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Frankenstein as a Marxist Metaphor


Karl Marx (1818-1883) may have read Frankenstein; however, he was only an infant when Mary Shelley wrote her novel. Later, it is unlikely that Marx paused from fixing the world on paper to read Shelley's gothic story.  Nevertheless, modern Marxist Criticism (Champ) can consider Frankenstein a metaphor for Marxist Communism and especially for the creation of a new socialist man.  Squinting through the biased prism of Marxist criticism, Shelley becomes a prophet. Her intended protagonist, Victor Frankenstein, is the future proletariat messiah Karl Marx, and the Creature who overwhelms the story is what Marxists might call New Man, an embodiment of Marxist ideology. Shelley's novel also contains allusions to various Marxist notions regarding alienation and class struggle (Dobie, 80, 85).
         Marx was a middle-class bourgeois who created an ideal workers' paradise in his writings. Frankenstein is also a middle-class person, and he builds a creature, containing all of his own class-free dreams and wishes, inside Shelley's writings. Frankenstein is a round character who changes his mind about creating anything after The Creature becomes a monster and destroys much of what Frankenstein cherishes. Marx died before his own creation massacred millions and devastated the economies of a huge part of the earth. However, Marx was not a psychopath; his followers were. If Marx had resurrected and reviewed communist Russia from the Gulag like Victor reviewed The Creature in the Arctic (Shelley), he probably would also have denounced his own creation. Both Shelley and Marx deserve consideration for responsible creativity. (Hustis)

         One Marxist critic, Montag, interprets the character of The Creature as the proletariat; then, as its unrepresentability (Montag, 389, 396). It seems more evident that Shelley means The Creature to be the evolved proletariat, Marxism's New Man.  Socialist Realism (Encyclopaedia) would also accept this imagery. Shelley probably intends The Creature to be the antagonist to Victor Frankenstein's protagonist. Victor creates something that turns out bad. Karl Marx created something that also went very sour. Modernist (Dobie, 155) revisions, notably in movies, now seem to depict Victor as an evil scientist, and The Creature as a horribly mutilated victim who cannot help murdering people.  Similarly, Marxist critics might blame the faults of the Marxist Communist system and its unfeeling cardboard replica of a human, the failed New Man, on their creator: Marx. 
         Regarding alienation, in a thesis where he expounded at length on it, Marx alternately used the word "estrangement" (Marx, note 19). The Creature certainly estranges itself from its creator when it murders Elizabeth. A Russian version of New Man, New Soviet Man (Ragozin), estranged itself from its creator by twisting much of Marxist theory to suit necessity. As to class struggle, it is evident in the complications that The Creature faces throughout the novel. New socialist man similarly encountered complications when Marxist concepts failed. The Creature cannot live with normal people. The supposedly one-for-all Marxist man degenerated into selfishness.

         Ultimately, Marx produced a blueprint for building Marxist Communist monsters. Shelley's literary Creature became a horror to frighten women and children. The novel's social messages seem lost to all but academia. Nevertheless, Frankenstein may have been Shelley's contrived way of displaying thoughts that Marx had not yet defined, but which were still important in her time, when the disparity between economic classes and the plight of workers was so vivid.
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