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Most of us who have thought, taught, or writ-
ten about Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; Or, The 
Modern Prometheus from the perspective of ethics 

or science and technology studies have focused on Victor 
Frankenstein’s depravity toward his creature—his “dae-
mon,” the “miserable monster” whom he deserts at the mo-
ment of creation and who goes on to behave exactly as such 
in a sort-of self-fulfilling prophecy. From this perspective, 
the lessons of Shelley’s story are about responsibility and cow-
ardice, as Victor utterly abandons his creature—the worst 
kind of parenting ever. There might also be a lesson about 
hubris in playing Prometheus in the first place.1

Accordingly, we tend to go on to speculate about how 
Victor might or should have behaved differently. He could 
have courageously stood up for, even embraced, the creature, 
however supererogatorily, against his sense that “no mortal 
could support the horror of that countenance.”2 Or he could 
have bravely and responsibly warned others of the dangerous 
being he had created. Or he could have elected to pursue his 
goal of overcoming death—“our biggest killer,” as Samantha 
Bee observes—less in secret and more collaboratively, per-
haps even in consultation with proto-ethics consultants at-
tuned to the societal implications of such revolutionary a 
task as “to give life to an animal as complex and wonderful 
as man,” whereby, as Victor imagined, “a new species would 
bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent 
natures would owe their being to me.”3 If there were ever 
a time and place for “midstream modulation,”4 this was it.

Here, I want to take a different tack. Rather than asking 
how Victor might have behaved better, I’d like to ask, how 
might Victor have behaved worse? What could Victor have 
done to make for an even more horrific suite of outcomes, 
for himself, his family and loved ones, his community, and 
the world more generally? More to the point, what if Victor 
had actually been evil?

I’m inclined to ask these questions not out of some sa-
distic desire for even more blood and gore in an already 
bloody, gory story—well, not just out of that desire, any-
way—but rather from a place of curiosity about the mindset 
of the monomaniac with newfound power to trump exist-
ing conventions and to take advantage of that power to do 
whatsoever he pleases for shallow, selfish, narcissistic, vile 
reasons. A second source is my curiosity about a kind of 
knee-jerk self-righteousness that is widespread in contempo-
rary America, at least, a land of snowflakes and deplorables 
where real-world consequences appear to matter less than 
ethereal rhetoric (or slogans on hats or bumper stickers); 
Victor Frankenstein is already a consequences-be-damned 
sort of fellow, but exaggerate that dramatically and you’re in 
the realm I’m invoking.

Three Dystopian Scenarios

I imagine at least three possible scenarios in which Victor 
could have behaved even worse. These scenarios become 

increasingly dystopian, and yet the third is no less likely than 
the first, and the first at least pulls at our heartstrings as well 
as having prima facie logical narrative plausibility within the 
confines of Shelley’s story and our contemporary sociomoral 
imagination.

The creature’s mate. In Shelley’s novel, as we read through 
the creature’s autobiographical recounting to Victor of 
the first three years of his life, it is hard not to feel—with 
Victor—a sense of the creator’s obligations to his creation 
and a sense of compassion toward the creature (setting aside 
the murder-y bits). Additionally, it is hard not to be at least 
somewhat compelled by the reasoning the creature provides, 
that his malice is born of misery and that if only he were to 
experience love—love that he fears humans simply cannot 
feel toward him—then he would no longer be forsaken and 
would “lead a harmless life.”5 Under duress, and after elicit-
ing a promise that the creature will indeed “quit for ever the 
neighborhood of man,”6 Victor agrees to build a mate for 
the creature.
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Victor is in no real hurry to make good on this promise, 
though. Moreover, he has no idea how to make a female. 
Eventually, he ends up in remotest Scotland, begins the 
work, and then abandons it and tears the prospective mate 
to pieces. Shelley has Victor panic about possible ways that 
the project could turn out very badly. The creatures might 
procreate, 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.”7 

On my first dystopian scenario, Victor may be no more 
enthusiastic to get started, yet he is less terrified by his 
imagination of the monsters-run-amok that haunts him in 
Shelley’s story. He is willing to take the risk—even the ex-
istential risk on behalf of the species of humankind—that 
things might go badly in order to soothe his own conscience 
about having made the creature in the first place. To my 
mind, that counts as an instance in which Victor behaves 
worse than Shelley has him behave in the novel. In the worst 
version of this dystopian account, the creature and his mate 
and their hell spawn destroy the rainforests and their inhab-
itants and gradually take over the rest of the planet, bring-
ing devastation and death everywhere they go. But we’re just 
scratching the surface.

Frankenstein’s dummy. In Shelley’s novel, Victor is im-
mediately horrified by his achievement. “I had desired it 
with an ardour that far exceeded moderation;” he recalls, 
“but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream van-
ished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart.”8 
And so he hid in his room for the rest of the night and 
slinked away in the morning. Meanwhile, we learn later, the 
creature headed out on his own lonely, doomed adventures.

But what if an evil Victor is at least initially proud of his 
creation—as in the 1931 film adaptation? Sure, he’d likely 
still be terrified by the hideous giant, but let’s imagine it’s 
more a function of the creature’s size than of his counte-
nance. And so he would have to chain him, subdue him 
with a torch, maybe whip him, drug him, whatever it takes 
to enslave this massive ungainly beast and command him to 
do evil.

Frankenstein’s dummy gets a mate. Now a third dysto-
pian prospect presents itself, building on the Frankenstein’s 
dummy scenario: the creature yearns, however heteronor-
matively improbably, for “a creature of another sex, but as 
hideous as myself,”9 and Victor, having achieved whatever 
evil he wanted to see done in the world, acquiesces to his 
creature and proceeds to build him this mate. And she is 
good. And they love each other. He encourages them to pro-
create, and then, again, having accomplished his evil deeds 
via the dummy creature, he sends the little giant family off 
to the wilds of South America to live off the land, come what 
may. In a variant of this story, Victor continues in his quest 
to perfect his craft, moving on to creature 2.0 and 3.0, and 
so on. His “laboratory” becomes a breeding ground for an 
Ork-ish army: unnamed, enslaved, on guard, ready to strike.

Lessons?

As we reread Shelley’s Frankenstein at two hundred years, 
it is evident that Victor Frankenstein is both a mad sci-

entist (fevered, obsessive) and a bad scientist (secretive, hu-
bristic, irresponsible). He’s also not a very nice person. He’s a 
narcissist, a liar, and a bad “parent.” But he is not genuinely 
evil. And yet when we reimagine him as evil—as an evil sci-
entist and as an evil person—we can learn some important 
lessons about science and technology, our contemporary so-
ciety, and ourselves. Several come immediately to mind.

First, Shelley wrote quite generically about what Victor 
Frankenstein did to make the creature. Some of my students 
have complained to me that her gloss on the science made 
this part of the story naïve and implausible to them. My 
impression was just the opposite. She was not producing 
a how-to book or a DIY-monster YouTube video. None of 
the lessons of her story depend on the specifics on the tech-
niques Victor used. Indeed, part of what keeps her story so 
alive, so salient, is that we can keep filling in the blanks as 
new discoveries are made in science and engineering labs. 
When Mary Shelley was writing Frankenstein, she was ex-
periencing a rapidly changing world. So, too, are we, as we 
reread her story. As my coeditors and I note in the introduc-
tion to our bicentennial reissue of her enduring text,

As we anticipate the third century beyond Mary’s vision, 
we open the door to what may be the most pervasive sci-
entific and technical endeavors yet: the creation and de-
sign of living organisms through techniques of synthetic 
biology, the creation and design of planetary-scale systems 
through climate engineering, and the integration of com-
putational power and processes into nearly every sector 
of global society and even the fibers of our being. These 
technologies, radically different from each other in scale 
and materials, share a Promethean perspective. Each fuses 
natural processes with updated human ingenuity and pur-
pose to offer much-needed benefits, but at the same time 
each presents real and even existential risks that have roots 
in the long stream of previous iterations of human ingenu-
ity and purpose.10

Very often, ethics and scholars of science and technology 
studies will invoke the trope of dual use in these discussions. 
“Dual use” refers to the notion of a technology’s being in-
vented for a benign or even good purpose but its being used 
or abused for more malignant ends. The technology in ques-
tion need not be particularly advanced—hammers can build 
homes or crush skulls, for instance. But usually the language 
of dual use appears in discussions of high-tech innovations: a 
sequenced viral genome can be used to cure or reengineered 
to kill; newly synthesized substances could “eat” oil spills but 
also devour entire ecosystems; nanoparticle research could 
enable drug delivery across the blood-brain barrier to tar-
get aggressive brain tumors, but nanoparticles could also be 
weaponized and widely dispersed across any barrier at all. 
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And there are plenty of dual-use gray areas: the algorithms 
involved in age-progression software to help the FBI find 
long-missing children can also be used for age-regression 
purposes to make virtual child pornography; some argue 
that both of these dual uses are positive, inasmuch as virtual 
child pornography has no victims (the age-regression works 
on models who are eighteen and older) and can satisfy, ther-
apeutically, the problematic urges of those who would oth-
erwise be inclined to prey on children. (The same arguments 
may be made about purely synthetic sex “partners”—child 
sex dolls and robots.)

Innovators sometimes hide behind dual-use language 
to insulate them from responsibility for others’ (mis)use 
of their (good) work; in such instances, they are distanc-
ing themselves from evil consequences, most likely because 
they themselves are not evil. Fair enough. But some people 
are evil. Or, at least, some people have evil intentions. And 
imagining an evil Victor Frankenstein can help us imagine 
the ways in which we can choose to allow dual use and ben-
efits and risks of innovative science and technology to play 
out in our world. Even so, as my colleagues and I observe,

[T]his framing of synthetic biology, climate engineering, 
and ubiquitous computation in terms of risk and benefit 
conceals crucial questions of values and politics: Who gets 
to decide on the agenda for scientific research and develop-
ment? Who gets to say what problems or grand challenges 
we try to solve? Who gets to say how we solve them (or re-
solve them or muddle through them)? Who gets to partake 
in those benefits, and are they the same people put at risk 
by our attempts to solve the problems at stake?11

These are the critical issues we face, and we face them to-
gether. Imagining an evil Victor allows us to grapple not 
only with dual-use considerations but also with these ques-
tions of values and politics that boil down to individual and 
collective visions of how to live well.

Second, a consequence-free world—a world in which ac-
countability languishes—is a bloody dangerous one. Where 
the evildoing is in your face, justice demands accountability 
and reparations. A tyrannical Victor Frankenstein would 
need to be held accountable, and where his tyranny is visible 
and palpable, his responsibility is that much clearer. The evil 
Victor scenarios place this issue of culpability into sharper 
relief. Special pleading by scientists, police officers, border 
patrol agents, and politicians, inter alia, about their inten-
tions—“I never meant for that to happen” when I “published 

a dangerous genome sequence” or “fired my gun” or “caged 
an infant” or “tweeted about restoring dignity, morality, and 
love in politics and then tweeted about Jews”—should fall 
on indifferent ears; and those who so plead should be held 
appropriately accountable for their behavior, even though 
they may not be evil at all, just as real Victor Frankenstein 
is not evil.

Third, imagining an actually evil Victor Frankenstein al-
lows us to place blame squarely where it belongs: on Victor, 
the individual responsible for the heinous crimes against hu-
manity and, indeed, against nature herself. Shelley’s Victor 
is full of moral guilt, basically from the moment of creation 
onward. Yet in Shelley’s story, there is at least a case to be 
made against the creature, too: a juvenile, autodidact, am-
ateur empiricist with an appreciation of the classics and a 
yearning for love turns pretty quickly into a serial murderer. 
Of course, a talented attorney would advance an affirma-
tive defense based on mitigating circumstances (barbaric cir-
cumstances of “birth,” parental desertion, good deeds gone 
punished, and so on) and probably order up a suite of brain 
scans to attest to the creature’s diminished capacity. But the 
creature would no doubt end up serving time. And yet we 
should not forget that Victor Frankenstein is the creature’s 
sine qua non, for without Victor, there is no creature, and 
without the creature, there is no mayhem.

Are we in the academic ethics world providing the kinds 
of resources necessary to steer clear of these dystopias? It 
is abundantly clear that the academy is floundering in re-
sponding capably, morally, and with dignity to any of the 
transgressions of human and civil rights that effectively char-
acterize America today. We react automatically—and nega-
tively—rather than responding charitably. We don’t engage 
those with whom we disagree; we vilify them. We don’t seek 
to understand them; we ignore or censor them. We don’t 
build spaces for civil discourse (or, where necessary, uncivil 
but safe discourse); we build trenches and walls. We, in fact, 
create the conditions in which evil Victor Frankensteins 
flourish. (Thank goodness they’re just figments of the imagi-
nation. Right?)

All of us need to do better, surely, as citizens, but perhaps 
even more importantly, those of us who are ethicists and 
ethics professors need to do better serving in those roles. In 
teaching ethics, especially as moral ratiocination, too often 
the best we manage to do is to provide tools for post hoc ra-
tionalization of positions that students already hold. Worse, 
by abetting rationalization, we also tend to provide students 
with the resources to make worse decisions and to distance 
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themselves from the emotions that give significance to their 
actions and meaning to their lives. And in the worst-case 
scenarios, we empower students to think uncritically, by 
molding them into perfect little replicas of ourselves, min-
iature armies of acolytes within our ivory-towered cults of 
personality. We may be doing more harm than good, and we 
need to take responsibility for this result now perhaps more 
than ever before, and not just by finding the monster in 
ourselves but by rehabilitating, repairing, and, if necessary, 
exorcising the academy.

Twenty-five years ago, in these pages, Margaret Urban 
Walker introduced a productive metaphor for what ethics 
consultants (or, more broadly, ethicists) should do: they 
should, she argued, be “architects of moral space,” people 
who help to design, build, and maintain “a certain kind of 
reflective space (literal and figurative) within an institution, 
within its culture and its daily life,” people who facilitate 
“a kind of interaction that invites and enables something 
to happen, something that renders authority more self-con-
scious and responsibility clearer.”12 The institution may be 
a hospital (as Walker imagined), a university or college, a 
company, a community, a lab, a church, a professional as-
sociation, a local or state or federal agency or government, 
a family, even a friendship. It can be a site of communion 
or conflict or both. Disagreements are almost inevitable, 
and they may be settled via moral means or in other ways. 
These other ways may involve “fists and weapons, propa-
ganda and censorship, forced medication or detention.”13 
But she reminds us that “‘[m]orality is a valuable way,’ [as 
Stanley] Cavell remarks, ‘because the others are so often  
. . . brutal.’”14 And brutality, let’s face it, is a sad way of life 
to choose.

Imagining evil Victors reminds us that Shelley did not opt 
for these even more awful scenarios. She did not need evil 
Victors in order to write one of the most riveting, influential 

stories about humanity and responsibility. The problems can 
arise—are perhaps more likely to arise, and maybe make for 
a more dramatic story—when the actors in question are not 
evil. There is a certain banality in Shelley’s version of Mr. 
Frankenstein against the caricature I draw of him, and that 
very banality is what drives home what we need to learn 
from the tale: irresponsibility is dangerous, accountability is 
important, and a conscience is a good thing to have.
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