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UNLOCKING MARY SHELLEY'S MASTERPIECE
THROUGH A FRANKENSTEIN DIALECTICAL JOURNAL

Approaching  Mary  Shelley's  Frankenstein  for  the  first  time—or
even  the  fifth—can  feel  like  stepping  into  a  labyrinth  of
philosophical  questions,  emotional  turmoil,  and  Gothic
atmosphere. The novel is deceptively complex, weaving together
narratives  from  Robert  Walton,  Victor  Frankenstein,  and  the
Creature  himself.  How  does  a  reader  move  beyond  simply
following the plot to genuinely engaging with the text? One of the
most  effective  and  rewarding  methods  is  to  create  a
Frankenstein dialectical journal. This time-honored technique
transforms passive reading into  an active,  analytical  dialogue
between you and the novel.
A Frankenstein dialectical journal is not merely a summary of
what happens in the book. It is a structured conversation. The
word "dialectical" comes from the Greek word for dialogue or
discussion. In this context, you are creating a written dialogue
between  the  words  on  the  page  and  your  own  thoughts,
questions, and observations. For a novel as rich in symbolism,

moral  ambiguity,  and  layered  narration  as  Frankenstein,  this
method  is  invaluable.  It  forces  you  to  slow  down,  select
significant  passages,  and  wrestle  with  their  meaning.  Whether
you are a high school student,  a college undergraduate, or a
lifelong learner, maintaining a dialectical journal can deepen your
appreciation for Shelley's genius and help you formulate original
interpretations. This guide will walk you through everything you
need to know to create a meaningful and insightful journal of
your own.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A DIALECTICAL JOURNAL?

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  Frankenstein,  it  is  helpful  to
understand  the  basic  mechanics  of  a  dialectical  journal.  The
standard  format  involves  dividing  a  page—physical  or
digital—into  two  columns.

The Left Column: This is reserved for direct quotations
from the text. When you encounter a passage that strikes
you as important, puzzling, beautiful, or troubling, you copy
it down. Always include the page number (or chapter and
letter) for future reference.
The Right Column: This is your response. Here, you write
your reaction to the quotation. This can take many forms: a
question, a personal connection, a critique, an observation
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about a literary device (like metaphor or foreshadowing), a
connection to another part of the book, or a link to a
broader theme.

The power lies in the interplay between these two columns. The
quotation grounds your thinking in the actual text, preventing
vague or unsupported analysis. The response column proves that
you are not just a passive consumer of words but an active co-
creator of meaning. A well-maintained Frankenstein dialectical
journal becomes a record of your intellectual journey through
Shelley's novel, capturing your evolving thoughts as you progress
from  Walton's  Arctic  letters  to  the  Creature's  final,  haunting
disappearance.

Why This Method Works for
Frankenstein
Frankenstein presents unique challenges that a dialectical journal
helps  to  overcome.  First,  the  novel  has  a  nested  narrative
structure. We have Walton writing to his sister, who transcribes
Victor's story, who relays the Creature's tale. Keeping track of
who is speaking and how their perspective colors the story can be
tricky. A dialectical journal allows you to note the speaker and
consider their bias. For example, a quotation from the Creature
about  his  loneliness  carries  different  weight  than  a  similar
sentiment expressed by Victor. Your journal entries can explicitly
analyze these narrative layers.

Second, the novel is deeply concerned with the tension between
ambition and responsibility, creation and abandonment, and the
nature of monstrosity. These themes are not presented in neat,
declarative  statements.  They  are  dramatized  through  events,
dialogue, and interior monologue. By selecting key passages and
responding to them, you begin to see how Shelley builds her
arguments  through  specific  language.  A  Frankenstein
dialectical journal helps you trace the development of these
themes from the opening pages to the tragic conclusion. Finally,
the novel  is  meant  to  provoke a reaction.  Shelley wanted to
"speak to the mysterious fears of our nature." Your journal is the
perfect place to capture that visceral, emotional response and
then analyze it intellectually.

HOW TO SET UP YOUR FRANKENSTEIN DIALECTICAL
JOURNAL

There  is  no  single  "correct"  way  to  format  your  journal,  but
having a clear system will make the process smoother and more
effective. Here is a practical approach to organizing your work.

Step 1: Choose Your
Medium
Some readers prefer a physical notebook, finding that the act of
handwriting helps retention and creativity. Others prefer a digital
document (Word, Google Docs, Notion) for its searchability and
ease of editing. Choose the method that you will  actually use
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consistently. If you are in a classroom setting, your teacher may
have a preference.

Step 2: Create Your
Columns
Whether in a notebook or a document, create two clear columns.
Label the left column "Passage & Context" and the right column
"Response & Analysis." This simple structure brings order to your
thoughts. For each entry, you will need at least one passage and
one  response.  However,  some  of  the  best  entries  in  a
Frankenstein  dialectical  journal  explore  a  single  passage
through several layers of response, or connect multiple passages
to one another.

Step 3: Prepare a Key or
Legend
To make your journal more useful for later study (like preparing
for an essay or exam), consider creating a simple color-coding or
symbol system. For example, you could use an asterisk (*) for
passages that relate to the theme of ambition, a plus sign (+) for
passages about isolation, and a question mark (?) for passages
you find confusing. This will allow you to quickly scan your journal
and find material relevant to a specific research question.

KEY THEMES TO TRACK IN YOUR DIALECTICAL
JOURNAL

To get the most out of your Frankenstein dialectical journal,
it  helps  to  go  in  with  some awareness  of  the  novel's  major
thematic concerns. While you should remain open to unexpected
discoveries, keeping these themes in mind will help you select
significant  passages.  Here  are  several  interconnected  ideas  to
look  for  as  you  read.

The Pursuit of Knowledge
and Ambition
Victor's  downfall  is  directly  linked  to  his  "ardent"  and
"unremitting" pursuit of knowledge. Your journal should explore
passages where characters discuss their goals. What motivates
Victor to create life? What warning does Walton's ambition carry?
Pay attention to the language of fever, obsession, and nature's
boundaries.  Consider  Shelley's  own  subtitle:  "The  Modern
Prometheus."  This  theme is  central  to  any  dialectical  journal
focused on the novel's core meaning.

Creation, Parental
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Responsibility, and
Abandonment
Victor creates a living being and then immediately rejects it. This
act of abandonment is the catalyst for nearly every tragedy that
follows.  Track  passages  that  describe  the  Creature's  first
moments, Victor's reaction, and the Creature's later accusations
of his creator. How does Shelley use the language of family, duty,
and monstrosity to explore this failed relationship? This theme is
rich with opportunities for deep analysis in your response column.

Isolation and the Need for
Community
Almost  every  major  character  in  Frankenstein  suffers  from
profound  isolation.  Victor  is  isolated  by  his  secret  guilt;  the
Creature is isolated by his appearance; Walton is isolated on his
ship. Your dialectical journal can trace how this loneliness drives
characters to make desperate, often destructive, choices. Look
for  passages  where  characters  articulate  their  longing  for  a
friend, a companion, or even just one person who understands
them. The Creature's demand for a female companion is the most
direct expression of this need.

Monstrosity and Humanity
Who is the real monster in this story? This is the question at the
heart of the novel. Your Frankenstein dialectical journal is the
perfect place to track this ambiguity. Record passages where the
Creature  acts  with  benevolence  or  intelligence,  and  contrast
them with passages where Victor acts with cruelty or cowardice.
Shelley systematically subverts the simple equation of physical
ugliness  with  evil.  Your  entries  should  reflect  this  moral
complexity  rather  than  trying  to  resolve  it  quickly.

Nature as Healer and
Witness
The natural world plays a powerful role in Frankenstein. Victor
often seeks refuge in nature—the Alps, the Orkney Islands—to
find peace. The natural sublime is a recurring motif. Yet nature is
also indifferent to human suffering. Your journal can explore how
Shelley uses landscape and weather to mirror character emotions
and to comment on the broader cosmic order.

SAMPLE ENTRIES FOR A DIALECTICAL JOURNAL

To help you get started, here are a few examples of what strong
entries in a Frankenstein dialectical journal might look like.
These are based on key moments from the novel.
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Sample Entry 1: Victor's
Ambition
Passage (Left Column): "So much has been done, exclaimed
the soul of Frankenstein—more, far more, will I achieve; treading
in the steps already marked, I will pioneer a new way, explore
unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries
of creation." (Chapter 3)
Context: Victor is speaking about his studies at Ingolstadt.
Response (Right Column):  This passage is the manifesto of
Victor's ambition. The language is heroic ("pioneer," "explore,"
"unfold"), but it also hints at transgression ("treading in the steps
already marked" – a clear echo of Milton? "deepest mysteries" –
knowledge that might be forbidden). This is the moment his noble
goal  becomes  an  overreaching  obsession.  The  word  "soul"
suggests  his  entire  being  is  consumed.  This  sets  up  his  fall
perfectly. I  notice the rhythm of the prose is also urgent and
breathless, which matches his state of mind.

Sample Entry 2: The
Creature's Plea for Justice

Passage (Left Column): "Remember, that I am thy creature; I
ought to be thy Adam, but I am rather the fallen angel, whom
thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. Everywhere I see bliss, from
which I  alone am irrevocably excluded. I  was benevolent and
good; misery made me a fiend. Make me happy, and I shall again
be virtuous." (Chapter 10)
Context: The Creature is speaking to Victor in the mountains,
trying to convince him to listen.
Response (Right Column): This is one of the most powerful
speeches in the novel. The Creature uses the language of religion
and creation to make his  case.  He claims not just  a right to
happiness,  but  a  causal  link  between  his  condition  and  his
behavior.  "Misery  made  me  a  fiend."  This  directly  challenges
Victor's view of the Creature as an inherently evil  monster. It
suggests that evil is a product of environment and rejection, not
birth. The comparison to Adam (who was loved by his creator)
versus the fallen angel (who was cast out) is devastating. This
passage is crucial for the debate about who the real monster is. I
feel a wave of sympathy for the Creature here, which is exactly
what Shelley wants me to feel.

TIPS FOR WRITING EFFECTIVE RESPONSES

The quality of your Frankenstein dialectical journal depends
almost entirely on the quality of your responses. A simple "


