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INTRODUCTION

In the last decades of the nineteenth century the British came to perceive them-
selves, with ample reason, as commanding the summit of world power and prestige.
Their nation had amassed great wealth, their people seemed to be reproducing at unprece-
dented and unmatched rates in the Western world, and, most notably, their capital city
was the center of an empire unlike any the world had ever known. Such a remarkable ex-
pansion of wealth and power necessitated not so much justification as explanation. The
complex economic and political entity that was the British Empire became the focus of
countless surveys and examinations, each offering a solution to its existence. But what-
ever the true source of British imperial expansion, whether it be economic interests, po-
litical structures, or social impulses, the most common reason given for the rise and pros-
perity of Greater Britain was the inherent racial character of its people. These people, the
Anglo-Saxon race, possessed all the traits necessary for successful colonization and im-
perial rule. Great Britain, a relatively small group of islands in the North Atlantic, was
home to a race destined, it seemed, to attain and to hold the dominant position on the
planet. In light of this fact, or rather assumption, came a renewed interest in the origin or,
in the words of one contemporary, “the genesis of the Anglo-Saxon race.”’ In the origin

of the race lay the secret of the empire, while in the strength of the blood rested its future.

'H. L. Chamberlain, “The Genesis of the Saxon Race,” Overland Monthly 43
(January 1904): 70.
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As the empire grew it exerted an increasing influence over the way in which the ‘Anglo-
Saxon’ peoples, both at home and abroad, viewed themselves. That they were an
‘imperial race’ certainly could not be doubted; defining exactly who they were and where
they came from, however, became critically important. If the race could be found to be
‘imperially predestined’ from its origin, either because of its racial characteristics, its en-
dowment of Providential favor, or both, then the empire assumed a much higher, indeed
almost unassailable, legitimacy.” In this way, the existence of the empire fundamentally
effected the search for and definition of British origins and identity.

This is not a study of the growth of the British Empire per se, as it will neither de-
tail the expansion of British influence nor attempt to discover its underlying reasons or
consequences.’ It is, rather, an examination of one way in which the imperial experience
shaped the way the British viewed themselves. It will assess British racial identity during
the decades around the turn of the century, especially as that identity resulted from the
images and reality of imperial expansion. Specifically under consideration will be the
British-Israel movement, since it represented not only the apotheosis of this type of iden-
tity but also fully reflected much imperial discourse otherwise considered ‘mainstream.’

The proponents of the British-Israel theory, or British-Israclism, contended that the An-

“The relationship between national identity and the feeling of divine election has
been explored to some degree in William R. Hutchinson and Hartmut Lehmann, eds.,
Many Are Chosen: Divine Election and Western Nationalism (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1994). See specifically A. F. Walls, “Carrying the White Man’s Burden: Some
British Views of National Vocation in the Imperial Era,” chap in, ibid., 29-50.

*For a solid and convincing survey of the motives and course of British expansion
see P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. 1, Innovation and Expansion
1688-1914, vol. 2, Crisis and Deconstruction 1914-1990 (London: Longman, 1993).
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glo-Saxon race’s predominating position on the planet was explained fully (and was oth-
erwise inexplicable) as the fulfillment of a promise. God had promised Abraham and his
descendants that they would inherit the earth and come into a place among nations that
the British now indisputably occupied. To doubt the validity of this covenant was to
doubt the faithfulness of God. The Anglo-Saxon race was the recipient of the Abrahamic
promises, therefore, not because it had somehow deposed the Hebrews of their rightful
inheritance but in that it had descended from the chosen people, the children of Israel.
God’s covenant blessings had not been transferred, British-Israelites confidently pro-
claimed, but rather had simply remained unfulfilled until the present day. In the forbears
of the Anglo-Saxon, the Hebrews of the Kingdom of Israel, the explanation for empire
was found. Being racial Israelites Anglo-Saxons could claim to be the rightful inheritors
of the earth. The origins of the race, as set forth by this movement, both defined the
people and explained the empire. As the nineteenth century drew to a close and British
dominance seemed increasingly permanent,* the quest for origins, particularly racial ori-
gins, became a powerful dynamic in the formation of British identity. It is this dynamic

that is under investigation here.

*Faith in the continued dominance of the British Empire, despite numerous signs to
the contrary, is explored in Francis G. Hutchins, The Illusion of Permanence: British Im-
perialism in India (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1967), esp. xi-xiii, 137-41.
While Hutchins concentrates on the idea of a permanent Raj in India, this ‘illusion of
permanence’ also applied to Greater Britain as a whole. The Boer War seemed to incite a
resurgence of imperial feeling and the boundless potential of the empire. See “Leading
Article--South Africa and the Empire,” Times (London) 1 May 1902. Numerous states-
men, however, were coming to understand that the position and future of the British em-
pire was not so stable. See, Aaron L. Friedberg, The Weary Titan: Britain and the Expe-
rience of Relative Decline, 1895-1905 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988).



Historical assessments of British national identity have tended to focus upon the
internal cultural aspects of a nation, such as religious confessionalization, literature, lan-
guage, and art as the prime movers in the identity-formation process.’ Certainly a na-
tion’s internal culture is instrumental in any sense of self which that nation develops. A
people’s external activities, however, including expansion, have begun to be examined as
potent factors in the ways in which the people of any nation come to view themselves. At
the forefront of this investigation have been those scholars, particularly literary theorists,
who attempt to bridge the gap between ‘internally’ and ‘externally’ generated identity by
studying the interaction between a nation’s culture and its imperial thought and activity.6

While such studies have been helpful, they tend to base their conclusions more on theory

3See for example: Mary J. Hickman, ed., Religion, Class and Identity: The Irish in
Britain (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1995); Patrick Joyce, Democratic
Subjects: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth Century Britain (Cambridge: University
Press, 1994); Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Iden-
tity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); Keith Robbins, History, Religion
and Identity in Modern Britain (London: Hambledon Press, 1993); Jonathan Re,
“Internationality: Britain and the Idea of National Identity,” Culture and History 9-10
(1991): 137-59; David Lowenthal, “British National Identity and the English Landscape,”
Rural History 2 (1991): 205-230; J. A. Mangan, ed., Pleasure, Profit, Proselytism: Brit-
ish Culture and Sport at Home and Abroad, 1700-1914 (London: F. Cass, 1988). Sport-
ing culture, in fact, has helped introduce the imperial experience into national identity
studies as British sport was exported around the world. See Brian Stoddart, “Sport, Cul-
tural Imperialism, and Colonial Response in the British Empire,” Comparative Studies in
Society and History 30 (1988): 649-673; J. A. Mangan, The Games Ethic and Imperial-
ism: Aspects of the Diffusion of an Ideal (New York: Viking, 1986).

%The seminal work of this type is Edward Said’s classic, Orientalism (New York:
Vintage Books, 1978). A number of works have since appeared, this list being only a
representative few: Robert H. MacDonald, The Language of Empire: Myths and Meta-
phors of Popular Imperialism, 1880-1918 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1994); Robin Cohen, Frontiers of Identity: The British and the Others (London: Long-
man, 1994); M. Gidley, ed., Representing Others: White Views of Indigenous Peoples
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1992); Ruth H. Lindeborg, “The ‘Asiatic’ and the
Boundaries of Victorian Englishness,” Victorian Studies 37 (Spring 1994): 381-404.



than on the realities and complexities of the historical record.” The most widely em-
ployed analytical tool of late in the study of identity building, both in terms of internal
culture and international contact, has been the concept of “the Other.”® The use of the
Other in identity formation takes place by contrasting one’s self (almost always favora-
bly) against a particular group, either a nation, race, class, or gender. The Other is usually
considered abnormal and almost always threatening to those who have defined it. Once
the Other is established, defining one’s identity is made that much easier, as it involves
primarily discovering only how one differs from it, and that much more palatable, since it
assumes a superiority, or at least normalcy, on one’s own part. The idea of Otherness can
be a quite powerful and valuable method of interpretation. When used in cases of strict
binary opposition it offers many insights that are otherwise almost completely out of
reach. It most ably explains the process of identity building in terms of reaction espe-
cially in response to a real or perceived threat, an undeniably potent impulse for identity

construction.” Even at its most effective, however, the use of the Other can only answer

"For questions as to the usefulness of Said’s and his followers’ theorizations to the
discipline of imperial history see, John M. MacKenzie, “Edward Said and the Historians,’
Nineteenth-Century Contexts (1994): 9-25.

b

8See Michael Ragussis, Figures of Conversion: The ‘Jewish Question’ and English
National Identity (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); Anitas Levy, Other Women:
The Writing of Class, Race, and Gender, 1832-1898 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1991); Rustom Bharucha, “Somebody’s Other: Disorientations in the Cultural
Politics of Our Times,” Third Text 26 (Spring 1994): 3-10; H. L. Malchow,
“Frankenstein’s Monster and Images of Race in Nineteenth Century Britain,” Past & Pre-
sent 139 (May 1993): 90-130.

®The ideas of binary opposition and vulnerability are best seen, and thus the use of
the Other is most effective, in Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).
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half of the central question involved in identity studies, that of “Who are we?” The con-
struction of an identity based upon Otherness, in fact, by focusing upon those who are
foreign or different most clearly explains who we are not. It leaves the more positive side
of the question to be pieced together from the remaining traits and characteristics that
emerge in opposition to those defining the Other. By setting up a strict dichotomy of
ideas such as ‘cleanliness’ vs. ‘dirtiness,” ‘industriousness’ vs. ‘laziness,’ ‘civilized’ vs.
‘savage,’ ‘strength’ vs. ‘weakness,” among many, those who create an identity for them-
selves in this way have the luxury of picking and choosing from among the best. But this
ability only extends so far in that it depends fully on the existence of a clearly defined
Other and is limited by the parameters of its characteristics as set forth in the process.
Moreover, it is at its core a negative mode of thinking, it sets up comparative definitions,
usually in the midst of a sense of vulnerability, thus not ever fully answering the central
question or providing a solid and constructive identity for a people.

There are significant difficulties as well in trying to understand the identity fostered
by Britain’s imperial experience as a function of the Other.'” Scholars have asserted that
the empire both encouraged and responded to this process of “Othering.” It was the dis-
pensing of Otherness upon the indigenous peoples which, they claim, provided the

“rationale for conquest.”'! Again the focus seems to rest on the foreign as the source of

'%For an assessment and critique of the use of the Other in imperial historiography
see Elazar Barkan, “Post-Anti-Colonial Histories: Representing the Other in Imperial
Britain,” Journal of British Studies 33 (April 1994): 180-203.

'Seamus Deane, introduction to Nationalism, Colonialism, and Literature by Terry
Eagleton, Fredric Jameson, and Edward Said (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1990), 12.
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self-understanding. The concept of the Other is at least as limiting here as it is elsewhere.
It depended not only on the existence of an Other but, because the empire involved en-
countering a myriad of different peoples, on the selection of specific Others to contrast
oneself against at any given time. Strict binary opposition was difficult in this situation
since no one nation or race was the prime and continual focus of imperial concern.'?
Consequently, the identity that seems to result from the use of the Other is often ambigu-
ous. Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism, often considered to be a sequel to his
groundbreaking Orientalism, reinforces his contention that the process of Othering was
primarily a response of “the West” in its imperialistic encounters with the Near and Far
East.!* For Said, the creation of stereo-typed Others was a defensive response that dis-
tanced and protected the Western world from an exotic and therefore dangerous Orient.'*
What this assumes, however, is not only a static but also a homogenous Western world;
the dichotomy emerging as West against East (or, more accurately, a Western conception
of the East). Yet this homogenization of ‘the West’ does not fully bear up under close
examination of the historical record, especially the British experience. Familiarity with
late-nineteenth century British imperial writings, whether with books, newspaper ac-

counts, or journal articles, shows unquestionably that the British were not content to be

2The importance of binary opposition is explained in MacDonald, The Language
of Empire, 39-43. Unfortunately, MacDonald does not convincingly show that the impe-
rial experience involved primarily binary relationships.

BEdward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London, New York: Knopf, 1993).

14Idem, Musical Elaborations (London, New York: Columbia University Press,
1991), 52.



lumped together as part of an amorphous ‘West’ or even to be seen simply as ‘White
Men.” True, given the choice between associating themselves with ‘Western’ or
‘Oriental’ culture, most Britons would likely consider themselves to be part of the West-
ern world. This, however, is a false choice. At every opportunity the British sought to
distinguish themselves from other ‘Western’ peoples in terms of their race, capacities,
and successes, claiming close affinity only to those who could be considered also of An-
glo-Saxon origin. If we attempt to interpose the use of the Other into this situation, the
result is an “Anglo-Saxon world” othering itself against not only the exotic races it en-
countered in its imperial expansion but also nearly all of its European rivals. Yet to other
one’s self against the entire world, both Western and non-Western, is to condemn the idea
of the Other to meaninglessness and confusion. If all that can be said of your people is
that they are not what all others are, then the basic question as to the race’s identity has
been left largely unanswered. The solution to identity formation during the imperial pe-
riod, it seems, requires a more straightforward approach.

This approach, I believe, can be found by examining the role that the search for ra-
cial origins played in the creation of this imperial identity. “The sense of ‘whence we
came’,” as Anthony Smith points out, “is central to the definition of ‘who we are’.”">
Though within this search the Othering process is never fully eliminated (nor should it
be), it is transformed. The formula is no longer “by not being Others we define our-

216

selves,””” instead it becomes ‘by discovering from whom and where we came, we must

'S Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991),
22.

16Barkan, “Post-Anti-Colonial Histories,” 180.
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necessarily exclude those who do not share our ancestry;’ the focus remains here, impor-
tantly, on ourselves. Once it were convincingly shown that imperial success had been the
direct product of the race’s unique ancestry, then Others by extension were inherently ei-
ther less able to perform the tasks of empire or incapable of ruling themselves. For the
British to explain how their empire had been created, however, it was simply insufficient
to remark on the differences or deficiencies of either the colonized peoples or European
competitors. The British had to ascribe to themselves traits of character which had made
the empire possible and, not too far down the line, demonstrate from whence they had
derived these remarkable qualities. It was not enough to assert or assume supremacy, this
supremacy had to be given a worthy pedigree. In defining themselves, particularly in the
light of their imperial successes, the British looked less to those across the seas and more
to their ancestors back beyond the gap of centuries. In the establishment of racial origins
and hence an imperial identity, the process of Othering performed primarily a secondary
role. Imperial Anglo-Saxonism and even more so British-Israelism were not interested so
much in trying to show what other nations and peoples were or were not, but in finding an
explanation for their prominence based in the racial research and assumptions of the time.
This dissertation argues that origins, particularly racial origins, rather than the proc-
ess of Othering played the paramount role in the creation of a British imperial identity.
The idea that the British were an imperial people with all the concomitant traits of charac-
ter deemed necessary to both undertake the building of the empire and uphold its respon-
sibilities found its strongest substantiation in the detailing of the race’s descent. The as-

cription of imperial qualities to racial inheritance afforded the security of inimitability and
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immutability. Both the ‘mainstream’ interpretation of this evolution, known as imperial
Anglo-Saxonism, and the focus of this dissertation, British-Israelism, depended upon the
discovery of specific racial forebears to explain the position of the modern British people.
It is because of this that British-Israelism is a worthy subject for historical investigation.
In and of itself it is, to say the least, curious. As a clearly defined and easily accessible
representative of the larger process of identity construction through the invocation of ra-
cial origins, however, British-Israelism offers valuable insights. Though certainly unor-
thodox in its specifics, the theory nevertheless has many elements in common with a
much wider mentality. Even those critics who described the belief as only a foolish craze
were also obliged to admit that it “has yet no little importance as a sentiment.”'” As the
twentieth century approached, the theory received increased respect. This was less be-
cause it had found new and indisputable evidence for its claims than because popular in-
terest in Anglo-Saxon origins, spurred on by imperial pride, experienced a new vigor.
The identification of the Anglo-Saxon race with the lost tribes of Israel, a New York pa-
per explained in 1891, had “at last, passed its probationary stage, and it is now high time
to call a truce to mere ridicule, and to admit the hearing into the sober atmosphere of calm
and deliberate investigation.” The arguments advanced in its favor deserved careful con-
sideration, the paper noted, since they touched upon a subject of the highest importance.
“The question of the real origin of the Anglo-Saxons,” it continued,

who constitute a race indubitably destined to dominate in future ages, merits the

most earnest and searching study from the best and ablest truth-seekers of our day. .

. . The very possibility that we have sprung from an arcadia so lofty [as that of Is-
rael], and which is so strenuously maintained by all who seem to have given this

17“Ang]o-Israelism,” Westminster Gazette (Westminster), 22 November 1893.
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subject any study worthy of the name, adds a zest and a solemnity to it which but

reacts upon all who have no other condemnation to advance except their own ipse

dixits.'®
The issue here becomes clearer if we paraphrase what Elazar Barkan has identified as a
critical question in the understanding of imperial actions and attitudes. British-
Israelism’s importance is enhanced when we look “to investigate how rational, sensible
people, not exceptionally pathological” could believe in such a hypothesis.'* The answer
to this, I believe, is that, given the attitudes and conclusions of the age, British-Israelism
was as acceptable a solution to the “Anglo-Saxon Riddle” as any other.?® All of them,
however disparate from each other, had essentially the same goal in mind: to discover a
British racial ancestry and identity that could convincingly explain their imperial suc-
cesses and confer a sense of future security and numinous destiny. It was upon this foun-
dation that the British came to understand themselves and their global role in the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.

The search for and establishment of racial origins as the basis for national identity
is, obviously, no merely modern endeavor. Endowing one’s own race with a glorious or

even divine origin was a practice well known to classical writers, as evidenced by Virgil’s

epic poem The Aeneid. In Britain, a similar process had begun by the early Middle

3«The Anglo-Saxon Riddle,” Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper (New York), 7
February 1891.

Barkan, “Post-Anti-Colonial Histories,” 192.

2Rev. William Henry Burr, The Anglo-Saxon Riddle, Or, The Riddle of Our Ori-
gin, Present Grandeur, and Future Greatness (London: W. H. Guest, 1873), 2-3.
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Ages.?! Oral traditions and the quasi-historical accounts of Britain by scribes like Gildas
(c. 550) and Nennius (c. 900) fed an increasingly fantastic myth of the origins of the
British people, culminating in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s highly influential History of the
Kings of Britain which appeared about 1136. Geoffrey’s History developed, and thus
legitimated, the story of the settlement of Britain by the Trojan hero Brutus and his fol-
lowers. Brutus, being the grandson of Aeneas, supplied Britain with racial connections to
the civilizations of both ancient Troy and imperial Rome. This high pedigree bequeathed
unto the British “a glorious heroic past, on a par with that of the classical people.”?* In
the same vein in which British-Israelism lay more than seven centuries later, Geoffrey’s
History helped to legitimate Britain’s place and power. Scholars have noted that the in-
tention of this work was less a chronicling of monarchs than the providing of license for
an anticipated British empire.”® Geoffrey’s heroes, not only Brutus but Constantine the
Great of Rome (son of Helena, a British woman) and King Arthur, presented “a coherent

texture of historical claims” to imperial greatness and were used as such by later mon-

'For a good general description of this process and the influence of Geoffrey’s
work see Hugh A. MacDougall, Racial Myth in English History: Trojans, Teutons, and
Anglo-Saxons (Montreal: Harvest House, 1982), chap. 1.

*Michael J. Curley, Geoffrey of Monmouth (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1994),
14.

»This interpretation was first put forth by Sebastian Evans in the “Epilogue” to his
classic translation of the History. See Geoffrey of Monmouth, Histories of the Kings of
Britain, trans. Sebastian Evans, LL.D. (London: J. M. Dent & Co., 1904), 359. It is con-
sidered by and incorporated into A. E. Parsons “The Trojan Legend in England: Some
Instances of Its Application to the Politics of the Times,” Modern Language Review 24
(July 1929): 258.
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archs, including Henry VIII in his struggle against the power of Rome.?* Later, John Dee,
Elizabeth I's astrologer, strongly advocated the expansion of England’s overseas posses-
sions on the basis of the Queen’s descent from Brutus and Arthur.”’ Also presaging the
British-Israel theory was Geoffrey’s emphasis upon the idea of racial triumph. Well
aware of an older similar myth of the Trojan origin of France, Geoffrey could in this way
link the Normans of the Conquest to the ancient Britons through a common ancestry.
“The arrival of the Normans on the shores of Britain in 1066,” Michael Curley notes,
“could be interpreted as a rejoining of peoples connected by race and history but sepa-
rated by the Saxon incursions.””® In the end, the race of Brutus achieved victory and
dominance in the Isles and thus gave a racial legitimization for the Norman Conquest and,

more broadly, for British imperial power.27 The History and its subsequent adaptations

24Richard Koebner, “‘The Imperial Crown of this Realm’: Henry VIII, Constantine
the Great, and Polydore Vergil,” Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 26 (May
1953): 41.

2Frances A. Yates, The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (London:
Routeledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), 85. Yates suggests that the idea of Arthurian descent
found in Dee’s writings and even in Spenser’s The Faerie Queen, contributed to a “kind
of ‘British Israel’ mystique” which could easily take hold in Elizabethan England where
there existed a “highly charged atmosphere” of sacred destiny and religious mission.
Ibid., 103.

26Curley, Geoffrey of Monmouth, 15. British-Israelites also interpreted the Norman
invasion as a reunion, in this case the Normans represented the tribe of Benjamin joining
its Hebrew brothers in the British Isles.

?"The nineteenth-century Briton faced a similar conundrum regarding the Norman
Conquest. The idea of a French people successfully conquering the Saxon kingdom did
not fit well with the image Victorians were crafting of themselves and their racial origin.
The process of diluting the conquest (including a similar attempt to racially homogenize
the Normans with the Saxons) has been examined to some degree in Clare A. Simmons,
Reversing the Conquest: History and Myth in Nineteenth-Century British Literature
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1990).
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and incorporations became, therefore, “the foundation of a great historical myth which
supported racial and dynastic aspirations for over five hundred years.”®® The ancestry of
the race provided the most solid clues to its identity and its most powerful claim to great-
ness.

In the nineteenth century the search for racial identity experienced a renewed impe-
tus. Modern racial science and late-century imperial expansion greatly contributed to and
shaped its formation. By this time the myth of Trojan descent had long been discredited
and relegated to a place among the curios of history. Its underlying impulse, however,
remained very much intact. The creation of an identity, one that explained and validated
the dominating position that Britain occupied in the world, was greatly influenced by the
racial concepts of the age though it continued to emphasize the importance of origins. In
1889 the African explorer and author Paul Du Chaillu published his meticulously re-
searched and highly controversial two-volume work, The Viking Age.” Inspired by the
circumstances described above, i.e. British expansion and hegemony, Du Chaillu sought
their explanation within the progenitors of the race that had accomplished them. “While
studying the progress made in the colonisation of different parts of the world made by
European nations,” Du Chaillu explained,

I have often asked myself the following questions:--How is it that over every region
of the globe the spread of the English-speaking people and of their language far ex-

28MacDougall, Racial Myth, 12.

»Du Chaillu’s work was met with controversy not because of its assumptions con-
cerning the racial foundation of empire but because of its specific conclusions concerning
the race itself. Du Chaillu suggested that there were no such things as “Angles” or
“Saxons” as commonly understood, but that these were simply names misapplied to vari-
ous Viking invaders of Britain.
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ceeds that of all other European nations combined? Why is it that, wherever the
English-speaking people have settled, or are this day found, even in small numbers,
they are more energetic, daring, adventurous, and prosperous, and understand the
art of self-government and of ruling alien peoples far better than other colonising
nations? Whence do the English-speaking communities derive the remarkable en-
ergy they possess . . . [and] what are the causes which have made the English such a
pre-eminently seafaring people? for without such a characteristic they could not
have been the founders of so many states and colonies speaking the English
tongue!’’

Discounting the primacy (though not importance) of factors such as historical circum-
stances and geographical advantages, Du Chaillu focused instead upon the “numerous
warlike and ocean-loving tribes of the North, the ancestors of the English-speaking peo-
ple” as the source of Britain’s greatness. In the modern British race or, as he calls it, the
English-speaking people, could be found “to this day many of the same traits of character
which those old Northmen possessed.”' British expansion was the inevitable outcome of
the instincts of this race that had colonized the isles of Britain so many centuries before.
The present British colonies would some day soon, Du Chaillu predicted, join their
mother country and “look with pride to the progenitors of their race in the glorious and
never-to-be-forgotten countries of the North, the birthplace of a new epoch in the history
of mankind.”? Even Du Chaillu recognized that his work lay very much within the tra-

dition represented by Geoffrey of Monmouth and the like. Invoking the names of Gildas,

Bede, and Nennius, he sought to distance himself only from the substance and not the un-

3paul B. Du Chaillu, The Viking Age: The Early History, Manners, and Customs of
the Ancestors of the English-speaking Nations (London: John Murray, 1889), 1: vii-viii.

Mbid., 1: viii.

bid.
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derlying purpose of their work. “We are well aware that the people of every country like
to trace their origin or history as far back as possible, and that legends often form part of
the fabric of these histories,” Du Chaillu assured his readers, but “the description of the
settlement must be founded on facts which can bear the test of searching criticism if they
are to believed and adopted;” these he claimed to conclusively present.*> In the end,
modern history and science changed only the methods and the conclusions of this quest
for origins, not the importance or impulse behind the search itself.

Concurrent with Du Chaillu’s investigations, and in response to similar questions
regarding the British race, arose the British-Israel theory. In its most widely accepted
form, British-Israelism contended that the modern British race, including the populations
of the so-called Anglo-Saxon colonies and the United States, were the direct descendants

1.* According to a strictly literal interpretation of the Old

of the lost ten tribes of Israe
and New Testaments, the tribes of Israel, missing since their captivity in the eighth cen-

tury BC, were to emerge from their Divinely-imposed obscurity onto the world scene and
take their place as the dominant people in the world. Maintaining this literal reading, the
promises to Israel were to exist ad infinitum; they could not be co-opted by or transposed
upon any other people. That Britain now possessed these blessings meant that its people

must be of the race unto whom they were promised: the Hebrews of the Kingdom of Is-

rael. Despite these seemingly ludicrous claims, British-Israelism found a large number of

3bid., 1: 25.

A less widespread, though important, variation of the theory was that the entire
Northern European population had descended from the Ten Tribes.
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adherents, some estimates placing the total at two million by the turn of the century.
Apart from sheer numbers, the movement attracted the belief and support of numerous
clergy of the Established Church of England, including several bishops, also that of gov-
ernment officials, scholars, respected scientists, top military officers, aristocracy, and
Royalty. It cut across gender, sectarian, cultural, and class lines by appealing to the idea
of a glorious racial heritage of the British people as a whole. Recognizing all this re-
moves British-Israelism from its rather peripheral position as a minor religious opinion
and places it squarely within the mainstream attempt to explain Britain’s hegemony
through the exploration of its racial identity. The two existing investigations of the the-
ory, dissertations by John Wilson and Richard Virr, interpret it primarily as a religious
movement with racial and imperial undertones.®® It seems more accurate to say that Brit-
ish-Israelism was, instead, fundamentally a racial and imperial movement set within the
language and parameters of religious concepts. Though its founders and active propo-
nents were deeply religious people, its wide appeal stemmed mostly from the racial

identity and imperial pride found at the base of its teachings.

35The Jewish Encyclopedia, 1901 ed., s.v. “Anglo-Israelism” by Joseph Jacobs,
B.A.; and, Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, 1908, s.v. “Anglo-Israelism,” by Albert
Hyamson. As late as 1929 the Encyclopedia Britannica reported that the belief was “still
held by over 2,000,000 people.” 14th ed., s.v. “Anglo-Israelite Theory.”

36John Wilson, “The History and Organization of British Israelism” (D.Phil., Ox-
ford University, 1966); Richard Edmund Virr, “British Israel: A Study of Nineteenth-
Century Millennialism” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1980). The only other detailed
discussions of British-Israelism are to be found in dictionaries and encyclopedias of relig-
ious movements and more general reference works.
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When viewed fully within this racial-imperial context, British-Israelism offers hith-
erto unavailable insights into identity formation in Great Britain during the final decades
of the nineteenth century. The study of racially-based, ultra-nationalist, and expansionist
political and social dogmas of this time has been limited for the most part to the Conti-
nental powers, particularly to Germany. The Nazi experience naturally explains much of
this attention. In looking for predecessors to egregious Nazi beliefs and programs, schol-
ars have explored late-nineteenth century racial concepts and rhetoric.”’ Ideas such as
those of Houston Stewart Chamberlain (a Briton by birth and German by choice) are
highlighted as presaging those of Hitler and the Nazis. Britain’s experience with this type
of ideology has generally been studied only within the narrow confines of Oswald Mos-
ley’s British Union of Fascists. A study of British-Israclism, however, may help correct
this partial myopia. The British-Israel movement, let it not be misunderstood, does not
represent a strict British parallel to Nazism. It was motivated neither by hate nor anger
but by self-conceit and a sense of wonder. Nurtured within a wider mid-Victorian chau-
vinism, British-Israelism came to reflect much of its general tenor. As Bernard Porter
points out, mid-century British nationalism, based as it was in an extremely accentuated
self-confidence, was often more condescending and patronizing than vicious or nasty.*®
So it was with British-Israelism. Nevertheless, the theory existed within and helped to

form a wider European mentality of nationalism, race-consciousness, expansion, and

3The classic study of this dynamic is Fritz Stern’s The Politics of Cultural De-
spair: A Study in the Rise of the Germanic Ideology (New York: Anchor Books, 1961).

3¥Bernard Porter, “The Victorians and Europe,” History Today 42 (January 1992):
16-22.
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world domination that informed German and other Continental writers and thinkers.
Though clearly distinct from Nazism, the British-Israel theory nourished itself on many of
the same attitudes that fed the National Socialists of Germany.* Both looked to a mytho-
historical origin of the race (the Aryans and the Israelites), for example, to explain and
chart the nation’s destiny and to create a sense of racial identity. Ultimately, perhaps, the
rise of British-Israelism teaches that extreme nationalism, racial pride, and imperial de-
signs have manifested themselves in ways highly divergent from modern fascism. The
truth is that ‘the Identity’ (as it was called) never developed into a Nazi-type ideology in
Britain, though this may have more to do with