrates her desire to explore the dark drives of the human 

psyche. TÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȭÓ ÉÎÃÅÓÔÕÏÕÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ 

the story being banned for over a hundred years65. Shelley certainly used her 

writing to explore darker psychological themes, especially considering a 

Freudian approach to narrative pertaining to the Electra complex. My final 

interpretation conceives ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ &ÒÅÕÄÉÁÎ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱȠ ÅØÅÍÐÌÁÒÙ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ȰÕÎÃÁÎÎÙȱ, representing an inherent dichotomy that resides within the mind. 

The creature is consequently troubling because he stirs within ourselves the 

ȰÕÎÈÅÉÍÌÉÃÈȱȡ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓȟ the familiar stranger. 

+ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

of primal humanity. Kristeva writes that the corpse is something inherently 

abject because it neither represÅÎÔÓ ÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓȟ ÎÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÏÔÈÅÒȭ and in that absence 

of selfhood, neither life, nor death. The corpse is therefore a symbolically 

pertinent tool whil st considering that abhorrent part of ourselves that we cannot 

fully  ÄÅÓÅÒÔȟ ÁÓ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȡ ȰThe corpse, seen without God and outside of 

science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject. It is something 

from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from 

ÁÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȢȱ (4). According to this principle, a creature made of second-hand body 

parts is invoked to stir horror and revulsion. He is the epitome of death that has 

infected life, as life has infected his dead body parts; this principle stirs an 

                                                           
65 Mary Shelley, Matilda, London: Penguin, 1992 
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inherent revulsion within the psyche of humanity. The creature embodies a 

dichotomy that encourages us to reflect on what we are; the principles of death 

and the corporeal matter of which human beings are formed.  

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ is abhorred for his liminality-he serves as a reminder of 

our corporeal selves separated from the spiritual. Yet much of our corporeal self 

is psychological rather that materialȢ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ 

as not being corporeal, bÕÔ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȡ Ȱ&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÓÔÏÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÐÓÙÃÈÉÃ 

achievement, in Freudian terms, is the construction of a primal repression, 

whose constitutive role in psychic development is to structure the unconscious 

as an articulate erotogenic ÚÏÎÅȱ ɉψψφɊȢ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

creature represents an embodiment of the id. Once; again the creature is 

ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÔÁÇÏÎÉÓÔ -ÒȢ (ÙÄÅ ÏÆ 3ÔÅÖÅÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁȢ "ÏÔÈ -ÒȢ 

(ÙÄÅ ÁÎÄ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ are creations of scientists curious about the 

nature of manȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 3ÈÅÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒ ÂÏÔÈ 

ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÂÙ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÍÁÎȭÓ 

psyche into its component parts. By identifying the part of them that is primal, 

the animal part of the human, their reaction is horror.  They find a being that is 

neither subject nor object, neither self nor other, the perversion of this boundary 

is abhorrent. The scientists discover the contents of the space that separates man 

and animal, and compulsively reject their findings.  

The creature is now considered not as a separate entity from man, but an 

inherent principle part that is rejected by society and ÔÈÅ ÓÅÌÆȢ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ×ÁÒÎÉÎÇ 

against the products of ambition does not only point to concern over our roots 

as animals, but also to that inherently animalistic part of ourselves, which 
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remains unacknowledged by society and the self. My argument considers the 

psychological implications of the creature, and the ways in which he is used to 

explore the unchartered terrain of the mind. The final part of this chapter begins 

by considering this revelation of an animalistic other of humanity as a collective. 

&ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÈÁÌÌ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ 

psyche, aÎÄ ÓÕÂÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÏÆ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÅ ÁÌÓÏȢ !Ó 0ÅÒÃÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȰI 

have thus endeavoured to preserve the truth of the elementary principles of 

human nature, while I have not scrupled to iÎÎÏÖÁÔÅ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 

ɉσɊȢ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ discovery of true human nature. 

!Ô ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÉÎÔȟ -ÁÒÉÌÙÎÎ "ÕÔÌÅÒȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÒÅÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄȠ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

creature could be seen as the animalistic part of humanity that society 

ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÊÅÃÔȡ ȰAbove all it represents the attempt of an over-civili zed 

elite to reject its real past and its membersÈÉÐ ÏÆ Á ×ÉÄÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȱ 

(xlv). The novel could suggest the consequences of the rejection of this 

animalistic part of ourselves as we attempt to play God, and the abject product 

ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÏÎȡ ȰYou seek for knowledge and wisdom, as I once did; and I 

ardently hope that the gratification of your wishes may not be a serpent to sting 

ÙÏÕȟ ÁÓ ÍÉÎÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎȱ (17).  Frankenstein warns against scientific investigation 

because it inflicts pain. However, according to this perspective, the Promethean 

scientist is not punished by the Gods, but by his self. 

The creature himself, as discussed previously, through his own action and 

appearance remind us of our own corporeal selves. However, as a rational 

outsider he also has the ability to judge humanity himself; a technique Shelley 

uses to allow him the ability to verbalize and rationalize his response to the race: 
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Was man, indeed, at once so powerful, so virtuous, and magnificent, 

yet so vicious and base? He appeared at one time a mere scion of the 

evil principle, and at another as all that can be conceived of noble and 

godlike. To be a great and virtuous man appeared to be the highest 

honour that can befall a sensitive being; and to be base and vicious, as 

many on record have been, appeared the lowest degradation, a 

condition more abject than that of the blind mole or harmless worm. 

(95-96) 

The creature demonstrates the two sides of man; the noble, rational, virtuous 

side, and the blood thirsty, aggressive, violent side. Objectively he witnesses the 

goodness of man through observation and study, but his own personal 

experiences reveal another, darker side of humanityȡ ȰHere then I retreated, and 

lay down, happy to have found a shelter, however miserable, from the 

inclemency of the season, and ÓÔÉÌÌ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÂÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȱ (84). Jacques 

$ÅÒÒÉÄÁȭÓ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÃÁÔȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÂÁÒÂÁÒÉÃ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÐÔ 

in this regard. Shelley uses her creature, which represents neither man nor 

animal, to verbalize ÁÎ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÁÃÅȢ  

Shelley also demonstrates the duality of man through the words of Elizabeth 

,ÁÖÅÎÚÁȟ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ÃÏÎÄÅÍÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÐÒÁÖÉÔÙ 

of man:  

Before, I looked upon the accounts of vice and injustice, that I read in 

books or heard from others, as tales of ancient days, or imaginary 

evils; at least they were remote, and more familiar to reason than to 
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the imagination; but now misery has come home, and men appear to 

me as monsters thirsting for each ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÂÌÏÏÄȢ ɉχρɊ  

)Î ÍÁÎÙ ×ÁÙÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÒÅÁÃÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ 

more to the treatment of Justine by the justice systeÍȢ *ÕÓÔÉÎÅȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÉÓ ÉÒÏÎÉÃ, 

ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅ ÃÁÒÒÉÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÊÕÓÔÉÃÅȢ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ *ÕÓÔÉÎÅȭÓ trial, 

Shelley demonstrates the brutality of ÍÁÎȟ ÈÏ× ÁÓ Á ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÙ Ȱthirst for 

ÂÌÏÏÄȱ in response to crime. Elisabeth vocalises how on the surface societal 

doctrine like the law is based on wisdom and justice, yet underneath it is driven 

by the primal instincts of man to seek retribution. When removed from the 

brutalities of humanity, a positive view of human nature may be maintained. 

However, when the brutality of human nature is experienced, a more realistic 

notion of humanity is revealed.  

Not only is the creature representative of the dual aspects of man as a general 

concept, but also of Frankenstein himself, who is on many occasions 

demonstrated to ÂÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÕÒÍÏÉÌȡ ȰCan you wonder, that sometimes 

a kind of insanity possessed me, or that I saw continually about me a multitude 

of filthy animals inflicting on me incessant torture, that often extorted screams 

ÁÎÄ ÂÉÔÔÅÒ ÇÒÏÁÎÓȩȱ (123). Prior to this the creation of the creature was driven by 

his own mental instability when faced with the death of Caroline Beaufort, which 

caused his fear of human mortality. The dream that he experiences after the 

creaÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÆÅÁÒÓ, presenting his own difficulties with the 

corporeal nature of humanity: Ȱa shroud enveloped her (CarolÉÎÅȭÓɊ ÆÏÒÍȟ ÁÎÄ ) 

saw the grave-worms crawliÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÌÁÎÎÅÌȢȱ (57)  The creature is 

ÒÅÁÌȟ ÖÅÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ 7ÁÌÔÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÙÅÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ 
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he is perhaps Á ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÉÓ 

narrative Frankenstein is the only charaÃÔÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÂÅÁÒÓ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȡ ȰAfter 

passing several hours, we returned hopeless, most of my companions believing 

it to have beÅÎ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÃÏÎÊÕÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÙ ÆÁÎÃÙȢȱ (166) The creature could be 

interpreted as a mental formulation of Frankenstein; although shown to be a 

physical creation he is often connected to Frankenstein as more than this. In 

numerous ways Frankenstein and the creature become interchangeable.  

This principle is evident when Frankenstein attributes the crÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅÓ ÔÏ 

ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȡ ȰAs the memory of past misfortunes pressed upon me, I began to reflect 

on their cause-the monster whom I had created, the miserable daemon whom I 

had sent abroad inÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ (168). As the creator of the 

creature the murders are caused by &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȠ ÎÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓ ÈÅ 

ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÅÒ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙȡ ȬȬ(ÁÖÅ ÍÙ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÏÕÓ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ 

deprived you also, my dearest Henry, of life? Two I have already destroyed; other 

victims await their destiny, buy you, Clerval, my friend, my benefactor-Ȱ(148). 

4ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ Ï×Î (Ùde; a being born out of the neglected, 

destructive facets of human natureȡ ȰWilliam, Justine, and Henry-they all died by 

my ÈÁÎÄÓȱ (156). The inherent connection between Frankenstein and the 

creature is highlighted specifically when &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍ ÁÓ ȰÈÉÓ Ï×Î 

ÖÁÍÐÉÒÅȱȟ an acknowledgement that the creature is possessed by his own spirit:  

I considered the being whom I had cast among mankind, and 

endowed with the will and power to effect purposes of horror, such 

as the deed which he had now done, nearly in the light of my own 
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vampire, my own spirit let loose from the grave, and forced to destroy 

all that was dear to me. (57) 

Here Shelley demonstrates both the abject and the uncanny; the creature is 

neither Frankenstein, nor an outside force, as if he has let loose a Hyde-like part 

of his self that cannot be controlled. Shelley determines the problematic 

principle of life infected with death, that which the creature embodies; a personal 

compunction for self-destruction and the problematic relationship between the 

spirit and the body. 

The creature becomes a mirror of the scientist, as Frankenstein experiences 

elements of the creatureȭs life despite the surface impression of being 

ÊÕØÔÁÐÏÓÅÄȡ ȰI 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 ÓÏÕÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÇÕÉÓÈȢȱ (131) 

,ÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÍÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÇÕÉÌÔ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÕÆÆÅÒ ÓÏÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȢ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÆÁÔÅ 

and that of the creature become inherently intertwined. The creature follows 

him and murders his family, the situations are then reversed, and Frankenstein 

becomes the vengeful pursuer, following the creature through the Arctic. The 

delight of the creature at the chase shows that the dismissed element is now 

fiÎÁÌÌÙ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄȢ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

creature symbolize the conjoining of these two unnaturally separated elements 

of Frankenstein.  

So far, I have demonstrated that the creature personifies that animalistic, 

unconscious ignored part of ourselves. I now further develop the argument to 
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consider the novel as a platform of introspection for Mary Shelley personally, as 

she struggled with her own psychological concerns. Anthony Badalamenti writes 

about this aspect of the novel, focusing on how the creature can potentially 

depict a psychological representation of the problematic relationship between 

ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ 0ÅÒÃÙȡ ȰThus, the monster is here decoded as what Percy did to the 

love beÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ -ÁÒÙȱ66. Badalamenti makes numerous comparisons 

between the events of the book and the events in the lives of the Shelleys 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÁÒÙȭÓ 

ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÕÒÍÏÉÌȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ Öisits to Scotland, he argues, are 

ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÔÒÉÐ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ -ÁÒÙȭÓȢ $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȟ 

Mary was pregnant, and therefore working on a creation of her own (428). 

Badalamente argues that the novel is an expresÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÁÎÇÅÒ ÁÔ 0ÅÒÃÙȡ 

ȰThe eight-foot monster complains that not only is he alone, he is unique in the 

world and rejected by it. He accuses his maker of abandoning him, a feeling deep 

ÉÎ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÍÁËÅÕÐȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÒÅference to Percy, as well as her mother 

ÁÎÄ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȱ (429). It is more poignant, however, to consider the book a 

demonstration of anger at herself; the mortified, unloved creature, who is 

encouraged both to be hated and sympathetic. During the years leading up to the 

creation of the novel Mary Shelley had many reasons to be plagued with guilt and 

mortification, as Butler notes: 

 In the four and a half years from 1815 to mid-1819 she was to lose 

the first three of her four children. Her suffering over their deaths was 

                                                           
66 Anthony F Badalamenti, Why did Mary Shelley Write Frankenstein? Journal of Religion and 
Health, 2006. 45(3): (420) Subsequent page references in text. 
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complicated by her first realization that her own birth had caused the 

ÄÅÁÔÈ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȢ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÇÕÉÌÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

exercised by two pathetic and from her point of view reproachful 

suicides in the autumn of 1816: those of &ÁÎÎÙ )ÍÌÁÙȟ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÈÁÌÆ-

ÓÉÓÔÅÒȟ ÏÎ ω /ÃÔÏÂÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ (ÁÒÒÉÅÔ ɉ7ÅÓÔÂÒÏÏËɊ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȟ 0ÅÒÃÙȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ 

in November-December. (xiii) 

If she was to believe that her own creation and subsequent life was the cause of 

all this death, it is natural that she would create a creature to represent her own 

feelings of self-ÌÏÁÔÈÉÎÇȡ ȰWas I then a monster, a blot upon the earth, from which 

all men fÌÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÏÍ ÁÌÌ ÍÅÎ ÄÉÓÏ×ÎÅÄȩȱ (96). The suicide of Harriet Shelley, 

ÈÅÒ ÕÎÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÐÒÅÇÎÁÎÃÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÃÏÕÌd have induced 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÇÕÉÌÔȡ ȰI, not in deed, but iÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȟ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÅÒȱ (72). When 

considering the emotional turmoil inflicted on Shelley it is evident that there are 

various parallels between the creature and herself. Potentially, she recognises 

the animalistic side of herself that resembles the creature. The monster may 

represent, rather than a mere abstract concept, the guilt that she felt and must 

have subsequently attempted to ignoreȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÌÉËÅ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

abjection to his monster, Shelley rejects herself in an imaginative liminal space. 

The reason why the creature is so sympathetic is because she sees herself 

reflected within him. Therefore the more shameful instincts of the human mind 

that we attempt to repress can be found within the abyss.  

Conclusion 

The primary purpose of this chapter has been to demonstrate how the 

undiscovered and unsettling principles of humanity have been explored in 
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Frankenstein. In the first part of this argument, I focused on the contextual 

history of the novel, and how it relates to concepts of the abyssal divide 

separating man and animal. I further continued to discuss the liminality of the 

creature, envisioning him as a liminal being between animal and man, and 

therefore an abyssal resident. Throughout the second part of this argument I 

specifically focused on how the concept of the abyss can be considered in light of 

the novel.  Primarily, I argued that the novel demonstrates a gaping abyss that 

separates man from animal, using Cartesian ideas that stress how man is both 

corporeal and incorporeal, whilst the creature, like an animal, is purely 

corporeal. The gap narrowed however, as I further consider the perspective that 

social structure and civilization is what separated man from animal. The creature 

had a human yearning for civilization, but was denied it; he therefore cannot be 

considered fully human. Yet this yearning demonstrates how he differs from 

animals, so that he once again falls into a liminal space, which this time is slightly 

narrower . The third argument considered a bridging of the abyss, as the creature 

was conceived as an abjection of humanity. With the emergence of the theory of 

evolution, this rejected part of ourselves pertains to our animal origins. 

Therefore throughout the argument the gap between animal and man has been 

narrowed. I have also demonstrated that underneath traditional dogmatic 

opinions of the difference between man and animal, there is a fundamental doubt 

ÏÒ ÑÕÅÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ×Å ÄÅÆine ourselves as wholly 

separate.  

Perhaps when Shelley introspects, she sees a different way of conceiving man as 

separate from animal. Within the novel, higher feelings like prejudice, loathing, 
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and society are seen as fundamentally human. It is possible that she imagined 

these as restraints from an easier, simpler, more animalistic life, in which feelings 

like guilt and loneliness had no place: 

Alas! Why does man boast of sensibilities superior to those apparent 

in the brute; it only renders them more necessary beings. If our 

impulses were confined to hunger, thirst and desire, we might be 

nearly free; but now we are moved by every wind that blows, and a 

chance word or scene that that word may convey to us. (75) 

In this sense, it seems that Shelley lamentÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȠ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ 

ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏr natural man more pertinent, Shelley 

deÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs weakness at our exclusion of the 

animalistic aspects. Shelley also observes that higher human feeling causes 

human existence to be more problematic than the life of an animal. Perhaps, 

therefore, she is envious of the more natural life of an animal, spared from guilt, 

morality, and grief.  
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ȰI grin at thee, thou grinning whaleȱ the blurring of boundaries and animal Will  

in Moby Dick 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ) ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ -ÁÒÙ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÐÒÅ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÁÎ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

ideas pertaining to the origins of life, evolution, and the abyss. Shelley 

demonstrates, through the medium of her novel a myriad of doubts and 

insecurities. New ideas seemed to undermine an older form of knowledge, which 

caused the Shelley to question the place of man in her literature. Although 

Herman Melville was writing many years later, these doubts and insecurities 

remain evident in his work. They may even be more pronounced, as the ideas 

ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÒÁ× ÉÎ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ time had developed by the time he was writing. 

Like Frankensteinȟ (ÅÒÍÁÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ Moby-Dick (1851) is a primary example of 

Á ÌÁÙÍÁÎȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏnary theory in the early Darwinian time frame. 

Although not a scientist himself, he actively engaged with much of the scientific 

writing of the era, and famously acquired a copy of Voyages of the Beagle in 

184767. On the Origin of Species (1859)  was yet to be published, but science in the 

1850s was on the cusp of the revolutionary breakthrough that would transform 

much philosophical and religious thought. The atmosphere was primed for the 

publicatioÎ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÅÍÉÎÁÌ ×ÏÒËȢ 4here was gathering momentum 

behind theories of natural selection, but they were still yet to be effectively 

communicated, leading thinkers like Melville to consider and doubt the origins 

of humanity. The debate on the origins of life were likely a great part of his 

inspiration whil st writing Moby-Dick, ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱhorrible 

vultureism of earth! From which nÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÇÈÔÉÅÓÔ ×ÈÁÌÅ ÉÓ ÆÒÅÅȢȱ (278) His 

                                                           
67 Charles Darwin, E.J. Browne, and M. Neve, The Voyage of the Beagle. 1989: Penguin Adult. 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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statement reveals a pessimistic outlook on concepts of evolution; -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ 

attitude is uncannily similar to TennysonȭÓȟ ×Èo published In Memoriam (1849) 

just a few years earlierȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ȰÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÏÏÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÁ×ȱ.68 

Their writing is indicative of a widespread philosophical insecurity over 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ kingdom. This is observable in the 2015 film 

In The Heart of the Sea is based on the true story of The Essex that inspired Moby-

Dick.69 During a conversation between Captain Pollock and Owen Chase, Pollock 

ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ Ȱ7Å ÁÒÅ ÓÕÐÒÅÍÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÉÎ 'ÏÄȭÓ Ï×Î ÌÉËÅÎÅÓÓȢ %ÁÒÔÈÌy kings 

whose business it is to circumnavigate the planet bestowed to us. To bend nature 

ÔÏ ÏÕÒ ×ÉÌÌȢȱ In response, Chase questions ÔÈÉÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÆȡ Ȱ9ÏÕ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ÁÎ 

ÅÁÒÔÈÌÙ ËÉÎÇȩ 7ÅȭÒÅ ÓÐÅÃËÓȟ ÄÕÓÔȢȱ "Ù ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÃÅÎÅȟ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ ,ÅÁÖÉÔÔ ÄÒÁ×Ó 

atteÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÈÏ× ÄÏÕÂÔ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

individual within the early Darwinian period.  

There have been various authors who have approached the influence of Darwin 

ÏÖÅÒ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ×ÏÒË. Eric Wilson, however, asserts that much of previous work 

is ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÔÒÉÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 'ÁÌÁÐÁÇÏÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÁÒÅÓ ÕÎÃÁÎÎÙ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÉÔÉÅÓ 

ÔÏ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ Ï×Î ÔÒÉÐ70. His treatment of the question of man and animal, 

therefore, has perhaps not been explored to its full potential. James Hecht writes 

ÔÈÁÔ Ȭȣ-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ËÎÅ× ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈȟ 

after all, rationalizes the origin of species and dispenses with the mythos of divine 

ÁÒÔÉÆÉÃÅȭ71 (121). Melville as a religious man, yet also a scientific and philosophical 

                                                           
68 Alfred, Lord Tennyson,  In Memoriam, London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2003 
69 In the Heart of the Sea, Directed by Ron Howard, Birbank: Warner Bros, 2015 
70 Eric Wilson, Melville, Darwin, and the Great Chain of Being. Studies in American Fiction, 2000. 

28(2): p. 131. Subsequent page references in text. 
71 James Hecht, Scarcity and Compensation in Moby-Dick. The Massachusetts Review, 1999. 40(1): 

p. 111-130. Subsequent page references in text. 
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thinker was aware of the conflicts caused by evolution and how it affected the 

relationship between science and faith. This could partially explain how the 

novel is written like Hamlet; Ishmael left as Horatio, the only survivor after the 

devastation caused by the pursuit for vengeance of a dubious hero 72. The idea of 

the world being billions of years old is a notion Melville found engaging, but also 

tragic, leading to confused and somewhat contrary ideas of the whale. Within the 

novel he suggests that the whale predates man, which is indicative of the idea 

that man represents a short part of history:  

When I stand among these mighty Leviathan skeletons, skulls, tusks, 

jaws, ribs, and vertebrae, all characterized by partial resemblances to 

the existing breeds of sea-monsters; but at the same time bearing on 

the other hand similar affinities to the annihilated antichronical 

Leviathans, their incalculable seniors; I am, by a flood, borne back to 

that wondrous period, ere time itself can be said to begun; for time 

began with man. (408) 

4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ Ȱ4ÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔ #ÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ "ÅÉÎÇȱ ×ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

compromised by 'ÅÏÒÇÅÓ #ÕÖÉÅÒȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ of extinction, coupled with Charles 

,ÙÅÌÌȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ favour of uniformitarianism 73. The 

Ȱ'ÒÅÁÔ #ÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ "ÅÉÎÇȱ was an idea that achieved particular prominence during 

the Enlightenment, depicting a hierarchy that represented order and harmony in 

creation, implemented by divine forces. Concepts of evolution disturbed this 

harmonic order, demonstrating flaws with initial theories of creation.  

                                                           
72 Will iam Shakespeare, and G.R. Hibbard, Hamlet. 1998: Oxford University Press. 
73 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology: Or, The Modern Changes of the Earth and Its Inhabitants 
Considered as Illustrative of Geology. 1872: John Murray. Subsequent page references in text. 
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This chapter is split into five parts. The first of these considers the context in 

which Melville was writing. Following this I  begin the main body of the argument, 

in which humanityȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÏÕÒ different ways. 

The first of these is a focus on whaling and the objectification of the animal body, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÍÙ analysis of the novel. Focus 

on the abject is then extended into the next section in which I consider the 

blurring of boundaries and integration of bodies, specifically of Moby-Dick and 

#ÁÐÔÁÉÎ !ÈÁÂȢ ) ÔÈÅÎ ÔÕÒÎ ÍÙ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÔÏ Á ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭs theories 

ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ 

with animality. Finally I consider a more optimistic reading of the novel, which 

interacts wiÔÈ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕÉÁÎ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ.ÏÂÌÅ 3ÁÖÁÇÅȱ. From these elements 

I draw a conclusion. 

Eons of Doubt; Melville living on the brink of scientific revolution 

Within his Journal of a Visit to London and the Continent, documenting a trip 

which took place from 1849-1850, Melville describes one of his hosts, Mrs. 

Lawrence as ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇ Ȱto the category of the female sex there are no words to 

express my abhorrence of, I hate her not - I only class her among the persons 

made oÆ ÒÅÐÔÉÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÁ×ÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȢȱ74 Although wri tten humorously, Melville 

explicitly describes Mrs Lawrence as a lower class of life. Melville wrote this very 

close to the time that he acquired a copy of Voyages of the Beagle, and shortly 

before he started writing Moby-Dick. By including this link between animal and 

ÍÁÎȟ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÂÏÔÈ ÈÏ× $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ preliminary work was at the 

                                                           
74 H. Melville, and E.M. Metcalf, Journal of a Visit to London and the Continent: 1849-1850. 1948: 
Harvard University Press. 
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forefront of his mind, and how it inspired him to consider the relationship 

between human and animal.  

It is important to note that, at the time in which Melville was writing, the 

scientific community was being primed for DarwinȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȢ On the Origin of 

Species, published in 1859 followed the publication of Moby-Dick by only eight 

years, however $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÔÏÏË ÈÉÍ Ô×ÅÎÔÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 

although On the Origin of Species ×ÁÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÅÍÉÎÁÌ 

×ÏÒËȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÍÁÎÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȢ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ 

scientific career, there were a variety of advancements that made it possible for 

him to introduce the theory of natural selection. Charles Lyell, for example, was 

ÏÎÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓȢ "Ù ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ 

uniformitarianism, he became one of the most well established scientists of the 

early Darwinian period. Another important figure to publish at this time was 

2ÏÂÅÒÔ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÓȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅÄ Á ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

own, yet without the scientific credibility. 

Uniformitarianism is a concept necessary for the acceptance of ideas of evolution 

because it allows for the immense time frame required. It argues against ideas of 

catastrophism proffered by William Buckland that explain the findings of Cuvier 

by suggesting that a series of great world events caused the mass extinction of 

previous species. Buckland, by offering this explanation, effectively explained the 

existence of fossils without upsetting traditional biblical ideas.75 As John 

!ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÎÏÔÅÓȟ "ÕÃËÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÄÏÃÔÏÒÁÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÄÉÖÉÎÉÔÙȟ ÎÏÔ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÓÏ ÈÉÓ ÖÅÓÔÅÄ 

                                                           
75 John R. Armstrong, ȰWilliam Buckland in Retrospectȱ, PSCF 42 (March 1990): 34-38. 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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interest was in preserving ChrÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÄÏÇÍÁȢ "ÕÃËÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÄ the 

biblical ÂÒÅÖÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ &ÌÏÏÄ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ 

been one of these catastrophic events. Uniformitarianism, however, argues for a 

ÓÌÏ×ÅÒ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÂÙ ÈÅÁÔ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅȢ *ÁÍÅÓ (ÕÔÔÏÎ 

had previously explored the concept in 1785, when considering heat as an agent 

in geology. Patsy A Gerstner, however, illustrates how his ideas were dismissed 

by many scientists of thÅ ÅÒÁ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ȰÃÁÌÏÒÉÃȱ or a material 

substance.76 !Ó 'ÅÒÓÔÎÅÒ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÓȟ Ȱarguments against Hutton continued until 

the time of Charles LyellȢȱ (361) When Lyell was writing, however, science had 

dramatically shifted and his work cemented the concept as the true mechanism 

which formed the world. Lyell, a student of Buckland, developed concepts 

proffered by Hutton, and made them acceptable within the scientific community. 

Roy Porter writes that in his autobiographical account Lyell considered himself 

ÔÈÅ ȰÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÓÁÖÉÏÕÒ ÏÆ ÇÅÏÌÏÇÙȱ77. Porter further argues that he freed science 

Ȱfrom the old dispensation of -ÏÓÅÓȱ (91) to some extent. The heretical 

implications of this theory are clear; by allowing for a longer timescale, Lyell 

revealed the more dissenting inferences of an extensive time frame. Furthermore 

Porter argues that this extended time period of the earth forced humanity out of 

the centre of the creation. Being a relatively new addition, humanity was no 

longer the centre of the world anymore:  

                                                           
76 0ÁÔÓÙ !Ȣ 'ÅÒÓÔÎÅÒȭȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ *ÁÍÅÓ (ÕÔÔÏÎͻÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ (ÅÁÔ ÁÓ Á 'ÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ !ÇÅÎÔȭȟ The 
British Journal of the History of Science, 5:4, 1971, pp. 353-362 Subsequent page references in 
text. 
77 Roy Porterȟ ȬCharles Lyell and the Principles of the History of Geologyȭ, The British Journal for 
the History of Science, 9:2, Lyell Centenary Issue: Papers Delivered at the Charles Lyell 
Centenary Symposium, London, 1975 (Jul., 1976), pp. 91-103 Subsequent page references in 
text. 
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For Lyell, so many theories of the earth had been scientifically useless 

because the earth had been conceived anthropocentrically and 

ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÍÏÒÐÈÉÃÁÌÌÙȣ/ÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

courage to stare resolutely into a world of infinite space and time, and 

to admit squarely that man is not the sole end of existence. (93-94) 

Lyell was, perhaps, the most important contributor to the theory of evolution 

before Darwin. His theories of uniformitarianism laid the groundwork needed 

for the acceptance of the theory of natural selection. It gave Charles Darwin the 

necessary timescale that he needed to develop his theory. Despite the evident 

implications of his work, however, Lyell was not keen to associate his work with 

ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȢ 0ÏÒÔÅÒ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÈÉÌÓÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ,ÙÅÌÌȭÓ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅ 

towards the wider implications of his work:  

Lyell sought to preserve the dignity of man at the same time as freeing 

the earth for geological science. But Lyell's distinction between man 

and geology was, however, formal and superficial-a defensive reflex, 

specifically to reading Lamarck. Right from I830 Lyell was trapped in 

that web of religious and humanistic projections upon the earth for 

which he was so eager to ridicule and rebuke others. (94) 

The situation was difficult for Lyell. Despite his ardent desire to progress the field 

of geological sciences, he was wary of concepts of evolution. He was particularly 

ardent to maintain distance from thinkers like Jean-Baptiste Lamark, whose had 

outlined his own theory ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ,ÁÍÁÒËÉÓÍȱ in Philosophie 
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Zoologique (1809)78. His idea, despite being acknowledged as a forerunner for 

evolution, was ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ ,ÙÅÌÌȭÓ ÍÉÓÇÉÖÉÎÇÓ 

were not unreasonable, for despite targeting the right area of study, LamarcËȭÓ 

explanations of evolution seemed to lack credibility . He rightly observes 

adaptations of animals, but wrongly attributes them to changes that occur within 

ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭs lifeÔÉÍÅȟ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ 

of fact is in all times and places operative on living bodies; but what makes this 

influence difficult to perceive is that it effects only become perceptible or 

ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÁÂÌÅ ɉÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓɊ ÁÆÔÅÒ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅȢȱ79 Although he 

attributed the change in species to eons of time, the mechanism he suggests is 

farcical, perhaps even creating a setback for concepts of evolution. Even Darwin, 

when writing to Hooker in 1844 described LamarcËȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ Ȱveritable 

ÒÕÂÂÉÓÈȱ80. It is therefore perhaps understandable why Lyell was unwilling to 

entertain concepts of evolution.     

,ÙÅÌÌ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÅÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰProgressÉÖÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÃ ÌÉÆÅȱ in his 

Principles of Geology (1830-1833).81 He made reference specifically to the 

incomplete nature of evidence-how despite the discovery of new evidence, we 

have yet to have achieved enough knowledge to infer such a thing as the 

progression of species. 

                                                           
78 Jean-Baptiste Lamark, Philosophie Zoologique, Editions Flammarion:1994 
79 *ÅÁÎ "ÁÐÔÉÓÔÅ ,ÁÍÁÒÃËȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ 0ÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÓÔȭȟ Literature and Science in the Nineteenth 
Century, Oxford: Oxford World Classics, 2009. Subsequent page references in text. 
80 Charles Darwin in correspondence with Joseph Hooker, November 10th-11th, 1844 
81 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology, Project Gutenberg: 2010, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/33224/33224 -h/3 3224-h.htm Accessed 20th March 2015 
Subsequent page references in text. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/33224/33224-h/33224-h.htm


Tabitha Kan 115 
 

Our knowledge, therefore, of the living creation of any given period of 

the past may be said to depend in a great degree on what we 

commonly call chance, and the casual discovery of some new 

localities rich in peculiar fossils may modify or entirely overthrow all 

our previous generalizations. (146) 

Lyell further argues that just because we do not have evidence of a certain 

species being alive within a certain era, does not mean that they were not. He 

explains that the acquisition of evidence is purely a matter of chance, and we 

have no way to infer certain generalisations when we are also missing much 

more evidence that may or may noÔ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȡ ȰTime so enormous as that 

contemplated by the geologist may multiply exceptional cases till they seem to 

constitute the rule, and so impose on the imagination as to lead us to infer the 

non-existence of creatures of which no monuments hÁÐÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÁÉÎȢȱ (146) 

Lyell suggests that many creatures may have existed previously without us 

having any remaining evidence of their presence. Lyell therefore relies on our 

ignorance as a species to justify arguing against principles of evolution. This 

movement against the idea by a man so well aware of the evidence demonstrates 

the aversion felt by many when faced with the concept of evolution. By rejecting 

the progressive development of species, Lyell subscribed to popular belief, 

whilst also demonstrating his own insecurities about evolutionary theory. 

Lyell summarises his position, by demonstrating that though adaptability of the 

earth is evident, adaptability of life cannot be proven. According to Lyell, 

inorganic changes are certain and evident, but adaptation of life is far from likely: 
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From the earliest period at which plants and animals can be proved 

to have existed, there has been a continual change going on in the 

position of land and sea, accompanied by great fluctuations of climate. 

To these ever-varying geographical and climatal conditions the state 

of the animate world has been unceasingly adapted. No satisfactory 

proof has yet been discovered of the gradual passage of the earth 

from a chaotic to a more habitable state, nor of any law of progressive 

development governing the extinction and renovation of species, and 

causing the fauna and flora to pass from an embryonic to a more 

perfect condition, from a simple to a more complex organization. 

(146) 

After justifying his inability to cohere with concepts of evolution, Lyell then 

tackles how this translates to concepts of the origins of human life: 

If, then, the popular theory of the successive development of the 

animal and vegetable world, from the simplest to the most perfect 

forms, rests on a very insecure foundation; it may be asked, whether 

the recent origin of man lends any support to the same doctrine, or 

how far the influence of man may be considered as such a deviation 

from the analogy of the order of things previously established, as to 

weaken our confidence in the uniformity of the course of nature. 

(147) 

Lyell rejected the idea that humanity was relatively new, and derived from other 

animal species. He established this by arguing that species may have outlived the 

land on which their fossils are fouÎÄȡ ȰTerrestrial species, therefore, might be 
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older than the continents which they inhabit, and aquatic species of higher 

antiquity than the lakes ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÏ× ÐÅÏÐÌÅȢȱ (148) The explanation 

given by such an intelligent, well informed scientist seems absurd now, that 

species can be more permanent than the land on which they live. Yet, in a time 

when evolution seemed so unlikely, and scientists had been schooled in the 

Christian faith, it perhaps appeared the more likely possibility. Lyell further 

concludes: 

If this be admitted, it would not follow, even if there were sufficient 

geological evidence in favor of the theory of progressive 

development, that the creation of man was the last link in the same 

chain. For the sudden passage from an irrational to a rational animal, 

is a phenomenon of a distinct kind from the passage from the more 

simple to the more perfect forms of animal organization and instinct. 

To pretend that such a step, or rather leap, can be part of a regular 

series of changes in the animal world, is to strain analogy beyond all 

reasonable bounds .(148) 

These remarks were made in the ninth edition of Principles of Geology. 

Throughout the first nine editions printed of the book, he remained loyal to his 

initial evaluations pertaining to evolution, despite being in regular conversation 

with Darwin. It was not until his tenth edition, that he finally made an allowance 

for evolution. 

)Ô ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓt. Étienne 

Geoffroy Saint-(ÉÌÁÉÒÅȭÓ ȰÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÓÉÓȱ approached concepts of evolution from 

an environmental effects perspective. Jean-"ÁÐÔÉÓÔÅ ,ÁÍÁÒÃËȭÓ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ 
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similarly considered the transmutation of species an effÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭÓ 

environment-ÁÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ,ÁÍÁÒËȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ 

×ÅÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÆÁÒÆÅÔÃÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÉÄÉÃÕÌÏÕÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÓȭ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ 

came closest to those of Darwin ÂÅÆÏÒÅ !ÌÆÒÅÄ 2ÕÓÓÅÌ 7ÁÌÌÁÃÅȭÓȢ 0ÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙȟ 

Vestiges of Natural Creation (1844) was published anonymously, and it was only 

ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ82. Richard Yeo describes 

the importance of his work, regarding adaptation of species, and furthermore 

ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÎȡ ȰIn spite of his criticism of Jean Baptiste Lamarck, 

Chambers' work revived the prospect of a connection between science and 

materialism, an association which had political implications in the aftermath of 

ÔÈÅ &ÒÅÎÃÈ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȢȱ83 Furthermore, Yeo notes how crucial it was for the 

scientific commÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÊÅÃÔ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÓȭ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÎÃÔÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

relationship between religion and science:  

But by associating science with controversial materialist ideas in a 

work of popular circulation, Chambers threatened the rationale of 

this strategy and the harmony of science and religion it represented. 

In order to restore this alliance, and to preserve the religious and 

social respectability of science, it was crucial to show not only that the 

theories in the book were false and dangerous, but that the work itself 

could not be classified as "scientific." (11) 

                                                           
82 Robert Chambers, T.C. Savill, and J. Churchill, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation. 1844: 
John Churchill, Princes Street, Soho. Subsequent page references in text. 
83 Richard Yeo, Science and Intellectual Authority in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Britain: Robert 
Chambers and "Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation" Victorian Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1 
(Autumn, 1984), (10). Subsequent page references in text. 
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The book was a best seller, and reached a wide readership, but despite an 

ÅØÃÅÌÌÅÎÔ ÌÁÙÍÁÎȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÓ ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ 

recognised by the scientific community. Nevertheless, within his book, he does 

outline a theory which demonstrates uncanny similarities to Darwinism:  

It has been already intimated, as a general fact, that there is an 

obvious gradation amongst the families of both the vegetable and 

animal kingdoms, from the simple lichen and animalcule respectively 

up to the highest order of dicotyledonous trees and the mammalia. 

Confining our attention, in the meantime, to the animal kingdom-it 

does not appear that this gradation passes along one line, on which 

every form of animal life can be, as it were, strung; there may be 

branching or double lines at some places; or the whole may be in a 

circle composed of minor circles, as has been recently suggested. But 

still it is incontestable that there are general appearances of a scale 

beginning the simple and advancing to the complicated. (192) 

Similarly to Darwin, Chambers notices that species are developed, but more 

particularly that their development is not linear, using the image of a branch 

instead to explain his hypothesis. The concept of a branch further lends itself to 

the illustration of the entangled bank that Darwin discusses at the end of On the 

Origin of Species. In this manner, Chambers anticipates Darwinian theory, and 

demonstrates how concepts of evolution had already been surfacing and 

developing. By discussing adaptation, Chambers identified the incremental 

adaptation of species as a slow process,: 
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Starting from the primeval germ, which, as we have seen, is 

the representative of a particular order of full-grown animals, we find 

all others to be merely advances from that type, with the extension of 

endowments and modification of forms which are required in each 

particular case; each form, also, retaining a strong affinity to that 

which precedes it, and tending to impress its own features on that 

which succeeds. (192-193) 

Chambers theories were dismissed as unsciÅÎÔÉÆÉÃȟ ÁÓ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ 9ÅÏ ÎÏÔÅÓȡ ȰThe 

Vestiges, as it came to be called, met with a deluge of criticism. The charges 

brought against the author were serious ones lack of practical research, second-

hand knowledge, and disregarÄ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÐÅÒ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓȢȱ (5) This is perhaps 

because, as Yeo further discusses: 

Men of science were not differentiated from other educated groups 

by formal training, and the status of science was not secured by an 

institutionalized career structure such as that which characterized 

the legal, medical, and clerical professions. This situation supported a 

general discussion of science but it also meant that men of science 

were compelled to defend the claims of science in a public forum 

against powerful opponents such as the clergy. (9) 

!Ó 9ÅÏ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȰScientists had to establish the domain of natural 

knowledge as their own, and monitor the boundaries between science and 

ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȱ. (9) There was a form of anarchy within the scientific community; any 

man could become a man of science, and yet because of this, their authority 

would always be questioned. Robert ChambersȭÓ work was highly controversial, 



Tabitha Kan 121 
 

therefore any weakness in evidence would have been taken advantage of, which 

is why Darwin took so long to publish On the Origin of Species.  Being fully aware 

of the scrutiny that his work would be subjected to, Darwin knew that the 

evidence he needed to provide should be infallible. Darwin recognised that 

Chambers did much to ready people for his forthcoming theories, and after his 

death in 1871, he wrote to his daughter Annie Dowie explaining how:  

Several years ago I perceived that I had not done full justice to a 

scientific work which I believed and still believe he was intimately 

connected with, and few things have struck me with more admiration 

than the perfect temper and liberality with which he treated my 

conduct.84  

0ÅÒÈÁÐÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÓȭ ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÖÉÔÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȢ 

It is important to note that, like Chambers, Melville was a layman with a marked 

interest in science. Chambers, as a layman with a particular interest, 

demonstrates how the general public was able to assimilate the science of the 

time.  Similarly to Chambers, Melville, as an active thinker and participant in the 

scholarly atmosphere can be considered an exemplary well-educated recipient 

ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇÓȢ  

William Howarth illustrates the parallels in life choices made by Melville and 

Darwin, who were equally charged characters forced to refleÃÔ ÏÎ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ 

nature through their individual experiences.85 Howarth identifies similarities 

                                                           
84 Charles Darwin in correspondence with Annie Dowie, March 24th, 1871 
85 William Howarth, Earth Islands: Darwin and Melville in the Galapagos. Iowa Review, 2000. 
30((30:3)): p. 95-113. Subsequent page references in text. 
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ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎ ÁÎÄ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÓÈÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÖÏÙÁÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÏÏË ÔÈÅÍ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

Galapagos: 

Charles Darwin called at the Galapagos in 1835 and Herman Melville 

arriv ed in 1841. Both men were in their twenties, on global voyages 

with similar agendas. Their principle work was to forage: Darwin 

remained a month to gather specimens and notes for the HMS Beagle, 

a ship outfitted for research but also secretly inspecting Spanish 

ÃÏÌÏÎÉÁÌ ÄÅÆÅÎÃÅÓȢ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ×ÅÎÔ ÁÓÈÏÒÅ ÂÒÉÅÆÌÙ ÔÏ ÇÌÅÁÎ ÆÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÅÌ 

for the Acushnel, a New Bedford whaler. (99) 

Considering these similarities it is evident why Melville was attracted to 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ The Voyage of the Beagle. His own observations of the 

Galapagos as he took a similar journey would have engaged Melville on a 

personal level when family misfortune left him questioning philosophically 

many life truths that he had taken for granted86. Howarth divulges a number of 

similaritie s between the two men, whose querying self-reflection was fed by 

thÅÉÒ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȡ ȰBoth young men faced disapproving fathers, and 

both rebelled by running away to sea. There they found second lives, gaining new 

visions to replace paternal valuÅÓȢ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÃÁÌÌ ÌÁÙ ÉÎ ÒÏÃËÓ ÐÌÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȠ 

a new way to see Creation. Melville discovered the indigenous people of the 

0ÁÃÉÆÉÃȱ (107). However, as Howarth further argues, the similarity ends when 

considering how the two men processed their new information and experiences: 

ȰDarwin seized science and moved toward it. Melville rebelled against Scripture, 

                                                           
86 Elizabeth Hardwick, Herman Melville. London: Penguin, 2000 Subsequent page references in 
text. 
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yet never escaped it. He was stuck in an old narrative, the creationist story of 

GenesiÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÉÓÏÂÅÄÉÅÎÃÅȢȱ (111). In this manner, similarities 

between Melville and Lyell can be drawn, through their reluctance to accept 

evolutionary concepts. ,ÙÅÌÌȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÈÏ× ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

intelligent a thinker might be, it was difficult for any individual of the time to 

attest to the concepts of evolution, which inherently linked humanity to animal. 

Though both Darwin and Melville had similar experiences at sea, their differing 

personalities led them to pursue varying thesis on the matter of life and 

humanityȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȢ $Árwin after time and consideration coined a 

theory that consolidated his findings in the Galapagos, whereas Melville used 

creative means as catharsis to explore his doubts. According to Howarth, whilst 

using the clinical scientific method Darwin creates something new, whereas 

hindered by doctrine Melville only found divergence: 

Although Darwin often notes in The Voyage of the Beagle that birds 

roost or nest to sustain feeding habits, Melville sees this special order 

as a malevolent hierarchy. In his islands, birds dive upon fish or infant 

turtles, sea lions battle for mates, species constantly prey on others 

or compete against their own. Darwin eventually calls such behaviour 

natural selection, but in Moby-$ÉÃË -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÓÅÅÓ ÉÔ ÁÓ Ȱhorrible 

vulturism of the earthȱ; a destructive voracity that holds all creatures 

in thrall, even the mighty whale. (107) 

.ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ findings from the Galapagos had their own unique effect 

on Melville, whose own personal tragedies and hardships had given him a less 

than rose tinted view on life.  
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In the novel, Melville often writes like a naturalist, perhaps imitating Darwin and 

his coÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÉÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ Ȱ#ÅÔÏÌÏÇÙȱ:  

Now the various species of whales need some sort of popular 

comprehensive classification, if only an easy outline one for the 

present, hereafter to be filled in all its departments by subsequent 

laborers. As no better man advances to take this matter in hand, I 

hereupon off my own poor endeavors. (117)  

4ÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȱ of the whale is written in a style almost 

like a textbook, which is relevant considering the IshmaelȭÓ ÐÁÓÔ ÁÓ Á 

schoolteacher, mirroring that of Melville himself. It is apparent that Melville 

considers the whaling ship a place for amateur observation scientificallyȡ ȰFor 

many years past the whale-ship has been the pioneer in ferreting out the 

remotest and least known parts of the earth. She has explored seas and 

archipelagos which had no chart, where no Cook or Vancouver had ÅÖÅÒ ÓÁÉÌÅÄȢȱ 

(97) Melville here announces through the voice of Ishmael the element of 

exploration which he attributes to whaling. It could be argued that Ishmael in the 

novÅÌ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÈÉÎËÅÒȱ aboard the ship, putting individuals 

like the fictional Ishmael and his creator, Melville, in the same category as Darwin 

on his voyage with The Beagle. Although a layman, and not an expert of science 

of cetology, the desire for knowledge and philosophical pursuits would make 

Melville feel an affiliation to a sea born naturalist.  
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David C. Leonard suggests that Melville adhered to Cartesian ideas about the 

vortex suggested in his unprinted book The World87.  These ideas tainted his view 

on the world with a nihilistic scepticism which would have had a profound effect 

ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȡ ȰAs a result of his knowledge of Cartesianism, Melville 

views nature as an impersonal mechanism that runs without  human or divine 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÁÆÆÉÎÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ #ÁÒÔÅÓÉÁÎÉÓÍ ÁÌÉÅÎÁÔÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÆÒÏÍ 

the main currents of nineteenth-ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄÅÎÔÁÌ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȱ (109). Unlike 

Mary Shelley, who drew on Descartes fairly conservative views on dualism, 

Melville, according to Leonard, was inspired by Descartes dissenting concepts. In 

ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ,ÅÏÎÁÒÄȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅͻÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ $ÅÓÃÁÒÔes 

problematized certain ideas such as concepts of Christianity and God. It also 

undermines the concept of the Great Chain of Being, a prevalent and accepted 

idea that dates from Plato and Aristotle that was about to be overturned by On 

the Origin of Species. The concept was developed during the Renaissance by a 

variety of philosophers, but specifically by Leibniz, explored by Arthur Lovejoy88. 

The ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ4ÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔ #ÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ "ÅÉÎÇȱ is that there is a definite all-

encompassing hierarchy for everything within a continuous chain linking the 

lowest common denominator to God. The notion was threatened by the idea of 

extinction, which suggested that species are not continuous, further insinuating 

that there must therefore be a breaking of the chain. Catastrophism, however, 

was seen as a way of perhaps consolidating this idea with Christian doctrine, 

suggesting that the reason for extinction was a catastrophe like the Flood, or 

                                                           
87 David C. Leonard, The Cartesian Vortex in Moby-Dick. American Literature, 1979. 51(1): p. 105-

109. Subsequent page references in text. 
88 Arthur.O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea. 2009: Transaction 

Publishers. 
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multiple catastrophes that wiped out certain species. Yet it was not until On the 

Origin of Species that this theory of existence was scientifically toppled, although 

the work that was being forwarded by other scientists did start to show cracks 

in this Great Chain. The breaking of the chain, according to Wilson in particular, 

was influential on Melville, and within his writing of Moby-Dick. 

Tyrus Hillway is scathing oÆ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

amateurish.89 (Å ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰȣÈÉÓ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÈÁÐÈÁÚÁÒÄ ÒÁÔÈer 

ÔÈÁÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÏÒ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈȢȱ (411). Hillway is somewhat dismissive of 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÑÕÅÒÙÉÎÇ ×ÈÙ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ Journals did not feature more 

ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔÌÙ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÎÏÖÅÌȟ ×ÈÉÌÓÔ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ /ÌÉÖÅÒ 'ÏÌÄÓÍÉÔÈȭÓ 

A History of the Earth and Animated Nature (1774)90 and his incorrect ideas of 

science, for example, the refusal to accept Linnaean concepts that establish the 

whale as a mammal. Yet this approach, if it is amateurish, only adds to my insight. 

The absorption and understanding of evolutionary theory by the layman is not 

always perfect, and many misconceptions are common, even today. It 

demonstrates, even if mistaken, one way that scientific evidence was absorbed 

by the writer in the nineteenth century. In many cases, there would be widely 

ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÍÉÓÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȢ )Æ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÒÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ 

education was indeed incomplete, it is not necessarily harmful for this study, as 

I am still able to glean understanding of the perception of science at the time. 

Contrary to Hillway, Eric Wilson discusses instead how acute and subtle 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÇÒÁÓÐ ÏÎ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÁÎ Ôheory was, despite perhaps not having the most 

                                                           
89 Tyrus. Hillway, Melville's Education in Science. Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 1974. 

16(3): p. 411-425. 
90 Oliver Goldsmith, A History of the Earth and Animated Nature, London: Caxton Press, 1824 
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impressive grasp of contemporÁÒÙ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȡ ȰAlthough Melville was not deeply 

read in evolutionary science, Moby-Dick (1851) prophetically details the great 

ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÕÐÈÅÁÖÁÌ ÏÆ ρψυωȡ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓȭ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ On the Origin of 

SpeciesȢȱ(131) Wilson argues that the contrast between Ahab and Ishmael 

exemplifies the outdated ideas of the Great Chain of Being, and the new science 

that more accurately described the universe. He further argues that Melville pre-

empted many of the ideas Darwin communicated in On the Origin of Species 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȢ 7ÉÌÓÏÎȭÓ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÆÁÒ-fetched, although 

ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȢ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÐÒÅ-emption of Darwinian Theory is 

improbable as his grasp of science was unlikely to be so astute; nevertheless, the 

argument Wilson proffers highlights some interesting and uncanny moments of 

relevance to Darwinian Theory. 

I have ÃÌÁÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÍÁÙ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔȟ 

scientific matters were within the forefront of his mind, and definitely influenced 

his writing. The zeitgeist in which Melville was writing was one of academic 

tension, as recent scientific work was building to the Darwinian climax. Now I 

shall consider how his absorption of ideas affected his writing within Moby-Dick, 

specifically focusing on his portrayal of humanity, symbolic use of the whale, and 

characterization of Ahab, to explore how his writing of Moby-Dick can be read as 

Á ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ  

Whaling and the Objectification of the Animal Body 

One of the most marked aspects of Moby-Dick is the presentation of the whale. 

Before any other consideration of liÆÅȟ 'ÏÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs place in the world, 

Moby-Dick is a novel about the practice of whaling, a profession that inherently 
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links the human with the animal body. From the resources harvested from 

whaling, humanity was furthered throughout the industrial revolution. It is a 

discipline that profits from the mutilation and disassembly of an animal body to 

drive human endeavours; a fact that might have been foremost in MelÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ 

thought whilst he wrote. Humanity, throughout the industrial revolution of the 

nineteenth century, was accelerating faster than ever, yet much of the success of 

man was reliant on the use of natural resources, like the whale. Therefore, within 

the novel there is an inherent undertone ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÒËÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs 

ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÁÓ Á ÔÏÏÌȟ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

integrated into society. The whale is part of humanities development, and in this 

way it contributes to any advancements. Philip Armstrong discusses how the 

industrial revolution problematize d the relationship between the animal and the 

human:  

That the animal, dead or alive, should figure at the center of these 

histor ical and economic shifts is no surprise. Over its two-hundred- 

year history, industrialization has produced, among its other effects- 

urbanization, degradation of the economic status of women, 

redefinition of labor structures, environmental depredation-a 

radically altered relationship between humans and other animals. 91 

This radical alteration of the relationship between animals and humanity is vital 

to consider within my study. Armstrong argues that modern farming techniques 

have succeeded in creating distance between humans and animals. In this 

                                                           
91 Philip Armstrong, "Leviathan is a Skein of Networks": Translations of Nature and Culture in 
Moby-Dick Author(s): Source: ELH, Vol. 71, No. 4 (Winter, 2004), 1040 
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manner, the gap between humans and animals has widened. No longer do we 

nurture or kill the animal ourselves. !Ó !ÒÍÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓȡ Ȱgeo- graphical and 

psychological gaps have widened between an increasingly urbanized human 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȢȱ (1040) 

The novel is written with a number of distractions from the primary narrative 

that focuses on the body of the whale as a specimen. Laura Barratt explores 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÔÏÕÒÓ in her assessment of the abject within the novel: 

ȰMoby-Dick exults in descriptions of bodies-of a variety of species-and bodily 

fluids, but those bodies are ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÍÕÔÉÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÎ ÎÏÔȢȱ92 Barratt speaks of 

human and animal bodies and the emphasis on their physicality through morbid 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ "ÁÒÒÁÔÔȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÁÎ 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ 

body. Armstrong further focuses on the whaler; how he functioned as a figure in 

nineteenth century society: ȰHis experience routinely alternated between 

dangerous encounters with the vast materiality of the living animal and its 

reduction to dead and partial resources, a commodity to be measured by the 

barrel, reified by the factory ship's technological procedures and its 

ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÁÂÏÒȢȱ (1040) 4ÈÅ ȰÖÁÓÔ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÉÔÙȱ is especially important in 

this context. By focusing his attentions in this mannerȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ 

ÁÂÊÅÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ The Powers of Horror.  

                                                           
92  Laura Barrett "[T]he ungraspable phantom of life": Incompletion and Abjection in Moby-Dick 
and Housekeeping, South Atlantic Review, 73:3 (Summer 2008), pp. 4. Subsequent page 
references in text. 
 



Tabitha Kan 130 
 

Similarly Melville includes chapters that explore the process of dissembling the 

whale. After observing the biology of the animal we are invited to observe the 

process of harvesting its natÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ Ȱ#ÕÔÔÉÎÇ )Îȱ Ishmael 

describes how the blubber Ȱenvelopes the whale precisely as the rind does an 

orange, so it is stripped off from the body precisely as an orange is sometimes 

stripped by sÐÉÒÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÉÔȢȱ(273) Ishmael again likens the animal to an object that 

can be dismantled. The process of deblubbering may seem grotesque to the 

ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÙÅÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÉÎ Á ÆÁÃÔÕÁÌȟ ÅÍÐÈÁÔÉÃ ×ÁÙȢ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ 

therefore adds to the concept that the animal is an automaton.  

AnotÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Ȱ4ÈÅ 7ÈÁÌÅ ÁÓ Á $ÉÓÈȱ. The animal is depicted 

as a food source, anÄ ÁÓ /ÌÉÖÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ Ȱanimals reassure us that if we can eat 

them, we are human and not animals. That is, they die like animals so that we can 

ÌÉÖÅ ÁÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÓȢȱ (296) Yet when the whale is finally ingested by the human 

consumer it stops being an object and instead becomes the abject; neither part 

of the human body nor outside of it, making it a liminal feature that Ishmael 

actively addresses when he notesȡ ȰThat mortal man should feed upon the 

creature that feeds his lamp, and, like Stubb, eat him by his own light, as you may 

say; this seems so outlandish a thing that one must needs go a little into the 

ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÏÆ ÉÔȢȱ ɉςφωɊ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ the unsettling, morbid 

concept that the animal you are eating is also lightiÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ ÍÅÁÌȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ 

body is particularly abject, as it becomes part of the subject who consumes it, 

whilst also being an object in the same room used by the same man. The horror 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÉÓ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉed through the behaviour of 

ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÒËÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ 3ÔÕÂÂȭÓ ÍÅÁÌ, as Melville writesȡ ȰNor was Stubb the only 
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ÂÁÎÑÕÅÔÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÆÌÅÓÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÉÇÈÔȢ -ÉÎÇÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÕÍÂÌÉÎÇÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î 

mastications, thousands on thousands of sharks, swarming round the dead 

leviathan, smaÃËÉÎÇÌÙ ÆÅÁÓÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÉÔÓ ÆÁÔÎÅÓÓȢȱ ɉςφσɊ  -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÇÏÒÙ 

representation of the sharks both demonstrates the abject nature of the 

carnivore whilst also aligning Stubb with the sharks that similarly dine on the 

whale carcass. The relationship between Stubb and the sharks at this time is 

evident also in the private musings of the cook, who says that heȡ ȰWish, by gor! 

7ÈÁÌÅ ÅÁÔ ÈÉÍȢ ȬÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÈÉÍ ÅÁÔ ×ÈÁÌÅȢ )ȭÍ ÂÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÉÆ ÈÅ ÁÉÎȭÔ ÍÏÒÅ shark dan 

-ÁÓÓÁ 3ÈÁÒË ÈÉÓÓÅÌÆȢȱ (268) The cook here draws attention to the relationship 

between Stubb and the whale. Stubb demonstrates his mastery over the whale 

by consuming it, yet the reader is also alerted to the fact that the whale could also 

just as easily eat Stubb; this is poignant as the whale is uÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ 3ÔÕÂÂȭÓ ÄÅÍÉÓÅ. 

Therefore Stubb is aligned with the whale as well as its consumer, and the 

boundaries between man and beast are blurred, making them both temporarily 

abyssal residentÓȢ 4Ï ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅ ÔÈÉÓ 3ÔÕÂÂ ÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÍÏÒÅ ÓÈÁÒË ÄÁÎ -ÁÓÓa 

3ÈÁÒË ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢȭ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÏË ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÒË Á ÔÉÔÌÅȠ ȰMassa 3ÈÁÒËȱ, which is similar to 

the way he would refer to Stubb himself. The fish is anthropomorphised through 

the cookȭs mutterings and the human is zoomorphic, making both parties abject. 

BarreÔÔȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÔÉÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Moby-Dick is clear when 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÒËÓȭ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÁÃËÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

Pequod. The viciousness of animality is demonstrated; a pure hunger that leads 

the creatures to cannibalism and even self-consumption when Melville writes: 

Ȱ4ÈÅÙ ÖÉÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÎÁÐÐÅÄȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÔ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÄÉÓÅÍÂÏ×ÅÌÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÌÉËÅ 

flexible bows bent round, and bit their own; till those entrails seemed swallowed 

over and over again by the same mouth, to be oppositely voided by the same 
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×ÏÕÎÄȱ (272). The ÂÁÒÂÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ 

surreal description. The sharks are representative of Uruboros, the self-

consuming serpent; a symbol of chaos. An inherently animal image it represents 

the barbarity of the animal kingdom; a stark contrast between the sharks in the 

water and the humans on deck. Man is in a place of safety; elevated above the 

sharks on the Pequod. Their position of safety, however, does not last as Moby-

Dick destroys the man-ÍÁÄÅ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÈÉÐȭÓ 

crew in this way become victims of the abyss. 

The attempt to reduce the animal body is thwarted by the symbolic significance 

of Moby-Dick, therefore demonstrating how humanity fails to widen the abyss 

through the objectification of the animal body. The irony of this particular 

section is that Melville demonstrates how by objectifying the whale to elevate 

humanity we become intrinsically linked with the animal. The further use of 

Moby-Dick as a symbolic force which transcends humankinds use of the animal 

body demonstrates that whilst humanity uses natural resources such as the 

×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȢ 

Moby-Dick becomes a symbolic presence within the novel, transcending the 

reduction of the animal. This is because, primarily he is symbolic of the abject; 

the unknown-as Kristeva argues: ȰThe writer is a phobic who succeeds in 

metaphorizing in order to keep from being frightened to death; instead he comes 

to life again in ÓÉÇÎÓȢȱ (38) Melville uses the whale to create a signifier which 

channels his reaction of abjection towards Darwinian theory. The symbol of the 

whale becomes the axis mundi around which the narrative revolves. R.E. Watten 

×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÐÏÔency, considering the significance of the whale 
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to be ambiguous and multi-faceted, rather similarly to how Sherwin argued that 

&ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÉÓ Á ÌÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÒȡ Ȱ-ÉÇÈÔ ÉÔ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ 

own intention to invest his great symbolic leviathan with a plurality of 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓȩȱ93 The mysterious quality of the whale lends it symbolic potencyȡ ȰAs 

yet, however, the sperm whale, scientific or poetic, lives not complete in any 

literature. Far above all other hunted whales, his is an unwritten life.ȱ (117) A 

ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ȰÁÎ ÕÎ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÌÉÆÅȱ is a plethora of unsourced material; the 

monstrousness of the creature is almost mythical. The whale was an animal of 

the unknown, whose history seemed unfathomable. It is natural that this element 

of the creature would create discomfort within the human doctrine of 

anthropocentricity. 

 The whale represents a variety of things; animalistic power, the brutal force of 

nature, and the uncontrollable wrath of God, as Ishmael statesȡ ȰThe white whale 

is their demigoÒÇÏÎȱ (150). The symbolic power of the whale is explicitly 

explored more by Ishmael within the novel. For example, the character Gabriel, 

a mad stowaway from the Jeraboam, became something of a prophet for the 

crew, imploring them not to chase the deified animalȡ Ȱȣ'ÁÂÒÉÅÌ ÓÏÌÅÍÎÌÙ 

warned the captain against attacking the White Whale, in case the monster 

should be seen; in his gibbering insanity, pronounced the White Whale to be no 

less a being than the ShaËÅÒ 'ÏÄ ÉÎÃÁÒÎÁÔÅÄȣȱ (284). Gifted by rumour with 

immortality, Moby-Dick becomes something more than man through his ability 

ÔÏ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÅȡ ȰȣÓÏÍÅ ×ÈÁÌÅÍÅÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉr superstitions; 

declaring Moby-Dick not only ubiquitous, but immortal (for immortality is but 

                                                           
93 A.R. Lee, Herman Melville: Modern readings: Typee, Omoo, Mardi, Redburn, White-Jacket, 

Moby-Dick. 2001: Helm Information. 
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ubiquity in time); that though groves of spears should be planted in his flanks, he 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÉÌÌ Ó×ÉÍ Á×ÁÙ ÕÎÈÁÒÍÅÄȣȱ (163). The supremacy of Moby-Dick is 

emphasized in the first sighting. The eventual revelation of the whale only occurs 

at the end of the novel, rather like at the end of life, potentially placing emphasis 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÇÏÄÌÉËÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔȡ 

A gentle joyousness-a mighty mildness of repose in swiftness, 

invested the gliding whale. Not the white bull Jupiter swimming away 

with the ravished Europa clinging to his graceful horns, his lovely 

leering eyes sideways intent upon the maid, with smooth bewitching 

fleetness, rippling straight for the nuptial bower in Crete; not Jove, not 

that great majesty Supreme! Did surpass the glorified White Whale as 

he so divinely swan. (484) 

The deification of the whale is used to problematize the animal. On the one hand, 

as Starbuck continually asserts Moby-Dick is merely an animal, and is therefore 

below humanity according to the Great Chain of Being. It upsets the balance 

which keeps humanity on superior footing. Instead of a liminal creature, here we 

have one that sits astride of the human race, incorporating animality and divinity 

in a way that defies human rationality. Yet in this manner the whale embodies 

liminality that mirrors humanity, or specifically, captain Ahab himself. Ahab 

represents a liminality between animal and god, which therefore makes him an 

intriguing mirror to humanity Ȣ 4ÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÃÁÎ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÂÅ 

observed by its given name, Moby-Dick. A seemingly human name if the reader 

approaches the novel from a fresh perspective they may perhaps be surprised to 

find that the eponymous antagonist is an animal.  In appearance the whale seems 



Tabitha Kan 135 
 

to represent European humanity, considering his white colouring and large 

forehead. The whale therefore, becomes anthropomorphised, and embodies the 

boundary figure of the abyss. I consider this further within the next section, when 

) ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ -ÏÂÙ $ÉÃËȭÓ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ 

them both products of boundary perversion. 

The Blurring of Boundaries and the Integration of Bodies 

When Ahab first encounters Moby-Dick, his leg is taken, and swallowed by the 

whale. A human part has been integrated into the animal body. Ahab replaces the 

leg with a part from the whale in an act of compensationȢ 9ÅÔ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 

reason for using the whalebone in this manner, it serves in the novel as a literary 

ÄÅÖÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÅȢ 

Moby-Dick incorporates a part of Ahab, and Ahab in attempted retribution 

incorporates a part of the whale. Because Moby-Dick took within himself a 

human part, there is a symbolic humanizing of the whales. As we know nothing 

specific of him previous to his encounter with Ahab, the literary device is useful 

to explore the human qualities that can be sought in animality. Similarly, the 

madness Ahab experiences after losing his leg becomes physically manifested in 

the whale bone leg that he has created for himself. In this manner he experiences 

a zoomorphic transformation which allows him to become partially animal 

himself, and therefore inherently abyssal.   

Within the course of the novel many characters attempt to logically separate the 

whale from themselves in order to put a comfortable distance between man and 

beast. During the Cetology section Ishmael pointedly separates the whale from a 

mammal: ȰBe it known that, waiving all argument, I take the good old fashioned 
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ground that the whale is a fish, and call upon holy Jonah to back mÅȢȱ (119) 

)ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÉÎÎÁÅÁÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÉÓ ÐÏÉÇÎÁÎÔȟ as it represents 

an attempt to widen the gap between animal and human. The disagreement with 

this ordering reveals much about the ambiguity within the novel as to whether 

the whale iÓ Á ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÖÅÎÇÅÆÕÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÏÒ Á ÍÅÒÅ ÄÕÍÂ ÂÒÕÔÅȢ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ 

separation seems to suggest a human necessity to believe the whale a far 

removed entity, in a different category of existence to humanity. Yet whether 

Melville actually disagrees with the Linnaean system is questionable.  Although 

as Hecht argues Melville read Goldsmith extensively and used him a source 

material, it is not known whether he agreed with his assessment considering the 

whale. Armstrong instead, believes that Melville uses the whale to demonstrate 

the crossing of borders between animal and human: ȰI will argue that "leviathan," 

as understood by Melville and his contemporaries, also crosses back and forth 

between the human and the nonhuman domains in ways that demonstrate the 

inextricable interimplication of these apparently discrete and opposed 

ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓȢȱ(1041) So either Melville believes that the whale is a fish himself, 

revealing the difficulty he found considering the whale part of the same group as 

humanity. Or, Melville ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÕÓÅÄ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ 

ÉÎÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÏÕÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȢ %ÉÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙȟ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ 

declaration reflects disbelief at this attribution of the whale to ourselves.  

Similarly, Starbuck continuously attempts to arguÅ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÂÙ 

placing emphasis on Moby-$ÉÃËȭÓ status as a mere ÁÎÉÍÁÌȡ ȰVengeance on a dumb 

ÂÒÕÔÅȦȭ ÃÒÉÅÄ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËȟ ȬÔÈÁÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÓÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÌÉÎÄÅÓÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔȦ -ÁÄÎÅÓÓȦ 

To be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain Ahab, seemÓ ÂÌÁÓÐÈÅÍÏÕÓȱ (145). 
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Starbuck attempts to forcibly create a gap between Ahab and the whale by 

emphasizing the animalȭs lack of thought, but also by reminding Ahab of his own 

humanity. In places, it seems that Starbuck is correct in his belief that Moby-Dick 

is indeed, merely a whale. For example, when they finally encounter Moby-Dick 

he is depicted swimming away from the Pequod when he could have caused more 

damage, Starbuck empÈÁÓÉÚÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏ #ÁÐÔÁÉÎ !ÈÁÂȡ Ȱ/ÈȦ !ÈÁÂȟȭ ÃÒÉÅÄ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËȟ 

ȬÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅ ÉÓ ÉÔȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ third day, to desist. See! Moby-Dick seeks thee 

not. It is thou, ÔÈÏÕȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÄÌÙ ÓÌÅÅËÅÓÔ ÈÉÍȦȱ (503). Moby-$ÉÃËȭÓ ÉÎÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ 

however, disappears when the Pequod continues to pursue him. Ishmael, who is 

portrayed as an unbiased passive observer of the debate notices certain aspects 

of the whale when they attempt to capture it. 

But soon resuming his horizontal attitude, Moby Dick swam swiftly 

round and round the wrecked crew; sideways churning the water in 

his vengeful wake, as if, as if lashing himself up to still another and 

more deadly assault. The sight of the splintered boat seemed to 

madden him, as the blood of grapes and mulberries cast before 

!ÎÔÉÏÃÈÕÓȭÓ ÅÌÅÐÈÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏË ÏÆ -ÁÃÃÁÂÅÅÓȢ ɉτφψɊ 

The swimming pattern of Moby Dick in this scene is indicative of a calculated 

manoeuvre. During the confrontation there are multiple incidences that 

demonstrate Moby-$ÉÃËȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÚÅȡ ȰRetribution, swift vengeance, 

eternal malice were in his whole aspect, and spite of all that mortal men could 

do, the ÓÏÌÉÄ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÂÕÔÔÒÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÅÈÅÁÄ ÓÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÐȭÓ ÓÔÁÒÂÏÁÒÄ Âow, till 

ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÉÍÂÅÒÓ ÒÅÅÌÅÄȱ (506). Here we see Moby-Dick at his most terrifying; 

the uncanny otherness of the white forehead teamed with the pure malevolence 
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of his countenance. It is at this moment that it is certain that the Pequod and its 

crew are doomed. 

)Ô ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÓÅÅÍÓȟ ÆÒÏÍ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ -ÏÂÙ-Dick is not merely a whale, 

but instead thinking, reasoning being, which means that he becomes a symbol of 

the destruction of the Great Chain of Being. Man was given his place near the top 

of the chain due to his faculty for reason. The presence of a reasoning beast 

undermines this chain. The reason Ahab pursues the beast is vengeance for his 

taken leg. But whilst the animal seems to have achieved reason, Ahab lacks this 

faculty. It therefore seems evident that Ahab not only wants justice for his stolen 

leg, but also his stolen humanity, the reason that elevates him above the beast. 

Moby-Dick, in ingesting the leg, took within himself part of Ahab, and the sentient 

reason that is natural to Ahab as a man becomes part of the whale instead. It 

seems that Ahab, in his desire to thwart Moby-Dick, also endeavours to retrieve 

his reasonȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÆÌÁ×ÅÄ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÉÎÇ, the death of Moby-Dick 

would symbolically return to Ahab that which he lost psychologically when he 

lost his leg.  

It follows that whilst Moby-$ÉÃË ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȟ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÏÍÅ×hat 

mirror animality; Moby -Dick therefore can be considered the totem of AhaÂȭÓ 

self-loathing. What Moby-Dick gains in human reason, Ahab lacks in madness. 

Frequently Ahab is described as an animal, for example, when Starbuck thinks 

mutinously, he considers Ahab likÅ ÁÎ ÕÎÔÁÍÅÄ ÂÅÁÓÔȟ ÃÁÇÅÄȡ ȰSay he were 

pinioned even; knotted all over with ropes and hawsers; chained down to ring-

bolts on this cabin floor; he would be more hÉÄÅÏÕÓ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÃÁÇÅÄ ÔÉÇÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÎȱ 

ɉτυυɊȢ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÂÅÁÓÔ-like qualities are constantly referred to throughout by all 
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characters: ȰBut you must jump when he gives an order. Step and growl; growl 

and go-thÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ×ÉÔÈ #ÁÐÔÁÉÎ !ÈÁÂȱ (83). Furthermore StarbuckȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ 

of Ahab is clarified when he voices his opinions on the mission, simultaneously 

suggesting that Ahab resembles Prometheus whilst also being devoured by an 

animalistic forceȡ ȰGod help thee, old man, thy thoughts have created a creature 

in thee; and he whose intense thinking thus makes him a Prometheus; a vulture 

feeds upon that heart for ever; that vultuÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓȱ (181).  

Here there are discernable links ÔÏ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 0ÒÏÍÅÔÈÅÁÎ ÁÒÒÏÇÁÎÃÅȢ 9ÅÔ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃË 

also highlights how Ahab is plagued by an animalistic spectre that dominates his 

mind. The image is gruesome and parasitic, as if Ahab is allowing the beast within 

to feed from his human self. Physically, Moby-$ÉÃËȭÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÇ ÆÒÏÍ 

Ahab. Mentally, he still feeds on his mind, and consequently Ahab has retained 

some animalistic qualities. 

!ÈÁÂȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ÍÁÄÎess; a form of being attributed to a 

lack of reason:  

All that most maddens and torments; all that stirs up the lees of 

things; all truth with malice in it; all that cracks the sinews and cakes 

the brain; all the subtle demonisms of life and thought; all evil, to 

crazy Ahab, were visibly personified, and made practically assailable 

in Moby Dick. (164) 

!ÈÁÂȭÓ ÍÁÄÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌÌÙ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ 

inexplicable desire to kill Moby-Dick. It is an aspect of himself that he even 

recognizesȡ ȰBut he drilled deep down, and blÁÓÔÅÄ ÁÌÌ ÍÙ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÍÅȦȱ 

(149) The attribution of reason to an animal is, ironically, seen as fundamentally 
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unreasonable; a concept that no rational man would adhere to. The two primary 

antagonists therefore become liminal symbols of the confusion between 

animality and humanity. Both cross borders into the empty liminal space 

ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇȢ  -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÖÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ÈÏ× !ÈÁÂȭÓ 

body becomes part of Moby-$ÉÃËȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÏÎÅȢ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÕÓÅ 

of the whalebone as a leg places emphasis on the intermingling of animality and 

humanity:  

It had previously come to me that this ivory leg had at sea been 

ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÒÍ ×ÈÁÌÅȭÓ ÊÁ×Ȣ (Ï× 

could one look at Ahab then, seated on that tripod of bones, without 

bethinking him of the royalty it symbolized? For a Khan of the plank, 

and king of the sea, and a great lord of Leviathans was Ahab. (113) 

However, the whalebone leg is merely an appendage to Ahab, a replacement for 

a true body part. Stubb demonstrates this when he relays his dream to Flask: 

Ȱ7ÈÙȭ ÔÈÉÎËÓ )ȟ Ȭ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÏ×ȩ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÌÅÇȟ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÆÁÌÓÅ ÏÎÅȟȭ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ 

the mighty difference between a ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÕÍÐ ÁÎÄ Á ÄÅÁÄ ÔÈÕÍÐȢȱ (113). He 

further continues to declare that Ȱ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÉÓ Ìeg now, but a cane-a whalebone 

ÃÁÎÅȣȱ ɉρρτɊȢ (ÅÒÅ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 

whale. The whalebone leg is merely an appendage, he takes nÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭÓ 

strength. The substitution is a weak addition.  

However, the ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÌÅÇ ÉÎÔÏ Moby-Dick is different, and can be 

further experiÅÎÃÅÄ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 3ÔÕÂÂÓ ÄÒÅÁÍȡ ȰWhile I was battering away at the 

pyramid, a sort of badger-haired old merman, with a hump on his back, takes me 

by the shoulders and slews me rÏÕÎÄȣ ×ÈÙ ÔÈÕÎÄÅÒ ÁÌÉÖÅȟ ÍÁÎȟ ÈÉÓ ÓÔÅÒÎ ×ÁÓ 
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stuck full of marÌÉÎÓÐÉËÅÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔȢȱ (114) The merman, from his age, 

hump, and the fact that there are many marlinspikes embedded in his back, is an 

anthropomorphism of Moby-Dick. Within the dream, Stubb experiences the 

whale as a mythical speaking rational creature, whereas Ahab is a silent 

participant supported by a pyramid. Melville here demonstrates the distinction; 

Ahab is merely a crippled man; a human deprived of the whole. Moby-Dick 

instead has become an amalgamation of human and animal. When Moby-Dick 

ÔÁËÅÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÌÅÇȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÃÏÎÓÕÍÍÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÃomes a part of 

Moby-Dick, and as a result human attributes become a part of the whale. The 

change to Ahab is instead diminutive. What makes Moby-Dick become more 

powerful weakens Ahab. Moby-Dick has gained something whilst Ahab has lost. 

Moby-Dick as the reasoning animal counteracts Ahab as the reasonless man. 

Ahab is not the only character in the novel to be crippled because of the whale. 

Captain Boomer of the Samuel Enderby lost his arm in a similar previous 

encounter with Moby-$ÉÃËȡ ȰWith his ivory arm frankly thrust forth in welcome, 

the other captain advanced, and Ahab, sword-fish blades) cried out in the walrus 

×ÁÙȣȱ (391). Yet this is where the similarity between the captains ends; Captain 

Boomer is cheerful, and lacks resentment towards the whale. He does not share 

!ÈÁÂȭÓ ÂÌÏÏÄ ÌÕÓt, and when he encountered Moby-Dick a second time after 

losing his arm, he did not attempt to captÕÒÅ ÈÉÍ ÁÇÁÉÎȡ ȬȬ"ÕÔ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÆÁÓÔÅÎȩȭ 

Ȭ$ÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÒÙ ÔÏȠ ÁÉÎȭÔ ÏÎÅ ÌÉÍÂ ÅÎÏÕÇÈȩȭȭ ɉσωτɊ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ 

between the circumstances of the loss of limbs that separate Ahab from Boomer. 

"ÏÏÍÅÒȭÓ ÌÉÍÂȟ ÕÎÌÉËÅ !ÈÁÂȭÓȟ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÇÅÓÔÅÄȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÉÔ ×as taken off, as it 

became septic from a gash caused by the attempt to capture the whale. The limb 
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was not taken by the whale, it was merely lost as a result of the attack on him: 

ȬȬ!ÎÄ ÈÅ ÔÏÏË ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÍ ÏÆÆȟ ÄÉÄ ÈÅȩȭȣ Ȭ!ÙÅȟ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÔȟ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔȣȭȭ (391). 

The difference between the captains demonstrates the importance of the 

ingesting of the limb by Moby-Dick. Symbolically, Boomer lost something, but not 

to the animal appetite of the whale. Therefore his human part, his reason, is still 

intact. The fact that the whale ingested !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÌÅÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÍÁÄÎÅÓÓȢ 

The concept of the integration of humanity into the animal is mentioned by 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȟ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ &ÁÔÈÅÒ -ÁÐÐÌÅȭÓ ÓÅÒÍÏÎ ÐÅÒÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

biblical story of Jonah and the whale. In the story Jonah attempts to separate 

himself from God, and is punished by ÂÅÉÎÇ ÅÁÔÅÎ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÂÙ Á ×ÈÁÌÅȡ ȰThen Jonah 

ÐÒÁÙÅÄ ÕÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÓÈȭÓ ÂÅÌÌÙȢ "ÕÔ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÁÙÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÒÎ Á 

weighty lesson. For sinful as he is, Jonah does not weep and wail for direct 

deliverance. He feels that ÈÉÓ ÄÒÅÁÄÆÕÌ ÐÕÎÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÊÕÓÔȱ (41). The primary sin 

that Jonah commits that Father Mapple highlights is pride. By attempting to 

separate himself from God, Jonah demonstrates Promethean arrogance. The 

separation is an attempt to find autonomy from God, and perhaps demonstrates 

an attempt to scale the Great Chain of Being. As punishment God commits Jonah 

to the belly of a fish. The act is meaningful, as instead of achieving a separation 

from God, Jonah is integrated into the animal; becomes part of the whale as 

punishment. Jonah effectively becomes part of the animal. However, as he 

becomes part of the animal he learns humility. He accepts his position and thanks 

God for allowing him the insight. Because of this, God does not allow the whale 

ÔÏ ÄÉÇÅÓÔ *ÏÎÁÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅ ȰvomiÔÅÄ ÏÕÔ *ÏÎÁÈ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÙ ÌÁÎÄȱ (42). 

According to the story, Jonah is allowed to be separated from the whale, but only 
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when he acknowleÄÇÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÎÅÁÔÈ ÇÏÄȡ ȰAnd how pleasing to God was 

this conduct in Jonah, is shown in the eventual deliverance of him from the sea 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÌÅȢȱ ɉτρɊ The inclusion of this chapter is used to demonstrate the 

relationship between God and humanity, and animal and humanity. The 

integration of the man into the animal demonstrates the close relation humanity 

has to the animal, and this can only be redeemed through the humble acceptance 

ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs roots rather than Promethean arrogance. 

Ahab acknowledges the animal fury with which he had been hunting the whale. 

This is his most lucid insight into his own life and flaws. Here he relieves himself 

of the arrogance and professes the madÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔȡ ȰAye, I widowed that 

poor girl when I married her, Starbuck; and then, the madness, the frenzy, the 

boiling blood and the smoking brow, with which, for a thousand lowerings old 

Ahab has furiously, foamingly chased his prey-more a demon ÔÈÁÎ Á ÍÁÎȦȱ (479) 

The claim that he is more like a demon than a man is meaningful. The 

amalgamation of animality into his person has turned him into a subhuman 

ÂÅÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȰÄÅÍÏÎȱ suggests that this symbiotic conjoining of 

the animal and the man has created something monstrous; more monstrous 

perhaps than Moby-Dick himself. The use of this word is reminiscent of 

Frankenstein, in which ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȰÄÅÍÏÎȱ. However, it is only 

in appearance that the creature is daemonic initially, though when he becomes 

morally corrupted the phrase is more meaningful. In tÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ 

pÈÒÁÓÅ ȰÄÅÍÏÎȱ is used due to his hideous appearance, and then a lack of 

morality. The word is attributed to Ahab because of his lack of reason. The word 
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ȰÄemonȱ can therefore be attributed to a person who lacks some aspect of 

humanity. It is these demons that reside in the abyss.  

3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÏÆ 7ÉÌÌÓȡ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙ ÂÅÁÓÔÓ 

Thus far, I have applied my focus to the role of the body in Moby-Dick, both animal 

and human. Like Shelley, Melville was driven to consider the corporeal elements 

of humanity, and how these reminds us what we have in common with the 

animal. Within this section, I move on to consider ArthuÒ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ 

of the Will, to demonstrate the potential difference between animal and human 

that Melville proffers94. I demonstrate how Melville represents rationality as a 

weak weapon when attempting to conquer animal instinct.  According to Eric 

Goldman95ȟ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁ Billy Budd(1924)  written over thirty years after 

Moby-Dick was published explores the implications of Darwinian Theory more 

thaÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÏÒËÓ.96 Goldman writes tÈÁÔ ȰȣÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌ ÉÓ 

more generally preoccupied with the philosophical implications of a Darwinian 

perspective of human being; in particular, Billy Budd broods over the shrinking 

possibility of free will in the apparently deterministic universe unveiled by 

DÁÒ×ÉÎȱ (431). Billy Budd is a post-Darwinian text that Melville started writing 

ÉÎ ρψψψȟ ÓÉØ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȢ 4ÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȟ ÁÓ Á ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭs The Descent of Man, demonstrates, as Goldman argues, a dichotomy 

present within humanity of animal instinct and human free will. Billy condemns 

                                                           
94 Arthur Schopenhauer, Essays and Aphorisms, trans R.J. Hollindale, London: Penguin Classics, 
1976 Subsequent page references in text. 
95 Eric Goldman, Ȭ"ÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ /ÕÔ ÔÈÅ "ÅÁÓÔ ÉÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ "ÉÌÌÙ "ÕÄÄȡ 4ÈÅ $ÉÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÁÎ ÁÎÄ 
(ÏÌÙ ,ÅØÉÃÏÎ ÏÎ "ÏÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ "ÅÌÌÉÐÏÔÅÎÔȭȟ Studies in the Novel, Vol. 37, No. 4 (winter 2005), pp. 
430-442 Subsequent page references in text. 
96 Herman Melville, Billy Budd and Other Stories, Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 1998 Subsequent 
page references in text. 
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himself to death because of his unescapable urge to hit Claggart that kills him. 

The action represents the brute instinct within Billy; silenced by his stutter, the 

only reaction that seems possible for him at that moment is to lash out violently. 

The absence of speech simultaneously represents animality alongside his act of 

aggression. However, as Goldman suggests, there is also the ambiguous 

ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ "ÉÌÌÙȭÓ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ ÏÆ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅÓ ÈÉÓ 

animal instinct to twitch during his hanging: 

7ÉÔÈ "ÉÌÌÙȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÌȟ ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇÌÙ ÍÉÒÁÃÕÌÏÕÓ ÁÃÔ ÏÆ ×ÉÌÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒ-his defiance 

of his autonomic reflexes themselves-Melville preserve the possibility 

of transcendent free will in a looming, deterministic universe where 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÓÅÅÍ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÌÅÓÓ ÂÙ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÌÏÄÇÅÄ ÉÎ ×ÉÌÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒȭ ÔÈÁÎ ÂÙ 

ÔÈÅ ȬÂÒÕÔÅ &ÏÒÃÅȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓȢɉτσρɊ 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÎ the novella is on human nature overcoming animal instinct 

and the ambiguity as to whether this is actually possible: 

Yet in Moby-Dickȟ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÅØÐÏÓÅÓ ÁÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÍÁÄÎÅÓÓ ÈÉÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ÄÕÍÂ ÂÒÕÔÅ ÁÔÔÁÃËÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ȬÂÌÉÎÄÅÓÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔȭ ÁÒÅ 

somehow evil. In Billy Buddȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÌÉÎÄÅÓÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÈÉÔÅ 7ÈÁÌÅ 

merges with human nature when characters such a Claggart suddenly 

reveal a core animal nature that they are helpless to resist. Such 

devolution, or what Darwin frequently referred to aÓ ȬÒÅÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȭ ÔÏ 

primitive forms, occurs time and again to both high and low 

characters in the novel. (436) 
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Goldman here argues tÈÁÔ ÉÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÎÏÖÅÌ ÈÅ ÄÉÓÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÒÕÔÅ 

ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÖÅÒÔÏÏË "ÉÌÌÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒ ÏÆ #ÌÁÇÇÁÒt, and 

symbolically transposed it on the whale that Ahab seeks to destroy. Similarly, 

Steven Herrmann offers a psychoanaÌÙÔÉÃ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰMelvillÅȭÓ 

ÓÙÍÂÏÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÈÉÔÅ 7ÈÁÌÅȟ Ȱ-ÏÂÙ $ÉÃËȱ is an image of the Self that stresses the 

3ÅÌÆȭÓ ÄÁÒË side in a way that most of the major religions of the globe havÅ ÎÏÔȱ 

97. Herrmann argues that the Whale represents a more nefarious part of the 

humÁÎ ÐÓÙÃÈÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÅÖÉÌȱ. I endeavour to marry the two 

arguments of Herrmann and Goldman using 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ Ôhe Will 

to demonstrate how Moby-$ÉÃË ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÃÏÒÅȢ 

Symbolically Ahab seeks to assert human will power over the animal instinct in 

the emblematic killing of Moby-Dick. The difference in narrative devices that 

Melville used in both texts to explore the same concept is notable. In Moby-Dick, 

the symbolic war between instinct and human will on the surface is very distinct 

as it occurs between two separate bodies- the human and the whale. Until one 

begins to closely examine the zoomorphic/anthropomorphic devices in the 

novel, the whale and Ahab are opposing antagonists. In his later novel, Melville 

has disposed of this pretended separation, and demonstrates how the contention 

between animal and human is something that can be observed ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÍÁÎȭÓ 

individual psyche. Billy Budd therefore draws out and exemplifies the central 

message of Moby-Dick that pertains to the difference between animal and man. 

                                                           
97 Steven B. Herrmann, Melville's Portrait of Same-Sex Marriage in Moby-Dick, Jung Journal: 
Culture & Psyche, Vol. 4, No. 3 (Summer 2010),  67 
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'ÏÌÄÍÁÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÁÍ ÔÏ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ in relation to Moby-

Dick is inherently linËÅÄ ÔÏ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ 7ÉÌÌȱ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÉÎÇ 

force that presides over life. The difference must be distinguished between 

3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ 7ÉÌÌȱ that ÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÁÂÌÅ Ȱ×ÉÌÌ Ôo 

ÌÉÖÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ 'ÏÌÄÍÁÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ×ÉÌÌȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

is used to describe the human strength of mind over brute instinct. The word 

Ȭ×ÉÌÌȭ ÃÁÎ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÔ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÂÅ 

used with caution. For this ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÕÍÁÎ ×ÉÌÌȱ it refers to 

human ability to overcome instinct through the use of thought, and when I 

ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ7ÉÌÌȱ ) ÓÈÁÌÌ ÂÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÕÎÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÏÆ 

nature. The Will is seen by Schopenhauer metaphysically as the driving force 

behind everything: 

Because everything in nature is at once appearance and thing in itself, 

or natura naturata and natura naruratans, it is consequently 

susceptible of a twofold explanation, a physical and a metaphysical. 

The physical explanation is always in terms of cause, the metaphysical 

in terms of will ; for that which appears in cognitionless nature as 

natural force, and on a higher level as life force, receives in animal and 

man the name will. (56) 

Schopenhauer argues that the Will is a force that animals and humans share, and 

the only aspect that humans have ÏÖÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔȡ ȰIt is indeed 

remarkable how, through the mere addition of thought, which the animal lacks, 

there should have been erected on the same narrow basis of pain and pleasure 

that the animal possesses so vast and lofty a structure of human happiness and 
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ÍÉÓÅÒÙȣȱ (45) Schopenhauer argues that the magnitude of humanity do not 

ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÚÅ ÏÎ ÌÉÆÅȡ ȰThe rest live their lives away in this dream not very 

different from the animals, from which they are in the end distinguished only by 

their ability to  ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÆÏÒ Á ÆÅ× ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÈÅÁÄȢȱ (123) He emphatically declares: 

ȰHow very paltry and limited the normal human intellect is, and how little 

lucidity there is in human consciousneÓÓȣȱ (123). Ahab in his symbolic quest to 

quell animal instinct with his human intellect intends, in SchopenÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ 

to overcome the WÉÌÌ ÂÙ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÂÄÕÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÁÓÔȢ )Ô ÉÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 

mission to widen the gap between the human and the animal by asserting the 

dominance of his human will above the natural Will of the whale, demonstrating 

himself as part of a higher species that can usurp animal instinct.  

As Captain he considers himself to be the pinnacle of the humanity aboard the 

ship, and works doggedly to maintain his superiority through his incessant 

pursuit of Moby-$ÉÃËȢ %ÒÉÃ 7ÉÌÓÏÎ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ 

to maintain the Great Chain of Being whilst scaling it simultaneously: 

On the one hand, he yearns for a static scale of nature, in which 

hierarchically grouped animals and men are utterly fated to be what 

they are, moving with the regularity of machines. On the other, he 

wishes for himself to progress, to evolve, to the very top of the chain, 

from which place he will hold the other species below him. From 

either position, he maintains, violently, the shared assumptions of 

both pre-Dawinian chains of being: anthropocentrism, hierarchy, 

design. (135) 
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 Wilson describes Ahab actively putting human intellect over the unstoppable 

force of the Will. As David C. Leonard argues, Ahab becomes a symbol of 

Promethean arrogance: 

A more significant basis for the challenge is provided when man feels 

within his own intellectual or moral nature a superiority to the gods 

as he has been taught to believe in them. The stories of Prometheus 

may show such development. Prometheus continued his defiance 

because he felt he was on solid moral ground, even though Zeus held 

the superior power. Eventually such challenges lead to a rejection of 

ÍÁÎȭÓ ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÒÅÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÌÏÇÙȢ ɉσσɊ 

,ÅÏÎÁÒÄ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 0ÒÏÍÅÔÈÅÁÎ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ 

humanity to sÃÁÌÅ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔ #ÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ "ÅÉÎÇȡ ȰStand not by me, but stand under 

me, whoever you are that will now help Stubb; for Stubb, too, sticks here. I grin 

ÁÔ ÔÈÅÅȟ ÔÈÏÕ ÇÒÉÎÎÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÌÅȦȱ (506) Here Ahab reveals his plight to elevate 

himself above humanity and look the whale in the eye. Leonard would perhaps 

argue that this is a direct challenge to God, that Ahab endeavours to look into the 

eyes of God as an equal.  

However, unlike Leonard I would argue instead that the Whale, rather than 

symbolizing God, represents nature as a force of power that usurps diminutive 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ 0ÅÑÕÏÄȭÓ failure to overcome Moby-Dick and final demise 

represents the helplessness of paltry human rationality against animal instinct. 

It demonstrates the power the unconscious, uncontrollable mind has over the 

comparatively weaker ÅÇÏȢ )Ô ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ Will overcoming reason, 

and animality drowns human higher understanding. Humanity is forced to 



Tabitha Kan 150 
 

acknowledge its humble place and is unable to stretch to the Godly heights that 

would allow it to usurp animality. The assessment can be explicitly seen 

mentioned in the novel:  

But as the mind does not exist unless leagued with the soul, therefore 

ÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÙÉÅÌÄÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÁÌÌ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ 

fancies to his one supreme purpose; that purpose, by its own sheer 

inveteracy of will, forced itself against gods and devils into a kind of 

self-assumed, independent being of its own. (181) 

-ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ Ȱ×ÉÌÌȱ to describe his human will as a separate entity. It 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÁÃÈ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ȬÈÕÍÁÎ ×ÉÌÌȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ 

wi ll shared by the animal; the Will to live. The plight of Ahab to govern the animal 

is fuelled by the pure resolve of his rage. It is not his intellect that drives his quest, 

but the determination to assert his human dominance over the whale.  

Yet in this way Ahab is a contradiction in himself; as previously discussed his 

animal instincts and insanity are fundamentally the reason for this desire to 

overcome the beast. It is Starbuck who uses reason to attempt to quell the power 

ÏÆ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ 7ill that dri ves him against the whale. And at only one stage 

within the novel does Starbuck almost succeed. When this occurs, Ahab has one 

moment of lucidity, where he recognises the superior humanity in Starbuck; 

ȰClose! Stand close to me, Starbuck; let me look into a human eye; it is better than 

to gaze into sea or skÙȠ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÏ ÇÁÚÅ ÕÐÏÎ 'ÏÄȱ (480). At this point Ahab is 

ÐÅÒÓÕÁÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËȭÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȡ ȰCome, my Captain, study our 

ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÔ ÕÓ Á×ÁÙȦ 3ÅÅȟ ÓÅÅȦ 4ÈÅ ÂÏÙȭÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÄÏ×Ȧ 4ÈÅ ÂÏÙȭÓ ÈÁÎÄ 

ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÌÌȦȱ (480). YÅÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 7ill that drives him on; spurring him to defeat 
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the very part of himself that steers his course. Ahab seeks to conquer the animal, 

but it is the animal within himself that drives him to do so. Here he admits to this: 

What is it, what nameless, inscrutable, unearthly thing is it; what 

cozening, hidden lord and master, and cruel, remorseless emperor 

commands me; that against all natural lovings and longing, I so keep 

pushing and crowding, and jamming myself on all the time; recklessly 

making me ready to do what in my own proper, natural heart, I durst 

not so much as dare. (481) 

The nameless power that drives Ahab is his instinctual need to recapture his leg. 

His will to recapture the part of himself that the whale took overcomes the 

reasoning that tells him that the mission to overcome Moby-Dick will end in his 

death. Reason tells Ahab at this point that if he continues his course, he will die. 

Yet his Will to dominate the whale overcomes this, and his moment of insightful 

reflection is momentary. He mistakenly assumes that his undeterminable drive 

to kill the whale comes from God, and he uses it ÁÓ ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȡ ȰȣÈÏ× ÔÈÅÎ ÃÁÎ 

this one small heart beat; this one small brain think thoughts; unless God does 

that beating, does that thinkinÇȟ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ )ȩȱ ɉτψρɊ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËȭÓ 

ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ×ÅÁË ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÒÁÇÅȢ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ 

weakness of rationality against the potency of the Will, and it becomes apparent 

to Starbuck thaÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÑÕÅÌÌ !ÈÁÂȭÓ 7ill is in an act of animality itself, 

to kill him. However he refrains, as it would undermine his own humanity, and 

thus sacrifices his life and the lives of the crew to preserve himself. In Starbuck 

the Will to li ve, 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ 7ill, is weaker than his humanity, yet 

because of that he perishes. 
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Wilson discusses how Ahab, through his attempt to usurp the animalistic Will, 

fails to reinforce the arrogance that humanity holds over the animal: 

A primary ÓÕÂÔÅØÔ ÏÆ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÒÅ-Darwinian, 

anthropocentric thought, espoused by Ahab, and the inauguration of 

Á ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÃÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȢ 

7ÉÔÈ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÄÅÍÉÓÅ ÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÐÒÅ-Darwinian beliefs that man, 

through his rational facilities, sits atop and controls the great chain of 

being; that civilized man is fundamentally different from the savage 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȟ ÏÎÅ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÙ Á ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÐÌÁÎ ÂÕÔȟ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

famous phrase, by an inextricable web of affinities. (131) 

Ahab, as a crippled man represents human will, ironically considering his 

madness, and the whale represents the unstoppable animal Will, therefore 

undermining the Cartesian idea that rational thought can overcome animal 

instinct. Rationality only serves the Will, since it cannot combat it. For this reason 

perhaps Moby-Dick seems to be a rational creature. He could be symbolic of 

3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ 7ill within ourselves, aided by reason but driven by the will to 

live. 

Within Moby-Dick, MelvilÌÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Á ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ4ÈÅ 4Ï×Î (ÏȭÓ 3ÔÏÒÙȱ 

which somewhat resembles that of Billy Budd. The framed narrative involves the 

inclusion of a character named Steelkit, who resembles Billy Budd, in that he is 

ÎÏÂÌÅȟ ÙÅÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃȡ ȰSteelkit was wild-ocean born, and wild-ocean 

ÎÕÒÔÕÒÅÄȱ (220). Like Billy, Steelkit experiences unprovoked antagonism from a 

jealous mate, and like Billy Budd, Steelkit has to combat the Will within himself 

which inspires him to react violently: 
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But as he sat still for a moment, and as he steadfastly looked into the 

ÍÁÔÅȭÓ ÍÁÌÉÇÎÁÎÔ ÅÙÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÃËÓ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÄÅÒ-casks 

heaped up in him and the slow-match silently burning along towards 

them; as he instinctively saw all this, that strange forbearance and 

unwillingness to stir up the deeper passionateness in any already 

ireful being- a repugnance most felt, when felt at all, by really valiant 

men even when aggrieved-this nameless phantom feeling, gentlemen, 

stole over Steelkit (223). 

Steelkit is riled by the mate, yet his human reason quells the instinctual need to 

retaliate. At this moment, Steelkit is heroic because he has the unusual ability to 

quell his Will. Steelkit momentarily is able to stave off his animal instincts using 

human temperance. Yet when Radney escalates, it is as if Steelkit is possessed. 

His next actions are described not as his own, but as an impersonal event: 

ȰImmediately the hammer touched the cheek; the next instant the lower jaw of 

the mate was stove in his head; he fell on the hatch spouting blooÄ ÌÉËÅ Á ×ÈÁÌÅȱ 

(224). The event runs almost parallel to the altercation between Billy Budd and 

Claggart. Claggart unreasonably antagonizes Billy, like Radney did with Steelkit, 

and similarly to Billy Budd, Steelkit reacts violently. This causes mutinous 

trouble, and then violence on the ship. Radney reacts towards Steelkit, and 

Steelkit plots revenge on Radney. Yet revenge is not necessary, as the Town Ho 

encounters Moby-Dick, and Moby-Dick kills Radney. The death is symbolic; Moby 

Dick represents omnipotent Will, 3ÔÅÅÌËÉÔȭÓ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ 7ÉÌÌ ÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÉÎÇ 2ÁÄÎÅÙȢ 

The story fundamentally describes Moby-$ÉÃËȭÓ ÐÏ×ÅÒȟ ÙÅÔ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÏÖÅÒ×ÈÅÌÍÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓȢ 3ÔÅÅÌËÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÎÇÅÆÕÌ ÈÁÔÒÅÄ ÏÆ 2ÁÄÎÅÙ 
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is so powerful it manifests itself as Moby-Dick. Melville, through this story 

demonstrates the power of animal instinct over humanity. 

4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐt of the will in this section I have 

established a concept proffered by Melville that though humanity holds the 

power of reason that could potentially elevate them above animality, it is weak 

in comparison to animal instinct. For Melville, the abyss is worryingly small and 

ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÔÒÁÖÅÒÓÅÄȢ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÕÓÅÓ !ÈÁÂȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÐÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î 

doubts and insecurities about the superiority of humanity.  

The Noble Savage: the optimistic portrayal of human nature in Moby Dick 

Through readings of Schopenhauer and Kristeva, I have so far demonstrated a 

rather pessimistic reading of Moby-Dick, with regards the abyssal separation of 

animal and man. However, there is a Rousseauian element that also requires 

consideration. Yet unlike Shelley, MelvÉÌÌÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ Ȱthe noble 

ÓÁÖÁÇÅȭ ÉÎ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȢ Laura Otis, argues that before Darwin the 

ȰÓÁÖÁÇÅȱ was seen to be a step down towards animal from humanity on the Great 

#ÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ "ÅÉÎÇȡ ȰAccording to a cultural tradition that preceded Darwin, the move 

from savage to beast was just one step down, a small slide along Á ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÕÍȢȱ 

(487) This is, however, a position that Melville disagrees with, as he portrays the 

ȬÓÁÖÁÇÅȭ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌ ÁÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÍÉÓÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÎÏÂÌÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ 

humanity. 7ÈÅÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÓÁÖÁÇÅÓȱȟ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÃÔ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ 

own voice most poignantly. Howarth notes that during his time as a whaler he 

spent some time with the natives in the South Pacific before returning home, 

which is most likely where he received such a positive view on the indigenous 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȡ ȰFive months later he reached the Marquesas, jumped ship to live 
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with natives, then rejoined the frigate United States for a homeward cruise in 

1843-ττȱ (102). Therefore, throughout Moby-Dick Melville actively endeavoured 

to demonstrate a controversial, progressive opinion on the matter of so called 

ȰÓÁÖÁÇÅÓȱȢ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÄÉÇÅÎÏÕÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȢ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 1ÕÅÅÑÕÅÇ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ 

to challenge prejudices that were present in the nineteenth Century. Ishmael 

begins by portraying Queequeg as a threatening character, adhering to 

ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅȡ ȰYou shuddered as you gazed, and wondered what monstrous 

cannibal and savage could ever have gone a death-harvesting with such a 

ÈÁÃËÉÎÇȟ ÈÏÒÒÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔȱ (10). Yet when Ishmael begins to talk to 

Queequeg, he explicitly rejects his former prejudices, recognizing the arrogance 

oÆ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÐÒÅÍÁÃÙȡ Ȱ7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÕÓÓ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔȟ 

thought I to myself-ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ Á ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ) ÁÍȡ Èe has just as much 

reason to fear me, as I have to be afraid of him. Better sleep with a sober cannibal 

ÔÈÁÎ Á ÄÒÕÎËÅÎ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎȢȱ (22) He finds Queequeg both a kindred spirit and a 

figure of mysterious power and wisdoÍȡ ȰBut savages are strange beings; at 

times you do not know exactly how to take them. At first they are overawing; 

their calm self-collectedness of simÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÓÅÅÍÓ Á 3ÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ×ÉÓÄÏÍȱ (45). The 

ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ )ÓÈÍÁÅÌȭÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÅÅÄȟ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ 

conception of ideal humanity, the noble savage. Melville implies that if you strip 

a man of his society he becomes a far better creature, and potentially closer to 

god: 

 Men may seem detestable as joint stock-companies and nations; 

knaves, fools and murderers there may be; men may have been mean 
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and meagre faces; but man, in the ideal, is so noble and so sparkling, 

such a grand and glowing creature, that over any ignominious 

blemish in him all his fellows should run to throw their costliest 

robes. (102) 

In this sense, Melville depicts humanity as a higher form of being, but only when 

stripped of those appendages that Rousseau suggests make humans higher than 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȡ ȰThere he sat, his very indifference speaking a nature in which there 

lurked no civilized hypocrisies and bland deceitÓȢȱ (45). At this stage, Melville 

ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÅÓȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÈÅ ÎÏtices the value in 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ ÎÏÂÌÅ ÓÁÖÁÇÅȱ, it seems thaÔ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭs 

progression as a symptom of society. Instead, he considers man naturally noble, 

in his more simplistic form.   

For this reason, slavery is problematic in the eyes of both Melville and Darwin. If 

the more fundamental, pure form of humanity is superior, then slavery entirely 

ÕÎÄÅÒÍÉÎÅÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȢ Darwin, who came from a 

family of abolitionists, mentioned the effects of slavery on humanity in Voyage of 

the Beagle:  

While staying at this estate, I was very nearly being an eyewitness to 

one of those atrocious acts, which can only take place in a slave 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȣ) ÓÈÁÌÌ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÍÙ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅȟ ÄÉÓÇÕÓÔȟ ÁÎÄ 

shame, at seeing a great powerful man afraid even to ward off a blow, 

directed, as he thought, at his face. This man had been trained to a 

degradation lower than the slavery of most helpless animals. (62-63) 
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$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭs insight into slavery offers a view on humanity within the slave trade. 

Darwin speaks of a strong man placed below animality in his degradation; 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ Á ÓÁÃrilegious 

perversion. Slavery was implemented for the purpose of forwarding western and 

European concerns, by creating an unjust hierarchy between men. It therefore 

ÓÕÂÖÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÕÎÄÅÒÎÅÁÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÂÙ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ Á ÍÁÎȭÓ 

life a monetary value, an act that MÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȡ Ȱ7Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÁÆÆÏÒÄ 

to lose whales by the likes of you; a whale would sell for thirty times what you 

×ÏÕÌÄȟ 0ÉÐȟ ÉÎ !ÌÁÂÁÍÁȱ (370). Stubb compares the cost of the young black cabin 

boy Pip to the cost of the whale, and suggests the whale to be worth more, 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 0ÉÐȭÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÔÕÂÂȭÓ 

threat, which left him alone in the ocean reveals the result of considering 

humanity something of fisÃÁÌ ×ÏÒÔÈȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÕÂÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 0ÉÐȭÓ humanity causes a 

loss of his own humanity due to a lack of compassion from those who should 

have shown him mercy. Melville therefore establishes the slave trade as a system 

that undermines the nobility of humanity, both within the white masters, and the 

African slaves. We are invited to empathize with Pip; who, as a mere boy was 

exposed to the harsh realities of the world. You could perhaps argue, that the 

novella Benito Cerano contradicts my reading, as a work of fiction based on the 

slave mutiny of Tyrall in 180598Ȣ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÌÁȟ 

in fact, supports this assessment. Within the novella, Delano, the protagonist, 

ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÔÈÉÎËÓ ȰAh, this slavery breeds uglÙ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÍÁÎȢ 0ÏÏÒ ÆÅÌÌÏ×Ȧȱ 

(129). Here Melville highlights the reasoÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÔÉÎÙȠ ÔÈÅ ȬÕÇÌÙ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ 

                                                           
98 (ÅÒÍÁÎ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅȟ Ȱ"ÅÎÉÔÏ #ÅÒÁÎÏȱ, Billy Budd and Other Stories, Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 
1998 
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slavery breeds in man. These are the very passions that sent Pip mad. Benito 

Cerano emphasizes the drastic measures that the desperate are forced into, 

regardless of how illogical their success may seem.  

Within PÉÐȭÓ ÍÉÃÒÏ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ -ÅÌÖÉÌÌÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÕÎÄÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇ 

of a humanity that would otherwise exceed and flourish over other forms. The 

three harpooners, Queequeg, Tashtego and Dagoo represent the pinnacle of 

humanity; out of all the crew they are the characters that overpower the whale 

through their strength and their skill. The presence of the three harpooners may 

represent the holy trinity, demonstrating the association between pure, raw 

humanity and godliness. Pip, however, counteracts these characters in showing, 

as a child, what happens when human spirit is perverted by Western ideas of 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÏÒÔÈȢ  

According to Philip Armstrong, Melville was writing at a pivotal time, concerning 

more than ÊÕÓÔ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȡ Ȱ1850 and 1851, the years during which Melville wrote 

his novel, were the years of the doomed compromise between opponents and 

ÐÒÏÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÌÁÖÅÒÙȢȱ (1034) Michael C. Berthold argues that in narrative style 

Moby-Dick resembles the American Slave narrative. Berthold argues that Moby-

Dick in narrative style resembles the works of Solomon Northrup and Frederick 

Douglas. He draws attention the whale symbolically used within the debate over 

ÓÌÁÖÅÒÙȡ ȰBefore and during the Civil War, the whale itself was a popular symbol 

of slavery and ÉÔÓ ÐÒÏÐÈÅÓÉÚÅÄ ÅÒÁÄÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ99 (135) Given the significance of this 

symbol and the time in which the novel was written, Moby-Dick as a symbol of 

                                                           
99 Michael C. Bertholdȟ ȰMoby-Dick and American Slave Narrativeȱ, The Massachusetts Review, 
Vol. 35, No. 1 (Spring, 1994), pp. 135-148 
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the eradication of slavery cannot be ignored. His eventual triumph over the 

Pequod and Ahab demonstrates more than just a disruption of hierarchy of 

human over beast, but also of human over human. The whale functions here as a 

signifier of political unrest in America at the time. 

Conclusion 

There is a reason why the whale is considered symbolically both the embodiment 

of God and brute force. The omnipotence of animality over humanity is 

something that frightens Melville, and in their abilty to usurp humanities 

rationality in the form of sheer force, God and animality seem to be inherently 

linked and similar. In comparison human rationality seems to be a weak and 

pathetic. Melville regards human rationality as a factor that separates human 

from animal, but it is demonstrated to be comparatively weak. Unlike Descartes 

and similarly to Schopenhauer, Melville does not put reason on a pedestal above 

the animal as a superior force, but rather as a flimsy addition. 

Yet the novel is not entirely pessimistic in regards to humanity. By regarding 

characters like Queequeg, and the other harpooners, Melville demonstrates a 

respect, and deference towards humanity that is more untainted by civilisation. 

By doing this, he approaches a more spiritual, holistic interpretation of religion 

that would have been regularly regarded during the nineteenth century.  
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3ÕÐÅÒ ÏÒ 3ÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ -ÅÎȠ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

animal/human divide in Crime and Punishment 

7ÈÅÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ &ÙÏÄÏÒ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȟ Anna Schur Kaladiouk refers to 

Dostoevsky as a scientist himself, partaking in literary experiments, writing in 

×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÎÅ× ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÌÏÒÁÔÏÒÙȡ Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÏÖÅÒ 

a century now students of Dostoevsky continue to see him as something of a 

scientist himself and to draw a parallel between his novelistic method and 

experimental ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȭȢɉτςρɊ100 Crime and Punishment101 (1866) is a 

primary example of this experimentation; hailed by many as the first 

psychological thriller, Dostoevsky uses the novels protagonist to explore 

concepts of criminality. Yet when science threatens the sanctity of religious 

discourse, Dostoevsky becomes inherently protective; it is this drive that 

inspired him to write his masterpieces.  

Within this chapter I ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍ ÏÎ &ÙÏÄÏÒ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ 

Crime and Punishment and how it altered his philosophy regarding the difference 

between animal and man. Similarly to previous chapters context is initially 

discussed. Contextual examination is particularly important within this chapter, 

as the novel was written soon after the publication of On the Origin of Species. 

The introduction of DÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÓÅÍÉÎÁÌ ×ÏÒË ÃÁÕÓÅÄ Á ÓÔÏÒÍ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ 

community, the effects of which affected the entirety of society. Following this I 

examine three elements of the novel. The first section is ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ Ȱ3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȱ 

                                                           
100 !ÎÎÁ 3ÃÈÕÒ +ÁÌÁÄÉÏÕË Ȭ/Î ͼ3ÔÉÃËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ &ÁÃÔͼ ÁÎÄ ͼ5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ .ÏÔÈÉÎÇͼȡ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ 
ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 3ÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ -ÅÔÈÏÄȭȟ The Russian Review, 65:3 (Jul., 2006), pp. 417-438 Subsequent page 
references in text. 
101 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, Trans. David McDuff, 1991: Penguin Classics 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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and pays particular attention to the role of the criminal within DostoevskÙȭÓ 

ÎÏÖÅÌȢ &ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎȱ is discussed; an ineffectual idealist 

who becomes a social outcast. I argue ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÇÏÁÌ ÉÓ ÔÏ 

transcend his own animality, he instead becomes a resident of the abyss. Finally, 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ȰÐÏÃÃÈÎÉÃÈÅÓÔÖÏ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓȱ are discussed, which are concerned 

with  how man transcends the ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÐÈilosophy. 

Dostoevsky and the Effects of Darwinism 

When Dostoevsky published his psychological masterpiece Crime and 

Punishment, ÉÔ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÅÖÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ On the 

Origin of Species (1859)  in English but only two years since its publication in 

Russian (although Dostoevsky would have certainly read it in English). The ideas 

that were developing whilst Melville was writing had become scientifically 

plausible. 4ÈÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍ ÃÁÔÁÌÙÓÅÄ Á ÎÅ× ÐÈÁÓÅ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ 

writing, in which he focused on the more universal message of his fiction tackling 

many concepts inherently linked with the emergence of Darwinian theory. The 

following section will be split into two parts: part one will consider the science 

relating to man and animals prevalent at the time, including the rise of 

Darwinismȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔ Ô×Ï ÏÆÆÅÒÓ Á ÂÒÉÅÆ ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅ 

with reference to his philosophical ideas about humanity. 

Science at War: The Immediate consequences of On the Origin of Species 

In this first section I discuss scientific ideas of the 1860s and 1870s, and how the 

radical materialist movement in Russia was inspired by Darwinism. By 1866 the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ 
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of natural selection, was firmly within the public domain. The emergence of 

Darwinian theory almost exactly corresponds with the great change in 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ *ÏÓÅÐÈ &ÒÁÎË ÃÁÌÌÓ Ȱ4ÈÅ -ÉÒÁÃÕÌÏÕÓ 9ÅÁÒÓȱ- given the 

magnitude of the response to the On the Origin of Species, it is unlikely that this 

development is coincidental102. The publication of On the Origin of Species itself 

was catalysed by a strong reaction from Darwin to a paper by Alfred Russel 

Wallace that treated evolutionary science similar to his own theory of species 

development. The threat of being beaten to publication shocked Darwin into 

action, leading both scientists to collaborate on a paper presented to the 

Linnaean Society on July 1st 1858103. The reception to the paper is marked as 

ironic, as Richard England observes: 

In 1858 Thomas Bell, president of the Linnean Society, uttered the 

words that would make him the fool of a hundred histories: the year, 

he said, "has not, indeed, been marked by any of those striking 

discoveries which at once revolutionize, so to speak, the department 

of science on which they bear.104 (267) 

"ÅÌÌȭÓ ÒÅÍÁÒË ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÁÎ 

theory that led to a decade of academic conflict. Naturalists, as England argues, 

wÅÒÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ Ȱdismissed out of hand the idea that species 

                                                           
102 Joseph Frank Dostoevsky: A Writer in his Time, 2009: Princeton University Press Subsequent 
page references in text. 
103 #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎ ÁÎÄ !ÌÆÒÅÄ 2ÕÓÓÅÌ 7ÁÌÌÁÃÅȟ Ȭ/Î ÔÈÅ 4ÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ 3pecies to form Varieties; 
ÁÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÅÒÐÅÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 6ÁÒÉÅÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÂÙ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌ -ÅÁÎÓ ÏÆ 3ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎȭ ɉÐÁÐÅÒ 
presented at the Linnaean Society of London on 1st July 1858) Neither author was present as 
$ÁÒ×ÉÎ ×ÁÓ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎȭÓ ÆÕÎÅÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 7ÁÌÌÁÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÔÉll in Borneo. The papers were given to the 
Linnaean society by Lyell and Hooker, and presented by the secretary J.J. Bennett. 
104 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȟ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÒÁÌ 3ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ /ÒÉÇÉÎȡ 0ÕÂÌÉÃ 2ÅÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 3ÏÍÅ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌÉÓÔÓ 
to the Darwin-7ÁÌÌÁÃÅ 0ÁÐÅÒÓȭȟ Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 30, No. 2 (1997), 267-290 



Tabitha Kan 164 
 

might transmute into other species. Their job, as they saw it, was to determine 

ÊÕÓÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÄ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȱ (269). The mechanisms of evolution were 

generally regarded as dubious and although Lamarck and Chambers had 

previously made attempts at proving something similar, the majority of the 

scientific community did not take it seriously. Darwin had succeeded in 

suggesting a theory of evolution that could be accepted by many scientists who 

had originally dismissed it. The repercussions for theology and philosophy are 

well known: evolution required a dramatic reassessment of ideas about what 

constitutes humanity, particularly when considering our relationship to animals 

and God.  

Yet the fact that Wallace and Darwin  reached similar conclusions around the 

same time exemplifies how important the mid-Victorian years were for the 

development of natural science. Darwin writes of the uncanny synchronicity: ȰI 

never saw a more striking coincidence. If Wallace had my M.S. sketch written out 

in 1842 he could not have made a better short extract! Even his terms now stand 

ÁÓ (ÅÁÄÓ ÏÆ ÍÙ #ÈÁÐÔÅÒÓȢȱ105 It therefore appears, that the theory was merely 

waiting for the right time, and the right scientists to be verified. The theory that 

he and Wallace proposed is described by David Hull as being as Ȱcompetitive, 

individualistic and dog-eat-dog as Victorian society because of DarwinȭÓ 

experience in Victorian England.ȱ106. Society in the mid nineteenth century was 

often seen as callous and rationalistic exemplified by some of the seminal literary 

                                                           
105 Charles Darwin to Charles Lyell on the 18th June 1858, Darwin Correspondence Project 
<https://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/entry -2285> Subsequent page references in text. 
106 David L. Hull ȬDeconstructing Darwin: Evolutionary Theory in Contextȭ Journal of the History 
of Biology, Vol. 38, No. 1 (2005) Subsequent page references in text. 
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works of the decade like $ÉÃËÅÎȭÓ Hard Times (1854)107. Perhaps this is the 

reason that a theory as brutal as Darwinism could be more readily accepted.  

By the late 1850s the concept of evolution was gaining momentum. As discussed 

in the previous chapter, 2ÏÂÅÒÔ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒȭÓ Vestiges of the Natural History of 

Creationism (1844)108 although not scientifically respectable gained ideas of 

ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ ,ÙÅÌÌȭÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 5ÎÉÆÏÒÍÉÔÁÒÉÁÎÉÓÍ ÉÎ 

Principles of Geology (1830-1833)109 was widely accepted and acclaimed in 

scientific circles like the Linnaean Society. According to Hull, external factors 

including the social mood of the time affected the acceptance of Darwinian 

Theory.  Malthusian theory of economics was being applied to anthropology of 

England, as (ÕÌÌ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȰWhen Darwin returned from his voyage, two million 

people lived in London and its immediate environs. Before Darwin died, the 

populaÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ÇÒÏ×Î ÔÏ ÆÏÕÒ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎȢȱ (138) The dramatic change that Hull 

highlights shows the acceleration of society during the years in which Darwin 

was working. In turn, it led to new and radical ideological thinking about 

population management, with a divergence from existing religious and moral 

ideas. Malthusian theory was popularly characterized by a dismissal of moral 

sympatÈÙȠ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÉÎ ȰAn Essay oÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ 0ÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

(1834) suggests that disease and death are natural controls on population 

growth.110 In this way, it was perceived that Malthusian theory applied the way 

we treat animals to humanity. Similarly, the implications of social Darwinism 

                                                           
107 Charles Dickens, Hard Times Worsdsworth Classics: 1995 
108 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of Natural Creation, Cambridge University Press: 2009 
109 Charles Lyell Principles of Geology Penguin Classics: 1997 Subsequent page references in text. 
110 Thomas Robert Malthus An Essay on the Principle of Population Oxford University Press: 
1999 
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were taken to imply a need for utility over morality, evident through the 

ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÐÏÏÒ ÌÁ×Óȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ (ÕÌÌ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ Ȱso harsh that one might 

suspect that they were devised to make poor people strive even harder to free 

themselves ÆÒÏÍ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙȢȱ (142) Ingrained on society was the concept of 

ȰÓÕÒÖÉÖÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÔÔÅÓÔȱ already; Darwinism was a logical progression in science 

that seemed to reflect the zeitgeist. 

The environment was prime for Darwinism to gain a strong following, as James 

Moore asserts: ȰConverts were won, alliances formed, and within a few years 

Darwinism became notorious as much for the friends it kept as for its political 

ÅÎÅÍÉÅÓȱ111 (365). Moore acknowledges the most influential of the Darwinian 

converts as being central to the theories kudos: 

Charles Lyell, a geologist, was his father-superior in science; Joseph 

Hooker, a botanist, was his oldest and closest friend outside the 

extended family; Thomas Huxley, a zoologist, was chief among the 

"young and rising naturalists" whom Darwin was determined to get 

on "our side of the question of the mutability of species." (366)  

Considering the publicÉÔÙ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍ -ÏÏÒÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȰIt was Huxley alone who 

occupied the limelight for several years, baiting bishops, settling old scores with 

scientific bigwigs like Richard Owen, and generally using Darwin's book as an 

ideological ×ÅÁÐÏÎȱ (369). In 1860 Thomas Henry Huxley, also known as 

Ȱ$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ "ÕÌÌÄÏÇȱ entered into his historic debate with Albert Wilberforce112. 

                                                           
111James Moore ȬDeconstructing Darwinism: The Politics of Evolution in the 1860sȭ Journal of 

the History of Biology, Vol. 24, No. 3 (1991)  
112 Thomas Henry Huxley and Albert Wilberforce (30th June 1860 to the British Association for 
the Advancement of Science at Oxford Science Museum) 

http://encore.essex.ac.uk/iii/encore/articles/C__Shuxley%20wilberforce__Orightresult__X0?acc=434745701&con=JstorXML&lang=eng&link=http%3A%2F%2Fencore.essex.ac.uk%3A61080%2Fjstor%2Fstable%2F10.2307%2F4331187%3Fref%3Dno-x-route%3Ae7e48f6f3246b6d1ce7239c3f85223f6&suite=cobalt&title=Deconstructing+Darwinism%3A+The+Politics+of+Evolution+in+the+1860s
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Edward J. Larson observes that whereas Darwin preferred to shun publicity, 

Huxley became a spokesman for Darwinism. In effect, he was the public face of 

evolution, engaging in public discourse and founding the evolutionist journal the 

Natural History Review. The debate with Wilberforce was characterized by 

(ÕØÌÅÙȭÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ 7ÉÌÂÅÒÆÏÒÃÅȭÓ 

dogmatic and poorly rationalized perspective. Supposedly, according to J.R. 

Lucas when Wilberforce joked: ȰIs it on your grandfather's or your 

grandmother's side that you claim descent from a monkey,ȱ Huxley retorted that 

he would rather be descended from a monkey than from a bishop that obscured 

the truth 113.The debate did much to raise the profile of the theological problem: 

were humans created especially by God or did we descend, like everything else 

from animals? If Darwin was the author of evolutionary science, Huxley was his 

publicist.  

Huxley also engaged in a dispute with Robert Owen in which they discussed the 

anatomical differences between humans and animals. Owen was one of the 

primary biological scientists of the nineteenth century, having helped found the 

British Museum of Natural History and superintending the Royal Society. 

However in his Anglican philosophies and resistance to evolution, he was 

unswerving, especially considering the question of the human/animal divide.114 

Owen argued that the main difference between humans and animals was the 

presence of the hippocampus minor, a part of the brain that according to Owen 

is unique to the human; he concluded that because of this humans cannot have 

                                                           
113 *Ȣ2Ȣ ,ÕÃÁÓ Ȭ7ÉÌÂÅÒÆÏÒÃÅ ÁÎÄ (ÕØÌÅÙȡ ! ,ÅÇÅÎÄÁÒÙ %ÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒȭȟ The Historical Journal, Vol 22. 
No. 2 (1979) 
114 Christopher M. Owen, Hippocampus Minor, Calcar Avis, and the Huxley-Owen Debate, 
Neurosurgery Vol 65, No.6 (2009) 
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descended from apes.115 After extensivÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ (ÕØÌÅÙ ÄÉÓÓÅÃÔÅÄ /×ÅÎȭÓ ÃÌÁÉÍ 

in a lecture of his own to the Royal Institute116. Other scientists that rallied to 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ +ÉÎÇÓÌÅÙȟ !ÓÁ 'ÒÅÙ ÁÎÄ 3ÉÒ *ÏÓÅÐÈ $ÁÌÔÏÎ (ÏÏËÅÒȟ 

who in 1964 firÓÔ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰX #ÌÕÂȱ; a group dedicated to the 

promotion and defence of Darwinism (376). The group collaborated in 1869 to 

found the journal Nature, one of the most prominent scientific journals today 

×ÈÉÃÈ Ȱunabashedly ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÄ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÐÁÇÅÓȱ (108). Edward Caudill 

ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÓ *ÏÓÅÐÈ $ÁÌÔÏÎ (ÏÏËÅÒȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ Ïn the acceptance of 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȡ ȰHuxley was the publicist who wrote reviews and debated clergy; 

Hooker was the politician who operated in the circles of power, a little less visible 

and much less vociferous thaÎ (ÕØÌÅÙ ÂÕÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢȱ117 (453) Although 

Hooker was not as publicly vocal in his support of Darwinism he was a constant 

source of support of the theory; it was, for example, within a letter to Hooker that 

Darwin revealed his new scientific leanings. Between them, Caudill refers to both 

(ÕØÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ (ÏÏËÅÒ ÁÓ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ 

consiÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȡ ȰBy the end of the 1860s, the Darwinians had 

won. The victory was not absolute, but it did not need to be. Hooker became 

president of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 1868, 

followed by Huxley's ascendÁÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÅ ÉÎ ρψχπȱ (454-455) When 

#ÁÕÄÉÌÌ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ Á ȰÖÉÃÔÏÒÙȱ he is referring to scientific and public acceptance of 

                                                           
115 2ÏÂÅÒÔ /×ÅÎȟ ȬOn the Classification and Geographical Distribution of the Mammalia Being 
ÔÈÅ ,ÅÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ 3ÉÒ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ 2ÅÁÄÅȭÓ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȟ $ÅÌÉÖÅÒÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ #ÁÍÂÒÉÄÇÅȟ ÉÎ 
the Senate-(ÏÕÓÅȟ -ÁÙ ρπȟ ρψυωȡ 4Ï 7ÈÉÃÈ )Ó !ÄÄÅÄ ÁÎ !ÐÐÅÎÄÉØȟ Ȱ/Î ÔÈÅ 'ÏÒÉÌÌÁȟȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ/Î ÔÈÅ 
EØÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 4ÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÐÅÃÉÅÓȢȱ London, Senate House, May 10th 1859. 
116Thomas Henry Huxley  "On the Theory of the Vertebrate Skull", the Croonian Lecture, The 
Royal Institution, 17 June 1858  
117 %Ä×ÁÒÄ #ÁÕÄÉÌÌȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ "ÉÓÈÏÐ-Eaters: The Publicity Campaign for Darwin and on the Origin of 
3ÐÅÃÉÅÓȭȟ Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 55, No. 3 (1994) 
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the theory. The fact that it took a whole decade for the theory to be accepted 

demonstrates how controversial it was, and how much resistance there was. 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÓ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ The Descent of 

Man in 1872. However, the implications for human evolution were evident in On 

the Origin of Species.  The popular media exploited public uneasiness over the 

possibility that humans might be related to animals. Darwinian science was 

ridiculed in popular publications like the American (ÁÒÐÅÒȭÓ 7ÅÅËÌÙ118 and the 

British  Punch119. Some cartoons explicitly highlighted how strange the idea of 

human-animal connectedness seemed by questioning it. For example, this 

cartoon of a gorilla from the May 1861 edition of Punch depicts an ape wearing a 

notice that asks a rhetorical question: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cartoon explicitly refers to *ÏÓÉÁÈ 7ÅÄÇÅ×ÏÏÄȭÓ abolitionist slogan to 

emphasize the blurring of boundaries between humanity and animality. Within 

1860s in the United States the question of who was human and who was animal 

                                                           
118 Harpers Weekly Harper and Brothers: 1857-1916 
<http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/serial?id=harpersweekly> 
119 Punch, 1841-2002 < http://www.punch.co.uk/> 
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was being fought within the civil war. The question of slavery considered 

whether slaves were property or deserved basic human rights. Considering the 

questions inspired by Darwinism concerning the relationship of all humanity to 

animals this is particularly poignant. The abolitionists strove to raise the slave to 

an equal position within humanity. Evolutionist humbled humanity by 

demonstrating its animal origins.  

This attribution of man to animal was furthered to Darwin, so as to apply what 

they believed to be the implications of his theory to the scientist himself. The 

image below from The Hornet120 in March 1871 is particularly typical of these 

images, which became popular after the publication of The Descent of Man. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In these images the human is lowered to the status of a beast so as to satirize this 

blurring of boundaries, thus within the publication of these magazines the abyss 

is excavated theoretically in the form of humour to demonstrate the presence of 

                                                           
120 The Hornet <http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/ucl -views/0809/orangutan>  
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specific separations of the species. This boundary blurring is also ridiculed when 

the ape is elevated to human status.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cartoon from Punch entitled ȰThe Lion of the Seasonȱ published in May 1861 

demonstrates the use of anthropomorphism as a weapon against Darwinian 

Theory. Similarly to the cartoons ridiculing Darwin, the blurring of boundaries 

accentuates the ridiculousness of evolutionary theory as perceived by much of 

the Victorian population. A similar method used to ridicule the theory was 

cyclical caricatures, for example this one by Charles H. Bennett of a barrel and a 

goose transforming into a man. 
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Janet Browne examines this menÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰThe shift towards these circular 

images of evolutionary progression is interesting when compared with Darwin's 

more linear branching tree. In On the Origin of Species Darwin took pains to 

emphasise that evolution was neither progressive nor circulÁÒȢȱ Browne uses 

these images to demonstrate the level of misunderstanding in ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ 

ideas, and a misconception that is applied even today. By many Darwinian 

Theory was severely misunderstood, a crucial fact when considering literary 

attitudes toward evolution. 

This excessive development in society within Western Europe affected the 

Russian consciousness. M. Gordin and D. HalÌ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰThe generation of the 

ρψφπÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÅÄ ȰÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÔÓÉÁȱ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ 

discourse, cementing its association with revolutionary politicsɂ and with 

ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȱ121. Gordin and Hall argue that the intelligentsia of Russia in the 

1860s amalgamated natural sciences and politics. Darwinism infected 

philosophy and politics in Russia soon after the publication of On the Origin of 

Species. Daniel P. Todes draws attention to the immense popularity of Darwin in 

Russia: ȰFor the great majority of Russian intellectuals he became a highly 

prestigious figure-the embodiment of modern natural science, the author of a 

powerful argument for evolutionism, and the discoverer of an important factor 

in evolutionȟ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎȱ122. However, he also argues that the primary 

problem the intelligentsia found with Darwinian theory was the concept of a 

                                                           
121 Michael D. Gordin and Karl Hallȟ ȰIntelligentsia ScÉÅÎÃÅ )ÎÓÉÄÅ ÁÎÄ /ÕÔÓÉÄÅ 2ÕÓÓÉÁȱ, Osiris, 
Vol. 23, No. 1, Intelligentsia Science: The Russian Century, 1860-1960 (2008) Subsequent page 
references in text. 
122 Daniel P. Todes Darwin's Malthusian Metaphor and Russian Evolutionary Thought, 1859-

1917, Isis, Vol. 78, No. 4 (1987) Subsequent page references in text. 

http://encore.essex.ac.uk/iii/encore/articles/C__SDarwin%20Russia__Orightresult?acc=434745701&con=JstorXML&lang=eng&link=http%3A%2F%2Fencore.essex.ac.uk%3A61080%2Fjstor%2Fstable%2F10.2307%2F231917%3Fref%3Dno-x-route%3A8c349f3bd4997cf57ee43f44533bd5eb&suite=cobalt&title=Darwin%27s+Malthusian+Metaphor+and+Russian+Evolutionary+Thought%2C+1859-1917
http://encore.essex.ac.uk/iii/encore/articles/C__SDarwin%20Russia__Orightresult?acc=434745701&con=JstorXML&lang=eng&link=http%3A%2F%2Fencore.essex.ac.uk%3A61080%2Fjstor%2Fstable%2F10.2307%2F231917%3Fref%3Dno-x-route%3A8c349f3bd4997cf57ee43f44533bd5eb&suite=cobalt&title=Darwin%27s+Malthusian+Metaphor+and+Russian+Evolutionary+Thought%2C+1859-1917
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general ȰÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȱ (537). The phrase is primarily Malthusian and 

was troubling when applied to Christian ideas about morality. Todes allows that 

ȰThese thinkers generally admired Darwin, and very few thought that this flaw 

justifieÄ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ (538). Yet the association with Malthus was 

a problem, mainly because it did not prove itself in the great expanse of Russia, 

but also because of its dubious morality. Even Nikolai Chernyshevsky, thinker, 

evolutionist and author of the contentious What is to be Done (1863)  took offence 

at  this alignment with Malthus.123  

Aside from the Malthusian problem, however, radical thinkers like 

Chernyshevsky accepted evolutionary theory with enthusiasm. The association 

with radicalism became detrimental to Darwinism according to James Allen 

2ÏÇÅÒÓȡ ȰFollowing the assassination attempt of Dmitri Karakozov against 

Alexander II in 1866, the Tsarist government revealed its belief that there was a 

close connection between revolÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȱ124(487). The 

conflation of revolution and evolution led to a temporary ban of On the Origin of 

Species and an association with violence. The book was therefore highly 

contentious; to many it represented an accumulation of Western ideas which 

some were open to more than others.  

Dostoevsky: Life, Inspirations and the Miraculous Years 

Having considered the wider contextual landscape in the 1860s pertaining to the 

acceptance of Darwinism I now discuss Dostoevsky, and how his experiences 

                                                           
123 Nikolai Chernyshevsky, What Is To Be Done? Cornell University Press:2014 
124 James Allen Rogersȟ ȬRussian Opposition to Darwinism in the Nineteenth Centuryȭȟ Isis, Vol. 

65, No. 4 (1974) Subsequent page references in text. 
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effected his writing thematically. It is vital to consider the traumatic experiences 

of his life; these experiences  inspired his need to preserve the sanctity of man 

through religious fervour. Freud considered Dostoevsky a genius, wr iting of him 

in his essay Ȱ$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ ÁÎÄ 0ÁÒÒÉÃÉÄÅȱ:  

Dostoevsky's place is not far behind Shakespeare. The Brothers 

Karamazov is the most magnificent novel ever written; the episode of 

the Grand Inquisitor, one of the peaks in the literature of the world, 

can hardly be valued too highly. Before the problem of the creative 

artist  analysis must, alas, lay down its arms.125  

Freud was deferential to Dostoevsky as a writer, but was also interested in the 

psychology behind his writings. To understand the motivation behind his 

ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÏÒ &ÒÅÕÄ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȢ 

4ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÄÕÌÔÈÏÏÄ ÁÒÅ ÖÉÔÁÌ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

within his literature these influences are easily recognised. It is therefore 

necessary to consider these early stimuli . ) ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÕÓÅ *ÏÓÅÐÈ &ÒÁÎËȭÓ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ 

and extensive biography, which represents arguably the most recent and 

thorough ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ 

As well as a creative genius, Freud recognized Dostoevsky as a flawed moralist: 

ȰThe moralist in Dostoevsky is the most readily assailable. If we seek to rank him 

high as a moralist on the plea that only a man who has gone through the depths 

of sin can reach the highest summit of morality, we are neglecting a doubt that 

                                                           
125 3ÉÇÍÕÎÄ &ÒÅÕÄȟ Ȱ$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ ÁÎÄ 0ÁÒÒÉÃÉÄÅȱȟ The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXI (1927-1931): The Future of an Illusion, 
Civilization and its Discontents, and Other Works, (1928) 173-194 Subsequent page references 
in text. 
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ÁÒÉÓÅÓȢȱ (176) $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ Á ÃÌÅÒÇÙÍÁÎ ÌÉËÅ ÈÉÓ own 

father, became a medical practitioner. Although his professional career 

privileged science over spirituality, his personal life was still greatly affected by 

his religious faith. &ÒÁÎË ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÓȡ ȰBut in his very darkest moments, when no 

earthly succour seemed available he took refuge in the conviction of his virtue 

and rectitude, and in the belief that God was on his side against a hostile and 

ÉÎÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ(11) $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÁ× ÔÒÕÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÕÅÌÔÙ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 

that can be garnered from the ideas Darwin was later to proffer, yet assuaged 

this cruelty he saw within nature and mortality with religion. It was in this 

religious environment that Dostoevsky developed his deeply complex 

relationship with religion . 

IÎ ÈÉÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÐÕÒÃÈÁÓÅÄ Á ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ -ÏÓÃÏ× as 

a country retreat. There Dostoevsky developed his respect for the rural people 

and peasants. It is likely that it was his time in the country that inspired his 

support of the ȰÐÏÃhvennichestvo principlesȱ, according to Frankȡ ȰThis 

untroubled boyhood relation with the peasants certainly contributed to shaping 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÄÅÁÓȠ ÏÎÅ ÍÁÙ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔȟ ÏÎ Á 

national scale, the same harmonious unity between the educated classes and the 

peasantry that he remeÍÂÅÒÅÄ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȢȱ (16) These principles, 

which I  later discuss in depth, consider the nature of humanity and how higher 

thought must be united with a purer way of living. In this stage of his life, 

Dostoevsky integrated with a simpler form of life.  

&ÒÁÎË ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÅÖÅÎÔ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ 

years at the academy was the death ɉÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒɊ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȢȱ (45). Although 
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$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×as a strict man, he was undoubtedly loved and respected 

by his childrenȢ &ÒÅÕÄ ÃÉÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ Á 

neurotic trigger for psychosomatic epilepsy: ȰThe most probable assumption is 

that the attacks went back far into his childhood, that their place was taken to 

begin with by milder  symptoms and that they did not assume an epileptic form 

until after the shattering experience of his eighteenth yearɂthe murder of 

his ÆÁÔÈÅÒȢȱ (180) However, as Frank asserts, FreÕÄȭÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ this 

insinuation ÉÓ ×ÅÁËȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ȰÆÁÃÔÓȱ that Freud adduces can be shown to be 

extremely dubious at best, and at worst simply mistakes; the case history Freud 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÔÏ ȰeØÐÌÁÉÎȱ him in psychoanalytic terms is purely 

ÆÉÃÔÉÃÉÏÕÓȱ (45). Nevertheless, the violent death of DostoevÓËÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ 

had an effect on him.. He increasingly clung to the religion that comforted his 

father. 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ his exile and incarceration was extremely troubled; due to 

a financial crisis he became involved with  a circle of utopian socialists, and 

following that with the Petrashevsky circle. $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÍÁÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ 

that he was faithful enough to maintain his belief in God, but intelligent enough 

to question it nevertheless. The Petrashevsky circle was denounced and 

Dostoevsky was accused of reading heretical banned works. The members were 

sentenced to death, but for Dostoevsky the punishment was waived just before 

the execution. Instead he was sent into exile in Siberia for eight years, a sentence 

that was halved eventually. His time in Siberia inspired the semi-

autobiographical House of the Dead126. The years following this did not show 

                                                           
126 Fyodor Dostoevsky House of the Dead, Trans. Jessie Coulson, Oxford World Classics: 2008 
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ÍÕÃÈ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÆÏÒÔÕÎÅÓ. 3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÔÒÏÕÂÌÅÓȟ 

like his gambling, were self-inflicted. Others were just bad luck. FrankȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÉÓÅ 

summary of ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÆÏÒÔÕÎÅ ÈÅ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄȡ 

Beset by debts and creditors and importunate relatives, in chronic 

bad health in spite of his robust constitution, a victim of frequent and 

ÄÅÂÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÅÐÉÌÅÐÔÉÃ ÁÔÔÁÃËÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÇÁÍÂÌÉÎÇ ÏÂÓÅÓÓÉÏÎȣÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÔÕÎÅÓ 

reached their lowest ebb in 1864 (the year of publication of Notes 

from Underground) with the death of his brother and business 

partner Mikhail, the death of his closest literary collaborator, the 

brilliant and eccentric Apollon Grigoryev, and the inopportune 

closure by the government of his main source of income, the journal 

Time-a series of catastrophes eminently worthy of a novel by Sue. (7) 

Yet out of all this pain and misfortune Dostoevsky was able to create some of his 

most important works, perhaps because he clung to his faith through a period of 

difficulty . Although he was aware of the weaknesses in his faith, it served as 

comfort in a time when Dostoevsky could find little elsewhere. Works like 

$ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ On the Origin of Species, along with many other seminal philosophical 

endeavours felt like an attack on this faith and he found it imperative to defend 

it. !ÎÎÁ 3ÃÈÕÒ +ÁÌÁÄÉÏÕË ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅÓ $ÏÓÔÏÅËÓÙȭÓ ÓÔÁÎÃÅȡ ȰAs a person of deep 

religious conviction, Dostoevsky mistrusted the claims of science and doubts the 

power of human reason that arrogates to itself the right and the ability to solve 
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the "ultimatÅͼ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȱ127. Religion was, for Dostoevsky, an aspect of his life that 

was ever ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÒÄÓÈÉÐ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÓÅÅÍÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÁÃË 

on religion, by suggesting that man was nothing more than an animal, was 

ÁÕÔÏÍÁÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÂÈÏÒÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȢ (Å ÔÏÏË ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ 

to God, the destruction of this would decimate his own sanity.  

FÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÆÏÒÍÉÔÙ ÉÓ 

negative; he suggests that although as a writer Dostoevsky excelled, he could 

have had a more profound political and philosophical input. Freud believed him 

to be  crippled by his need to conform to Russian ideas about spirituality: 

After the most violent struggles to reconcile the instinctual demands 

of the individual with the claims of the community, he landed in the 

retrograde position of submission both to temporal and 

spiritual  authority, of veneration both for the Tsar and for the God of 

the Christians, and of a narrow Russian nationalismɂ

a position which lesser minds have reached with smaller effort. This 

is the weak point in that great personality. Dostoevsky threw away 

the chance of becoming a teacher and liberator of humanity and made 

himself one with their gaolers. (177) 

7ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÏÒ ÎÏÔ &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÄÉÓÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÓ ÁÎÙ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÁÂÌÅȢ 

DostoeÖÓËÙ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ most important novelists, and his 

works address great and important problems. Yet one may conjecture what 

                                                           
127 Anna Schur Kaladiouk, ȰOn "Sticking to the Fact" and "Understanding Nothing": Dostoevsky 

and the Scientific Methodȱ The Russian Review, Vol. 65, No. 3 (Jul., 2006), pp. 417-438. 

Subsequent page references in text. 
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would have happened if Dostoevsky had a less religious upbringing, if his father 

had ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÏ ÂÒÕÔÁÌÌÙ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÅÄȟ ÉÆ ÈÅ ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎÃÁÒÃÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ 3ÉÂÅÒÉÁ ÆÏÒ 

radical thinking.  

According to Ladislav Kovac, when considering his attitude towards Darwin, 

Dostoevsky was willing to allow that humanity had evolved from the ape.128 

However, he ÁÌÓÏ ×ÁÓ ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÍÁÎ Á ȬÍÅÒÅ ÁÐÅȭȟ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ 

V. A. Alekseev sent 7th June 1876: 

By the way: Recall the current theories of Darwin and others about 

ÍÁÎȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÅȢ 7ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÅÎÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȟ 

Christ announces straight out that in addition to an animal world, 

there is also a spiritual world in man as well. Well, and difference does 

ÉÔ ÍÁËÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÍÁÎ ÃÁÍÅ ÆÒÏÍɉÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅ 

how God sculpted him from clay, took it from the earth), but on the 

oÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄ 'ÏÄ ÂÒÅÁÔÈÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÅÁÔÈ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȣȭ129 

Larson mentions that this was the way many of the intelligentsia dealt with 

concepts of evolution; by amalgamating them with their faith (221). 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×Åen man and animal is 

spirituality. Furthermore in this letter to Alekseev he mentions the difference 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ $ÅÖÉÌȭÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÐÐÌÙ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ 

mankind, but Christ knew that you caÎȭÔ ÒÅÎÅ× ÍÁÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÒÅÁÄ ÁÌÏÎÅȢȱ (285) For 

Dostoevsky, you cannot merely appeal to people material needs as you can with 

animals. You must apply to their inherent spirituality primarily, for then they can 

                                                           
128 Ladislav +ÏÖÜéȟ Darwin and Dostoyevsky: twins. Vol. 11. 2010. 815-815 
129 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Letter 1872-1877, Ed. and Trans. David A. Lowe, Ardis:1991 (286). 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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overcome all hardships, like Sonja in Crime and Punishment. Although he was 

willing  to admit some truths in the theory Dostoevsky was regularly scathing of 

Darwin because of the link between his theories and materialism, in particular 

within his non-fictional The Diary of a Writer  (1873-1881). In his diary he writes: 

ȰPlease note, gentlemen, that all these high European teachers, our light and our 

hope-all those Mills, Darwins and Strausses-sometimes consider the moral 

obligations of modern man in a most astonishing manÎÅÒȱ130. Ronald D. LeBlanc 

ÁÌÓÏ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÓÃÁÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÉÔÕdes towards Darwinism are 

ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÎÏÖÅÌÓȡ ȰIn Crime and Punishmentȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ 

ÁÒÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÉÎ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÎ 

ȰÅØÔÒÁÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙȱ man who belongs tÏ Á ÓÕÐÅÒÉÏÒ ÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ .ÁÐÏÌÅÏÎÓȢȱ131  

DostoevÓËÙȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȟ ÂÕÔ 

the implications when considering religion and morality, which shall be 

discussed within the remaining part of this chapter.  

Svidrigailov : The Human Beast 

Within the last section I established the context in which Crime and Punishment 

was written. Having considered the scientific and personal elements that 

contributed to the themes of this novel, I can now focus on the novel itself. In this 

ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ 

focus on the character Svidrigailov who embodies the criminal drive through the 

novel as that of wanton hedonism and a disregard for morality. 

                                                           
130 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Diary of a Writer, Trans. "ÏÒÉÓ "ÒÁÓÏÌ #ÈÁÒÌÅÓ 3ÃÒÉÂÎÅÒȭÓ 3ÏÎÓȡ ρωυτ 
131 Ronald LeBlanc Slavic Sins of the Flesh: Food, Sex, and Carnal Appetite in Nineteenth-Century 
Russian Fiction UPNE: 2012 
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In her critique on the relationship between the law and the individual Colin 

Dayan writes on the metamorphoses of a person into a spirit/animal/object in 

The Law is a White Dog132(2011). She considers in particular Guantanamo Bay 

and the exiling from personhood that occurs, writing:  

)Î ÔÈÅ ÌÏÎÇ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÃÁÌÌ ȬÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÈÏÏÄȭȟ ) ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ 

slaves, animals, criminals and detainees who are disabled by the law. 

Legal thought relied on a set of fictions that rendered the meaning of 

persons shifting and ÔÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅȡ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ )ȱ creating slaves as persons 

in law and criminals as dead in law, or in the perpetual re-creation of 

the rightless entity. (xii)  

$ÁÙÁÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÐÒÉÖÁÌ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÈÏÏÄȱ that occurs in the eyes of the law 

ÔÏ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌȠ ÔÈÅ Ȱcreation of a species of depersonalised persoÎÓȢȱ (32) The 

criminal is placed in a state of liminality where they are a human physically yet 

not socially. There is a special category developed for the criminal, outside of 

regular human society but not entirely excluded; controlled bodily like an object 

rather ÔÈÁÎ Á ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÅÄȱ. $ÁÙÁÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ 

ȰÄÅÐÅÒÓÏÎÈÏÏÄȱ demonstrates how a person can be placed in the abyssal space 

between human and animal through rejection of a conventional social contract. 

$ÁÙÁÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ Ȱ (ÏÍÏ 3ÁÃÅÒȱȟ ×ÈÏ ÅØÉÓÔÓ 

ÂÏÔÈ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÂÉÏÓȟ ÏÒ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȢ !ÇÁÍÂÅÎ ÕÓÅÓ 0ÏÍÐÅÉÕÓ &ÅÓÔÕÓȭÓ 

ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÈÉÍȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ×ÈÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÈÁÖÅ 

judged on account of a crime. It is not permitted to sacrifice this man, yet he who 

                                                           
132 Colin Dayan, The Law Is a White Dog: How Legal Rituals Make and Unmake Persons, Princeton 

University Press: 2011 
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ËÉÌÌÓ ÈÉÍ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÄÅÍÎÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÏÍÉÃÉÄÅȣȱɉτχɊ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙ ÔÏ $ÁÙÁÎȭÓ 

ÄÅÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ Ȱ(ÏÍÏ 3ÁÃÅÒȱ ÉÓ Á ÍÁÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎ 

organism, but not in terms of his political being, as he is effectively stripped of 

his human rights. This idea of the criminal can also be considered with reference 

ÔÏ +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÊÅÃÔȢ  +ÒÉÓÔÅÖÁȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÁÄÈÅÒÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ 

Agamben and $ÁÙÁÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÃÒÉÍÅȡ 

Ȱȣ!ÎÙ ÃÒÉÍÅȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ×ȟ ÉÓ ÁÂÊÅÃÔȟ ÂÕÔ 

premeditated crime, cunning murder, hypocritical revenge are even more so 

because they heighten the displaÙ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ(4) The abjection of crime 

that Kristeva discusses must further be applied to the criminal; he or she 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ Á ÌÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÉÎÇȟ Á ÍÏÎÓÔÒÏÕÓ ȬÉÔȭ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ 

animal. Considering the treatment of Dostoevsky as a criminal before the 

publication of his seminal novels these theories are useful when discussing 

criminality as a transformative process which changes the criminal from human 

to subhuman abyssal residentȢ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÅØÉÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÉÍÂÕÅÓ 

him with a unique view of the treatment of the criminal, having inspired him to 

write House of the Dead on the subject, he experienced this process of 

depersonhood himself. It is therefore possible that Dostoevsky had first hand 

experienced the abyss himself prior to writing Crime and Punishment. 

I argue that the criminal is stripped of part of his identity due to a lack of morality, 

ÏÒ ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅȟ ÁÄÈÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢ 

The criminal, in his rejection of morality is deprived of his humanity and 

becomes a form of sub-humanity, demonstrated particularly in the use of the 

ÎÁÍÅ Ȱ3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȱ, a character who in his treatment of Dunya and others shows 
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himself to be almost entirely void of moral feeling throughout the novel with only 

occasional moments where his conscious reanimates. The name is used to 

represent the criminal and the subversive within the novel. Svidrigailov becomes 

more than a name to represent an individual character and instead signifies the 

sordid criminal mind, established primarily when Raskolnikov attempts to chase 

a man with nefarious intentions away from a girl who is intoxicated: ȰHey you! 

SvidriÇÁÉÌÏÖȦ 7ÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔ ÈÅÒÅȩȱ ɉ59) Although the sexual predator is not 

actually Svidrigailov, the use of his name in this context implies an application of 

his identity on all subversive characters within the novel. Raskolnikov, by using 

ÈÉÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÎÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÔÁËÅÎ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÍ ÁÎÄ 

manipulated it to become a uniform term to describe all criminals. It is this loss 

of identity that is dehumanizing, and lowers the criminal from a status as an 

individual to an abyssal resident.  

Svidrigailov is a gauge of criminality as he is the character who can most be 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÅÖÉÌȭȟ ÙÅÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ Ïne who, unlike many of the others like 

Raskolnikov and Marmaladov, ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȰÈÕÍÁÎȱȡ Ȱȣ) ÁÍ Á ÈÕÍÁÎ 

ÂÅÉÎÇȟ ÅÔ ÎÉÈÉÌ ÈÕÍÁÎÕÍȣÉÎ Á ×ÏÒÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÁÍ ÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎg attracted or falling 

ÉÎ ÌÏÖÅȣȱ (336) This declaration of humanity contrasts greatly with the claims of 

animality by Marmalodov, who freÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ Á ȰÌÏÕÓÅȱ ÏÒ Á 

ȰÓ×ÉÎÅȱȡ Ȱȣ"ÕÔ ÎÏȟ ) ÍÕÓÔ ÐÕÔ ÉÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÌÙȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÖÅÌÙȡ ÎÏÔ ÃÁÎ ÙÏÕȟ 

but dare you, as you look upon me in this hour, say beyond all shadow of a doubt 

that I am not Á Ó×ÉÎÅȩȱ (19). Ironically the most base character is the one who 

claims ownership of humanity, and he does this by referring to the more 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȠ ÌÕÓÔȢ )Î ÍÁÎÙ ÓÅÎÓÅÓȟ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ 
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crime is a lack of guilt that is maintained through most of the novel. He reasons 

that instead of being a criminal he is merely a sufferer of the human condition: 

ȰȣÁÍ ) Á ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒ ÏÒ ÁÍ ) ÍÙÓÅÌÆ Á ÖÉÃÔÉÍȩȱ (336) This claim loses meaning 

considering the crime we learn that he commits; driving a young girl to suicide 

after sexual assault:  

She had a distant relative-a niece, I think it was- living with her; this 

girl was a girl of about fifteen, or possibly even only fourteen, a deaf 

ÍÕÔÅȣ /ÎÅ ÄÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ attic. Her death was 

adjudged to be suicide. After the usual legal proceedings the matter 

was dropped, but later on someone made a statement to the police 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎȣÂÒÕÔÁÌÌÙ ÒÁÐÅÄ ÂÙ 3ÖÉÄÒÁÉÇÁÌÏÖȢȭ ɉσυφɊ 

)Ô ÉÓ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏgnise himself as a wrongdoer that makes him 

so nefarious and therefore the archetypal criminal and abyssal dweller. It is 

frustrating for the reader that Svidrigailov throughout the narrative entirely 

evades the reach of the law and therefore retains his identity as a human within 

society; perhaps this is the reason for his vehement claims of humanity. Yet it is 

the nature of his crimes that makes Svidrigailov stand out as the animalistic 

ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌȢ )Î 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÎÑÕÉÓÈÅÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÔÈÒÏugh suicide; 

where the law has not taken his personhood from him, he instead relinquishes it 

himself. Dostoevsky ÕÓÅÓ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÓÕÉÃÉÄÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ that the only 

alternative outcome of criminality to incarceration is self-destruction. The self 

must be relinquished to the social contract, otherwise eradicated altogether. 

Dostoevsky insinuates that this is also the decision Raskolnikov will eventually 

have to make; the choice between suicide and submission to the law. According 
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to R.E.Richardson: ȰPorfirii Petrovich is the police magistrate who in 

2ÁÓËÏÌȭÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÍÉÎÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ÐÕÎÉÓÈÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ 

expiation. Porfirii is the path to a return to conservative law and order and 

normal social ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢȱ133 Richardson argues that 

Raskolnikov can either face the effects of the law or be driven to madness and 

consequentially death. Dostoevsky insinuates that it is impossible to live as a 

human without the appropriate moral sense. Humanity cannot function with the 

guilt. Therefore a sacrifice must be made, and Richardson clarifies that 

Raskolnikov can either submit to Porfiry, or transform into a creature 

resembling Svidrigailov. 

Richardson believes that Svidrigailov is a victim of some form of mythmaking; 

although nefarious he argues that his crimes have been extremely exaggerated 

by the members of the rural Russian countryside. He argues that we cannot draw 

a distinction between Raskolnikov and Svidrigalov, claiming that Raskolnikov is 

a hypocrite, equally indulging in his animalistic qualities through his own crime: 

ȰAt any rate he apparently begins at this point to believe the stories and accuses 

Svidrigailov of indulging his sensual appetites and of behaving monstrously. The 

obvious irony here is that Raskol'nikov's appetites are, while purely intellectual, 

even more monstrous. How dare Raskol'nikov accuse anyone of self-ÉÎÄÕÌÇÅÎÃÅȢȱ 

(547) In many ways, Richardson is right; Raskolnikov admits himself to Sonja 

that his reasons for murdering Lizaveta were purely selfish: 

                                                           
133 R. E. Richardson ȰSvidrigailov and the "Performing Self", Slavic Review, Vol. 46, No. 3-4, 

(1987) Subsequent page references in text. 

http://encore.essex.ac.uk/iii/encore/articles/C__Ssvidrigailov__Orightresult?acc=434745701&con=JstorXML&lang=eng&link=http%3A%2F%2Fencore.essex.ac.uk%3A61080%2Fjstor%2Fstable%2F10.2307%2F2498103%3Fref%3Dno-x-route%3Aa771e0ec5674c8aa8b5da08291570196&suite=cobalt&title=Svidrigailov+and+the+%22Performing+Self%22
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I simply killed; I killed for my own sake, for no one but myself, and the 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ )ȭÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭÓ ÂÅÎÅÆÁÃÔÏÒ ÏÒ ÓÐÅÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÍÙ 

life like a spider, drawing people into my web and sucking the vital 

juices from them, was a matter of complete indifference to me at that 

ÍÏÍÅÎÔȣ ɉ500)  

His confession demonstrates that Raskolnikov shares many similarities with 

Svidrigailov in his criminal drives. He is therefore not the Napoleonic 

ȰÕÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱ that he hoped to be, and is instead a more base, animalistic form 

of humanity. The rejection of moral sense for their more bestial urges places 

them in the abyss that separates man from animal. Raskolnikov also identifies 

with Svidrigailov, demonstrating the unwanted link the characters have: 

ȰRaskolnikov gave him a gloomy lookȢ Ȱ!ÃÔÕÁÌÌÙȟ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÐÒÏÂÁbly very far 

ÆÒÏÍ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÂÏÏÒȟȱ ÈÅ ÓÁÉÄȢ ȰI even think that you may be a man of very good 

society, or at any rate you can on occasion beÈÁÖÅ ÌÉËÅ Á ÄÅÃÅÎÔ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇȢȱ 

(339). Gary Cox, who discusses the relationship of tyrant and victim in 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÈÏ× 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎ 

example of the Dostoevskian psychopath similar to Svidrigailov:  

The Dostoevskian psychopath begins where the where the dreamer 

does, alienated from the society of men because, in his insecurity 

about his personal identity, he dares not define himself as part of that 

society. Cut off from others, he becomes absorbed completely in his 

own internal reality. Like a philosophical solipsist, who denies the 

reÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÈÉÓ ÍÉÎÄȣ 4ÈÅ ÄÒÅÁÍÅÒȟ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÅÄ 

by society, or, more precisely, having rejected himself on behalf of 
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society, responds only passively, but the psychopath character 

responds aggressively!134  

#ÏØȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÉÁÎ 0ÓÙÃÈÏÐÁÔÈȱ defines Raskolnikov as the 

ÓÁÍÅ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȟ ÌÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÃÒÅÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄÓÏÎȭÓ 

argument. Raskolnikov is unable to look past his own mind, and his inability to 

function in society leads him to his immoral actions.  

However, despite this argument I cannot entirely agree with Richardson. 

Svidrigailov, unlike Raskolnikov delights in his monstrosity, joking about how he 

allows himself to follow is base animalistic urges. Raskolnikov uses rationality to 

explain his actions as a morally greater act, interacting with utilitarian ideas. In 

my opinion, this places Raskolnikov in the similar, but more problematic 

ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÏÆ ȰÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎȱȟ which will be discussed in the next section. And 

despite his principles Raskolnikov feels the effects of his moral transgression 

immediately. Svidrigailov stands for nothing, he allows himself complete 

devÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓȡ ȰReason is, after all, the servanÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȣ ȱ 

(336) He lacks guilt until the end, and his final actions can be arguably conceived 

ÁÓ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ /ÒÔÈÏÄÏØ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÉÔÙȢ Although he is 

ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÇÅÎÔÌÅÍÁÎȱ he is the character that is most animal, 

demonstrating how the criminal can be conceived as a liminal creature between 

animal and humanity.  

The concern Raskolnikov has about his criminality and how it affects his 

personhood is described by Svidrigailov: 

                                                           
134 Gary Cox, Tyrant and Victim in Dostoevsky, Slavica Publishers: 1983 
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I understand the kind of problems that are currently on your mind: 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÏÎÅÓȟ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ ÔÈÅÙȩ 0ÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ man as a citizen? 

Oh, put them to one side; why should you bother with them now? Hee 

ÈÅÅȦ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ Á ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ Á ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎȩ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÉÆ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÏȟ ÔÈÅÎ 

ÙÏÕ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÏËÅÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÎÏÓÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÌÁÃÅȠ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÎÏ ÇÏÏÄ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÊÏÂȢ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÓÈÏÏÔ 

yourself; but perhaps you doÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÉÎÃÌÉÎÅÄ ÔÏȩ ɉυχψ-579) 

Svidrigailov here refers to 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ. He suggests that by having 

such a sense, he finds himself questioning his place as a man and as a part of 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȢ $ÁÙÁÎȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÁÓ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÉÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅ ÈÅÒÅȢ 

Raskolnikov is torn by his moral sense. He has not yet been convicted, and 

therefore in the eyes of the law is still a man with all the respective rights, as 

opposed to !ÇÁÍÂÅÎȭÓ Ȱ(ÏÍÏ 3ÁÃÅÒȱ. However, his actions make him a criminal, 

just one that has not yet been identified by the law. Dostoevsky therefore 

demonstrates that this relationship between humanity and criminality 

transcends the power of the law. He establishes here that humanity lies 

ÉÎÔÒÉÎÓÉÃÁÌÌÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ 

caught, as a human he feels the weight of his actions nevertheless, leading him to 

two options; confession or self-destruction. Dostoevsky therefore emphasizes 

that what defines a criminal as human is the inability to live with their actions. 

They are self-motivated to either commit themselves to the mercy of the law, and 

thus lose their civil rights for a brief time. Or they must destroy themselves. 

Considering the ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȱ Svidrigailov takes on 

some inhuman qualities in the novel, becoming a caricature and a madman. 
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3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÈÅÄÏÎÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ 

ways, allowing him a more Dionysian presence within the novel. His appearance, 

Raskolnikov notes, is disturbingly unnatural:  

&ÏÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÍÉÎÕÔÅ ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÆÁÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÖÅÎ ÏÎ 

earlier occasions he had always found startling. It was a strange face, 

and almost resembled a mask: white and rubicund, with rubicund, 

scarlet lips, a light-blond beard and blond hair that was still quite 

thick. His eyes were somehow excessively blue, their gaze excessively 

heavy and immobile. There was something terribly unpleasant about 

this handsome and ɀ if years were anything to go by-face. (558) 

He is eerily inhuman in appearance, and with his red lips and extreme youth 

ÓÅÅÍÓ ÖÁÍÐÉÒÉÃȢ 4ÈÅ ȰÅØÔÒÅÍÅ ÂÌÕÅȱ of his eyes is particularly notable, as blue is 

representative of purity and innocence ÉÎ 2ÕÓÓÉÁȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ×ÈÙ 3ÏÎÊÁȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ÁÒÅ 

also this colour. So although Crime and Punishment is not a supernatural novel, 

there is something superhuman about Svidrigailov. The attribution to the 

supernatural is also notable when he claims to see and converse with Marfa 

0ÅÔÒÏÖÎÁȭÓ ÇÈÏÓÔȡ Ȱ7ÅÌÌȟ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÍÙ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÎÏ×Ȣ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÉÍÅ ) 

saw her was on the very day of her funeral, an hour afÔÅÒ ×ÅȭÄ ÐÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÇÒÏÕÎÄȢȱ (342) The connection Svidrigailov claims to have with the dead is 

double edged. On the one hand his claimed abilities represent a place of 

liminality; the ability to talk to the liminal exemplifies his own boundary crossing 

ÆÁÃÅÔÓȡ ȰGhosts are, so to speak, shreds and fragments of other worlds, their 

source and orÉÇÉÎȢȱ (345) This extenuates the supernatural quality of his 

ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÅÓ ÈÉÍ ÍÏÒÅ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱ. It also highlights his madness, which 
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Michel Foucault also attributes to animality, an aspect which will be discussed in 

more depth in the next section.135 Additionally he is constantly giving sinister 

looks ÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÉÎ Á ÎÅÆÁÒÉÏÕÓ ×ÁÙ ȰȣÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ) ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ ÙÏÕ ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á 

ÇÒÅÁÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÈÅÒȠ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÂÙ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ explanation is it? Hee-hee-

ÈÅÅȦȱ (559). Primarily, however, it is the delight he seems to take in his lechery 

that emphasizes his base criminality. These features leave the reader as well as 

Raskolnikov repulsedȡ ȰHis suspicions of Svidrigailov had been confirmed: he 

saw him as the most empty and wortÈÌÅÓÓ ÖÉÌÌÁÉÎ ÉÎ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ (563) Despite 

VlÁÄÉÍÉÒ .ÁÂÏËÏÖȭÓ ÄÉÓÔÁÉÎ ÆÏÒ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

Svidrigailov resembles and perhaps inspired his most villainous character 

Humbert Humbert in Lolita ɉρωυυɊȢ .ÁÂÏËÏÖȭÓ ÐÁÅÄÏÐÈÉÌÉÃ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÉÓ also 

charming and seductive. Both authors use their characters fascination with the 

nymphet to excavate the depths of human depravity, making them quintessential 

creatures of the abyss. 

EÒÇÅÎÉÁ #ÈÅÒËÁÓÏÖÁ ÒÅÍÁÒËÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰDostoevsky himself never attempted to define 

humanity because he deeply appreciated the immense complexity of a quest to 

comprehend human ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎȢȱ136 (44) Nevertheless in 

ÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ ÁÎÄ +ÁÎÔȭÓ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÉÄÅÁÌÓȟ ÓÈÅ demonstrates 

how, in agreement with +ÁÎÔȟ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÄ ÉÎ Á ȰÃÁÔÁÇÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÉÍÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȱȡ 

ȰLike Kant, DostoÅÖÓËÙ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏ ȰÚÅÒÏ ÐÏÉÎÔȱ exists in ethics and 

that the innate sense of good never disaÐÐÅÁÒÓ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÔÒÁÃÅȢȱ ɉ44) 

CheÒËÁÓÏÖÁȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÅÔÈÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ +ÁÎÔ 

                                                           
135 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, 

Psychology Press, 2001 
136 Evgenia Cherkasova Dostoevsky and Kant, Rodopi:2009 
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encourages investigation into the place of the criminal within his theory of 

ethÉÃÓȠ Á ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ȰÍÏÒÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅȱ ÏÒ ȰÓÅÎÓÕÓ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÓȱ would thus lower the 

ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌȭÓ Èumanity.  

#ÈÅÒËÁÓÏÖÁȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÉÎ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ important distinctions 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌÓȱ. On one end of the spectrum Dostoevsky places Sonja. 

Although she is not considered a criminal lawfully as prostitution was legalised 

at the time in Russia, she is still shunned and rejected from society, proven by 

the treatment of her when Luzhin attemÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÅÁÌÉÎÇȡ ȰGott der 

Barmherzige! ) ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ËÎÅ× ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÔÅÁÌÉÎÇȦȱ (471). Although she is not 

refuting the law, she is still seen socially as a criminal and evicted from society 

ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔȢ 9ÅÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÓÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÈÉÍ 

to turn himself in. Sonja may be seen as subhuman by society within the novel, 

but because of her sensus moralis Dostoevsky presents her as most human. Sonja, 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ(ÏÍÏ 3ÁÃÅÒȱȢ 

Not officially condemned but socially shunned she signifies the taboo, rejected 

figure from Roman law. Yet she also remains an entirely sympathetic character. 

On the other end of the spectrum, Dostoevsky places Svidrigailov, a man who 

seems to have little sensus moralis if any at all. During the novel Raskolnikov 

moves between these extremes, finallÙ ÆÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ 3ÏÎÊÁȭÓ ÓÉÄÅ when he confesses 

and bows to her. As a result both Sonja and Raskolnikov are exiled from Russia 

into Siberia; a temporary rejection from society and symbolic of their residence 

within the abyss. Yet Dostoevsky presents this as a requirement; a chance to 

cleanse and regain their humanity. 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÕÎÈÏÌÙ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÓ 

a permanent decent into a very different abyss.  
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$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ other novels from this period similarly deal with the relationship 

between criminality and animal sensuality. In The Idiot (1869)137 the corrupt 

sensualist Rogozhin, similarly to Svidrigailov is driven by his more animalistic 

urges which leads him to the seduction and eventual murder of Nastasya 

Filippovna, an outcome that Myshkin predicts. Myshkin perhaps expects this 

outcome as he observes the animalistic tendencies of Rogozhin. However, 

Rozoghin, like Raskolnikov, is allowed to atone for his actions when he is sent to 

Siberia. However, in The Brothers Karamazov (1880)138 there is a departure from 

this characterization. Dmitri is characterised in a similar way as Svidrigailov and 

Rogozhin; he is sensual and volatile, having suggested previously that he would 

murder his father over his love of Grushenka. However, it is revealed that 

Smerdyakov, who is the illegitimate child of Fyodor Karamazov, is in fact the 

murderer. Although he is merely a servant he is more characteristic of the 

ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎ ÁÓ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÕÁÌ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌȢ (Å ÉÓ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ )ÖÁÎȭÓ 

rationalism to murder his father. His adherence with atheism allows him to reject 

his moral sense and murder Fyodor. Therefore, although Dostoevsky considers 

the animal urges of humanity to represent criminality, he also considers the 

higher forms such as reason and ideology to result in it also. It is, therefore, the 

abandonment of spirituality and religious feeling that results in criminality. The 

animalistic facet of the human is present in great sensuality and great rationality 

when it usurps moral feeling within the soul of a man. The man is therefore 

robbed of his humanity in one of the two ways discussed; either through the law 

or by his own hand. Dmitri, innocent of the crime yet guilty in the eyes of the law 

                                                           
137 Fyodor Dostoevsky The Idiot, Trans. David McDuff, Penguin Classics: 2004 
138 Fyodor Dostoevsky The Brothers Karamazov, , Trans. David McDuff, Penguin Classics: 2003 
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is sent to Siberia; he is exiled temporarily from humanity through this 

banishment. However, because he never did actually commit the murder he is 

rescued and repents, thus regaining the humanity he was temporarily deprived 

ÏÆȢ 3ÍÅÒÄÙÁËÏÖȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÔÁËÅÓ 3ÖÉÄÒÉÇÁÉÌÏÖȭÓ ÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÓ ÓÕÉÃÉÄÅȢ .Ȣ 

Norman ShneidÍÁÎ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰThe suicide of Smerdiakov is for Dostoevski not 

ÏÎÌÙ ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÎ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÉȭÓ ÅÔÈÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ 

undeÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȢȱ139 ɉςφɊ ) ÁÇÒÅÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÈÎÅÉÄÎÁÍȭÓ 

assessment; the suicide ÅÎÃÁÐÓÕÌÁÔÅÓ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ philosophy on the nature of 

man. Accorning to Dostoevsky, a man cannot commit a crime and continue living 

as a validated human; the act is animal, and therefore the punishment must 

therefore involve committment  to the abyss. Either the criminal surrenders 

himself to the law, or commits an act of self-destruction. To Dostoevsky, 

humanity is hinged on morality, without it the criminal shares the same rights as 

an animal. This, many would agree, is an extremely harsh assessment. But 

considering his terrible experiences in Siberia that shaped his work, I could 

perhaps suggest that such an uncompromising attitude towards the criminal 

comes from a place of self-loathing created by years of mistreatment. 

&ÁÉÔÈÆÕÌ ÔÏ $ÁÙÁÎȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÙÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

must surrender to the law and experience a form of depersonhood to atone for 

their actions. Yet further to this, considering #ÈÅÒËÁÓÏÖÁȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ +ÁÎÔÉÁÎ 

morality within Do stoevsky, the problem with depersonhood and the criminal 

reaches further than this. Myshkin within The Idiot ÁÓÓÅÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰCompassion was 

                                                           
139 .Ȣ .ÏÒÍÁÌ 3ÈÎÅÉÄÍÁÎ Ȭ-ÕÒÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÕÉÃÉÄÅ ÉÎ 4ÈÅ "ÒÏÔÈÅÒÓ +ÁÒÁÍÁÚÏÖȡ 4ÈÅ $ÏÕÂÌÅ 
2ÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎ ÏÆ 0ÁÖÅÌ 3ÍÅÒÄÉÁËÏÖȭȟ Dostoevski and the Human Condition after a Century, 
Greenwood Press: 1986 
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the chief and perhaÐÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÌÁ× ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȢȱ (208) Therefore to 

Dostoevsky what makes a human is his sense of morality and his ability to be 

kind towards others. One that lacks this, therefore, is subhuman, and if they do 

not find their humanity through submission to the law they are bound to self-

destruction. 

The Superfluous Man: Humanity Without Purpose 

In the previous section criminality was considered as a form of subhumanity, 

with particu lar reference to Svidrigailov. I consider a complex character 

archetype unique to Russian literature in this ÎÅØÔ ÐÁÒÔȠ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎȱ; 

a character who simultaneously considers himself the pinnacle of humanity 

whilst also partly exiling himself. Furthermore, I discuss how Raskolnikov can be 

considered the superfluous man and how Dostoevsky uses this archetype to 

explore the boundaries dividing human and animal.  

It is difficult to find  an ÅØÁÃÔ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎȱ, as Jahanne M 

Gheith explains: 

It is perhaps even detrimental to attempt a strict definition of this 

motif as it represents a moment, an attitude, a fluctuating mode in 

Russian literature and culture. Superfluous men represented, among 

other things, varying forms of opposition, but the specific contours of 

this opposition shifted with the times and changing political 

developments.140  

                                                           
140 Jehanne M Gheith The Superfluous Man and the Necessary Woman: A "Re-Vision" 

 Russian Review, Vol. 55, No. 2 (1996) Subsequent page references in text. 

http://encore.essex.ac.uk/iii/encore/articles/C__Ssuperfluous%20man%20dostoevsky__Orightresult?acc=434745701&con=JstorXML&lang=eng&link=http%3A%2F%2Fencore.essex.ac.uk%3A61080%2Fjstor%2Fstable%2F10.2307%2F131838%3Fref%3Dno-x-route%3Ae81af074c85f7e1a1778caa7cfe15665&suite=cobalt&title=The+Superfluous+Man+and+the+Necessary+Woman%3A+A+%22Re-Vision%22
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The superfluous man, as Gheith suggests, has been used in a variety of ways by a 

variety of authors. Alexander Pushkin used it to demonstrate the futility of  the 

outcast in Evgenii Onegin141ȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ $ÏÃÔÏÒ :ÈÉÖÁÇÏ ÉÎ "ÏÒÉÓ 0ÁÓÔÅÒÎÁËȭÓ 

eponymous novel is celebrated for his superfluity142. Gheith does, however, 

furnish us with a generalised desÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȡ ȰȣÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÅÎ 

share a radical alienation from society and an inability to take personally 

meaningful or socially useful action. These characters also usually demonstrate 

talent or promise that remains eternally potential; finally, central to all 

superfluous-man texts is a romantic relationship ÁÎÄ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ (230) Ellen 

Chances offers a similar but also differing assessment of the superfluous man as: 

Ȱan ineffectual aÒÉÓÔÏÃÒÁÔ ÁÔ ÏÄÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȣȱÄÒÅÁÍÙȟ ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓȱȣÁÎ 

ȬÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÉÎÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÎÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÄÅÁÌÉÓÔȭȟ Á ȬÈÅÒÏ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅ 

to social and ethical problems, but who fails to act, partly because of personal 

weakness, partly because of political and social restrains on his freedom of 

ÁÃÔÉÏÎȢȱ143 (112) Chances, I would argue offers a more negative definition of the 

superfluous man, focusing on his inability to act. The superfluous man therefore 

resembles Hamlet as an intellectual figure whose ability to reason is a hindrance 

more than a help. Similar features can, however, be determined from both 

#ÈÁÎÃÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ 'ÅÉÔÈȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎ; he is an intellectual 

outsider who holds many opinions of the world but rarely acts upon them. He 

could be considered the pinnacle of humanity according to materialists, as he 

often appears as the extreme rationalist. However, he is exempt from the social 

                                                           
141 Alexander Pushkinȟ Ȭ%ÕÇÅÎÅ /ÎÅÇÉÎȭȟ 0ÅÎÇÕÉÎȡ ςππσ 
142 Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago, Vintage Classics:2002 
143 %ÌÌÅÎ #ÈÁÎÃÅÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ 3ÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ -ÁÎ ÉÎ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ ,ÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ The Routledge Companion to 
Russian Literature, Routledge: 2002 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Alexander+Pushkin%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=8
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ÏÒÄÅÒȠ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÁÔÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ Ôhe social contract and 

Russian Orthodox beliefs on community this makes him more animalistic. 

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÁÒÃÈÅÔÙÐÁÌ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ5ÎÄÅÒÇÒÏÕÎÄ -ÁÎȱ; the 

unnamed narrator of his novella Notes from the Underground (1864). The 

Ȱ5ÎÄÅÒÇÒÏÕÎÄ -ÁÎȱ is evidentially a superfluous man from the first half of the 

novella, in which no action happens. Instead the narrator explains his internal 

conflicts and thoughts, demonstrating the character to be an intellectual, who 

holds many opinions on the world and yet does not act upon them. This aspect 

of the character is exemplified when he describes how he comforts himself with 

feelings of superiority: 

That was my ruin, for when I was in the mud I comforted myself with 

the thought that at other times I was a hero, and the hero was a cloak 

for the mud: for an ordinary man it was shameful to defile himself, 

but a hero was too lofty to be utterly defiled, and so he might defile 

himself. (39) 

Here Dostoevsky presents the beginnings of the character he extends and 

explores in Crime and Punishment with Raskolnikov. The Underground man 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ Á ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÎÏÂÌÅÒ ÍÅÎȟ ÏÒ ȬÈÅÒÏÅÓȭ cannot be defiled 

because they are greater than common man. The character separates and 

isolates himself from normal men, demonstrated particularly in the description 

of a meeting with his old school friends. The scene is painful to read; it is evident 

that these other characters wish to distance themselves from the Underground 

Man, and with his erratic behaviour it is clear why. The Underground Man 

embarrasses himself and is depicted as a social outcast. The character is 
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contradictory. He sees himself as above the common man, condescending him as 

Ȱstupidȟ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁÌÌÙ ÓÔÕÐÉÄȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÁÌÓÏ ȰÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÓÔÕÐÉÄȱ (19). He 

also defines himself ÁÓ Á ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÍÁÎȡ ȰI want now to tell you, 

gentlemen, whether you care to hear it or not, why I could not even become an 

insect. I tell you solemnly, that I have many times tried to become an insect. But 

I was not equal even tÏ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ (3). Therefore the superfluous man thinks himself 

higher than man, and yet somehow finds himself beneath him simultaneously. 

The animality of the character is evident, and also inherently links to Raskolnikov 

of Crime and Punishment.  

$ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ own perception of the superfluous man archetype is clear; he is 

depicted as a negative insidious character that hurts those around him almost as 

ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÈÕÒÔÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢ ,ÏÕÉÓ #Ȣ -ÉÄÇÌÅÙ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭs view of the 

superfluous man.  

The Russian wanderer, in spite of his original high mindedness, and 

in spite of his lofty idealism, was somehow forced to adopt an extreme 

position from which he frequently was willing to crush the people in 

the name of the people. The wanderer after having first imbibed 

intoxicating Western ideologies at last becomes a demon desiring 

only terror and destruction. (57) 

The terms in whÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓ ÍÁÎ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÁÎÄÅÒÅÒȱ as described by 

Midgley are extreme, ÙÅÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÉÍ ÁÓ Á ȰÄÅÍÏÎȱ it  is reminiscent 

of SÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÄÅÐÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎËÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÍÏÎÓÔÅÒȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ 

inherently linked; like the creature the superfluous man is a morally corrupted 

social outcast. Similarly iÎ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÁÌÓÏȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ twisted philosophies on 
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man drive them to murder. The monster and the superfluous man are both above 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÂÅÎÅÁÔÈ ÉÔȟ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÄÅÒÇÒÏÕÎÄ -ÁÎȭÓ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ 

ÐÅÅÒÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÓÏÌÉÔÕÄÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȢ 3ÈÅÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ 

the superfluous man are therefore in many ways similarly outcast from 

humanity. 

Chances definition could allow the supposition that Raskolnikov cannot be 

counted as a superfluous man because he does take action; he murders Alyona 

and Lizaveta. However, this would be insuffient evidence aÇÁÉÎÓÔ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ 

place in the Russian cannon as the superfluous man. He is ineffectual; as an ex-

student he lives of the money his mother and sister send him, resides in a hovel 

and dresses in rags. From the first chapter it is made clear that he adheres to the 

archetype; the opening section is written in the third person as RaskolnikÏÖȭÓ 

stream of consciousness:  

4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ ) ÎÅÖÅÒ ÄÏ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ-because I ramble on to myself like 

ÔÈÁÔȢ /Ò ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙ ÒÏÕÎÄȠ ) ÒÁÍÂÌÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÎÅÖÅÒ ÄÏ 

anytÈÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÔ ÍÏÎÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÖÅ ÐÉÃËÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÁÂÉÔ ÏÆ 

rambling, lying on my back for whole days and nights on end in my 

room and thÉÎËÉÎÇȣÁÂÏÕÔ #ÌÏÕÄ-cuckoo land. (6) 

)Î ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖ ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅÓ )ÖÁÎ 'ÏÎÃÈÏÒÏÖȭÓ Oblomov (1859), who as 

an archetypal superfluous man remains in bed for a third of the book. He is 

presented as being so lost in his own thoughts that he lives more inside his head 

than in the outside world. Additionally, although it is true that Raskolnikov is 

active in that he commits the murder, he is inactive as to his purpose. Instead of 

using the money he stole for a greater good, he hides it making both the purse 
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and the action superfluous. The reliance on thinking and rationalising is not 

practical; it leads to the creation of inactive men who are of no use to society. 

#ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÉÓ Discourse on the 

Origin of Inequality, a man who does not fit into human society does not therefore 

elevate himself above animality, thus the rationalism that many materialists 

prized as elevating the human instead meant they became outcast from human 

society, and therefore residents of ÔÈÅ ÁÂÙÓÓȢ #ÈÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰIn Russian 

Orthodoxy, human beings are viewed more as an integral part of a larger 

community rather than ÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȢȱ ɉ112) A human being must maintain his 

part in society according to Russian Orthodox view. Therefore, whilst the 

criminal is rejected by the law from humanity as Dayan argues, the superfluous 

man, instead leaves human society of his own accord. His idealism leads him to 

the abyss.  

7ÉÔÈÉÎ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ and similarly to the Underground Man, a figure 

from .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÓȟ one that has been spoken of previously and 

regularly drawn upon within this tÈÅÓÉÓȢ 4ÈÅ ȰUbermenschȱ again finds relevance 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÁÇÏÎÉÓÔȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙ ÔÏ !ÈÁÂȟ ÈÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÔÒÉÖÅÓ ÆÏÒ 

ÓÕÐÅÒÉÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÍÁÎȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ 

Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ 

the latter philosopher began publishing his most important work. However, the 

ideas Nietzsche was to write about especially considering morality were 

prevalent. According to Dirk Robert Johnson in terms of his adherence to 

Evolutionary Theory, Nietzsche ended life with an adversion to Darwinism, 

ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Thus 
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Spake Zarathustraȡ ȰTo use a metaphor, I believe that the many branching 

tributaries of Nietzsche's middle period philosophy can best be understood if 

one recognizes that Darwin stands ÁÓ Á ÍÉÇÈÔÙ ÒÉÖÅÒ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȢȱ144(658) 

4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÏÖÅÒ $ÁÒ×ÉÎÉÓÍȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ 

ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÁÎÄ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓȢ )Ô ÉÓ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ȰÕÂÅÒÍÅÎÓÃÈȱ that Dostoevsky draws upon; in his paper Raskolnikov suggest 

that there is a certain type of higher man who has the ability to thwart the law 

and moral codes in the quest for greatness. Raskolnikov desires to be a 

revolutionary; a Napoleon. Yet similarly to Ahab in this pursuit of greatness 

Raskolnikov reaches a lower form of being. Raskolnikov acted in accordance to 

.ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÌÓ ÏÎ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ elevate him in humanity 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ Ȱubermenschȱ Instead of scaling the evolutionary ladder, however, 

Raskolnikov experiences a period of animalistic madness. 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÁÃÔȟ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÉÓ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ 

descends into a madness that Michel Foucault inherently attributes to animality 

when considering how insanity is treated from the Renaissance onwards: 

But at the beginning of the Renaissance, the relations with animality 

are reversed; the beast is set free; it escapes the world of legend and 

moral illustration to acquire a fantastic nature of its own. And by an 

                                                           
144 Dirk Robert Johnson Nietzsche's Anti-Darwinism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2010. Page 658. Subsequent page references in text. 
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astonishing reversal, it is now the animal that will stalk man, capture 

him, and reveal him to his own truth.145 (66) 

The animal which Foucault refers to that stalks man is his own, and it is his inner 

ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȟ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÈÕÎÔÓ ÈÉÍ 

mentally. FoucaÕÌÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÄÎÅÓÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ #ÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ 

period highlight the process ÔÈÁÔ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȡ ȰAnimality has 

escaped domestication by human symbols and values; and it is animality that 

reveals the dark rage, the sterile madness thÁÔ ÌÉÅ ÉÎ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÅÁÒÔÓȢȱ (67) Foucault 

explains the attitude towards madness during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȡ ȰMadness borrowed its face from the mask of the beast. Those chained 

to the cell walls were no longer men whose minds had wandered, but beasts 

pÒÅÙÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÂÙ Á ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÆÒÅÎÚÙȣȱ (68). The criminal act, caused by his excess 

use of reason and western ideology ironically strips him of the faculty that led 

him to commit the atrocity. 

His animalistic phase has already started at the beginning of the novel when he 

attempts to quantify thÅ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÉÔȡ ȰCould I really ever have 

contemplated such a monstrous act? It shows what filth my heart is capable of, 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈȦ 9ÅÓȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓȠ ÆÉÌÔÈÙȟ ÍÅÁÎȟ ÖÉÌÅȟ ÖÉÌÅȦȱ (12-13) Raskolnikov is 

aware that the act would be base, but he still commits the crime because he 

×ÉÓÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÓÕÐÅÒÍÁÎȢ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ 

juncture to create an image of him standing on a precipice. )Î 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ 

philosophy he believes that to become superior to man one must descend into 

                                                           
145 -ÉÃÈÅÌ &ÏÕÃÁÕÌÔȟ Ȱ-ÁÄÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ !ÎÉÍÁÌÉÔÙȱȟ Animal Philosophy, London: A & C Black, 2004 
Subsequent page references in text. 
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the abyss so as to emerge the other side. He expects his descent to create more 

of a man of him. In this instance he shows similarities to Frankenstein who also 

attempts the journey across the abyss. However, the products of their extreme 

rationality are very different. Frankenstein creates a monster whilst Raskolnikov 

become the monster himself. Raskolnikov in his plight to become one of the few 

exceptional individuals who can ignore the laws of morality attempts to straddle 

the abyss that separates animal and man. He believes that by compromising his 

morality, he will prove himself greater than the ordinary man. He strives to 

demonstrate that human reason can allow a man to commit a crime without 

consequence:  

Little by little he had arrived at certain diverse and interesting 

conclusions and, in his opinion, the principle cause was to be found 

ÌÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÁÌ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

his crime than it was in the criminal himself; if he was the criminal 

himself who, in almost every case, became subject at the moment of 

his crime to a kind of failure of will and reason, which were replaced 

by a childish and phenomenal frivolity, and this right at the very 

moment when the things that were needed most of all were reason 

and caution. (87) 

The passage ascertains that Raskolnikov considers criminal activity an exercise 

of human reason, and he is willing to dismiss morality to prove his thesis. His 

philosophy suggests that a madness occurs in the criminal before the crime is 

committed which undermines their reason and therefore their ability to avoid 

punishment. It is therefore only the man who can overcome his conscience who 



Tabitha Kan 203 
 

can commit a crime successfully without arrest. Here Raskolnikov theorizes that 

criminal brain ÌÏÓÅÓ ÉÔÓ ÓÅÎÓÅÓȡ ȰAccording to the way he saw it, this eclipse of 

reason and failure of will attacked human beings like an illness, developing 

slowly and reaching their crisis not long before the enactment of thÅ ÃÒÉÍÅȢȱ (87) 

Raskolnikov believes murder to be a philosophical exercise that proves human 

rationality can usurp morality. Furthermore to return to Cherkasova assessment 

ÏÆ $ÏÓÔÏÅÖÓËÙȭÓ ×ÏÒË 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖ ÄÅÓÉÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÔÉÃÁÌ 

imperatÉÖÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÌÏÇÉÃ ÃÁÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄ +ÁÎÔȭÓ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÉÍÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ 

introduced in Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785). The categorical 

imperative states that to be morally correct you must treat a human like an end 

in itself rather than a means to an end; a critique of the utilitarian mode of 

thinking. Kant is proven right, however, and the compromise of RaskolnikoÖȭÓ 

morality leads to the descent into fervour, as if the disregard for the categorical 

imperative undermined and usurped his humanity. 

The descent into animality begins when Raskolnikov decided to commit the 

crime, demonstrated by Dostoevsky use of bestial language and imagery to 

ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÎÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒȡ ȰHe wanted to jeer at 

ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÁÌÉÃÉÏÕÓ ÓÐÉÔÅȣ ! ÓÌÏ×-witted, animal rage seethed up inside of 

ÈÉÍȢȱ ɉ88) Yet when the murder is committed this process speeds up 

exponeÎÔÉÁÌÌÙȡ ȰA certainty that everything, even his memory, even the simple 

faculty of reason, was deserting him had begun to torment him ÕÎÅÎÄÕÒÁÂÌÙȢȱ 

(111) Dostoevsky does consider reason a primary human faculty, but one that is 

reliant on morality. Once morality has been compromised reason soon follows. 

Accordingly Raskolnikov slips into a state of wild and rabid animality. He begins 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grounding_for_the_Metaphysics_of_Morals
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to question everything in a bout of Cartesian doubt once he realizes that his 

ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄȡ ȰA strange thought suddenly came into his head: 

what if all his clothes were covered in blood, what if there were man stains, only 

he could not see them, could not find out where they were, because his reason 

ÈÁÄ ÇÒÏ×Î ÆÅÅÂÌÅȟ ÂÒÏËÅÎ ÁÐÁÒÔȣÈÉÓ ÍÉÎÄ ÇÒÏ×Î ÄÁÒËÅÎÅÄȢȱ (111) The 

animalistic loss of reason is primarily a troubling experience, but Dostoevsky 

also describes a kick of exhilaration due to the adrenalin that Raskolnikov 

experiences when he realizes that he has not been called into the police station 

about the murder. The moment is described in a particularly animalistic way, as 

if he is a fox that has escaped the hunt: 

 An exultant sense of self-preservation, of having escaped from the 

danger that had been crushing him-that was what filled the whole of 

his being at that moment, and it contained no predictions, no analysis, 

no plans or guesses about the future, no doubts and no questions-It 

was a moment of total, spontaneous, pure animal joy. (120) 

He experiences animal urges towards those he meets, and is driven by emotional 

irrational drives as opÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÈÅ ÐÒÉÚÅÄȡ ȰHe found all the people he 

met repulsive-their faces, their manner of walking, their movements were 

repulsive to him. He reflected that if anyone had said anything to him he would 

quite simply have spat at that person oÒ ÂÉÔÔÅÎ ÈÉÍȣ (135). It is whilst he 

wanders the streets in this animal state that something turns him to Razumitkhin 

for help. Razumitkhin notices this animalistic change in his friend, and takes care 

of the physical ailment thÁÔ ÉÓ ÐÁÉÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔȡ ȰFor we must make a proper human 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÙÏÕȢȱ (156) Whilst he means this in a cheerful and light hearted way, 



Tabitha Kan 205 
 

×ÈÅÎ 2ÁÚÕÍÉÔËÈÉÎ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÔÏ 2ÁÓËÏÌÎÉËÏÖȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÓÔÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÉÓ 

palpable, especially considering his lack of morÁÌ ÆÉÂÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȡ ȰBut 

ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÈÙÐÏÃÈÏÎÄÒÉÁ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅȭÓ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍȟ ÈÅȭÓ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÃÏÌÄ 

and unfeeling to the point of ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȣȱ (257) There is something that is 

lacking about Raskolnikov that scares Razumitkhin: 

But the workings of some strange, almost animal cunning suddenly 

prompted him to conceal his strength until the right moment, to lie 

low, pretend to be not yet quite conscious, if need be, while all the 

while listening and pricking up his ears to find out what was going on. 

(148) 

Raskolnikov is aware that his reaction to the murder is irrational and bestial. The 

self-hatred that Raskolnikov feels because he did not manage to prove his thesis 

acurate causes him to condemn himself as a base creature: 

If you really did that with all your wits about you and not like some 

fool in a trance, if you really had a firm and definite goal before you, 

ÔÈÅÎ ÈÏ× ÉÓ ÉÔ ÙÏÕ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÌÏÏËÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÓÅ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ×ÈÁÔ 

ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÚÅ ÆÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÔÏÒÍÅÎÔÓ ÕÐÏÎ 

yourself and intentionally done such a base, vile, loathsome thing? 

(134) 

His madness, in his opÉÎÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ Á ÍÅÒÅ ȰÌÏÕÓÅȱ, anÄ ÎÏÔ Á Ȱ.ÁÐÏÌÅÏÎȱ 

like he had hoped. Yet in his desperation he attempts to reach out to Sonya, who 

he imagines has committed a similar immoral act through her use of prostitution 

to support her family. His reaction demonstrates a hope that together they can 


