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When scientists started altering the genetic structure of plants and animals in order to give better yields, 

the question was what to call the result. Some people call it “genetically modified food”. But this is a 

euphemism or cover-up. The correct term is “Frankenstein food”. I will explain. 

   When Mary Shelley started writing Frankenstein, she was living unmarried with Percy Blythe 

Shelley; a situation regarded almost as a crime in Victorian society. She had at first been dazzled by his 

talk of how they would “sweep aside old conventual morality” and “live free and uninhibited lives”. 

However, she had already begun to learn that sweeping aside conventual morality meant abandoning 

everything that was good in it. She did not live to see the effect of such an abandonment under the Nazi 

and Communist regimes, but she had already begun to see that it meant thinking only of yourself, with 

no heed for the suffering you were causing others. Even while she was writing her book, her husband’s 

ex-wife and mistress both killed themselves as a result of his abandoning them. Her husband showed 

no remorse; in fact tried to blame other people for it. 

   On that evening on the shores of Lake Geneva when Lord Byron suggested they each write a ghost 

story, she had been listening to her husband and Byron talking, on her own account, as “a silent 

partner, overawed by the brilliance of their talk”. Yes, on the surface she was overawed, but 

underneath her subconscious was screaming. That subconscious that would produce Frankenstein. 

   Mary Shelley describes the scientist Frankenstein with deadly accuracy. On the surface he claims he 

is doing it all for the good of man. Underneath, he is doing nothing of the kind. He is indulging only 

his own curiosity, with no thought for the possible consequences, and seeking the admiration of his 

fellow scientists. He was also trying to create life; that is playing God. What finally destroys 

Frankenstein is that he has no love for his creation either. When the consequences of his actions appear 

in front of him, and the monster draws its first breath, Frankenstein abandons his creation and flees, 

and thinking only of his own safety. It is not for nothing that the monster has no name; Frankenstein is 

the monster; or rather the monster shows that Frankenstein, underneath all his boasting about working 

for the good of man, is a monster. 

   When it comes to genetically modified food we can see the same story happening. The scientists and 

commercial firms who are experimenting with them claim it is for the good of man. In fact it is, of 

course, just to provide them with a profit, and the scientists with a name for themselves. Again there is 

no thought for the possible consequences, which may be disastrous. 

   The main reason why this could be a disaster is that genes are not static. They mutate – that is what 

drives evolution – and the consequences of a mutation cannot be predicted. When scientists alter a gene 

in a plant or animal, they have no idea what the possible outcomes will be. Even if a conscientious 

laboratory thoroughly tests out the modified food before releasing it, they have no idea what will 

happen when their modified gene mutates. (I said “when” not “if”. We now know that mutations occur 

far more frequently than Darwin originally thought.) 

   There is no need to fantasise about tomatoes pulling up their own roots and walking about. More 

likely – and more dangerous – is that a modified gene added to the tomato’s DNA to help it resist 

blight (for example), mutates, and renders tomatoes inedible or even poisonous. Worse it may cause a 

slow-acting poison like mad cow disease, which took years to manifest itself. Or what is almost certain 

to happen, a modified gene spliced into rice or wheat with the noble intention of making them safe 

against attack from insects, spreads into wild grasses, and as a result whole species of insects die out. 

Those insects were food for other animals, and the ecological balance of the world is upset. 

   Also it is now becoming clear that genes can pass from species to species. Plants and animals can 

mate with their near relatives, as in the example I have just given. A lion and a tiger can produce fertile 

offspring; blackberries and raspberries have been crossed to produce loganberries. Even eating food 

can cause some of the DNA of the food – plant or animal – to pass into the cells of the animal which 

eats it, in ways that are not yet fully understood. Hence the modified gene spliced into corn may find its 

way into other species, or even into viruses that live in the corn plant. 
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   At this point I must mention that some scientists claim they are doing nothing that does not occur in 

nature. Mutations occur in genes all the time; hence evolution. However, when scientists splice into a 

tomato’s DNA a gene taken from a seaweed, they are doing something that can never occur in nature. 

If this gene made its way into a virus, and such a virus attacked man, we would have no defence 

against it. 

   So far I have been speaking only of scientists who claim to have good intentions. There is no 

discovery, however good, which cannot be perverted into evil purposes. There has actually been a plan 

to produce a genetically-modified strain of basmati rice, which would die out every year, and so all 

producers of basmati rice would have to buy fresh supplies from the company that owned the DNA. Or 

even if not as bad as that, the farmers around the world would be dependent on the company that 

produced the rice
1
. As rice is the staple food for more than half the world’s population, and the poorest 

half – well you can see what that means! 

   Of course, it is not just food production that scientists are experimenting with. Oil-eating bacteria 

occur naturally, but scientists have cracked their genetic code sequence, and are talking about adapting 

them for use in clearing oil spills and waste oil-products. Just think for a moment: what is the obvious 

mutation that could occur here, and what would that do to the world’s economy? 

   At the moment there is no control over the production of Frankenstein food, apart from consumer 

choice. This is an accident waiting to happen. It must stop now. The first requirement is that all sane 

consumers must stop buying Frankenstein food products. The second is that governments must start to 

exercise a rigid control over all experiments and production, or better still, stop them altogether. 

 
1
 See https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/08/25/seeds-of-doubt for a discussion of this. 

Details of Mary Shelley’s life and work taken from In Search of Mary Shelley, by Fiona Sampson 

Details of evolution and genetics from How Evolution Explains Everything About Life in the New 

Scientist Instant Expert series 

 


