Playing God in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and in H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau: An Examination of Two Mad Scientists
The following paper will look at the dangers of playing God in science, chiefly by looking at Victor Frankenstein in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and at Moreau in H.G. Wells’ The Island of Dr. Moreau. By so doing, this paper will show how each character embodies the concept of scientist as God and how the two men differ in their moral sensibilities and in terms of how they deal with their own responsibility for the horrors they have wrought; most notably, the sheer absence of a moral compass in Moreau will be highlighted. Finally, the paper will conclude by suggesting that the risk of humans playing God often outweighs any transitory benefits. In the end, where human hubris goes, evil is sure to follow. 

To begin with, Victor Frankenstein wishes to assume the mantle of God and, in so doing, neatly captures the concept of “scientist as God” in a way that few characters of fiction are able. After all, he wishes to mold from inanimate things – specifically, the body parts of the dead – a living being; in this regard, he is no different than the biblical God of Genesis who creates man out of clay. For his part, Moreau is not so much interested in breathing life into death as he is interested in turning life into something else altogether. For instance, it soon becomes evident that his work entails creating strange half-human, half-animal creatures (Wells 89-90) At first glance, it seems as though Moreau wishes to become a sort of God, ruling tyrannically over a novel race of being. This impression is bolstered by the occasion, early in the novel, when Edward Prendrick stumbles upon several of the abominations and hears the following awful chant: “His (Moreau’s) is the House of Pain; His is the Hand that makes; His is the Hand that wounds; His is the Hand that heals” (Wells 118). Understandably, it appears to Wells’s Prendrick that Moreau is trying to become as God (Wells 119); this initial belief is strengthened when Moreau corners the frightened Prendrick and tells him that his objective is to speed up the evolutionary process or to turn evolution down a new course by experimenting on animals (Wells 133-134). 
Suffice it to say, it is appropriate to suggest that Moreau really wants to create new life with something akin to the speed of the God of the Bible: “Each time I dip a living creature into the bath of burning pain, I say, ‘This time I will burn out all the animal, this time I will make a rational creature of my own. After all, what is ten years? Man has been a hundred thousand in the making” (Wells 146-147). For Moreau, one hundred thousand years is too long; like the God of the ancient Israelis, he wants to construct a rational, thinking creature after his own image in a mere day. All in all, each man, in his own way, embodies the concept of the scientist as God inasmuch as each wishes to take hold of the laws of nature and bend them to his will.


Yet, while there is a general similarity between the two men that cannot be overlooked, there are profound differences between them – most especially, differences in how they conceive morality and in how they assume moral responsibility for their actions. Starting first with Frankenstein, it is evident, without it being stated explicitly in the text, that vivisection is not at all his thing; hence, his decision to experiment on the dead rather than upon the living (Shelley 82-83). For his part, Moreau is not concerned by the pain of the creatures he experiments upon; in fact, he accuses Prendrick of being a thorough-going utilitarian materialist who associates evil with pain when the true concept of sin is to blithely accept things as they are without making an attempt, however much pain it might inflict, to escape from the debased self into “the larger being of life” (Wells 137-138; please see also footnote 104 on page 138). Of course, Moreau is not suffering pain himself; that is being endured by the poor creatures he carves and dissects. Instead, he is arbitrarily inflicting pain upon other living beings in effort to compel them to transcend their animal states; along the way, he is also expressly trying to transcend the boundaries of his own humanity by becoming – to the fullest extent he can - a creative God who forges rational life out of primitive beasts. Thus, unlike Frankenstein, Moreau’s morality includes no apparent appreciation for the cruel suffering he inflicts upon others. 


Another thing that becomes immediately apparent upon reading the texts is that Frankenstein has many more moral inhibitions with regards to his work than does Moreau. For instance, from almost the start, the former evinces disgust at some of the more ghoulish aspects of his experimentations (Shelley 82) while there is no evidence that Moreau ever finds himself revolted at his actions. For example, long after the unfortunate Prendrick has made his acquaintance, Moreau’s uneasy guest can still find his host industriously at work in his laboratory, subjecting the she-puma to excruciating suffering. In the end, even when he reaches his demise at the hand of the she-puma, there is no indication that Moreau is troubled in the least by his actions (Wells 171). 


The preceding paragraph ties into the entire notion of how the two men approach their own culpability for the monstrosities they have wrought. The occasions whereupon Frankenstein bemoans what he has done are simply too numerous to catalogue here, but there is a telling passage, actually rather early in Shelley’s novel, that sums up his discomfiture: “The form of the monster on whom I had bestowed existence was forever before my eyes, and I raved incessantly concerning him” (Shelley 89-90). His life has become one of endless torment, whereas Moreau is untroubled by the things he has created: “he was so irresponsible, so utterly careless. His curiosity, his mad, aimless investigations, drove him on, and the things were thrown out to live a year or so, to struggle, and blunder, and suffer; at last to die painfully” (Wells 168).  In short, there is no sense of personal accountability in the moral cosmology of Dr. Moreau, whereas Frankenstein is wracked by guilt.


The results of the work of both men tell us many things about the dangers of playing God -– and some of the rewards, as well. For each man, the “pay-off” is the sense of exhilaration that comes with hard-earned achievement. As Frankenstein puts it, “A new species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me” (Shelley 82). Lamentably, this exhilaration is short-lived: Moreau is killed by the she-puma he has conceived (Wells 171-172) and Frankenstein’s creature soon makes his life an unrelenting hell -- a state of affairs the monster eagerly pursues as the revenge for the miserable existence Frankenstein has foisted upon him (Shelley 167). Simply stated, mankind lacks the surpassing wisdom to play God or the foresight to perceive what evils may result from any descent into such hubris. 


In the end, science may well be the human activity that brings humans nearest to the creative role performed by the biblical God. Given that reality, there is something to be said for strict morality in science, for scientific exploration without morality can easily lead to the introduction of new evils and to an immense toll upon human happiness. In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Victor Frankenstein arrives at the proper morality too late; in the case of Wells’s Dr. Moreau, he never arrives at it and dies thinking that he, and not Prendrick, is the one who occupies the higher moral ground. In a real sense, Frankenstein’s plight is more lamentable because his internal suffering is so apparent; Moreau, on the other hand, is often gripped by frustration at how his plans unfold, but there are no pangs of regret commensurate to the dismissive way in which he treats the beings whose blasted existence is his doing. Ultimately, these two novels capture the horror that can result when “playing God” with advanced technology is not accompanied by moral impulses.  
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