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‘Man is perfectible.’ (William Godwin) Consider the texts you have studied on this module as responses to Godwin’s claim.
Introduction

This essay will explore William Godwin’s idea of ‘Man is perfectible’
. To discuss and analyse thoroughly there will be use of Frankenstein
, Caleb Williams
 and Robinson Crusoe
 to question this idea.  The idea that man can is capable of becoming perfect seems far-fetched and slightly out of reach, it will be important to question what is perfect and how different societal and historical backgrounds can hinder this notion. Specifically, using the French revolutionary period to focus on the different depictions of a perfect man, or a man that needs to be perfected. 

Frankenstein

Frankenstein is a gothic novel written by Mary Shelley, first publishes anonymously in 1818 amidst the French Revolution. The depiction of the man-made monster during this story has made this story still quite popular today, but more popular in its time of publication due to the new and grotesque idea that science could reanimate a dead corpse. The idea in itself now seems monstrous to the modern reader, but would have seemed as break-through science back in the 1800’s. The monster is created not knowing right from wrong, the actions of the monster without socialisation reflects the wild animal-like rage that perhaps all humans contain. Although the murderous actions the monster undertakes strike horror into any moral mind, the creature has a deceptive way of making his actions seem boarder-line justified. The monsters voice is eloquent and proven to be well educated, this almost makes him possess an element of knowledge power; for example when he speaks of coming across books “Fortunately the books were written in the language, the elements of which I had acquired at the cottage; they consisted of Paradise Lost, a volume of Plutarch’s Lives, and the Sorrows of Werter. The possession of these treasures gave me extreme delight; I now continually studied and exercised my mind upon these histories, whilst my friends were employed in their ordinary occupations”.
 A voice such as this seems trustworthy and can easily lead the reader to forget who is actually speaking. Through this the monster pushes his innocence onto the reader, whether it be from self-believed innocence or just a well thought out justification, it almost makes the reader take the monsters side. For example when the Monster tries to save a human and is then wounded by another human he says “This was then the reward of my benevolence! I had saved a human being from destruction, and as a recompense I now writhed under the miserable pain of a wound which shattered the flesh and bone. The feelings of kindness and gentleness which I had entertained but a few moments before gave place to hellish rage and gnashing of teeth. Inflamed by pain, I vowed eternal hatred and vengeance to all mankind.”
 Due to the eloquence of the sentence it is hard not to sympathise as readers, as that is what the Monster is setting out to do. This in reference to the French Revolution can be related to the voice of the Government and politics at the time. For example, the voice of The First Republic resulted in thousands of deaths from a government which was meant to be in the name of Liberty, Equality, and Brotherhood The monsters justification of his dark deeds lay blame solely in the hands of Victor, his creator. “I am malicious because I am miserable. Am I not shunned and hated by all mankind?".
 This begs the question as to what would have happened if Victor had accepted his creation and lead it down the right path. The creature is capable of emotion, he is bright, able to be educated. All of these traits are the same as that of an undead human, the only difference with Victor’s creation is his monstrous appearance. Nevertheless it can be argued that the creature, through Victor’s guidance could become what in Victor’s mind would be perfectible but it seems perfectibility in Victor’s eyes is joined with outer beauty. Contrastingly, being that M. De Lacey is a blind man, he speaks to the creature on the same level of respect. It can be argued that this is a joke about how different the situation would be if M. De Lacey was not blind and could see the creature appearance and the marks that bind his limbs. Acceptance is all the creature seems to really want and if he had it, it is likely that he would not have inflicted violence upon anyone. This brings about the argument that perhaps if the ‘man’ of this story did not have such a judgemental and prejudice view on things such as the meaning of beauty alone, human kind could be perfectible. Self-belief and socially constructed judgement should not hinder an individual’s outlook. The idea that the creature could be treated equally seems to be toyed around by Shelley as some type of joke and the creature himself realises that he cannot find acceptance in humans so he asks Victor for a female companion. The monster promises he will stop hurting people if Victor does this, but Victor starts and quickly stops due to the fear that the companion could be “ten thousand times more malignant”.
 Victor stressed that this companion could create “A race of Devils… propagated upon the Earth who might make the very existence of the species of man a condition precarious and full of terror.”
 It can be argued that this fear of overpopulation is Shelley making a joke about Thomas Robert Malthus’s claims on population growth.
 Malthus highlighted the political and economic issues of this time during the French Revolution. He put forward the dangers of population growth and points a finger at the lower classes stating that they are have less restraint and will eat all of the food. 

The conversation with the blind M. De Lacey man strikes courage in the monster to pursue what he really wants, this being any type of acceptance or a relationship with the kind of his creature, of which did not accept him. "At that instant the cottage door was opened... Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me? Agatha fainted, and Safie, unable to attend to her friend, rushed out of the cottage. Felix darted forward, and with supernatural force tore me from his father, to whose knees I clung, in a transport of fury, he dashed me to the ground and struck me violently with a stick. I could have torn him limb from limb, as the lion rends the antelope. But my heart sank within me as with bitter sickness, and I refrained. I saw him on the point of repeating his blow, when, overcome by pain and anguish, I quitted the cottage, and in the general tumult escaped unperceived to my hovel."
 The meeting turns sour when the family see the creature, the creature resolves his anger by burning their house down and potentially murdering them. To a well-tempered reader, it is obvious that this action was not in any way what would be considered acceptable or just. The same well-tempered readers also in their lives would have in some way experienced guidance during whatever upbringing in which they would have learnt right from wrong or perfective judgement. Victor would have had received this from his parents which are visible throughout the story, whereas the monster has had no real human guidance other than what humans have written down in literature or what he has observed through a hole in the wall. Again there is this notion that with Victor’s guidance this event would not have taken place. It also can be argued that Victor walking away from his creation is like putting matches in the hands of a child and walking away from it. On the topic of fire, readers at the time would have understood the underlying meaning and the undertones of rebellion that fire connoted. It is visible that Mary Shelley intended for these links to be made from the subtitle of the book being ‘The Modern Prometheus’. This alludes to the story of Prometheus, a Titan in Greek mythology; who was said to steal fire from the gods and give it to mankind. This can be linked with Victor who ‘stole’ Gods secret to producing life from nature. The idea of Victor leaving his creation can be linked to how many of the Nobility/Clergy tried to flee from France during the time of the revolution. Due to the uprising of the lower classes and their bid to behead everyone who took part in creating the system in which they hated and lived. The families trying to flee were faced with great difficulty as potentially they were trying to escape from a whole country that wanted them dead. These noble men were fleeing from their own creation, the rebellious lower classes being a monster they themselves had created. This can also be linked to the Mary Shelley’s view on the scarcity of her husband Percy Shelley, this idea that when you run away from something and in this case this something was her child, things go wrong. In conclusion, the underlying notion of Frankenstein is the idea of playing God as Victor strives to give life to dead corpses. Victor’s intentions were to banish disease and of course it goes terribly wrong. Victor admits that his good intentions were there as a bid to try and be glorified; “What glory would attend the discovery if I could banish disease from the human frame”.
 This brings about the idea of did it go wrong or was it the wrong person trying? If Victor’s intentions were solely to banish disease out of the good of his heart and not for any personal gain, would it have gone well? This egotistical drive is what stops Victor from becoming perfectible, or perfecting man for that matter. 

Caleb Williams

Caleb Williams by William Godwin written in 1794 can also be seen as an illustration of the effects the French revolution had on literature. The subtitle of the book ‘Things as They Are’ emphasises the necessity to read the book and understand its social concept. Caleb Williams is also set in an age of excessive political change. Caleb Williams is narrated in first person, this main character is the son of a peasant; “I was born of humble parents in a remote county of England.”
 This is a strange concept for Godwin as he usually uses characters which are of a good title and wealthy. The peasant serves Falkland who is of great fortune. This peasant to landlord relationship stresses unchecked power that people of wealth had over peasants during this time.  Upon being insulted by the highly despised Tyrrel, Falkland murders him and lets two innocent men take the blame and get executed accordingly. Falkland acts out in sudden fits of rage due to his guilt and Caleb becomes suspicious, this aspect of Falkland’s personality is visible very early on in the book “His face betrayed strong symptoms of confusion. With a violent effort, however, these symptoms vanished, and instantaneously gave place to a countenance sparkling with rage.”
  Caleb discovers the crime, he is sworn to secrecy by Falkland and tries to leave. This results in Falkland placing jewellery in Caleb’s bag, accusing him of theft and for this he is imprisoned. Caleb escapes from prison and roams around London for a while. Like the Monster in Frankenstein, Caleb is able to stray in London due to a disguise. This brings about the idea that a society and specifically its Government too often think that they know everything that goes on but this highlights that they do not. It seems almost a joke aimed at the Governing bodies at the time, which so easily let these two individuals slip through their sight.  Upon capture, Falkland has no other choice than to choose not to testify against Caleb out of fear that the details of his murders may be revealed. While he was free from prison he was not yet free from Falkland, Caleb endured harassment from his agents who seem to follow him wherever he goes. In doing so they manage to turn people against Caleb. After bearing this weight for so long, Caleb decides he cannot deal with it any further and confronts Falkland, who happens to be dying. Falkland confesses his guilt and tells the whole story on his death bed. Godwin was concerned about the French Revolution and this is visible throughout Caleb Willams. The publishing date is important as it was published on the same day that Prime Minster William Pitt suspended habeas corpus. 

The insincerity of the ‘aristocratic code of honor’ was exposed through Falkland watching two innocent people get murdered because of him, due to him not being able to take blame for his own crime. Regardless of the social position of Tyrell and his dislike, most readers with decent morals would understand murder is not a rational solution. It can be argued that Caleb is a hero of the working class. The date of publishing highlights Godwin’s intentions for Caleb to be influential. Caleb is determined as a person in an unfair economic system which is solely based on privilege and class. Godwin does a lot within this book to highlight how Caleb deserves to be merited rather than Falkland. The situation between Caleb and Falkland highlight how the upper classes were educated and drip fed certain ideology to believe they were superior over the lower classes and that exploitation can be justified due to their superiority. Caleb is failed by the British system in many ways, through justice, aristocracy and monarchy. This stresses the problems with society at the time and the unfair advantages the upper classes had.

Robinson Crusoe
Robinson Crusoe is an adventure tale that was published in 82987876 by Daniel Defoe. It tells the story of a man who disobeys his parents’ wishes and runs off to find adventure. Crusoe’s desire to adventure is also alive in most readers. Crusoe’s character is depicted as particularly masculine, self-reliant, brave, gallant and resourceful; it can be argued by some readers that Crusoe can be seen as the ideal man. His abilities to survive through self-reliant resourcing allows readers to look at every-day industrialised living in a different way. Many seem to admire Crusoe, especially the French due to his heroism and determination. His traits highlight a true revolutionary. So to the French, perhaps Crusoe is perfect in reference to this, in addition to his desire to run away from the riches of his family. Unlike Victor’s initial portrayal of himself, Crusoe never depicts himself as the hero. He is easy to admit his feelings of fear “I slept none that night; the farther I was from the occasion of my fright, the greater my apprehensions were, which is something contrary to the nature of such things, and especially to the usual practice of all creatures in fear; but I was so embarrassed with my own frightful ideas of the thing, that I formed nothing but dismal imaginations to myself, even though I was now a great way off. Sometimes I fancied it must be the devil…”
 and not afraid to admit unheroic feelings. This makes him even more admiral to the reader as he is honest and real. Although he is a highly admired character, it is important to remember Crusoe’s flaws. For example, during this time the family was an important cornerstone of society and he left his, disobeyed his father’s wishes and left. Upon leaving, he does not show much real emotion at all, it can be argued that Crusoe is incapable of profound feelings. Even though his reason for doing so is somewhat to chase a dream, the moral reader would question how one would so easily accomplish leaving their family to do so. This idea of Crusoe’s inability of feeling is highlighted again when he speaks of his dead wife with great unimportance. In fact, he hardly dwells on it at all as it is said in one sentence; “In the meantime, I in part settled myself here; for, first of all, I married, and that not either to my disadvantage or dissatisfaction, and had three children, two sons and one daughter; but my wife dying, and my nephew coming home with good success from a voyage to Spain, my inclination to go abroad, and his importunity, prevailed, and engaged me to go in his ship as a private trader to the East Indies; this was in the year 1694”.
 This harsh domineer could possibly be why he strives so much on the island as he had no real connection with the world he fled from and a mind which is dismissive of feelings, especially negative ones. Also, if this is the case; due to Crusoe being such a admired character, it brings about the idea that perhaps these are the traits all man should possess to make them as functioning as Crusoe. Would man be ‘perfectible’ if the human mind did not think too much about everything and just did what was desired by them instead? Are repercussions what holds most people back? Perhaps this is what made a true revolutionary, someone who was not scared to do what they believed in without being fearful of the repercussions. 

Regardless of his modesty about his heroism, Crusoe shows attentiveness to the ideas of power. It can be argued that it was a sense of delusion which possessed him to refer as the island which captured him as a somewhat kingdom when he called himself the King of it, “I descended a little on the side of that delicious vale, surveying it with a secret kind of pleasure, though mixed with my other afflicting thoughts, to think that this was all my own; that I was king and lord of all this country indefensibly, and had a right of possession; and if I could convey it, I might have it in inheritance as completely as any lord of a manor in England”.
 At first this seems slightly innocent but it becomes a blatant idea when he refers to the Spaniard as his subject and the way he deals with the idea of new people on the island. This highlights Crusoe’s uncertainty towards society as most would be happy with the thought of dismissing loneliness and having a possible companion, or even a rescuer. When Crusoe and Friday finally meet, the first thing that Crusoe teaches him is to refer to Crusoe as ‘Master’, “I likewise taught him to say Master; and then let him know that was to be my name…”
 This highlights the position of power that the clergy and Nobles had over the lower classes at the time. Crusoe is in a position of power as he has access to food and resources, this to Crusoe is a justified reason to exploit Friday into helping him. This egotistical side of Crusoe is a good contrast to the heroic Crusoe, this contrast increases the complexity of the character. Thus highlighting into the achievements, disasters and flaws of a modern man. It can be argued that it is the same egotistical drive that drove Victor and the same drive that drove Falkland to his crimes and convicting innocent. This questions the idea of perfectibility, all of these characters have tried to feed their ego or save their face in the desire to appear better. 
In conclusion, the idea that ‘man is perfectible’ is complex and almost impossible. Each individual reader’s idea of a perfect individual would be different, this is also visible in Victor, Caleb and Crusoe. For example, Victor believed that to make mankind perfect he would cure death and this breakthrough would make him perfect. Crusoe believed a humble, working, adventurous man was perfect although his father believed his wealthy background was perfectible enough. Caleb asks for justice and honesty in a perfect person. This highlights that as stated before, every ones ideas of perfection will differ. The reason for this difference in idea can be due to numerous contenders. For example, society can influence an individual’s idea of perfection and throughout this essay there have been points to show how specifically, The French Revolution had on literature. What was going on in the world in the time around the books date of publication can influence what goes into the plot and characters. This desire for man to always be bettering themselves seems in most cases as shown above; to lead to selfishness. It questions would man remain perfectible if they were in a position of power and would they use this power for selfish gain. This is a direct revolution idea and highlights how the people in power at the time were of greed. Due to the controversy around the word ‘perfect’ and the changing ideas of perfection through history, this essay concludes denying that man can at all be perfectible. Man themselves individuals can strive for their own idea of perfection, but when perfection is the only goal; more often than not this can drive a person to mania. In doing so, leaves them not so perfect at all.
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