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Goals: 

The topic under discussion will be questioning whether William Godwin’s idea of ‘Man is perfectible’ is a legitimate statement to make. To make the analysis, there will be use of three texts. These being Robinson Crusoe
 and Frankenstein
. Although the idea is far-fetched it is plausible, both books have perfectible characters and these will help evaluate whether or not the man in these story can be perfected. When using a text it is important to consider different societal, contextual and historical backgrounds, especially when speaking of the idea of a perfect man as the idea as to what is ‘perfect’ can be ever-changing. The French Revolutionary period will be focused on in a New Historicism perspective; which focuses on understanding the history behind a text and relating it to events, ideas and movements of the given time frame. A time where leaders became tyrants and a lot of blood was spilt. This will be used to analyse the depictions of a perfectible man at the time. 

Summary:

Firstly, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein will be discussed in depth and close attention will be paid to the idea of a Monster. Victor has a chance to create a perfect being, although he does it for egotistical gain; he has the knowledge to rid the world of disease and socialise the monster into doing good and make him ‘perfectible’. The monster is created not knowing what actions are correct, what is right from wrong and what is socially acceptable. Victor makes the situation worse by abandoning the monster upon reanimation/rebirth. This results in the monster having to fend for himself and become autodidactic. The first thing the monster seems to really know is rage, this rage stems from being abandoned by his master. The monster does not seem to understand how to act upon his rage in a rational way; this as his anger results in him murdering people, or maybe he does learn to understand this is wrong but simply does not care. Romantic writers often used nature as an escape from the reality of the time, as seen also in Robinson Crusoe. Nature is a big theme in Frankenstein and often reflects the mood in pathetic fallacy. Victor messes with the forces of nature by creating the monster but highlights the ideas of new technology of the time along with the science influences of Dr.Darwin and Cornelius Agrippa. The monster is eloquent and well-read which almost seems trustworthy to the reader, as a lot of the time; humans are more likely to trust a well-educated person or a person who has knowledge power. He learns from the books he reads, this consisted of Paradise Lost, a volume of Plutarch’s Lives, and the Sorrows or Werter. This is the only thing he really has from humans as he has very little real interaction with Victor; and what he learns from these books are obedience, sorrow, revenge and moral failing. Regardless of his bad introduction to the world and loss of reason, the monster still tries to save a human. This results badly as someone who sees tries to hurt him, assuming that the monsters intentions are bad due to his appearance. Almost every human that the monster comes into contact with treats him badly, all but M. DeLacey. The only reason that this human is respectable toward the monster is because he is blind and cannot see what society would call ugly. This questions man in general and their shallow, prejudice and judgemental nature, if man is perfectible then these qualities would need to be ridden. Even if Victor socialised him properly to not become a murder, would the monster have turned to rage upon seeing how man-kind act towards his appearance? The idea is that if Victor would have taught him well of society and its values, then the rage would not have been acted upon in the aggressive manor than the monster does. 

Robinson Crusoe is an adventure novel which tells the story of a man who disobeys his parents’ wishes and runs off to find adventure, it also teaches us a lot. Crusoe is depicted to be everything a typical or ideal male should be, this being masculine, self-reliant, brave and resourceful. He is self-sufficient, which is strange for a man of wealth at the time in his country and this highlights the industrialised way of living at the time. Although he never depicts himself as a hero, Crusoe is easy to admit feelings of fear; he is honest and highly admired. After seeing all of Crusoe’s strengths it is important to remember his flaws, this includes a reminder that he disobeyed his father’s wishes and left him. When leaving, Crusoe shows very little emotion, it can be argued that Crusoe is incapable of profound feelings. Although the reason behind what he did was basically to chase his dream, the questions the moral of the story. He strives on the Island so well due to his lack of real connection to the world he fled from, perhaps this is what it takes to be a fully functioning and self-reliant being; but is this what it takes to perfect? A perfect man would not display such dismissive and uncaring behaviour. Crusoe also shows attentiveness to the ideas of power. He becomes delusional when he calls himself the king of the Island which kept him prisoner, also when he teaches what could be his only friend to call him ‘master’. Due to the fact he inherited his wealth he is not in a position of power back home. Crusoe seems power hungry, he is driven by impulse and ego quite like Victor. Perhaps Crusoe’s idea of a perfectible man is one whom possesses great power. Also, Crusoe teaching Friday to call him master highlights the injustice in terms of political and aesthetic ideology, whether it was Defoe’s intentions or not. 

Outcome:

To have questioned the idea of the perfectibility of man and highlighted its complexity. Each individual’s reader’s idea of a perfect person would be different, this is visible in both Frankenstein and Robinson Crusoe. For example whereas Victor thought that to make mankind perfect and himself perfect he had to cure death. Crusoe believed that being adventurous and self-reliant was perfect. This questions whether man could ever be perfectible, unless there was a general consensus on what the word perfect meant in relation to man; it cannot be answered. This definition would also be ever changing due to societal contenders and what is going on in the world at the time, for example at the point of both of the books in question it was the French Revolution. This had great effects on the plot and characters. 
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