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Perfect men are monsters.

In this paper I want to explore why it might be that The idea of the perfect man, or what was seen to be the perfect man filled novels and poetry of enlightened thinkers. Godwin states: 

The doctrine which may be founded upon these principles, may perhaps best be expressed in the five following propositions: Sound reasoning and truth, when adequately communicated, must always be victorious over error: Sound reasoning and truth are capable of being so communicated: Truth is omnipotent: The vices and moral weakness of man are not invincible: Man is perfectible, or in other words susceptible of perpetual improvement.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Godwin, William, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice: With Selections From Godwin's Other Writings, Ed. By Cordell Carter, K., (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1971) P. 55] 


The idea that man is perfectible by William Godwin can be viewed as a Romantic idea. Reading romantic literature in todays modern period, it can be said that our own readings have been influenced by the romantic ideology. It can be difficult to not read a piece of literature in a romantic way because of how influential it is, and the way romanticism has shaped our own values and readings of these kinds of ideas. McGann states: ‘A fully developed historical method ought to encourage the exploration of alterities. That goal would entail, however-to borrow a thought from Shelley-imagining what we know: constructing and deploying forms that will be equal to the pursuit of differential attention.’[footnoteRef:2] Understanding the culture of romantic novels is important to the understanding of how the perfect man was perceived in the romantic period. We have brought the romantic ideology that we understand with us and it is incorporated in a lot of modern arts. The idea can be seen through many novels and poetry written in the romantic period by romantic thinkers. When exploring selected novels of romantic writers, it can be seen that romantic thinkers collectively shared an idea of what characteristics an idealistic man would have in that period of time.  The traits that make a man perfect to a romantic thinker can also be viewed to have flaws when it comes to reading about the idealistic man in romantic novels. There is a similarity between the characters. The comparison of characters shows that they have been given the qualities that represent the perfect being, but as the novel progresses, those same qualities demonstrate a decay in the characters. The characters appear to be monstrous or compared to some type of evil.  [2:  Mcgann, Jerome. “Rethinking Romanticism.” ELH, vol. 59, no. 3, 1992, pp. 735–754. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/2873450.] 

If we examine the traits of Mr.Falkland, it says ‘His manner was kind, attentive and humane’[footnoteRef:3] and ‘He was compassionate and considerate for others, though the stateliness of his carriage and the reserve of his temper were at no time interrupted.’[footnoteRef:4] Falkland is also described as ‘His gaiety was always accompanied with dignity. It was the gaiety of the hero and the scholar. It was chastened with reflexion and sensibility, and never lost sight either of good taste or humanity.’[footnoteRef:5] In chapter 2 of Caleb Williams, we see an encounter the Mr.Falkland has with the Italian gentleman Count Malvesi. In this situation, we know that Falkland is challenged by Malvesi over a misunderstanding with lady Lucretia. Falkland demonstrates his character to be one of the highest in honour and respect as a man of sensibility. It is possible to get the impression that Malvesi feels threatened by Falklands superiority, as it says:  [3:  Godwin, William, Caleb Williams, ed Pamela Clemit, (Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 4 ]  [4:  Godwin, William, Caleb Williams, ed Pamela Clemit, (Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 5]  [5:  Godwin, William, Caleb Williams, ed Pamela Clemit, (Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 8] 


He was perhaps secretly conscious that the qualifications of the Englishman were superior to his own, and he trembled for the progress that each of them might have made in the affection of the other, even before they were aware of the danger.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Godwin, William, Caleb Williams, ed Pamela Clemit, (Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 12] 


Falklands character is perceived by others in the early chapters of the novel to be a man of benevolence and reason, and this is even better demonstrated with his encounter with Malvesi. Falkland is rational and uses reason to deal with the situation for an outcome that does not end in violence; as the narrator describes ‘I have already said that this was by no means the only instance in the course of his travels in which Mr Falkland acquitted himself in the most brilliant manner as a man of gallantry and virtue.’[footnoteRef:7] The character traits of Falkland such as benevolence and kindness decay through the novel as Falkland only concerns himself with his status and power in regards to his place in society. This is parrarel to his appearance physically at the end of the novel as his sense of reason and rationality diminishes over his obsession to catch Caleb consumes him. Falklands traits that have shown him to be a chivalrous man are exposed as he shows his true self in his hunt for Caleb, and his malicious intent to have Caleb killed.  [7:  Godwin, William, Caleb Williams, ed Pamela Clemit, (Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 15] 

	Frankenstein is another novel that shares the romantic idealistic man, which shows Frankenstein creating a man to be perfect but actually creates a monster.   The creature reads in an emotive way which is indicative of the romantic culture of the time. The romantic idea was that male poets use their emotion when reading which is how the monster is reading and reflecting from himself: ‘I did not pretend to enter into the merits of the case, yet I inclined towards the opinions of the hero, whose extinction I wept, without precisely understanding it.’[footnoteRef:8] The use of emotion is seen as one of the qualities of the idealistic romantic man. The monster also learns to read in the woods surrounded by nature and understands the books to be about himself, just as a romantic would interpreted a piece of literature: ‘I can hardly describe to you the effect of these books. They produced in me an infinity of new images and feelings, that sometimes raised me to ecstasy, but more frequently sank me into the lowest dejection.’[footnoteRef:9] The monsters physical traits were picked by Victor to be beautiful as he was created the ideal perfect man but turned into something hideous.    [8:  Shelley, Mary, Frankenstein, (Croydon: Alma classics LTD 2015) P. 105]  [9:  Shelley, Mary, Frankenstein, (Croydon: Alma classics LTD 2015) P. 104] 

Mary Shelley was aware of Caleb Williams and I do not think it is a coincidence that both novels have ideas that overlap and can be interpreted about man being portrayed as a perfect being but falls short of realities expectations.  The idea of the perfect man in romantic thinking, interpreted through characters in novels, seem to be flawed. Falkland is an educated man but thinks it is reasonable to kill Caleb and pursue him all over the country. The monster, once he educates himself about the world, thinks it is reasonable to murder Victors entire family. It could be suggested that men become monsters because of the environment they are brought up in or the people that are influential in their lives. The romantic interpretation of the perfect man appears to be flawed just as the characters are portrayed, and could be the authors deliberate doing this because of the family link between Godwin and Shelley.  
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