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Chapter Ten  

Transnational Gothic Histories and the Migrant Experience in 

Britain 

Daniel Renshaw 

Immigration in Fin-de-Siècle British Gothic Literature  

Horror fiction has historically and contemporaneously concerned itself with both transmission 

and transition, the crossing of borders and the change that the movement of people (and 

“peoples”) can occasion. The Gothic narrative often revolves around controlling or expelling 

the “Other”, and migrants from different locations and in different contexts have been 

“othered” in Britain for a very long time. However, distinctions should be drawn between a 

general reflection of a wider ideological current that positioned ethnic “difference” as key to 

understanding the wider world and how humans interacted with each other, specific fears about 

the arrival and settling of migrant groups, and explicit examinations of migration itself as a 

phenomenon. The first of these concerns permeates the Gothic. The list of pre-First World War 

monsters who are “othered” because of skin colour or ethnicity is lengthy, from the eponymous 

(and satanic) “Moor” in Charlotte Dacre’s Zofloya (1806) onwards. These include  Charlotte 

Brontë's Bertha Rochester in Jane Eyre (1847), the “dark” Heathcliff in Emily Brontë's 

Wuthering Heights (1847), the swarthy Edward Hyde in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange 

Case of Dr Jekyll and Hyde (1886), identified by Patrick Brantlinger as atavistically both Black 

and Irish (1988, 232-223), the ambiguous Ayesha in H. Rider Haggard’s She (1887), Svengali 

in George Du Maurier’s Trilby (1894), and the sympathetically-portrayed Harriet Brandt in 

Florence Marryat’s The Blood of the Vampire (1897). We could add to that roll call various late-
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Victorian and Edwardian supervillains such as Sax Rohmer’s Fu Manchu, whose depictions 

were rooted in contemporary fears about the presence of Chinese migrants in the west (see 

Bulfin 2018, 102, 117, 132-135, 149, 166).  

Nevertheless, few presentations of ethnic “difference” in the late-Victorian Gothic 

mode, whether presented as “Black”, “Celtic” or “Semitic”, fully engage with the relationship 

between homeland and new country, point of departure and point of arrival. The “monster” 

might be a foreigner, they might be obviously different and distinguishable from the society 

around them, but for the most part they are simply present in the society they threaten, with no 

consideration of the journey that led them there. Ayesha may wish to eventually conquer 

England, but there is no discussion of her planned travel arrangements. Svengali is an Eastern 

European migrant in Paris, but Eastern Europe plays no significant part in the narrative. 

Oolanga in Bram Stoker’s The Liar of the White Worm (1911) is referred to throughout 

pejoratively as “the African”, but again, the process by which he travelled from that continent 

to the rural Britain of which he is so apparently not a part is of no importance to the plot of the 

novel.  

There are characters who through their compulsion to travel over land and sea embody 

a type of restless movement that seems to speak to the experience of diaspora, from the 

“Wandering Jew”, (a medieval creation who became a mainstay of the early Gothic and was 

sometimes presented as a vampire) to the creature from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), 

who travels through Central Europe and Russia before ending up in the Arctic (Davidson 2004, 

87; Grumberg 2019, 54-55, 59). In this category we could also include Charles Maturin’s 

antagonists, and other Faustian figures, who, like the “Wandering Jew” are condemned to cross 

the earth for some transgression, manifestations of an incipient “anxious global consciousness” 

(Doyle 2011, 516, 525). In the Gothic, ideas of rootlessness and lack of “place” are frequently 

present, but even with these mobile archetypes, the binary of two separate and sometimes 
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exclusionary conceptions of belonging and crucially the movement from one to the other that 

is such a key part of migration and the migrant experience are absent.  

The most well-known exception to this, of course, is Dracula (1897). Bram Stoker’s 

work has a geographical fluidity that is almost unique in late nineteenth-century horror fiction. 

There are plenty of examples of “Imperial Gothic” where protagonists begin the narrative in 

Britain before travelling to other parts of the world (Bulfin, 2018: 29). The idea of “return” 

(and revenge) across national borders is frequently present. There are also a few stories, the 

Egyptian mummy in Arthur Conan Doyle’s “Lot No.249” (1892) for example, where a monster 

is imported into Britain (Punter and Byron 2004, 45). But Dracula is distinguished not only by 

the agency of its vampire count in his decision to leave Transylvania and make a new home in 

England, but also by how important the journey itself is to the overall shape of the novel (Raza 

Kolb 2022, 294). Dracula is the only Gothic antagonist who in his own words and in detail 

describes why he wants to settle in another country, and where the practical steps by which this 

could be accomplished are set out.  

Dracula’s expressed desire to “go through the crowded streets of your mighty London, 

to be in the midst of the whirl and rush of humanity, to share its life, its change, its death, and 

all that makes it what it is” is representative of the motivating drive of migration, the need to 

establish a better life in a society which can offer more than the one the migrant is leaving 

(Stoker 1994, 31). Like the French Protestants of the early modern period, some of the 

(passportless) refugees of the 1930s, or the “illegal” immigrants of the third decade of the 

twenty-first century, Dracula clandestinely makes his way to Britain by boat. Dracula also 

embodies that temporal uncertainty surrounding the migrant in their new environment – he 

simultaneously combines the past (his own four-hundred-year existence, his dwelling in his 

Transylvanian castle, the medieval folkloric qualities of vampirism), and the future (the 

demographic change that is part of his carefully worked-out scheme for conquering Britain). 
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For his opponents he certainly constitutes an “undesirable immigrant” as defined in the 

legislative text of the Aliens Act, enacted just over eight years after the publication of Dracula 

(Arata, 1990).  

Yet if Dracula is an unwelcome foreign arrival, in certain respects his experience is 

atypical and unrepresentative of the migrant experience, certainly in the historical contexts 

being examined in this chapter. Dracula’s elite status eases his path in terms of migration to 

and settlement in Britain. Dracula is enormously wealthy, and because of this the resources and 

expertise of the British state, rather than being arrayed against him, as was the historic Irish, 

Jewish, or New Commonwealth experience, are at his disposal. As William Hughes puts it, 

“Count Dracula is no subaltern ready for exploitation” (2003, 92). Dracula is not 

disenfranchised and is not a refugee. His position is more analogous to that aristocratic strata 

of pre-1914 continental European society who were (much more so than the migrant Jews for 

whom this term became a synonym) truly “cosmopolitan”, who owned residences in Berlin, St 

Petersburg and Paris, wintered in the south of France and sent their children to be educated in 

British private schools.1 Such people were not, in the contemporary discourse surrounding 

immigration, really considered migrants at all.  Even if we accept the ambiguities of Dracula’s 

“whiteness”, this does not negate the point; elements of “non-western” upper classes also 

formed part of this elite unhampered by national borders and restrictions (McKee 2002, 51).  

To be an immigrant was to be part of the international dispossessed, and to be located, 

at least initially, on the lowest rung of the socio-economic ladder. When the Aliens Act was 

passed, material wealth, as well as physical and mental health, were the benchmarks by which 

entry was granted or not, the “undesirable alien” was one who would be a potential financial 

burden on British society. Dracula is also a drain on resources, in another sense, but he can 

certainly “pay his way”, and there is no risk that he will end up in the workhouse or on the rates 

(see Halberstam 1993, 340, 346). Ironically it is Jonathan Harker, invariably positioned in the 
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critical literature on Dracula as the embodiment of entitled bourgeois Englishness who more 

closely approximates the position of the migrant refugee. Dracula is always in control of his 

own destiny; the bewildered Harker by the third chapter of the novel is wholly dependent on 

the goodwill of others (Auerbach 1995, 69-70). It is only when back in his own country that 

Harker begins to regain personal autonomy and control, and for the rest of the novel the trauma 

caused by his experience of migration and subsequent repatriation hangs over him. 

The Irish Gothic “Other” – Catholicism and Hunger  

If Stoker’s Dracula constitutes the most explicit textual English-language Gothic engagement 

with immigration, both contemporaneous horror fiction and older supernatural folkloric 

traditions acted as sources for readily understood written and visual signifiers that allowed the 

temporal ambiguities surrounding the “place” of the migrant to be expressed. These were 

articulated both by migrant communities themselves and those opposed to their presence in 

Britain, for whom, to quote Cannon Schmitt, “Foreignness, so vociferously defended against, 

penetrates English domestic space literally and figuratively – a penetration that then serves as 

the rationale for still more urgent attempts to ensure national purity” (1997, 14). Such narratives 

in response to immigration were apparent throughout the Victorian period and continued into 

the twentieth century. To place this in a Gothic discursive framework, the retrospective horror 

of the violent past that precipitated migration led to the anticipatory terror of the supposed 

demographic transformation and loss of control posited as a consequence of migration.  

The image of the monstrous Irish “pauper” migrant, who emanated from a space 

conceived “as a place of the primitive, the out-of-touch and the backward which the modern 

world had not yet affected”, dated back to the eighteenth century (Kileen 2013, 5-6, 10). 

Through migration such primitiveness (including a supposed continued belief in the veracity 

of the supernatural) threatened to “infect” Ireland’s Protestant neighbour, as well as Ireland’s 
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Protestant elite, which, as R.F Foster noted, had their own mystical traditions to draw upon 

(1993, 220-221). In sectarian discourse Irish migration was positioned as part of an orchestrated 

attempt to force Britain back into a pre-Reformation “popish” state. Here the past was an active 

nightmare that explicitly drew on Gothic imagery. As Diane Long Hoeveler writes:  

[The] British Protestant Imaginary needed an ‘other’ against which it could define itself 

as a culture and a nation with distinct boundaries. In Gothic literature, a reactionary, 

demonized and feudal Catholicism [was] created to stand in opposition to the modern 

Protestant individual who then alternatively combats and flirts with this uncanny 

double…(2016: 84) 

 A significant part of this early Gothic anti-Catholic material was penned, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, by Irish Protestant writers such as Charles Maturin, who, to quote David Punter, 

presented the Catholic faith as “one which is lost in idolatry, false monumentalization, and has 

abnegated its moral responsibilities…” as well as being persecutory towards both Protestants 

and Jews (2002: 115).2  

 By the mid-nineteenth century such Gothic characterisations were recycled in the 

speeches and pamphlets of those campaigning against the resurrection of Catholicism as both 

a spiritual and political force in British life. The dissemination of such material had practical 

consequences – the 1850s and 1860s witnessed periodic outbreaks of communal anti-Irish 

violence, especially in Scotland, Wales, and the North of England (MacRaild 2011, 175-177). 

Catholicism in Britain was understood by its opponents both as part of the history of an elite 

stratum and, through Irish “pauper” migration, a possible proletarian future. A society 

Catholicised through mass migration thus became a horrific revisitation of a former time as 

had already been imagined in early Gothic materials – ignorance and superstition backed up by 

the powers of Popery, the persecutions of the Counter-Reformation and especially the 
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fictionalised representation of “Bloody Mary”. An 1851 tract entitled Scripture Light on Popish 

Darkness stated that:  

The history of the church of Rome is a history of persecution. It is truly a bloody 

religion… every page of ecclesiastical history is written in pages of blood… Modern 

times have also seen the spirits and the encroachments of Popery. (Cobbin 1851, 53)   

An atavistic faith could also be positioned as the source of Ireland’s contemporary tribulations. 

An article in the Lancaster Gazette from 1852 described Catholicism as: 

[The] real cause of all Ireland’s degradation and woe. There is indeed a curse, that presses 

like a vampire on the larger portion of Irish society… it is the curse of an evil foreign 

influence and not of a blasting inherent predisposition… Ireland [has] embraced the 

heathen doctrines of the false Christ who sits in place of God at Papal Rome (“The Irish 

Mission”, 1852). 

This “evil foreign influence”, rooted in the past, was being imported into Britain. One 

radical Protestant preacher in Birmingham, inciting the crowd to attack the local Irish migrant 

community, and having begun by stating that “popery was the same today as it was in days 

gone by” claimed that the Catholic Church wished to “roast me as they did to Ridley, Cranmer 

and Latimer… every Popish priest is a murderer, a cannibal, a liar and a pickpocket” (“Serious 

Riots at Birmingham”, 1867). Such fears about what a “Catholic” future would constitute were 

fed by the openly expressed ambitions of the British Catholic hierarchy, post-Restoration, to 

bring back the “true faith” of the country through proselytization. These ideas of Catholic 

supplantation/reversion continued into the twentieth century, informing John Buchan’s Gothic 

tale “Fullcircle” (1920), where a self-consciously “modern” and areligious couple are 

possessed (and eventually converted) by the “popish” spirt that has lingered on in the property 

they inhabit, with the final acceptance of “Roman” faith presented as a chilling denouement. 
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For Buchan, a Scottish Free Church Protestant, Catholicism was a vestige of the past. However, 

it was not rendered innocuous by that archaism, for as the title of story suggests, historical 

processes, in this case the history of the Reformation, were perhaps not linear, and the “old 

faith” was capable of reasserting itself in uncanny circumstances.  

If the faith of the Irish formed part of this presentation of a terrifying future, the 

circumstances in which the Famine-era migration took place ensured a continued traumatic 

relationship between the diaspora and their own history. The Great Famine depopulated whole 

areas of the south and south-west of the country; the scale of death and suffering experienced 

in the first three years of the Famine meant that to an extent the “myth of return” so key to the 

migrant experience was rendered unachievable. The Irish migrants brought the memory of the 

hunger with them to the new lands in which they settled, and the narratives of the events that 

had precipitated the exodus became part of self-definitions and literary expositions of 

oppression and resistance into the middle of the twentieth century (Corporaal 2014, 248-249).  

British culpability for the Famine, which itself was described as a ‘devouring’ force, was 

transformed into a representation of John Bull as a cannibalistic entity, consuming both the 

lives of those who had perished and the labour and identity of those who had migrated to the 

British industrial towns (“Letters to the Working Classes”, 1849). The Dublin-based nationalist 

newspaper The Freeman’s Journal charged the British government with having: 

[Reduced the Irish peasantry] to the condition that they should make their election 

between cannibalism and death from starvation. And if we have not had one hundred 

thousand cannibals in Ireland the credit is due not to the government, which left to our 

peasantry nothing whereon to live save each other’s flesh, but to the religious feeling of 

the people who preferred death by starvation, and who did so die by hundreds of 

thousands rather than commit that which is an abomination before God and man 

(“Distress in Ireland”, 1849).  
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Here it was not Catholicism that was the devastating “vampire” but a callous British 

imperialism. But just as the memory of the Famine was kept alive by the Irish in Britain through 

retellings of its course and effects, so the Irish themselves were characterised in anti-migrant 

material as in some way embodying (as well as being to blame for) the hunger that had forced 

them to leave (see Punter 2002, 121). Gothic representations of hunger stressed its insatiable 

element, drawing on classical representations such as the harpies of Greek legend, and in the 

nineteenth century equating starvation and the consumption of human flesh. Hunger meant not 

just an immediate absence of food, but the possession of an appetite that ultimately could not 

be sated under any circumstances. H.L Malchow has examined how the depiction of the 

“cannibal” encompassed not solely the African or Polynesian “Other” but also white groups 

considered inferior including the Irish:  

[Cannibalism] is directly associated with peasant poverty – although, indeed, the whole 

genre of cannibal folktales probably refers at some level to this underlying theme, the 

cannibalism of duress, of survival, of eat or be eaten, in a premodern environment where 

famine was known… (1996, 57)  

The cannibal was thus not only monstrous, but chronologically disruptive. Irish 

migration became not only the result of starvation (in the past/present), but a precipitate cause 

(potentially in the future). The Famine refugee became an animalistic force of consumption. 

There were reports in the British press at the height of the Famine on alleged cases of Irish 

cannibalisation of the dead, as well as victims in the south-west being eaten alive by dogs and 

rats, the starvation itself being framed as a horrific reversion to earlier periods of hunger and 

plague (“Letters to the Working Classes”, 1849). In an article in a London newspaper from 

August 1848 Irish migrants were described as “like sanguinary cannibals [who would] take the 

lives of the unoffending” (“Ireland and the Irish”, 1848). A report from the same publication 

from 1851 compared the Irish in Britain to “the locusts over Egypt” (“The Great Irish Pauper 
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Nuisance”, 1851). In this discourse, drawing on the scripture of the Old Testament, the migrant 

became simultaneously the oppressed group on whose behalf a salutary punishment was 

unleashed on the host society, “a people operating under a sign of subjugation” and the 

dehumanised force of nature that accomplishes that punishment (Punter 2002, 122).  

The Jewish Gothic “Other” – Blood and Duality  

The antisemitic conception of “the Jew”, like the sectarian image of the Catholic, was 

temporally ambiguous. The “othering” of Jews in Britain at the Victorian fin de siècle involved 

a simultaneous evocation of medieval anti-Judaism in England, culminating in the expulsion 

of 1290, and the contemporary pogroms and disenfranchisement taking place in Russia, Poland 

and Romania. “The Jew” was located simultaneously in a medieval past, where the Jewish 

“problem” had ultimately been dealt with by extreme violence, the present, where an apparently 

similar situation was unfolding in the Pale of Settlement, and the future, which would be 

decided by an existential struggle between Jew and Gentile, once again on British soil. Jews 

were not just migrating to Britain, with expulsion and then readmittance in 1656 the community 

had “returned” to the society which had persecuted them, a seeming living embodiment of the 

Gothic fixation with the futility of attempts to bury or suppress the past. “The Jew” remained 

medieval, whilst also embodying a post-emancipatory capitalist modernity presented as 

“Hebraic” in character (Malchow 1996, 162).  

As with depictions of the Irish there was also a preoccupation with ideas of revenge, 

and the spilling of fluids. In the Jewish case this centred on the Blood Libel, an anti-Jewish 

fantasy of great antiquity, which accused Jews of ritually sacrificing Christian children during 

certain festivals. During the mass movement out of Eastern Europe in the final third of the 

nineteenth century the Blood Libel periodically resurfaced, in Russia, Poland, Ukraine, and as 

far west as Hungary and Austria (Malchow 1996, 153, 160). Beliefs that an “alien” minority 
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might be secretly consuming the blood of Christians had an obvious influence on the emergence 

of vampire fiction as a sub-genre of the Gothic, as has been discussed at length by critics, 

although it must be noted that very few literary vampires were presented as explicitly Jewish. 

Even in openly antisemitic works such as the French author Guy de Charnacé’s Le Baron 

Vampire (1885) the blood-drinking is usually metaphorical, used as an allegory for supposed 

economic exploitation. However, the continued propagation of the Blood Libel across the 

European continent and the Middle East, and the belief in its veracity in some quarters in 

Britain, ensured that the imagery of horror fiction was continually employed in antisemitic and 

anti-migrant contexts (Holmes 2016, 49-62).  

So foreign Jews in the present day were associated with an antisemitic myth 

contemporaneously espoused in an Eastern Europe presented as “primitive” but rooted in the 

memory of the medieval past of England itself. In areas like East London, locations Gothicised 

(as Hayley Braithwaite discusses in another chapter in this collection) and described by one 

anti-migrant campaigner as “dense, dark, debased and horrible”, the living representatives of 

this Eastern European atavism were the Jewish migrants themselves (Reaney 1892, 83). In W.H 

Wilkins’ The Alien Invasion (1892) the Russian present and the British future were both defined 

by demographic displacement. Wilkins suggested that anti-Jewish legislation in Russia was 

motivated by a fear of a “danger, if things go on at the present rate, of the orthodox Slavs being 

swamped…” (1892, 11), before going to argue that demographic change in the East End: 

 [Is] not a mere redistribution of poor, and substitution of one class for another in a certain 

locality; it is the immigration into the district of a class of foreign poor, who seem 

heretofore to have existed on the mere border-land of civilisation (Wilkins1892, 19).  

One Gothic space, Eastern Europe, already before Dracula seemingly a natural ‘home’ for 

supernatural occurrences, had melded into another, proletarian Britain, where apparently real 
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monsters (including the serial killer of Whitechapel, in antisemitic narratives identified as a 

Jewish migrant) lurked (Glover 2012; Ewence 2019). The Conservative MP William Evans-

Gordon wrote in The Alien Immigrant (1903) of this blurring of geographical and chronological 

“space” and the collapse of boundaries in this respect: “When visiting the towns of western 

Russia within the Jewish pale, I was surprised to find myself in the familiar surroundings of 

the East End. The life, the language, the people, the shops and their contents were the same”. 

(1903, 10).  

Migrant Jewry drew on mystical imagery to define its current position. Conceptions 

that travelled over with the migrants from Eastern Europe and formed part of a body of Yiddish 

fantastical literature seemed to speak to the struggles and divisions that Jewry faced in the 

Britain of the 1880s and 1890s. One such creation of folklore was the dybbuk, which in the 

shtetls of the Pale of Settlement, was the malignant “double” or ghostly counterpart of an alive 

person, who had the power to replace their living equivalent (or to possess someone of the 

opposite sex). In the changed circumstances of westwards migration, the dybbuk took on a new 

role in a vibrant and sometimes subversive Yiddish-language body of literature. In Shloyme 

Rapoport’s theatrical evocation of the legend, The Dybbuk, written during the First World War 

and first performed in 1920, the subtitle is Between Two Worlds, an encapsulation not only of 

the traversed boundaries of life and death, but of migration and the difficulties faced in making 

a new life in a new country.  

The duality of the dybbuk as conceived of in the Pale of Settlement foreshadowed the 

divides which existed between the migrant communities establishing themselves in British 

cities and the existing Anglo-Jewish population. British Jewry was instrumental in establishing 

charitable relief for the Eastern European refugees, and in leading the condemnation of the 

pogroms. However, there were also significant religious, cultural and political tensions between 

Anglo-Jewry and the immigrants. The religious institutions of the former viewed some 
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elements of migrant faith as a spiritual throwback, whilst the latter on occasion questioned the 

“Jewish” identity of their British counterparts (Alderman 1998, 141-151). Ruth Bienstock 

Anolik identifies the role of dybbuk in Jewish literature as an instigator of or cause for “any 

transgressive or deviant behaviour” within the community, as well as a vessel for revenge 

(2001, 47).  Did the Jewish future in Britain lie with the existing, assimilated “Englishmen of 

the Jewish persuasion”, or the religiously orthodox, sometimes politically radical, bilingual, 

proletarian, partially British and partially Eastern European Jews of Stepney and other areas of 

migrant settlement? Which of these communities was the “real”, vital, and organic 

representation of “Jewishness”, and which was the revenant, the dybbuk, a not quite living 

evocation of the past? Supernatural expression thus formed an imaginative framing not only of 

the history of a community, but also its present and potential future in Britain and other 

destinations such as America (Grumberg 2019, 18-19).   

The Caribbean Gothic “Other” – Atavism and Space 

The Gothic stress on atavistic behaviour had long had explicit colonial overtones. If fin-de- 

siècle European writers were looking for an evocative and easily understood model of what 

“reversion” or “regression” would look like, the “colonised subject”, typically located on the 

African or Polynesian imperial frontier, seemed to provide it (Brantlinger 1988, 230; 

Paravisini-Gebert 2002, 229-230). Further to the west, Ailise Bulfin has identified the 

Caribbean a key zone of racial ambiguity and thus potential horror (2018, 38-47, 154-155). The 

“native” took on a role defined by Frantz Fanon as “…the corrosive element… the deforming 

element… the depository of maleficent powers” (1967, 32). Indeed, the whole British imperial 

project, or at least the attempt to frame this project as a benevolent exercise, was built around 

these concepts of temporal as well as geographical difference, that colonised space was not 

only physically distant but also belonged to a previous stage (pre-industrial and pre-Christian) 

of human existence, waiting to be modernised (Brantlinger 2009, 16,37; Fabian 1983, 17, 129). 



14 
 

And whilst the white man on a colonial frontier described by Bill Schwarz as “unhomely’ and 

‘unsettling”, might be transmogrified through contact with that society (“fantasies of racial 

terror”), the African or Asian located in Britain was presented not only as “monstrous”, but also 

as a potential agent of infrastructural regression, not only a danger to their white neighbours, 

but also transforming the physical space around them, so that an urban area might actually 

revert and become “savage”, that the city might once again become “jungle”  (2011: 108, 118).  

Such instability, simultaneously spatial and chronological, threatened orderly racialised 

conceptions of historical progression. The idea that the colonised and the coloniser could share 

space in Britain itself, and thus that different space-defined temporalities could overlap, 

informed nineteenth-century Gothic narratives – in Grant Allen’s “Pallinghurst Barrow” (1892) 

for example, physical space is contested by the “contemporary”, i.e. late-Victorian protagonist, 

a benevolent seventeenth-century “English” ghost, and cannibalistic blood-drinking spirits 

(simultaneously spectral and corporeal) which although described as “ancient” Britons are 

clearly drawn in the accompanying illustrations to be evocative of racist conceptions of 

Australasians and Polynesians. History and geography as demarcating concepts in this 

particular story break down completely. Discourse on the presence of non-Europeans in turn-

of-the-century Britain was geographically specific, focusing on areas of “cosmopolitan” 

diaspora space, usually connected with the shipping trade and where a large transient 

population with origins in parts of the world under British control resided. Whilst in the rest of 

Britain “blackness” (or “yellowness”) was framed as unnatural, a source of immediately 

identifiable difference from the surrounding society, here, the fact that darker skin colour was 

to some extent not unusual rendered the wider physical location itself unheimlich, the domestic 

space itself, like the colony overseas, Gothicised.  

These ideas of “natural” and “unnatural”’ “zones” of blackness still had purchase into 

the 1950s, i.e. at the point where migration from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent 
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began to be perceived as a phenomenon resulting in demographic change that could not be 

contained within certain geographical locations. If this urban space represented the future, then 

a central tenet of anti-migrant polemic from the 1950s to the end of the 1970s was that this 

future could be checked, through large-scale involuntary “repatriation”, i.e. a mass expulsion. 

As with anti-Catholic sectarianism and religious and racial antisemitism, the language 

employed was extraordinarily violent, both in terms of the behaviour attributed to the 

“immigrants” and the action suggested for remedying the “problem” (Schwarz 2011, 35). This 

itself replicated the violence of colonialism and the end of colonialism, the “half-buried 

histories of exile, transportation, emigration, all the panoply of the removal and transplantation 

of peoples…” (Punter and Byron 2004, 55). Much has been written about the relationship 

between the racist conceptions apparent in post-war Britain and the process of decolonisation 

taking place concurrently, but the imagery employed also drew explicitly on earlier Victorian 

imperial Gothic literature. As with Irish Catholics in the mid-nineteenth century, this stressed 

not only an essential primitiveness, but also, as part of this, a tendency towards occult practices 

and forms of imputed taboo behaviour such as cannibalism, which grew out of eighteenth and 

nineteenth century colonially based horror narratives (De Matas 2021, 40). Supposed elements 

of possibly regressive, sometimes subversive supernaturalist spirituality (Obeah) and the figure 

of the “bokor” in the anglophone Caribbean, which had been a focus of the Gothic since the 

early nineteenth century, were combined in a rough mix with pop cultural awareness of 

“voodoo” in francophone Haiti, a particular focus of pulp weird literature and later Hollywood 

cinema from the 1920s onwards, to emphasise Black alterity (Nordius 2006, 674, 677, 681; 

Gardner 2016, 75-80).  

Following on from this the Black male in urban Britain from the late 1960s onwards, 

was presented in the literature of neo-fascist groups such as the National Front as a predator 

(“mugger”) in a newly rendered Gothic space which recreated the fictionalised colonial terrain 
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of the late nineteenth century, but now with the skin-colour based power dynamic seemingly 

reversed. “Hunting” in the Gothicised “jungle” of nineteenth and early twentieth-century 

British imperial literature took different forms, with the white protagonist adopting the role of 

“hunter” themselves (an archetypal figure in this genre), but also potentially being hunted, by 

the local fauna or by cannibalistic “savages” (Punter and Byron 2004, 46-47). In the 1950s in 

areas of Caribbean migrant settlement such as West London ‘hunting’ was used as a term to 

describe organised racist attacks on Black men and women by white gangs or indeed local 

police forces. By the end of the period of post-war political consensus this racist narrative had 

shifted, in areas associated with demographic change the white individual, as with the fin-de-

siècle adventurer, had once more become the threatened interloper in a space rendered 

unfamiliar. In press presentations of the civil unrest which occurred across British cities in the 

early 1980s, a generation on from the initial migration from the Caribbean, there was an explicit 

evocation of the military conflicts that took place in colonised theatres at the end of the 

nineteenth century. This drew on the familiar image of, as Paul Gilroy writes: “the ‘thin red 

line’ of troops in the colonial front line, standing between us and them, between black and 

white… translated into the ‘thin blue line’ of police, personifying the law” facing numerous 

and nameless “dark” and “bestial” hordes (1987, 103-104, 110). This was an opposition which 

had earlier fed into the Gothic genre and had subsequently made its way into 1960s pop culture 

through British cinematic presentations of Victorian imperial conquests and defeats. Bill 

Schwarz writes: “Whiteness [in the post-consensus era] became a more intensely immediate 

phenomenon, sustained and given life by a strange brew of memories of the colonial past” 

(2011, 10).  

 

 In these presentations, drawing generally upon the imagery of the horror story and 

specifically on tropes of Black “monstrosity”, multiple chronologies overlapped with each 
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other. The “coloured” migrant was a physical representation of modernity, indeed modernity in 

its varied complexity was sometimes reduced to the experience of Black and South Asian 

immigration (Gilroy 1987, 46). Then there was the evocation of a traumatic and violent 

occurrence within living memory, the Second World War, with the demographic change 

occasioned by migration being compared (ironically often by the far right) to the existential 

struggle against continental fascism. Beyond this was a Gothicised conception of the “African” 

“jungle” of the nineteenth century, and ultimately the transatlantic slave trade and the imagery 

of brutal domination and restraint, located in a supposed and imposed premodernity (Gilroy 

1993, 55, 87-88). This discursive historicised violence was evoked in Enoch Powell’s speech 

given in Birmingham on 20 April 1968, itself replete with the use of Gothic imagery of fire and 

entropic collapse, where he warned that, within a generation, “the black man will have the whip 

hand over the white man… whole areas, towns and parts of towns across England will be 

occupied by sections of the immigrant and immigrant-descended population” (“Enoch Powell’s 

‘Rivers of Blood’ speech”, 2014).  

 

As with the Jewish arrivals of the Victorian era, Caribbean migrants brought over 

folkloric constructions that spoke to long-term narratives of displacement through the imagery 

of the supernatural and the uncanny (Waters 2023, 219-221). As with the dybbuk of Eastern 

European folklore, part of this tradition stressed the presence of malevolent spiritual forces (the 

duppy) which represented a duality of good and evil, the tensions between the immediately 

apparent and the shadowed or concealed. The figure of the duppy in the Caribbean itself, in 

part a continuation of Western African mythology, acted as a both a subversion (through the 

stressing of the continued potency and relevance of Black diasporic identity) and a 

confirmation of (through the existence of arbitrary extreme violence and abuse over which, like 

the attentions of the duppy, one had little control) a colonial and post-colonial system of racial 
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stratification and institutionalised economic inequality which itself grew out of the Atlantic 

slave trade, a “colonial history… [that] often reads like horror fiction” (De Matas 2021, 39; 

Ward 2013, 217). In Britain narratives that suggested that one had a “real” integral form and a 

shadowy and malign imitation of one resonated with the experience of the complexities and 

disillusionments of an imposed multi-layered “otherness” that stressed permanent outsider 

status because of skin colour and denied a Britishness previously affirmed in the Caribbean 

whilst simultaneously disparaging the African heritage of the migrants (Wester 2019, 293-294). 

Arbitrarily shifting imposed identities ran parallel to the changes in legal status occurring as 

the British Nationality Act of 1948, which confirmed British citizenship for those born in 

imperial territories, was superseded by the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962, which 

made it much more difficult for migrants from the New Commonwealth to settle in the United 

Kingdom. The parasitic, strange-yet-familiar figure of the duppy, as well as that of the 

Trinidadian (implicitly female) blood-sucking soucouyant/vampire (itself a diasporic mix of 

African, Caribbean, French and British horror traditions), melded with British Victorian Gothic 

material, could act as a metaphor for an oppressive governmental system predicated on 

systematic disenfranchisement, historical and contemporaneous (see Wisker 2013, 45-51).  

Such oppression was to be found in both Britain and the Caribbean, in the past and the 

present, and this postcolonial Gothic form with its folkloric inspirations has been employed by 

Black Diasporic authors on both sides of the Atlantic since the beginnings of post-war 

migration (Wester 2019, 296-297; Schwarz 2011, 27). For Giselle Liza Anatol, the Caribbean 

vampire in its various forms has come to encapsulate the traumas of diaspora and dispersal, as 

well as eventually embodying differing responses to those traumas and resistance to the system 

that engineered them (2015, 40,42, 59). Such a fusion of different narratives of undead activity 

is most notably apparent in Helen Oyeyemi’s White is for Witching (2009), a novel which could 

be viewed as giving literary form in a contemporary setting to the questions discussed in this 
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present chapter, and which both combines and complicates Yoruba, British, Trinidadian and 

Balkan vampire narratives. Here racial prejudice itself becomes a malignant supernatural entity, 

along with forms of uncanny being emanating from different traditions, in a geographical 

location (the south coast of England) gripped by xenophobic fear occasioned by the presence 

of refugees (see Cousins 2012).   

There are three levels of monstrosity apparent in this transnational and multi-

generational use of horror tropes to describe the migrant position. The migrant becomes 

monstrous, the society they settle in becomes monstrous, and the historical process which itself 

led to migration becomes monstrous. Folkloric occult figures from a country of origin such as 

the dybbuk and the duppy come to represent both internalised difference and the strangeness 

of and disconnection with the land of settlement, whilst those opposed to migration or 

demographic change utilise these representations and draw on existing horror imagery. In these 

forms of anti-migrant discourse, the immigrant comes to embody both an atavistic, possibly 

pre-industrial past, and a future where demographic usurpation, sometimes positioned as literal 

consumption, is threatened. At the same time the migrant, Irish, Jewish, or Caribbean, was 

seemingly caught between two “nightmares” separated by chronology, a past defined by the 

often brutal circumstances that had led to dispersal and displacement, and an uncertain future 

in a new and unwelcoming host society. Between these two realities framed in the signifiers 

and imagery of supernatural fiction was a present that for the migrant, with its combination of 

familiarity and strangeness, was profoundly unsettling.  
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1 Joseph Valente, viewing Stoker’s text through the lens of Irishness, argues that Dracula possibly undergoes a 

change of class status, from being part of an elite in Transylvania to migrant proletarianism in London (2002, 

60). For some migrants settling in a new country did occasion such a socio-economic shift, but this is surely not 

the case for Dracula, who retains his wealth and his title during his time in Britain.  
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2 Kileen argues that much of the early Irish Protestant Gothic was ultimately as concerned with reconciling with 

the Catholic ‘Other’ in some way as defeating/expelling it. (2013:.42, 50, 65). 

 

 


