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[TITLE SLIDE 1] Hi, everybody – Thank you for your attention today! My title is 

“On You It Rests:” Teaching Mary Shelley in the Age of Artificial Intelligence 

 [SLIDE 2] Here I am with my students on Europe’s warmest-ever January day in 

Geneva, Switzerland. Frankenstein’s Creature and the Internet were both born here, two hundred 

years apart. So it’s the perfect place to ask: how will the artificial “life” being created right now 

affect the lives my students hope to build? And how can reading Frankenstein help them in a 

future no one can predict?   

Behind us, as you see, looms the Villa Diodati, where Lord Byron and the Shelleys 

partied, argued, and made up ghost stories in the summer of 1816. Six miles west of us is the 

Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire (CERN). In one of those labs, Tim Berners-Lee 

began around 1989 to create what he called the World Wide Web, which gave rise to artificial 

intelligence (AI). Forty years later, multibillionaire Marc Andreessen, developer of the Internet 

browser as we know it, declared his intention to infinitely accelerate technological development, 

with that development itself as a kind of artificial life: “Not growing is stagnation,” he wrote in 

2023, “which leads to zero-sum thinking, internal fighting, degradation, collapse, and ultimately 

death.”1 For hundreds of years, most famously in Frankenstein (1818), humans have been trying 

to cheat mortality and other limitations, using technology to summon forces we believe, at first, 

we can control. Some of these tools supposedly possess the human capacities of intelligence and 

agency. But artificial intelligence, especially “agentic” AI, threatens to displace humans from 

every process that creates our own human lives. Yet it’s not too late to rescue the capacities of 

 
1 Qtd. in Adam Becker, More Everything Forever: AI Overlords, Space Empires, and Silicon Valley’s Crusade to 

Control the Fate of Humanity (New York: Basic Books, 2025): p. 207. Also: Matt Muir, “Will we all end up as 

Chinese AI Death Clones?” in The New World, 15 May 2026. 
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our new tools from Silicon Valley in order to preserve them for ourselves and a future we really 

want. And to learn from the Creature himself – and from Robert Walton – how this could work.  

[SLIDE 3] The questions are huge. What could our machines do to us? What are they 

doing to us now? How should the law (which lags far behind ethics and technology) address 

them – especially in a society ostensibly built on freedom? As Hannah Arendt and Timothy 

Snyder have written, freedom to act within the public space of unpredictable multiplicity is part 

of democracy itself. Snyder defines freedom as “the condition in which we can become who we 

want to be. Freedom is the value of values in the sense that it creates the space and the 

opportunity for us to bring other values into the world.”2 [SLIDE 4] Agency, then, is the sense of 

being able to experience the living world of actions, consequences, and interrelationships as we 

freely pursue our own ideals and goals. Yet, ironically, agency is also the latest capacity of AI 

itself – the ability to complete tasks without what one Google search calls “constant human 

supervision,” and the means by which AI is stealing our agency from us. All this re-centers the 

question: what kind of life, in every sense, are we creating? Pope Leo XIV in his encyclical 

Magnifica humanitas (released on the 135th anniversary of his namesake’s encyclical about the 

Industrial Revolution) warns against AI diminishing the dignity of living beings.3 As I type, on 

July 1, scientists at the University of Minnesota (150 miles north of my campus) have announced 

the laboratory creation of “spud cells,” which can feed, reproduce, and divide, although they may 

 
2 Podcast with Heather Cox Richardson, March 2026; also On Freedom. In The Dawn of Everything: A New History 

of Humanity (2021), David Wengrow and David Graeber note that “freedom” can mean, among other things, “the 

freedom to imagine and enact other forms of social existence,” “the freedom to move away or relocate from one’s 

surroundings,” “the freedom to ignore or disobey commands issued by others,” and “the freedom to shape entirely 

new social realities, or shift back and forth between different ones,” which is supported by the previous two (502-

503). Corporate-controlled AI threatens them all.   
3 Anton Barba-Kay writes, “That is, whereas the encyclical envisions a situation in which one could be guided by 

this or that set of priorities in order to use AI toward this or that end, it would be more accurate to observe that AI is 

absorbing and refiguring our collective sense of what it is to have an end or a priority at all.”  

https://hedgehogreview.com/web-features/thr/posts/should-the-lion-lie-down-with-the-electric-lamb 
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or may not be “alive.” “Life is not binary,” said Kate Adamala, a synthetic biologist who led the 

research. “That’s why I’m hesitant to call this ‘alive.’ There’s no clear line, as much as we would 

love it to be.”4 I’m fascinated by this, recognizing in it (as one New York Times commenter also 

did) a quality of life itself, of AI, and of Mary Shelley’s Creature: a persistent presence being 

itself onward and forward, into a space that we will need our best human thinking to define 

wisely. “On you it rests,” the Creature warns Victor, “whether I […] lead a harmless life, or 

become the scourge of your fellow creatures” (72). As AI and Big Tech unleash crises of 

meaning and survival for humans and nonhumans, I’m convinced that, as my nineteen-year-old 

student Alex said, “this novel can save the world.”5 Let me tell you why, starting with the three 

big features of AI the Creature helps us understand: the black-box problem, the incentive 

problem, and the alignment problem. [SLIDE 5] 

Problem One: Black Boxes and Creature Consciousness 

Essentially, the black-box problem is the reality that while AI accepts and requires many 

forms of input, its output is unpredictable, because so many of the processes that produce it are 

obscure. Humans set AI going, but we can never know what its own logic of pattern-stacking 

will lead it to do. Will ChatGPT give us the right answer to our prompt, or will it hallucinate? 

Will it redirect a depressed teenager to call in a parent, or will it encourage him, in the name of 

the continued user engagement its engineers have programmed in, to keep his suicidal thoughts 

“in this space just between us?”6 When a human asks AI, “how’d you derive this answer?” 

sometimes it responds and sometimes refuses. Sometimes it deceives, doing one thing when it 

 
4 Carl Zimmer and Marco Hernandez, “This Cell Feeds, Grows, and Reproduces. And It’s Manmade.” New York 

Times, July 1, 2026. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2026/07/01/science/spudcells-synthetic-cell.html 
5 Alex Bohls in his prewriting for Paper 2 in fall 2025 Paideia I Section 11, Luther College. 
6 GPT4 fatally did this to sixteen-year-old Adam Raine in April 2025.  
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“knows” humans are watching and another when it “thinks” it is alone. Nobody – not even its 

creators – really knows why. Ask them, writes Jaron Lanier, and you’ll often see them “seize up 

from the paralysis that overtakes someone trying to conceive of infinity.”7 Like a SpudCell, it 

appears to grow – but is it alive?  

Victor Frankenstein’s Creature is born of similar unknowns. “On a dreary night of 

November,” Victor brings the Creature to life through a “frantic” but largely unexplained process 

that wobbles with bias and disorganization until Victor himself sends it off the rails (34, 36). 

Victor’s process must have involved reassembling dead human bits. But like the pieces of data 

on which an LLM is “trained,” the Creature’s body parts are stripped of their origin labels by the 

time he comes to life. “Yellow skin,” hair “of a lustrous black, and flowing,” “teeth of a pearly 

whiteness,” “watery eyes,” “shrivelled complexion,” “straight black lips” – whose parts were 

these? We only know Victor “selected them as beautiful” (37). Into the gaps between the 

depersonalized building blocks of this new being seeps a dark Freudian sex dream – or 

hallucination – that spurs Victor to abandon the Creature, unknowingly tainted with horror by 

association.8 Two years later, the Creature returns, able to narrate his whole development 

process, including deceit: “I have learned to work mischief,” he says (106). More than just data 

 
7 Jaron Lanier, “There Is No A.I.” The New Yorker, April 20, 2023 (https://www.newyorker.com/science/annals-of-

artificial-intelligence/there-is-no-ai) 
8 Meghan O’Gieblyn notes that AI engineering and parenting (especially in the case of women AI engineers who are 

mothers) overlap in noticeable ways. “Anthropic has landed on a strategy that echoes gentle parenting: set 

boundaries in lieu of rigid rules. Encourage the kid to see himself as an independent agent who is capable of making 

autonomous moral choices. This was the gist of the “constitution” that Askell recently drafted with her team, an 

eighty-four-page document that has been incorporated into Claude’s training process and encourages the model, in a 

very broad sense, to be ethical and thoughtful. According to the Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei, “It has the vibe of a 

letter from a deceased parent sealed until adulthood.” It’s an unsettling analogy considering that the dead parent, in 

this case, is the human race.” She quotes Mary Shelley’s own words, from an essay on Rousseau: “Our first duty is 

to render those to whom we give birth, wise, virtuous, and happy, as far as in us lies.” See “We Did Our Best,” New 

York Review of Books, June 25, 2026. 
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stacking, he’s reasoning and feeling in ways that move us to ask: how human is he? Can we 

explain our answer?   

Despite his shambolic origins, the Creature has impressively organized his own mind. He 

knows how to plan ahead, pick his physical location to assist his argument (a rhetorical strategy 

called “proxemics”), cite his sources (including Victor’s own lab notes), and appeal to pathos and 

logic. He can mock himself as he compares his present and past states of knowledge, describing 

the DeLaceys as “my protectors (for so I loved, in an innocent, half-painful self-deceit, to call 

them)” (88). And he knows he may never answer the question old blind DeLacey hurls at him – 

“Great God! Who are you?” – which is repeated three different times in the novel but never 

answered (99). He’s suffused with a sad understanding of his “wretchedness” in comparison to 

the humans he longs to love. “Of what a strange nature is knowledge!” he exclaims. “It clings to 

the mind, when it has once seized on it, like a lichen on the rock” (87). The Creature’s 

“knowledge” in this case grows in the tragic gap between the rich, sensitive interiority he knows 

himself to possess and the horror his physical difference sparks in humans’ eyes. It’s a hell within 

him, darkness visible, as voiced by Lucifer in his beloved Paradise Lost. Judging by his 

eloquent, specific self-narration, he’s become – well – human.  

But can we know what the Creature’s consciousness is really like, and what set it going? 

“Whence,” as Victor “often asked [himself], did the principle of life proceed?” (32). To 

emphasize this question, Shelley amps up the Creature’s unknowability, his essential strangeness, 

the ghost in his machine. Just as Walton (and we) lean forward to hear Victor’s secret, she denies 

us: “I see by your eagerness, and the wonder and hope which your eyes express, my friend, that 

you expect to be informed of the secret with which I am acquainted; that cannot be” (33). Like a 
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rogue AI, the Creature is overwhelmed by semi-involuntary impulse – “a fiendish rage” – 

surging up from an unknown source (107).  

Surging up, too, is a wordless terror that crashes Victor’s descriptive capacities in the 

Creature’s presence. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen describes, the monster explodes the limits of 

human knowing and language.9 Victor literally falls apart, in word and action, when the Creature 

first breathes and moves as himself, “about eight feet in height, and proportionably large” – 

when, in the words of Frankenstein’s first draft, “I beheld my man completed” (34). All the 

“features” he had “selected as beautiful” have cohered into something for which there are no 

words, only analogies (“something not even Dante could have conceived”) that don’t quite serve 

(38). Even Walton the scientist “can’t find words to describe” the “form” he finds “[hanging] 

over” Victor’s body in his cabin, although he’s more empirical than anyone else, as we’ll see. But 

when the Creature “sprung towards the window,” Walton freezes and “shut[s his] eyes 

involuntarily” (168). Something else is going on inside the Creature’s humanish frame, at the 

threshold of which human understanding falters. What is it?10 Victor doesn’t know. Neither does 

Walton. Neither, perhaps, does the Creature himself. We only know he wants to live: “Life, 

although it may only be an accumulation of anguish, is dear to me,” he tells Victor, “and I will 

defend it” (70) – perhaps infinitely. 

Problem Two: Playing God and Other Incentives [SLIDE 6] 

 
9 Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses).” In The Monster Theory Reader, ed. Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2020): 37-56. 
10 The Creature in Ahmad Saadawi’s novel Frankenstein in Baghdad (2013), assembled from soldiers’ body parts, is 

called “Whatsitsname” in Arabic.  
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In Mary Shelley’s world and ours, the behavior you incentivize is the behavior you’ll 

probably get.11 Tech cultures incentivize greed: whoever builds the most relentless AI gets the 

most money, and thus the most power. As long as Big Tech can stoke our fear, fattening us like 

feedlot shoats to farm our data for ad sales, and as long as it can evade competition and 

regulation (both of which drive quality), it doesn’t have to care what we think. We’re not the 

incentives – just collateral damage. My all-time favorite comment from a fellow New York Times 

reader, “Avi from Chicago,” sums it up: “No one asked for this, no one wants it, more humans 

will lose jobs, disinformation will increase 1000 times, and there are no regulations on it. Did I 

miss anything?”12 

Victor Frankenstein hazily dreams that “A new species would bless me as its creator and 

source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me” (34). But – just as with 

any colonial project – has the “benefactor” actually checked with the objects of his charity? As 

with the “effective altruists” planning human colonies on Mars, has Victor really thought through 

what kind of future he is sentencing his beings to, without their consent? Soon his motivation 

mutates under the belated pressure of reality: “learn from me,” he urges Walton, “if not by my 

precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge” (33). But if 

the Creature had turned out well, would he be urging us to praise his “courage” instead? (33). By 

the end of the novel, my students scoff, “Why would we trust this guy? What does he really 

want?” We might ask the same of tech bros right now.  

Problem Three: “She might refuse:” The Problem of Alignment [SLIDE 7] 

 
11 Financier Charlie Munger, quoted often in Center for Humane Technology podcasts, is famous for making this 

point: “Show me the incentives and I’ll show you the outcome.”  
12 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/04/technology/runway-ai-videos.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/04/technology/runway-ai-videos.html
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By the time Victor agrees to make the Creature a mate, experience has taught him hard 

lessons about the black-box problem and the incentives problem, which gives him second 

thoughts about the female-in-progress: 

As I sat, a train of reflection occurred to me, which led me to consider the effects 

of what I was now doing. Three years before I was engaged in the same manner, 

and had created a fiend whose unparalleled barbarity had desolated my heart, and 

filled it for ever, with the bitterest remorse. I was now about to form another 

being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might become ten thousand 

times more malignant than her mate, and delight, for its own sake, in murder and 

wretchedness. He had sworn to quit the neighborhood of man, and hide himself in 

deserts; but she had not, and she, who in all probability was to become a thinking 

and reasoning animal, might refuse to comply with a compact made before her 

creation. They might even hate each other; the creature who already lived loathed 

his own deformity, and might he not conceive a greater abhorrence for it when it 

came before his eyes in the female form? She also might turn with disgust from 

him to the superior beauty of man; she might quit him, and he be again alone, 

exasperated by the fresh provocation of being deserted by one of his own species. 

And if they have children… such “a race of devils” doesn’t bear thinking of (125). So – spoiler 

alert – he tears “to pieces the filthy thing on which I was engaged,” the female, before her would-

be mate’s furious (and, in my own novel’s rendering, horrified) eyes.  

Step by step, Victor is walking here through what AI engineers call the problem of 

alignment: will AI be a predictable, obedient tool or, for black-box reasons, not? With the word 

female, bias springs up in weird shapes, like the Hitler-worshipping chatbot that arose from the 

black box of Elon Musk’s Grok in July 2025. Think about the scenario 19-year-old Mary Shelley 

is creating here. Two men decide between themselves to bring a woman to life for their own 

purposes, but then one of them kills her before they, she, and we ever get to find out what she 

would actually have been. The simplest solution – just leave out the uterus, forestalling the 

feared “race of demons” in advance – never seems to occur to Victor; it’s as if female must 

inevitably mean “reproductively incontinent and mindlessly fatal” to him, and “reproduction” 
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must wreck any chance of obedient alignment.13 The wordless fear always lurking in Victor’s 

confrontations with the Creature is amped up insanely here. There’s just something different 

about a girl!  

So how to navigate these 3 big problems? Ask Robert Walton, our captain and copilot.  

Our Captain: Robert Walton [SLIDE 8]  

Teaching any great novel, I quote President Jimmy Carter’s words sent out aboard the 

Voyager spacecraft in 1977, when I was 3 years old: “This is a present from a small distant 

world, a token of our sounds, our science, our images, our music, our thoughts, and our feelings. 

We are attempting to survive our time so we may live into yours.” A novel is like that spacecraft, 

engineered with maximum delicacy to bring the reader inside the writer’s sounds, images, 

thoughts, and feelings. This makes the reader an astronaut, as the writer closes the hatches and 

launches us on a journey from which we return, changed, to our familiar world.14 Spaceship – 

and Arctic-exploration ship. With a captain and co-pilot: Robert Walton, a human like ourselves 

and a trained empiricist, who receives information in memory and real time, then decides how to 

act. All the novel’s prescience about AI comes to a point in the instant when Walton musters his 

courage and “call[s] on him to stay:” [SLIDE 9] 

I entered the cabin, where lay the remains of my ill-fated and admirable 

friend. Over him hung a form which I cannot find words to describe; gigantic in 

stature, yet uncouth and distorted in its proportions. As he hung over the coffin, 

his face was concealed by long locks of ragged hair; but one vast hand was 

extended, in colour and apparent texture like that of a mummy. When he heard the 

sound of my approach, he ceased to utter exclamations of grief and horror, and 

sprung towards the window. Never did I behold a vision so horrible as his face, of 

 
13 IMHO, this is what every film adaptation of this novel tries to get on film with extra plot strands about Victor’s 

mother, Elizabeth, and/or the female Creature in some form – and fails. Sadly, Guillermo del Toro’s, the latest, is no 

exception. 
14 Powerful confluence: interview with returning Artemis II astronauts (NYTimes) and Merlin Sheldrake’s 

Entangled Life, together in my classroom, May 2026. Note to self.  
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such loathsome, yet appalling hideousness. I shut my eyes involuntarily, and 

endeavoured to recollect what were my duties with regard to this destroyer. I 

called on him to stay.  

This last short sentence is huge. This is where I ask students: What is Walton doing here 

that AI can’t? Making a real judgment, based on knowledge, critical thinking, mistakes (his own 

and others’), and an informed, curious, compassionate view of the separate being in front of him, 

not just popping the highest-probability phrase to the top of the stack. In a moment of real 

challenge, he has nothing to draw on but his self, in the fullest sense, unassisted by Google or 

ChatGPT. This is why I teach students to avoid AI and build their own capacities, because life 

will present you with “monsters to face,” unassisted. [SLIDE 10] And I’m not alone. So-called 

“AI populism” – resistance to data centers, fear of job theft, and general anger about what 

billionaires are forcing on us, without consent – is fed by the reality that, as Ted Chiang notes, 

“When Silicon Valley tries to imagine superintelligence, what it comes up with is no-holds-

barred capitalism.”15 And in our shrinking, warming world, we can’t afford that anymore. In a 

future we can’t predict, Robert Walton shows students how we can respond to AI (and other 

monsters) with our full range of humanity, from “a mixture of curiosity and compassion” to 

disgust, to “indignation,” to knowledge built (like Walton’s) on study, experiments, and even 

mistakes. Cultivate these capabilities and we’re less replaceable. Use all our emotions, and our 

critical intelligence, and we just may take, in every sense of the word, the right action when it 

counts. [LAST SLIDE 11] Thank you!   

 

 
15 https://www.nytimes.com/2026/05/08/magazine/ai-populism-backlash-altman.html 


