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Frankenstein and the Anxiety of the Imperial Subject

HOSOKAWA Minae*

Abstract

The purpose of this essay is to examine the influence of British Imperialism on Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein written in the early nineteenth century. Since the 1970s, Shelley’s
literary works have attracted serious critical attention, though beforehand the research
mainly focused on her relationships between the two main males in her life; her father,
William Godwin, and her husband, Percy Shelley. Feminism represents the critical
perspective most applied to Frankenstein. Since the 1990s, other viewpoints such as cultural
studies have been enhancing the research on Mary Shelley. Unfortunately studies of
Shelley, as well as that of the Romantic period in general, have not discussed in depth the
influence of expanding colonialism on literature.

In order to look at the influence of colonialism in the book Frankenstein, the setting of
the novel and the life of three main characters are discussed. These characters include the
protagonist Frankenstein, his friend Clerval, and the English explorer Walton. They signify
the Western explorers who attempted to make the unknown parts of nature knowable.
From this perspective, this paper focuses on Frankenstein’s creature who came into
existence as a result of Frankenstein’'s pursuit of “nature to her hiding-places.” This would
suggest that the creature is a substantiation of fears felt by the British about looming non-
white peoples during the Imperial regime. The fear did not come from any innate character
within non-white peoples but rather arising from the images that Western culture
constructed about them.
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This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. | have read with ardour
the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at

North Pacific Ocean through the seas which around the pole.0 Frankenstein 2901
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He [Clerval] was also pursuing an object he had long had in view. His design was to visit
India, in the belief that he had in his knowledge of its various language, and in the view
he had taken of its society, the means of materially assisting the progress of European col-
onization and trade. In Britain only could he further the execution of his plan.00 Franken-
stein 1390
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You [Walton] seek for knowledge and wisdom, as | once did; and | ardently hope that the
gratification of your wishes may not be a serpent to sting you, as mine has been. | do not
know that the relation of my disasters will be useful to you; yet, when | reflect that you
are pursuing the same course, exposing yourself to the same dangers which have ren-
dered me what | am, | imagine that you may deduce an apt moral from my tale.
O Frankenstein 390
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Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds, which | should first break through, and pour

a torrent of light into our dark world.00 Frankenstein 580
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| shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visit-
ed, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man. These are my entice-
ments, and they are sufficient to conquer all fear of danger or death. . . . | shall confer on
all mankind, to the last generation, by discovering a passage near the pole to those coun-
tries, to reach which at present so many months are requisite; or by ascertaining the
secret of the magnet, which, if at all possible, can only be effected by an undertaking such

as mine.l0 Frankenstein 2801
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She [Shelley] dredged up a bogeyman that had been prepared by a cultural tradition of
the threatening Other —— whether troll or giant, gypsy or Negro —— from the dark

inner recesses of xenophobic fear and loathing.0 1801
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Confronted by a being that seems to be a nightmarish, but unmistakable, reflection of
himself, Victor Frankenstein, like many of the British fathers of Anglo-Indian children,
abandons the “wretch —— the miserable monster” who grins at him, mutters “some inar-

ticulate sounds,” and stretches out a hand to him.O Neff 3960
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The exploratory] geographical] impulse of 1700s and 1800s rested on a similar, and
equally revolutionary, assumption. The exploring culturel] Europel needed to know O the
course of rivers, locations of mountains, customs of inhabitantsO in order to controlO open

trade routes, establish settlements, extend influencedd original emphases, 970
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How can | describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom
with such infinite pains and care | had endeavoured to form? His limbs were in propor-
tion, and | had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful! Great God! His yellow skin
scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath. | had worked hard for nearly
two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life into an inanimate body. For this | had
deprived myself of rest and health. | had desired it with an ardour that far exceeded mod-
eration; but now that | had finished, the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless

horror and disgust filled my heart.0 Frankenstein 60-6101
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It was on a dreary night of November that | beheld the accomplishment of my toils. With
an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected the instruments of life around me,
that | might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was
already one in the morning; the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle
was nearly burnt out, when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, | saw the dull
yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion agitated its
limbs.

How can | describe my emotions at this catastrophe.0 Frankenstein 600
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I before reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself unworthy of my condescension.
Remember that | have power; you believe yourself miserable, but I can make you so wretched
that the light of day will be hateful to you. You are my creator, but | am your master; obey!”
14601
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It should not be possible to read nineteenth-century British literature without remember-
ing that imperialism, understood as England’s social mission, was a crucial part of the cul-

tural representation of England to the English.00 2620
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| started from my sleep with horror; a cold dew covered my forehead, my teeth chat-
tered, and every limb became convulsed; when, by the dim and yellow light of the moon,
as it forced its way through the window shutters, | beheld the wretch—— the miserable
monster whom | had created. He held up the curtain of the bed; and his eyes, if eyes they
may be called, were fixed on me. His jaws opened, and he muttered some inarticulate

sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks.0 Frankenstein 6101
I trembled and my heart failed within me, when, on looking up, | saw by the light of the
moon the daemon at the casement. A ghastly grin wrinkled his lips as he gazed on me,

where | sat fulfilling the task which he had allotted to me.00 Frankenstein 14501

While | still hung over her in the agony of despair, | happened to look up. The windows of
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the room had before been darkened, and | felt a kind of panic on seeing the pale yellow
light of the moon illuminate the chamber. The shutters had been thrown back, and with a
sensation of horror not to be described, | saw at the open window a figure the most
hideous and abhorred. A grin was on the face of the monster; he seemed to jeer, as with

his fiendish finger he pointed towards the corpse of my wife.. Frankenstein 1680
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I had admired the perfect forms of my cottagers——their grace, beauty, and delicate com-
plexions; but how was | terrified when | viewed myself in a transparent pool! At first |
started back, unable to believe that it was indeed | who was reflected in the mirror; and
when | became fully convinced that | was in reality the monster that | am, | was filled

with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification.d Frankenstein 1040
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