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Frankenstein: The Hope of Theistic Vitalism  

Hope has become the central theme and debate of the recent centuries as human pride in 

materialism has led to despair in existentialism. Before existentialism truly took hold of the 

modern world (Hake n/a), Mary Shelley examines the danger of an obsessive pursuit of 

knowledge in her novel, Frankenstein. From primarily outside evidence, David Hogsette argues 

that Shelley sought to reveal the darker side of materialism and to demonstrate the catastrophic 

results of a departure from the foundational principles of theistic vitalism. Though Shelley was 

an agnostic when she wrote Frankenstein, Hogsette shows that her personal writings revealed 

that she had hope in theistic vitalism, the belief that principle and origin of life is supernatural 

and spiritual rather than purely chemical. In his essay, David Hogsette claims that Frankenstein 

“explores the ramifications of materialistic concepts that deny the theistic universe and its 

design, order, and purpose” (Hogsette 557) and that this materialism “ultimately leads to 

existential despair, individual crisis, and communal disintegration” (Hogsette 533). Though 

David Hogsette does not explore fully the connection between his two statements, they are 

directly connected as is seen in the text of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. The denial of design 

brings communal disintegration; the denial of order causes individual crisis, and the denial of 

purpose results in despair. 

Supernatural design is a central tenet of theistic vitalism and is the “distinction between 

God as an infinite Creator and necessary Being and the human being as a finite creature” 
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(Hogsette 533). Throughout Frankenstein, Victor denies this principle and asserts that human 

beings have the same power as the theistic God. Frankenstein begins his journey by asking, 

“Whence…did the principle of life proceed?” (Shelley 38). Never once considering that the 

principle of life comes only from a supernatural force, Frankenstein instead “entered with the 

greatest diligence into the search of… the elixir of life” (Shelley 28), and this search “soon 

obtained [his] undivided attention” (Shelley 28). In an effort to assert his own power above God, 

Frankenstein boldly boasts, “[G]lory would attend the discovery if I could… render man 

invulnerable to any but a violent death” (Shelley 28). From the beginning of the novel, 

Frankenstein makes it clear that he believes in the human power to create life rather than the 

theistic belief that life comes from God alone. Then, when Frankenstein succeeds in creating life, 

he answers his own question by asserting that man is equal in power with God. However, Shelley 

does not allow Victor to become exalted and honored by his discovery and denial of design; 

instead, she turns Victor’s story into a cautionary tale. Even before Victor imparted life to his 

monster, the collapse of his relationship with society had already begun. Cutting himself off from 

his friends and family, Victor ceases to write letters and interact with other human beings at the 

university in his pursuit of the secret of life. As soon as Frankenstein brings his monster to life, 

the deterioration of his small community accelerates as the direct result of his action: “I became 

nervous to a most painful degree… and I shunned my fellow-creatures as if I had been guilty of a 

crime” (Shelley 43). Yet, Shelley does not merely leave Frankenstein emotionally split from 

those around him; she causes Victor’s actions to result in the complete collapse and destruction 

of his community. At the end of the novel, Victor is left with only his lonely life and his monster 

as he dirges, “They [Frankenstein’s family and friends] were dead, and I lived; their murderer 

also lived” (Shelley 187). Shelley clearly chronicles Frankenstein’s usurpation of the theistic 
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tenet of design and how this directly results in Frankenstein detaching himself from society and 

the collapse of his community. 

Approaching the denial of order from the perspectives of two characters, Mary Shelley 

reveals the result of rebellion against theistic vitalism in both Frankenstein and his creature. The 

divine creation of a human soul is central to the theistic vitalism, and this belief results in 

absolute morals which give order to human life. However, Shelley clearly shows that both Victor 

Frankenstein and his monster lacked absolute morals, which directly causes each of their 

individual crises. During his pursuit of the “elixir of life,” Frankenstein worries for a moment 

about his obsessive dedication and extreme methods, such as digging through graves for body 

parts, but he excuses his actions by claiming, “The labours of men of genius, however 

erroneously directed, scarcely ever fail in ultimately turning into the solid advantage of 

mankind” (Shelley 36). Through this logic, Frankenstein disregards absolute morals and justifies 

any length he has to go to achieve his goal. Shelley then reveals the result of such thinking, for it 

is through Frankenstein’s “erroneously directed” “labours... of genius” (Shelley 36) that he 

creates the monster which destroys his family and his own sanity. Yet, even before the monster is 

created and ruins his life, Frankenstein’s moral relativity is shown to cause his individual crisis: 

“My limbs now trembled, and my eyes swim with the remembrance; but then a resistless, almost 

frantic impulse, urged me forward; I seemed to have lost all soul or sensation but for this one 

pursuit” (Shelley 41). The intensity of the crisis is shown in Frankenstein’s claim that he “lost all 

soul or sensation” (Shelley 41). Frankenstein’s monster also reveals the result of materialistic 

morals. Though Shelley makes it appear that the creature has good morals and values at the 

beginning, the monster reaches a point when he declares, “[e]vil thenceforth became my good” 

(Shelley 204). This is a direct twisting of the theistic vitalist view of good and evil. Captain 
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Walton, who hears the entire story, claims that all the despair and destruction of the novel could 

have been avoided if the creature “had listened to the voice of conscience, and heeded the stings 

of remorse” (Shelley 203). The lack of morals also results in the creature’s individual crisis. At 

the end, we see the creature’s internal turmoil in his despairing monologue: “‘That is also my 

victim!’ he [the monster] exclaimed: ‘in his murder my crimes are consummated; the miserable 

series of my being is wound to its close! Oh, Frankenstein! generous and self-devoted being! 

What does it avail that I now ask thee to pardon me? I, who irretrievably destroyed thee by 

destroying all that thou lovedst. Alas! he is cold, he cannot answer me’” (Shelley 203). Both 

Victor Frankenstein and his monster deny the theistic tenant of order and suffer individual crises 

because of their relative morals.  

In her novel, Mary Shelley also indicates that when materialists deny the theistic idea of 

purpose and meaning in life, it brings despair and depression, as seen in both Frankenstein and 

his creature. Though Frankenstein originally had found meaning in life through his science and 

search for the “elixir of life,” he loses all his purpose after he realizes that his scientific successes 

are meaningless and horrific. Frankenstein acknowledges this lack of purpose directly after the 

monster comes to life: “I had desired it [being able to create life] with an ardour that far 

exceeded moderation; but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream vanished, and 

breathless horror and disgust filled my heart” (Shelley 44). Claiming that his original purpose 

was a “dream” which “vanished” indicates that Frankenstein never truly had meaning in his life 

and the purpose which he thought he had was false. Through this, Shelley reveals the 

materialistic view that there is no true purpose in life and subsequently takes this to its logical 

conclusion, despair. Frankenstein reveals his despair, testifying that “[n]othing is more painful to 

the human mind than, after the feelings have been worked up by a quick succession of events, 
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the dead calmness of inaction and certainty which follows and deprives the soul of both hope and 

fear” (Shelley 77). Unlike Frankenstein, the monster never thought he had a purpose in life for 

his creator made him out of selfish pride and abandoned him soon after his first breath. Though 

Shelley never states explicitly that the creature has no purpose, Frankenstein’s monster compares 

himself to both Adam, whose purpose was to glorify and commune with God, and Satan, whose 

purpose was the serve his creator. Seeing their meaning in his reading of Paradise Lost, the 

creature concludes that he was “wretched, helpless, and alone” (Shelley 117). The creature’s 

depression comes not only from being abandoned by his creator but also from knowing that his 

life has no meaning. The monster even questions, “Why did I live?” (Shelley 123). Finding no 

answer to his question, the monster sinks to the deepest despair, concluding, “where can I find 

rest but in death?” (Shelley 205). These words are not empty. The monster burns himself to death 

on Frankenstein’s funeral pyre only pages later in the novel. The two characters are evidence that 

materialism, which denies true meaning in life, leads to despair. 

Though there is much debate surrounding Mary Shelley’s beliefs, David Hogsette makes 

it clear that she is a theistic vitalist in his essay, and Frankenstein reflects this in its exploration 

of the result of denying divine design, absolute order, and inherent purpose. In her novel, 

materialistic beliefs are shown to bring communal disintegration, individual crisis, and despair. 

Hogsette correctly concludes that “[v]italism offers the hope of spiritual existence… materialism 

offers no such hope…. Yet in theistic vitalism, there is a glimmer of hope” (Hogsette 539-40). 

Victor Frankenstein and his monster had no such hope in their materialistic beliefs, but the novel 

does offer hope for others if they can abide by theistic vitalistic principles rather than the 

characters’ doomed philosophy.  
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