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1. Abstract 

 

A cacophony of monstrous voices vied for the attentions of the nineteenth-century reader. 

Some of these monstrosities were understood to be wholly fictional; macabre characters 

who peopled works of literature, or short, serial stories published in periodicals. Figures 

such as Frankenstein’s creature, Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula, and Sweeney Todd the 

demon barber from ‘The String of Pearls’ – now known for their literary celebrity – existed 

alongside more anonymous and ephemeral characters, such as the multitudinous depictions 

of fairies in newspapers during the period. Beyond these overtly fictional characters lurked 

stereotypes which hovered awkwardly between the realms of tangible reality and horrific 

fantasy. Here, one finds the monstrous economy, a network of ideas and identities which 

underpinned middle-class caricatures of working people, drawing inspiration from Gothic 

fiction, fairy tales and pre-extant folklore narratives together. These became ghoulish 

vignettes of the working class in action, whether depicting arsonists as demons, comparing 

domestic servants to goblins, miners to the living dead, or sailors to cannibals. Analysis of 

this monstrous economy exposes a desire to deflect implications of middle-class guilt and 

culpability in the sufferings and grievances of the working class. Studies of literary 

monstrosity are prolific. This thesis diverges from these familiar paths in probing the diverse 

and underexplored pantheon of monstrosity found in newspaper and government reports, 

and in printed ephemera. It presents an innovative and original argument for the creation 

and exchange of such stories as a diffuse network of ‘othering’ increasingly drawn upon by 

authors throughout the century. This thesis uses five case studies in order to reveal the 

workings of the monstrous economy: monstrous environments; diabolical identities; fairy 

forms; mining monstrosities, and cannibal contagions. Exploration of these monstrous 

archetypes, as vehicles for the mitigation of guilt, advances understandings of the history of 

monstrosity, class, and space, and of the complex interplay between these identities during 

the nineteenth century.   
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2. Introduction 

In December of 1888, the Illustrated London News published a duo of engravings entitled, 

“[c]onscience does make cowards of us all” in reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet.1 The 

cartoons portray a dog surprised in the act of snaring a duckling, by the frightening figure of 

a scarecrow looming over him dressed all in black. The dog drops his ill-gotten gains in 

terror, and rushes back over the garden wall as a gust of wind appears to send the 

scarecrow hurtling towards him. Captions beneath the scenes read: “…Before him stands a 

goblin creature, Half man, yet lacking form and feature ; his arms stick out, his garments 

wave, But he is silent as the grave”.2 These words and the images they accompany are the 

perfect metaphor for the monster-making activities of the age. Guilt, as implied in this 

context, is often the impetus behind fear. It cautions that, when committing wrongdoings 

there lurks the fear of discovery and punishment. This thesis argues that the figure of the 

monster was an ideal receptacle for guilt; that it embodied a desire to deflect implications 

of middle-class guilt and culpability in the hardships of the working class, even when such 

desires were not overt. This speaks to the function of the monstrous as a revenant, outlined 

by Jessica Elbert Decker, who notes how monstrosity often represents, ‘the return of the 

repressed’; the moment when something ‘believed to be at rest has returned with new 

life’.3  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 The line ‘conscience does make cowards of us all’ is a reference to Hamlet, Act III, Scene I. See: William 
Shakespeare, Hamlet. (New York: H. Holt, 1914), 68.  
See Figure 1 and 2:  "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 21. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019.  
2 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 21. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
3 Jessica Elbert Decker, “Hail Hera, Mother of Monsters! Monstrosity as Emblem of Sexual Sovereignty,” 
Women’s Studies 45, no. 8 (2016): 748. 
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Figure 1: 

"Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 21. 

http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
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Figure 2: 
"Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, 3 December, 1888, 21. 

http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/9VEzyX last accessed 9 August 2019. 
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The monstrous creations explored here imply a victimhood in the creator, placed in 

opposition to them, which allowed for blame to be transferred from the creator, to their 

own monstrous creations.4 This process was complex and spread out across a gamut of 

nineteenth-century written sources, factual and fictional in nature. This thesis 

conceptualises this discursive network of ‘othering’ as the ‘monstrous economy’. This 

economy was one which traded in monstrous symbols and identities, as writers 

amalgamated purportedly ‘traditional’ forms of folklore with more contemporary 

descriptions of monsters drawn from the annals of Gothic and sensation literature. The 

examples and case studies explored here reflect middle-class ‘othering’ of the working class 

to displace implications of guilt for their hardships, and to mitigate their culpability in the 

struggles of the poor.  This thesis does not extend to depictions of elites, or the upper-class 

as monstrous, though these too were extant, and motivated by similarly complex emotions.5 

The monster from the Illustrated London News, mentioned above, is only a scarecrow, who 

when animated by his environment, springs into terrifying action.6 This ‘goblin’ is however, 

entirely hollow; there is nothing to its monstrosity. In this respect, it echoes the constructed 

monstrous identities fashioned for the working class by authors during this period. 

Throughout the course of this thesis, the reader will encounter a variety of monstrous forms 

used as the currency of the monstrous economy, including diabolical incendiarists, goblin 

scullery-maids, ghostly miners and ferocious urban cannibals.7 As viscerally conjured as 

 
4 As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen states, ‘‘[m]onsters are our children…They ask us why we have created them’. See: 
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture ed. Jeffrey 
Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 20.  
5 Depictions of elites as ogres when read at face value could implicate greed, epitomising the nature of reach-
outstripping-grasp in prominent political figures, including for example, Napoléon Bonaparte, Irish Nationalist 
Daniel O’Connell, former Spanish Premier Baldomero Espartero, and Prince Don Miguel of Portugal. See: 
"France," Daily News, April 16, 1850. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QQEQ7 last accessed 24 April 
2018; “Multiple News Items." Standard, December 22, 1835. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QY2f1 last accessed 25 April 2018; "War with China.” Leicester Chronicle 
March 14, 1840. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QYAV6 last accessed 25 April 2018; “Spirit of the Public 
Journals." North Wales Chronicle, February 13, 1838. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QY7a8 last 
accessed 25 April 2018; "Continental Politics." Examiner, October 23, 1841. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6QYcM0 last accessed 25 April 2018; "Chit-Chat." The Satirist; or Censor 
of the Times, September 7, 1834, 285. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5kmse7 last accessed 25 April 
2018. 
6 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 21. 
7 See for example: "Extensive Destruction of Property by Incendiarism." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 4, 1848, 
3. tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4LT8b0 last accessed 8 February 2017; M. A. S. "A Dream." The World of 
Fashion and Continental Feuilletons, September 1, 1838, 210. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/5jPZv9 last 
accessed 9 June 2018; “Royal Commission on Children's Employment in Mines and Manufactories. First Report 
(Mines and Collieries).” (1842), 206. (Image 1403). 
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these monsters were in writing of the period, in reality, they operated as strawmen upon 

whom authors could project the guilty consciences of the affluent. As demonstrated by the 

Illustrated London News cartoon mentioned above, however, it was not only humans who 

were the targets for monstrous comparisons.8 Their spatial settings were similarly ‘othered’ 

as monstrous environments, and played a pivotal role in shaping human identities, as will be 

discussed. This thesis probes themes of nineteenth-century middle-class guilt and culpability 

through a set of monstrous archetypes. These archetypes are analysed individually within 

five source-based chapters, whose original contributions are outlined below.  

Evidence used in this thesis is gleaned from newspaper and periodical archives, government 

minutes and reports, literature, ballads and pamphlets. The inclusion of this diverse range of 

contemporary sources is designed not only to counter a previous predominance of focus on 

literary sources of monstrosity in nineteenth-century studies, but also to show the extent to 

which the monstrous economy was a mutable, varied and pervasive language of ‘othering’ 

throughout the century.9 The majority of material has been collected from newspaper and 

periodicals, which can be thought of as the stock exchange, or central hub of the monstrous 

economy.10 They provided a broad forum for such ideas, as these monstrous stereotypes 

could be freshly generated by journalists, or could appear nested within printed fiction, 

poetry, or reviews for books which appeared within the press. Where applicable, the overt 

political editorial leanings of certain publications are pointed out, but with the caveat that 

these biases did not always ensure engagement with, or avoidance of the language of the 

monstrous economy. While Judith Knelman points to the Times as a paper which ‘readily 

criticised treatment of the poor’ from the 1840s onwards, for example, its authors did 

 
https://parlipapers.proquest.com/parlipapers/search/basic/hcppbasicsearch last accessed 9 August 2019; 
"Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast News-Letter, February 7, 1870 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/8GEa63 last accessed 2 February 2019. 
8 "Does Make Cowards of Us All." The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1888, 21. 
9 For literary studies of nineteenth-century monstrosity see for example: Stephen Bann (ed). Frankenstein, 
Creation and Monstrosity. (London: Reaktion Books, 1994); Jack Halberstam, Skin Shows: Horror and the 
Technology of Monsters (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); Abigail Lee Six, and Hannah Thompson, “From 
Hideous to Hedonist: The Changing Face of the Nineteenth Century Monster,” in The Ashgate Research 
Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous eds. Asa Simon Mittman and Peter S. Dendle. (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2012): 237-257; Chris Baldick, In Frankenstein's Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and Nineteenth-Century Writing. 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1987). 
10 For more on Victorian information exchange, and for the ways in which modern digital processes affect our 
understanding of this, see: Veronica Alfano and Andrew Stauffer (eds.) Virtual Victorians: Networks, 
Connections, Technologies. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).  
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engage in monstrous stereotyping after this point.11  Press articles were also not the only 

source of the monstrous economy; but were informed by – and no doubt themselves 

informed - other avenues such as Gothic fiction, and even legal proceedings.12  

This thesis is primarily a qualitative study with a focus on drawing out, and analysing the 

overarching themes, and anxieties which resonated throughout the century. Where 

possible, it acknowledges the value of tools provided by online databases such as Gale 

Primary Sources, which allow search terms to be charted across decades.13 The wide range 

of sources used here are primarily included to show the pervasion of the monstrous 

economy, as mentioned. It is also reflects the research methods employed here which 

utilise searches for themes, or keywords within databases including those offered by Gale. 

This method allows for scrutiny not just of suites of articles within a particular publication, 

but also of the syndication of stories across the press nationally.14 Relying purely on metrics 

to argue for the popularity, or pervasion of certain ideas can be misleading, and as such, this 

study is focussed on teasing out nuances within themes as opposed to offering an in-depth 

scrutiny of metric data concerning trends within individual forms of writing. As Ivan Flis 

 
11 See for example: their depictions of incendiarists as ‘diabolical’, miners as morbidly superstitious, and a 
sailor as a vicious cannibal: "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 1843, 7. 
tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/4JPmE3 last accessed 1 February 2017; "More Incendiarism at Rotherhithe." 
Times, November 26, 1834, 4. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS67265402/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=65cf95d1 last accessed 
21 September 2019; "The Seaham Colliery Explosion.-There it." Times, 25 September, 1880, 10. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS168869689/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=58c1ccfe last accessed 
21 September 2019; "Central Criminal Court, Oct. 30." Times, October 31, 1863, 
11.http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/BjNUw7 Judith Knelman, “Class and Gender Bias in Victorian Newspapers,” 
Victorian Periodicals Review 26, no. 1 (1993), 29.  
12 See for examples of the press reporting on elements of monstrous ‘othering’ from other mediums: “The 
Mines of Fahlun." The Ladies' Cabinet of Fashion, Music and Romance, June 1, 1847. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6h7cA1 last accessed 22 July 2018; “Jocularity and Justice.” The Satirist; 
or Censor of the Times, September 17, 1837, 715. "Belfast Police-Court Saturday." Belfast News-Letter, 
February 7, 1870. 
13  The Gale Primary Sources database provides tools such as ‘Topic Finder’ and ‘Term Frequency’ for example, 
which enable researchers to see diagrams pertaining to the use and frequency of certain words or phrases. 
See: https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources 
14 See for example a story which was circulated throughout the regional and national press: See for example: 
"Cannibalism on a Raft." Morning Post, September 15, 1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/R3210651750/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=9ede50a9 
accessed 31 July 2019; "Cannibalism on a Raft." North Devon Journal, September 21, 1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/GR3224380596/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=09504918 last 
accessed 31 July 2019; "Cannibalism on a Raft." Sheffield Evening Telegraph, September 15, 1899, 3. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3221894887/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=30da998c last 
accessed 31 July 2019; "Shipwrecked Sailors Driven to Cannibalism." Illustrated Police News, 23 September, 
1899. https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BA3200821112/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=c5fc4f2a last 
accessed 18 September 2019. 
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articulates, online databases - while a tremendous boon to the researcher - ‘are not 

ahistorical containers’ of scientific fact; inclusions, exclusions and biases may still haunt their 

processes.15 Algorithms, like the human eye, are not infallible, and the material presented 

for the reader, here, as in hard-copy sources, need to be considered within its wider 

context. Flis deftly summarises the reality of digital history when stating that such tools:  

‘elevate the problems of interpretation to a new level, but they do not solve 

them…there is no way of escaping the problem of historical causation, the minute 

interpretation of meaning, and the importance of the way the historian chooses 

what to tell and what to skip over when building a particular historical narrative’.16  

Database search tools are certainly of immense value for the qualitative researcher seeking 

to uncover new paths to follow. They can reveal wider vistas than manual searches enable, 

but these vast swathes of information still require careful, and critical interpretation before 

their secrets can be uncovered.17  

Regarding the treatment of chronology throughout this thesis, due to the mercurial and 

diffuse nature of the monstrous economy, prevalence has been given to a thematic reading 

of the sources as opposed to a strictly chronological interrogation. That is not to say, 

however, that there were not discernible changes and continuities present, or that such 

monsters were unique to this period. Monsters could be found lurking in every corner of 

published works throughout the nineteenth century. It was largely within the last three 

decades of the century that contemporaries appeared fully conscious of, and keen to 

knowingly exploit monsters as a valuable allegorical commodity, however. This increased 

awareness and exploitation of monstrous forms was facilitated by factors such as increased 

literacy, and the proliferation of forms of imaginative media including fictional works and 

 
15 Ivan Flis, “Digital Humanities as the Historian’s Trojan Horse: Response to Commentary in the Special Section 
on Digital History.” History of Psychology 21, no. 4: 381-382. 
16 Flis, “Digital Humanities,” 382. 
17 Flis, “Digital Humanities,” 381-382.  
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antiquarian folklore volumes, and discussions which provided authors with the inspiration 

for such archetypes.18  

The four chapters which focus on human monstrous identities are arranged in broad order 

of chronological prevalence for the archetype in question, with the caveat that a great many 

anomalies and overlaps existed between these. The first source-based chapter, Chapter 

Two: Monstrous Environments, while placed before the other human-focused chapters 

defies this chronological progression in that it focuses primarily on the latter decades of the 

nineteenth century. This is necessary for methodological purposes. This chapter establishes 

and explains the importance of the intertwined human and spatial identities which are 

highlighted throughout this thesis. As an archetype in itself, the monstrous environment – 

imagined as a malevolent and even sentient presence in architecture and landscapes - was 

not overtly expressed until the end of the century. This non-human archetype is included as 

the first source chapter, however, to offer a spatial reading for the chapters to follow. The 

remaining source-based chapters have been ordered according to the emergence and 

predominance of their archetypes. Demonic arsonists and domestic fairy identities were 

generally more popular earlier in the century than depictions of mine-workers as fiendish 

revenants, while depictions of British urban cannibals proliferated at the end of the century. 

The factors which influenced the rise and popularity of certain archetypes appear 

predicated on a variety of complex factors. Demonic depictions of protest crested a wave of 

popular upheaval in early nineteenth-century Britain, details of which are explored within 

the Chapter One.19 Overlapping with this, fairy archetypes surged earlier than others, 

possibly due to the boom in academic and journalistic discussions about fairy tales around 

 
18 For increased literacy and popular interest in Gothic and sensation fiction see: John Springhall, 
"'Disseminating Impure Literature': The 'Penny Dreadful' Publishing Business Since 1860," The Economic 
History Review, New Series 47, no. 3 (1994): 568. For more on the rise of late-century antiquarianism see: S. J. 
Speight, “A Gentlemanly Pastime: Antiquarianism, Adult Education and the Clergy in England, c.1750-1960.” 
History of Education 40, no. 2 (2011): 147-148; Alexandra Walsham, “Recording Superstition in Early Modern 
Britain: The Origins of Folklore,” Past and Present 199, no. 3 (2008): 178-181. 
19 As demonstrated by the frequent use of the term ‘diabolical’ in relation to arson. See for example: 
"Wisbech, Nov. 28.-Thursday night Another Diabolical Outrage of Incendiarism Occurred in the Parish." Times, 
December 1, 1832, 5. 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CS84959105/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=93dd6f26 last accessed 
August 29, 2019; 4. "Arson.-A Diabolical Attempt at Incendiarism." Times, December 16, 1843, 7; "Diabolical & 
Mysterious Attempt at Incendiarism." Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, February 10, 
1847, 93. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EN3216593814/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=e8997097 last 
accessed 5 April 2019. 
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the 1830s and 40s.20 Depictions of miners as monstrous beings rose partly in conjunction 

with concerns about union agitation from the middle of the century onwards.21 Cannibal 

archetypes which originated in earlier colonial expansion found their way into press 

reporting about the British working classes towards the end of the century.22  

With regards to the thematic content of the chapters which follow, a summary is offered 

here. The first chapter sets up the historiographical and methodological context for this 

thesis. Key literature is critiqued thematically according to the themes within each of the 

five source-based chapters. This chapter outlines its use of the ‘monstrous economy’ 

concept, its contributions to historiography, and shows how it integrates and expands upon 

approaches to the monstrous. Chapter Two proposes the concept of ‘monstrous 

environments’ as the embodiment of spatial scholars’ suggestions that spaces are not 

passive agents, but active participants shaping history.23 This chapter establishes the 

cultural entanglement of human and spatial monstrous identities which pervade this thesis. 

Chapter Three presents the first of the human monstrous identities this thesis explores. 

Here, the Devil, and his diabolical identities are analysed in relation to the ways in which 

popular protesters in the first half of the nineteenth century were literally ‘demonised’ in 

order to mitigate culpability in their grievances. This chapter argues for a more central, 

cultural importance for the demonic within secularised nineteenth-century reporting than 

has been discussed, and reveals how a variety of arson incidents, often simplified under 

‘blocks’ of popular protest, were amalgamated under the banner of the ‘diabolical’.24 These 

demonic reports of arson blurred urban and rural reports together, as fires of protest gave 

way to urban incendiarism designed to hide crimes. Chapter Four examines ‘fairy forms’. 

 
20 Nicola Bown, Fairies in Nineteenth-Century Art and Literature. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001); 70; Jason Marc Harris, Folklore and the Fantastic in Nineteenth-Century British Fiction (London: 
Routledge, 2008), 37; Jack Zipes, (ed). Victorian Fairy Tales: The Revolt of the Fairies and the Elves. (London: 
Routledge, 1987), xix. 
21 Roger Burt, "Industrial Relations in the British Non-ferrous Industry in the Nineteenth Century," Labour 
History Review 71, no. 1: (2006): 58; Gaston V. Rimlinger, “International Differences in the Strike Propensity of 
Coal Miners: Experience in Four Countries,” ILR Review 12, no. 3 (1959): 403. 
22 For more on colonial encounters with purported cannibals see: Patrick Brantlinger, Taming Cannibals: Race 
and the Victorians. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011).  
23 Thomas Rohkrämer, and Felix Robin Schulz, “Space, Place and Identities,” History Compass 7, no. 5 (2009): 
1345. 
24 See: Sarah Bartels, “‘A Terrific Ogre’: The Role of the Devil in Victorian Popular Belief.” Folklore 128, no. 3 
(2017): 271; Katrina Navickas discusses the tendency for scholars to fixate upon and thus homogenise 
‘repertoires of protest’. Katrina Navickas, “What Happened to Class? New Histories of Labour and Collective 
Action in Britain,” Social History 36, no. 2 (2011): 197.  
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Where scholars have focused on the 1840s onwards in terms of the cultural influence of 

nineteenth-century fairy narratives, this chapter reveals earlier incarnations shaped this 

paradigm too.25 While previous studies of fairies have tended to approach these from a 

literary perspective, or within plays or as more ‘traditional’ folklore narratives, this chapter 

reveals the impact these narratives had when used to imply the social illegitimacy of 

disadvantaged members of the working class.26 Chapter Five continues this examination into 

questions of social belonging, using a case study dedicated to perceptions of miners as 

monstrous. It addresses a gap in scholarship between analysis of mining myths as folklore, 

and more prosaic studies of mining life and labour during this century.  It does this by 

examining reports of miner’s folklore beliefs and how these became imbricated in reports of 

their collective strike action in the second half of the century.27 The final chapter of this 

thesis features a case study showing how reports of cannibalism in overseas colonies 

migrated into British discourse about the urban working-class. The ways in which newspaper 

headlines used both supernatural and secular cannibal motifs to describe incidents of 

drunken brawling and biting has previously been neglected by scholars, and are explored 

here.28 These cannibal narratives mitigated guilt, not only for injustices of imperialism 

abroad but also for domestic hardships at home. Overall, this thesis argues that implications 

of guilt, and a desire to mitigate culpability were the driving force behind the monstrous 

 
25 For fairy scholarship which argues for this later emergence see for example: Zipes, The Revolt, xix; Harris, 37.  
26 See for example: Molly Clark Hillard, "Dangerous Exchange: Fairy Footsteps, Goblin Economies, and "The Old 
Curiosity Shop"." Dickens Studies Annual 35 (2005): 63-86; Jack Zipes,"The Meaning of Fairy Tale within the 
Evolution of Culture,” Marvels & Tales 25, no. 2 (2011): 221-243; Piotr Spyra, "Shakespeare and the 
Demonization of Fairies," Text Matters 7, no. 7 (2017): 194-213; Ronald F. Miller, “A Midsummer Night's 
Dream: The Fairies, Bottom, and the Mystery of Things,” Shakespeare Quarterly 26, no. 3 (1975): 254-268; 
Katharine M. Briggs, "The English Fairies," Folklore no. 1 (1957): 270- 287; Simon Young, and Ceri Houlbrook,  
Magical Folk: British and Irish Fairies - 500 AD to the Present. (London: Gibson Square, 2017). 
27 See: "Multiple News Items." Morning Post, September 22, 1874, 4. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/778io7 last accessed 24 September 2018; "Ancient Superstition among 
Miners." Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7. http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/778hi7 last 
accessed 24 September 2018.  
28 Much scholarship is instead focused on secular reports of survival cannibalism or indigenous cannibalism in 
the colonies. See for example: Patrick Brantlinger, “Missionaries and Cannibals in Nineteenth‐century Fiji.” 
History & Anthropology 17, no. 1 (2006): 21–38; Tracey Banivanua-Mar, “Cannibalism and Colonialism: 
Charting Colonies and Frontiers in Nineteenth-Century Fiji.” Comparative Studies in Society & History 52, no. 2 
(2010): 255-281; Hans Hägerdal, “Cannibals and Pedlars,” Indonesia & the Malay World 38 no. 111. (2010): 
217-246. Survival cannibalism in cases of privation due to shipwrecks or exploration: Simon Mays, and Owen 
Beattie, “Evidence for End-Stage Cannibalism on Sir John Franklin’s Last Expedition to the Arctic, 1845.” 
International Journal of Osteoarchaeology 26, no. 5 (2016): 778–786; Janice Cavell, “Publishing Sir John 
Franklin’s Fate,” Book History (Johns Hopkins University Press) 16, no. 1 (2013): 155-184; Paul Cowdell, 
"Cannibal Ballads: Not Just a Question of Taste..." Folk Music Journal 9, no. 5 (2010): 723-747.  
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economy. Tanushree Ghosh has argued that Victorian authors pandered to their readers 

desires to feel a redeemable, ‘liberal guilt’ by offering up tales of working-class 

deprivation.29 Such guilt, when frustrated without recourse to solve such problems created 

a ‘moral impotence’.30 Ghosh does not propose what the outcome of this impotence was. 

This thesis answers that question by arguing that the monstrous economy increasingly 

functioned as the mitigation of this frustrated guilt. It compared suffering social ‘others’ to 

monsters in order to deflect middle-class culpability in their hardships, as will be shown.  

 

3. Conclusion 

Charles Tilly, in his investigations into British social and political upheaval during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries wrote that history ‘is a forest of a million trees. Wild 

beasts run through it, vines hide its branches, strange birds sing in its upper reaches, and 

wildflowers burst out in its clearings’.31 Such an analogy perfectly captures the nature of the 

monstrous economy as a multifaceted network of monstrous ideas, identities and imagery 

that authors utilised from at least the 1820s.32 Its decline in popularity from the beginning of 

the twentieth century may be linked to a waning desire for ‘liberal guilt’ and its 

redemption.33  This decline may also have been influenced by new theories of psychology 

which stressed the need to abstain from purportedly ‘needless guilt’ thought to have been 

promoted by respectable Victorian society as a kind of moral self-flagellation.34  Tilly’s vision 

of the forest speaks to the variety, and complexity of the monstrous economy as an 

interconnected ecology of language which, at face value, could be seen as merely a 

collection of spurious, if sensational titbits.35 This thesis has shown, through a diverse range 

of case studies and sources, that such monstrous references were not random, or trivial. 

They were not simply window-dressing for ‘baffled’ reporters desperate for juicy anecdotes 

 
29 Tanushree Ghosh, “Gifting Pain: The Pleasures of Liberal Guilt in London, a Pilgrimage and Street Life in 
London,” Victorian Literature and Culture 41, no. 1 (2013): 92.   
30 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 95.  
31  Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain 1758-1834. (London: Paradigm, 1995), 340. 
32 See for example: W. C. S. "Fairy Mythology.-No. III." Le Belle Assemblée, or, Bell's Court and Fashionable 
Magazine Addressed Particularly to the Ladies, June 1, 1828, 26; "Cheltenham, Oct. 22." Morning Post, October 
24, 1828.; "Peak Scenery," Derby Mercury, October 15, 1823. 
33 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92.   
34 Herant A. Katchadourian, Guilt: The Bite of Conscience. (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2011), 117. 
35 Tilly, Popular Contention, 340. 
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with which to pad out their exposés.36 They were also not the product of one author, or 

even one publication. Instead, what initially appears largely as invocations of the Devil in 

order to condemn popular protest as evil, germinated into an entire forest of monstrous 

references by the end of the century. In its proposal of the monstrous economy as a system 

which mitigated guilt in the nineteenth century, this thesis contributes a vast and flexible 

framework joining together previous disparate studies of monstrous forms of ‘othering’ in 

historiography. Within this, the concept of monstrous environments similarly broadens the 

horizons of monster studies by encouraging scholars to consider the untapped potential of 

environments as actors whose identities were entangled with their human inhabitants.37  

This thesis also addresses the question intimated by Ghosh’s study on liberal guilt regarding 

the impact of a ‘moral impotence’ left without recourse.38 Use of monstrous imagery to 

mitigate the implication of guilt or sense of culpability felt about the hardships of ‘others’ 

became a technique employed across middle-class writing of the period. The narratives 

explored here often do not express a keen or overt feeling of guilt for the sufferings of the 

working class. Instead, the monsters they employed appeared to represent the repression 

of such feelings or their implications; functioning as attempts to mitigate the culpability of 

middle-class readers in working-class woes.39 That authors and editors were aware of the 

power of monstrous identities is illustrated in the many times these stories were published 

in one newspaper, only to be widely syndicated, and even elaborated upon.40 Some papers 

were more attuned to this monstrous network than others.41 That the Morning Post appears 

one of the most prolific peddlers of the monstrous economy reflects its conservative 

 
36 Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press. (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2001), 106-107. 
37 Rohkrämer, and Schulz, “Space, Place,” 1345. 
38 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 95.  
39 Such as when published accounts directly pointed to mine owners and managers as culpable in the 
sufferings of their striking workers: "United Kingdom Alliance of Organised Trades." Derbyshire Times and 
Chesterfield Herald, January 12, 1867, 3. 
40 See for example reports of the Seven Whistlers at Bedworth collieries: "Ancient Superstition among Miners," 
Sheffield Daily Telegraph, September 22, 1874, 7; "Another Colliery Accident Near Nuneaton," Leicester 
Chronicle, September 26, 1874, 4; "Superstition Among Miners." Belfast News-Letter, September 25, 1874. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BB3202073767/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=92ebdd0c last 
accessed 9 August 2019; "News." Tamworth Herald, September 26, 1874, 4. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/IG3222947281/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=41e490ef last 
accessed 9 August 2019; "The Claimant in Prison." Reynolds's Newspaper, September 27, 1874. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/Y3200564292/GDCS?u=uniportsmouth&sid=GDCS&xid=0540f436 last 
acessed 9 August 2019. For monsters as repressions, see: Decker, “Hail Hera,” 748. 
41 Of the sources cited in this thesis, the Morning Post, as well as the larger regional presses in Sheffield, Leeds 
and Manchester appear most prolific in printing narratives which ‘othered’ the working classes.   
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establishment values; as Ryan Vieira notes, this influential and widely-circulated London 

paper ‘was the most staunchly Tory of the major London dailies and also the most 

obsequious to the aristocracy’.42 

While the monstrous economy was, by no means, the predominant mode of expressing 

displeasure at the working class, its function as a mitigator of guilt and deflector of 

culpability was still insidious and powerful, in that its monstrous forms spread out across 

written mediums throughout the century in waves, as shown by the various case studies 

explored here. That this system was viral in its nature and intensity, and not controlled by 

any one source, allowed for variations in its archetypes and applications. It was exactly this 

freedom of expression which enabled the monstrous economy of fantastical caricatures to 

flourish even at a time when elite discourse was supposedly disenchanted. For all its 

industrial innovations, the nineteenth century was still a haunted age, one which refused to 

relinquish its ‘supernatural machinery’ just as it would later embrace the seemingly ethereal 

technologies of the telegraph, and electric lights.43 Gothic tales of ‘reanimated corpses and 

vampires’ sat alongside more realist works, but even these were replete with references to 

quasi-supernatural matters such as ‘dreams, premonitions and second sight’.44 The 

popularity of more supernatural incarnations of the monstrous economy aligns with 

scholars’ suggestions that for Victorians, the supernatural realm was not only fearful, but 

‘ardently desired; it was a spooky sense that there was more to the world than the 

everyday, and an intimation that reality might be transfigured by something above and 

beyond.”45  

As incredible as this network was, it was, nevertheless, underpinned by human anguish and 

division. The monstrous economy was one underwritten by the implications of middle-class 

guilt, and was a system used to launder such emotions by transferring them predominantly 

back onto the working classes. This thesis has paraded a variety of monstrous forms before 

the reader comprised of demons, goblins, ghosts and the ferocious cannibals. Yet, as Jeffrey 

Jerome Cohen reminds us, monsters are only constructs and projections.46 They are like 

 
42 Vieira, “Rethinking,” 58-59. 
43 Nicola Bown, Carolyn Burdett and Pamela Thurschwell, “Introduction,” in The Victorian Supernatural ed. 
Nicola Brown, Carolyn Burdett and Pamela Thurschwell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 1. 
44 Bown, Burdett, Thurschwell, “Introduction,” 1. 
45 Bown, Burdett, Thurschwell, “Introduction,” 1.  
46 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 4.  
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shadows on the wall which re-direct our attention from the one who throws these shapes. 

As such, it can be easy to become distracted by the hideous, frightening, or otherwise 

sensational natures of monsters, and risk not seeing the tangible humans or environments 

which inspired the creation of these monstrous forms. Pursuits of histories often bring to 

light only snatches of stories as narratives formed by both voices and silences.47 It bears 

remembering, then, that the characters explored here - whether real or fictional - 

nevertheless represented real people and communities whose identities had been warped 

out of proportion in order to diffuse their hardships and obscure their voices. This 

contortion effect augmented the appeal of monstrous stereotyping, given that the most 

extravagant, sensational or poignant monsters tend to be the most memorable ones. The 

demon arsonist of Clavering Essex immortalised as ‘Hot Cake’ by the Chelmsford Chronicle, 

mentioned in Chapter Three, appears to have been a real man named Charles Taylor who 

was acquitted of arson.48 ‘Black Shag’ the dark-skinned ghost who spouted steam and 

terrorised the London to Birmingham railway lines remains an enigmatic mystery.49 Similarly 

obscured are details of the lives and continuing adventures of the ‘Imp of Darkness’ who 

spied on the Queen, and of Arthur Gandelheart, the cannibal sailor purported to have been 

a man from Deal.50  All of these fragments suggest that monstrosity is what endures long 

after the human identities they were based upon have passed out of knowing. Daring to 

look more closely at the monstrous economy of the nineteenth century, reveals, however, 

traces of guilt also remain; guilt concerning social poverty, disenfranchisement, stagnated 

mobility, dangerous working conditions, and the ravages of empire. 51   

 

 
47 As John Arnold notes in his chapter on ‘Voices and Silences’. John Arnold, History: A Very Short Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 58-80. See also: John Tosh, The Pursuit of History. 4th ed. (Harlow: 
Pearson, 2006) 165.  
48 "Extensive Destruction of Property by Incendiarism." Chelmsford Chronicle, August 4, 1848, 3.  
49 "A Black Ghost on the London and Birmingham Railway." John Bull, November 4, 1838, 526.  
50 "An Imp of Darkness in the Queen’s Palace." Bell's Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, December 16, 1838; 
"The Story of an English Cannibal." Pall Mall Gazette, March 28, 1883.  
51 Ghosh, “Gifting Pain,” 92, 95.  


