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      INTRODUCTION
    


    
      There has always been a tension within Judaism between the conflicting aspirations towards universalism on the
      one hand and particularism on the other. Notwithstanding that there is considerable support for the universalist
      version of Judaism in rabbinic literature, by and large, in post-exilic times Judaism has defined itself and Jews
      have defined themselves in a particularistic way. In modern times, Reform Judaism has somewhat broken with this
      long tradition, but not to the point where it sees itself as an unambiguously proselytising faith like
      Christianity or Islam. That Judaism should none the less attract adherents from outside the faith should occasion
      little surprise. There was always a tiny trickle of Christian converts to Judaism despite the draconian
      consequences for apostasy in Christendom. In modern times this trickle has turned into a steady stream.1
    


    
      Over the last 60 or 70 years, there have been a number of expressions of the universalist tendency among Jews.
      This phenomenon has not been much studied but it forms none the less an integral part of the history of Judaism
      in the 20th century. It has included a number of major figures, influenced peoples throughout the world and is
      still today an active force. A number of whole group conversions have taken place and various other forms of
      self-identification have created an international network of apparently Jewish groups which together constitute a
      new sort of Judaism. In recent years, new forms of communication have done much to bring these groups closer
      together and in some cases closer to mainstream Judaism. One of the most vigorous of contemporary organisations
      working with marginal Jewish groups throughout the world is the American-based Kulanu. Its president Dr Jack
      Zeller has noted: ‘Never before in Jewish history has it been easier to meet remote and virtually ignored or
      newly developing Jewish communities. We can do it by phone, fax, e-mail …’.2
    


    
      Phenomenologically, the idea of Jewishness is not specifically and certainly
      not exclusively Jewish. It has been borrowed by various groups and peoples throughout history and made to serve a
      variety of functions for a range of differing reasons. It has a meaning and an existence which have been used and
      are still used in contexts very far removed from what we might term ‘authentic’ Jewish tradition. This may be
      most dramatically perceived through the adoption of Judaism in some form by the Khazars or the Himyarites3 but the modern period and
      particularly the post-war period is full of examples. For the last 1,500 years or so, Judaism has not much liked
      such ‘conversion’ movements and has tended to ignore them.4 None the less, in more recent times a number of groups throughout the world have
      sought to convert to Judaism and have been encouraged in this by ‘authentic Jews’. At the same time, Judaism has
      been used by European gentiles as a means of explicating various external phenomena.5 The relationship between Christian missionaries and
      Jewish missionaries is complex and symbiotic. Time and time again we see the genesis of Judaising movements in
      the activity of Christian missionaries. One can see the clear hand of missionaries in the metamorphosis of the
      religions of the Falashas of Ethiopia or the Bene Israel of Bombay into Judaism and in a range of groups
      mentioned throughout this volume. Judaism has also been used as a trope by various groups throughout the world as
      a means of explaining themselves: the former in an attempt to use the familiar to explain the unknown, the latter
      in an attempt to use the exotic to reinvent themselves, sometimes in deliberate opposition to authentic Judaism,
      sometimes in sympathetic imitation of it.
    


    
      Sometimes groups are attracted to ideologies because of specific innate characteristics of that ideology. In the
      case of Judaism we can see that, at certain periods and in certain cases, it is the Jewish tradition of
      exclusivity which exerts a certain fascination. Sometimes the rooted, documented historicity of Judaism acts as a
      powerful magnet to individuals and groups whose own historical identity is shaky. Sometimes the historical
      experience and suffering of the Jewish people seem to offer a usable paradigm to explain and render more bearable
      the suffering of one group at the hands of another: Black Africa in present times contains a growing number of
      groups inspired by such symbolic uses of Judaism. We deal here with the question of the Lemba – a Southern
      African group whose identification with Jewry has evolved over the last hundred years but which has grown more
      intense over the last year or so as a result of media interest and certain
      genetic findings.6 However we
      know of other Judaising groups in Uganda, Kenya, Somalia, Zambia, Zaire, Nigeria, South Africa and elsewhere. A
      great deal of work needs to be done to fully understand these developments, which may have great significance
      both for religious developments in Judaism and for the religious history of Africa and the United States.
    


    
      One of the mechanisms whereby a use of Judaism has come to the fore and particularly in Africa and the United
      States has been through a discourse substantially generated by discussions about the Falashas, the so-called Jews
      of Ethiopia.7 Since the beginning
      of this century at least, the Jewishness of the Falashas has served as a means of helping Africans and African
      Americans to a new understanding of themselves. At the same time, the implied universalism in such a construct
      has had the effect of stimulating a wider discourse in which the idea of a universalistic Judaism has been
      prominent. This discourse has both been used as a means of identifying others as Jews and as a means of
      self-identity.
    


    
      Part of the intellectual background to this 20th century discourse is an age-old fascination with the Lost Tribes
      of Israel, which showed no signs of diminishing throughout the 19th century. Countless groups throughout the
      world had been identified as descendants of the Lost Tribes, from South and North American Indians to the
      Zulus,8 Masai,9 or Ashanti.10 As Raphael Patai has put it with respect to Africa:
      ‘The spectre of the Lost Ten Tribes of Israel, which appeared to early explorers and students of popular
      antiquities in places as widely separated as ancient Britain and the pre-Columbian Americas, lured the explorers
      of Africa as well’.11 The
      persistence of the myth of the Lost Tribes of Israel in relatively modern times demands some explanation. It
      seems to us that the myth of the Lost Tribes developed as a useful channel for understanding unknown peoples and
      races, as a means of labelling human entities for whom there was no readily available label. Whereas this was
      clearly the case in the Americas it was also the case in the Far East as the introductory part of Chapter Two will show.
    


    
      This preoccupation with the Lost Tribes was certainly a favourite of missionaries and other Christians and it
      demonstrably lies at the root of many identifications of indigenous peoples as Jews and thus at the root of
      subsequent Judaising movements. But the preoccupation was not a purely gentile preserve. Jews were obsessed by
      the issue as well. Thus, in 1831 Rabbi Yisrael of Shklov12 sent an emissary to the Yemen in the serious expectation that beyond the deserts of Arabia a mighty kingdom peopled by the Lost Tribes of Israel would be
      found. This notion had been strengthened by emissaries who had visited Yemen some years before and who had
      claimed to have met members of the tribe of Dan in the deserts of the Yemen.13 Among other things, Rabbi Yisrael hoped to recreate
      in Palestine the ancient institution of ordination for the Sanhedrin – a necessary precondition, as he pointed
      out, for the Redemption and the coming of the Messiah.14 He believed that it was only among the Lost Ten Tribes that this ancient practice was
      still followed: once the tribes were found, instructions could be given which would enable ordination to be
      reintroduced in the land of Israel. The emissary, R. Barukh ben R. Shmuel of Pinsk, arrived in the Yemen in 1833,
      and set off to explore the little-known desert areas of the north-eastern part of the country. There he met up
      with a mysterious individual, who claimed to be of the ‘sons of Moses’ and from the very ‘kingdom of the Jews’ he
      was seeking. Because of the impending High Holidays, the emissary returned to Sanaa where he was murdered on the
      Imam’s orders. This story, along with others about tribes of Israel living in the desert regions and
      fighting alongside the Arab tribes, was published with no hint of scepticism in Jacob Saphir’s Even
      Sapir.15 The great Hebrew
      and Yiddish novelist, Mendele Mokher Sephorim (c. 1836–1917) ridiculed these notions in The Journeys of
      Benjamin III (1878)16 and
      towards the end of the century Avraham Luncz (1854–1918) the Jerusalem writer and editor said he was sick and
      tired of Jews visiting Palestine asking daft questions about the Lost Tribes rather than about local
      conditions.17
    


    
      Of all the likely candidates for identification as descendants of the Lost Tribes few had such a good literary
      pedigree as the Falashas. Throughout the centuries, a stream of authors had identified them as the Lost Tribe of
      Dan and as has been mentioned the Falashas play an important role in the development of Lost Tribe discourses in
      the Twentieth Century. This is particulary the case in the way they impact upon the phenomenon of Black Judaism,
      by which we mean a kind of Judaism practised by black people and defined by them such as is found mainly in
      Africa and the United States. These expressions of Judaism are often deemed by their practitioners to be rooted
      in historical experience in Ethiopia, West Africa or some other part of the continent.
    


    
      By the 1940s and 1950s, numerous committees and movements had been created in Palestine which set out to support
      the nidhei Yisrael – a term much used at this time to describe the various groups throughout the world which might be described in some sense as potential ‘Lost Tribes’ – in an
      attempt to permit them to return to Judaism and to eventually return to Eretz Yisrael. These groups and
      committees had had considerable support from a number of important individuals: some old-style Hovevei
      Tziyyon activists such as the redoubtable Nahum Slouschz; some active political Zionists like the second
      president of the State of Israel, Yitshak Ben Zvi; Revisionists such as Shalom Ben Chorin (Fritz Rosenthal);
      pioneering figures like Israel Ben Zeev or neo-orthodox activists such as Jacques Faitlovitch – the ‘father’ of
      the Falashas of Ethiopia.
    


    
      ***
    


    
      This book deals with Judaising movements which lead both towards formal conversion to some kind of normative
      Judaism as in the case of San Nicandro and the contemporary movement in Eastern India among the Shinlung and to a
      process of ethnic identification with the people of Israel, a process which may or may not lead to religious
      conversion as in the case of the Lemba. The term ‘conversion’, from the Latin converto (to turn (the
      attention, the gaze), change direction), seems particularly appropriate to describe some of the phenomena studied
      here, as the term is applied to a situation of flux. Hebrew itself has various expressions for different sorts of
      conversion, with giyyur being the term for conversion to Judaism. This means the welcoming of the
      ger (the stranger, the inhabitant, the proselyte) to Judaism. The term itself, therefore, provides a
      precise notion of the changes that take place in conversion.
    


    
      One specific aspect of Judaism, at least in post-biblical times, is the bipolarity at its heart. Jewish identity
      is defined by both a religious pole and an ethnic one, and Jewishness, in both its ethnic and its religious
      sense, is inherited through the female line. One is a Jew if one’s mother is a Jew, yet none the less it is also
      possible to convert to Judaism. Once born a Jew, a person continues to be Jewish even without any religious
      belief or observance of religious rules. However a convert to Judaism is expected to be observant.
    


    
      Theoretically, at any rate, those wishing to don the mantle of Jewishness can do so either by following the path
      advocated by Jewish orthodoxy, the path of religious conversion, or by fixing their gaze on that other pole of
      judéité, that of Jewish ethnicity. The movements studied here veer between these poles and these fields of
      sensibility, depending upon a wide spectrum of political, geographical and historical factors.
    


    
      Gary Porton,18 who has analysed conversion from the viewpoint of the community towards which the
      converts move, writes: ‘The rabbis viewed conversion both as a change in ethnic groups and as a movement between
      religious communities, for they perceived of the People of Israel as both an ethnic group, united by genealogical
      ties, and as a religious community’.19 He notes how the term preferred for self-definition was ‘the Children of Israel/Jacob’.
      This highlights how Jewish identity was based mainly on the belief that all its members shared a common ancestry.
      This is shown to be the case with respect to many groups throughout the world endeavouring to create a Jewish
      identity for themselves and explains why the genetic work described in Chapter Three has had such a potent impact upon the Lemba.
    


    
      Unlike ancient times, a convert to Judaism today also acquires a new name and a new father and therefore a new
      genealogy. A man becomes Avraham ben Avraham avinu (Abraham, son of our father Abraham); a woman becomes
      Sarah bat Avraham avinu (Sarah, daughter of our father Abraham).20 Porton notes that although the attribution of the
      Jewish names Abraham and Sarah is not obligatory, the definition ‘the son or daughter of Abraham’ is, as is also
      the collective name of ‘the children of Abraham’ for converts. Abraham is, in fact, the figure symbolising the
      father of all gerim. Israel Ben Zeev, who had a universal vision of Judaism and wanted to set up a special
      rabbinical law court for the giyyur, declared he was opposed to the practice of imposing names, as he saw
      them as being a kind of discriminating ‘tav on the forehead’ of the converts,21 a kind of yellow star that the convert would have to
      wear for all future generations. It is worth noting also that the notion of appurtenance to the seed of Abraham
      is a leitmotiv throughout the discourses of dozens of groups in the world claiming Jewish or Israelite ancestry,
      from the Lemba to the Makuya of Japan22 or the Jews of San Nicandro.
    


    
      In what follows we shall be examining the process of Judaisation in its widest sense, born as a reaction to
      processes of colonialism and Christian missionary activity, and both from the standpoint of those who wished to
      convert, in whichever sense they so desired, and from the standpoint of those who wanted them to convert. In
      addition to a number of Asian and African examples, mainly drawn from the last century, we analyse the remarkable
      conversion movement of San Nicandro in southern Italy, and parallel currents among American Black communities. We
      also examine, in some measure, the response of part of what we may refer to as the Jewish ‘centre’ in Palestine/Israel to some of these manifestations, particularly through the work of
      the so-called committees for the Lost Tribes in Palestine.
    


    
      The movements interested in encouraging the opening up of traditional ethnic and religious frontiers of Judaism
      were created and became established in the Palestine of the 1940s and in the early years of the State of Israel.
      At a time when fear of the extinction of Jewish communities after the Shoah was acutely felt, and Jewish identity
      was being reinforced thanks to the creation of a Jewish State, it was possible to imagine welcoming groups at the
      fringes of Judaism. In much the same way as during the black years of the Mediaeval period European Jews could
      take comfort in the imagined existence somewhere of a powerful Jewish kingdom peopled by the Lost Tribes, so
      after the long night of the Holocaust there was a renewed interest in the Lost Tribes and other groups which had
      always been beyond those confines, like American Blacks, Africans or Asian peoples interested in conversion. It
      was even possible to imagine, as Israel Ben Zeev did, the conversion of the Arabs who had stayed in Israel; a
      solution moving towards radical integration or even complete assimilation of a minority that would otherwise
      create problems within the new State.
    


    
      At the sixth International Conference of the World Union of Progressive Judaism, held in London in 1949, Leo
      Baeck, the great leader of German Reform Jewry, claimed that ‘Judaism became, so to speak, attractive to the
      Gentiles, and many a one became a proselyte, educated people, high minded people. Should we not begin anew?
      Should we not send our missionaries to Asia, to East Asia and to other places to the people there waiting for us?
      We are in need of expansion for our own sake’.23 This was the attitude of those who were more interested in repopulating the diasporas
      that risked extinction, and in insisting that ethnic-racial confines limiting Judaism did not exist, those who
      were willing to take up again as the banner for Judaism the metaphor of Israel as a ‘light unto the nations’.
    


    
      At this point therefore it was the ethnic-national pole that was favoured over the religious one. It is
      understandable that the groups that wished to become part of the ‘children of Israel’ were encouraged to do so,
      no matter how mythical and metaphoric the new ancestry was. The category of the ‘dispersed of Israel’ was
      sufficiently vague to permit its being given all the desired attributes, especially in the light of the new
      Zionist vision and the messianic expectations of the period. Once they were
      part of the community, the new members would have to follow the rules and regulations, like any other member.
      This explains the attitude of those Jews in favour of the conversion of the Black Americans, for whom
      giyyur mainly meant overcoming the colour barrier and the vision of Judaism as a community built on ethnic
      bases. Some appealed to Jewish universalism – a kind of transnational community. Others appealed rather to
      Zionism – the nationalist movement which, with its powerful call for the return to the land of origin, worked
      towards the reunification of all the dispersed in the homeland, opening up the definitions of the category of the
      dispersed. Some, like Faitlovitch, appealed to both.
    


    
      Jewish identity was strengthened with the creation of the State of Israel, which permitted a further relaxing of
      ethnic barriers. The rabbis compared the condition of a proselyte to that of a newborn child coming into a family
      which in turn becomes a new community. The fact that the notion of family community has been translated into
      terms of nationality in more recent rabbinical interpretations shows that, from the period examined here, the
      ethnic-national pole is the one most invested with symbolism.24
    


    
      It was not a linear process without contrasts, as the history of the movements in the 1940s and 50s shows, and as
      can also be seen in the difficulties encountered today in regularising mixed marriages, especially in those
      places where the diaspora is in greatest danger of assimilation, or lacks a sufficiently strong identity. A
      recent example can be found in the sphere of Italian Judaism: the decision taken in 1998 by the Assembly of the
      Rabbis of Italy to take into consideration the conversion of minors only if accompanied by a similar request by
      the mother, besides creating considerable polemic, shows the difficulty in overcoming ethnicity where ethnicity
      is not backed up by a strong awareness of identity.25 The opposite is true in American Judaism, which finds strength in numbers, power and
      certainty of identity. Amongst American Jews the phenomenon of mixed marriages is widely accepted and in recent
      decades a severe drop in the Jewish population has meant that mixed marriages are considered with increasing
      favour.26
    


    
      The converts of San Nicandro worked towards the construction of a connection, especially a genealogical – or
      rather mythical-genealogical – link, from the moment at which their founder Manduzio spoke of ‘our ancestors the
      Spanish Jews’,27 claiming
      descent from Marrano Jews which would justify their claims of ethnic as well as religious Judaism. This tendency
      became even more pronounced during the process of secularisation that increasingly affected the members of the group once they got to Israel. Later they wished to be known simply as
      ‘Italian Jews’. The gerim of San Nicandro converted after meeting ‘Jewish missionaries’ (although they had
      been influenced by Christian missionaries before) and members of the Palestine Jewish Brigade, who informed them
      of the forthcoming creation of the new State. One of them, Enzo Sereni, saw the new phenomenon of conversion as a
      sign of change: the traditional election of the Jewish people by God was being transformed into the election of
      God by the people.
    


    
      The case of the Black Jews of Harlem is even more explicit. The Black Jews alleged they were the descendants of
      Jacob, the ‘children of Jacob’, while white Jews were the descendants of Esau. This was a very significant
      attribution: in Judaism it is the Christians who are called the ‘children of Esau’. In this case, it was the
      genealogy of others, that of white Jews, that was being denied, so as to strengthen the authenticity of their
      own. They invented Falasha grandparents in the most distant African villages, and the process of Falashisation
      was extended and strengthened. Thus the need to move to Judaism through conversion was avoided by the invention
      of a Jewish genealogy. The Jewish religion became much more syncretic when the genealogical purity of the group
      was guaranteed and there was no need to share the traditional path of converts. The movement chose Ethiopia as
      the ‘land of our fathers’ and the ‘children of Jacob’ as its origins, satisfying their need for a clear
      definition of their identity.
    


    
      In the bricolage between ethnic and religious poles, both the movement of the Blacks of Harlem and that of the
      gerim of San Nicandro chose the former rather than the latter, and created religious forms that were based
      more on syncretism than on the observance of traditional Jewish religious rules. While the converts of San
      Nicandro who immigrated to Israel were fully accepted as Italian Jews, the Black Jews of Harlem remained a
      marginal group, albeit numerous, with regard to American Judaism and to Judaism tout court. Their
      conversion to Judaism met with opposition and their colour impeded full assimilation in the Jewish-American
      melting pot.
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      JUDAISING MOVEMENTS AND COLONIAL DISCOURSE
    


    
      Tudor Parfitt
    


    
      Colonial discourse is the sum of prejudice, unspoken belief, stated ideology and assumptions that guided colonial
      societies in their enterprise. It can be reconstructed to some extent through an examination of a wide variety of
      oral accounts, novels, political pamphlets, essays and colonial reports. Each contributing text builds on its
      predecessors, creating an interlocking system although not all texts contribute to a given stream of discourse.
      What concerns us here is the way in which the encounter between European and ‘native’ frequently gave rise to the
      creation of imagined and mythic pasts for colonised or foreign peoples. These imagined pasts, imagined languages,
      beliefs and origins were extracted from notions which colonists carried with them into the field and frequently
      served colonial purposes.1 These
      projections were born of colonial fantasies which were often far from malignant and which frequently sought to
      find links of kinship particularly with minority groups.2
    


    
      What is clear is that the European view of ‘self’ and ‘other’ came under considerable pressure at the outset of
      European expansion. It must not be forgotten that the discovery of the American continent in 1492 and the
      rounding of the Cape of Good Hope a few years later had obliged Europe to expand its sense of an essentially
      binary European-Mediterranean mould to include a new and undiscovered Africa as well as a new and distant
      occident which kept moving west as the years went on. As Susanne Zantop has put it: ‘It had expanded any simple
      self-other, Occident-Orient dichotomies, to include not just many others, but multiple, multivalent, constantly
      shifting ‘occidents’. Anxieties about how to define the other in such new circumstances led to a new interest in
      questions of origin and language among others.3
    


    
      The discovery of these new and in some cases unsuspected lands can be seen as
      heralding European modernity. It literally opened up new horizons for Europeans: “‘virgin territories” were to be
      possessed and exploited; “different” realities were absorbed, surveyed, and described; “strange” peoples were to
      be understood, integrated into existing categories, and subjected to European needs.’4 In the following centuries increasingly sophisticated
      methods were applied to the dissection and categorisation of the new religions, social systems and customs not to
      mention the assiduous mapping of the regions themselves and the categorisation of the flora and fauna found
      within them. None the less, the process of transformation from a view of the world which perceived the Orient and
      Europe as binary opposites, Europe and the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean as poles, to something more complex
      was accompanied all too often by a utilisation of old configurations in new and quite unexpected circumstances.
    


    
      At the end of the mediaeval period the general assumption was that there were four main world religions:
      Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Paganism.5 In time the more obvious of the great priestly and text-based religions of India, Japan
      and China could be more or less accommodated as an extension of this as the parallels between them and the known
      religions were so evident. This is not to say that these great and alien religious traditions did not frequently
      invoke comparisons with Judaism or Israelites. In the case of India (but it was true elsewhere) such comparisons
      were made frequently enough. C.T.E. Rhenius, for instance, who was sent by the English Church Missionary Society
      to South India in 1813 noted that ‘the Vishnu and Siva sects and religious worship exhibit a strong likeness to
      the Jewish dispensation’.6 Similarly
      as R. Lovett wrote in his History of the London Missionary Society 1795–1895 of the Brahmins: ‘Each is an
      infallible pope in his own sphere. The Brahman is the exclusive and Pharisaic Jew of India’.7 But the real problem arose with the religious
      systems of Africa, the Americas and the Pacific and to the lesser known of the Asiatic religions. Frequently the
      beliefs of such systems were compared to the religions of the ancient world more or less known to Europeans –
      particularly to Judaism and the religious systems of the ancient near east, and were assumed to be derived from
      them.
    


    
      From the very beginning of European expansion Judaism was employed in the decipherment of religions and Jews were
      used as likely explanations for the peoples Europeans encountered. With the European exploration and conquest of
      new continents this device was used more and more. In the first stages the
      derivation of north and south American Indian beliefs and customs from ancient Israel was formulated. Certainly
      the Jews were not the only candidates to be enlisted in the battle to explain the existence and origin of the
      peoples of the New World: but they were among the first – and the discourse suggesting Israelite origins ran the
      longest and had the greatest influence.8 In the case of the Americas over several centuries it may safely be said that the idea
      of Israelite origins for the indigenous peoples of the Americas was the dominant discourse.
    


    
      Subsequently the idea – often fiercely defended – that given peoples were derived from ancient Israel or from
      some specific tribe of the Lost Tribes of Israel became quite astonishingly widespread and was attached to just
      about every corner of the globe and to a wide variety of peoples from the Eskimos to the Australian
      aborigines.9
    


    
      These views postulated that various peoples were indeed genealogically connected to the people of Israel and that
      their beliefs and practices were vestiges of the ancient Israelite religion: often their languages were explained
      as being cognate to Hebrew or other Semitic languages.
    


    
      The importance of Hebrew in the Mediaeval world was that it was widely considered as one of the first languages
      of mankind. It was with the Hebrew words vayhi or (let there be light) after all that God had created the
      world in the first place. The Bible described the translucent language of Adam and followed its fall via the
      Tower of Babel into the convoluted languages of the myriad nations of the world. In early Christian times the
      three sons of Noah had been considered the founders of the three main groupings of humankind. Within a few
      centuries later peoples such as the Scythians were also connected to the biblical genealogies of race and
      language. By the time of the Renaissance historical etymology took over as national pride began to assert that
      modern languages – such as French10
      or Flemish – could be identified as the world’s first language or at any rate were closely connected to it. In
      De Vulgari eloquentia Dante mocked the remote hamlets wedded to the uplifting notion that their miserable
      dialect was the language of Adam and that they were privy to the secrets of the language of Paradise. But
      alongside these vainglorious claims on behalf of one’s own language, nation and village there were also claims
      made on behalf of Hebrew. The idea that all languages ultimately derive from Hebrew is an ancient one, and it
      still has an altogether surprising number of adherents as a few minutes on the Internet will show. In earlier centuries one might mention Père Louis Thomassin’s work of 1690: La Méthode
      d’étudier et d’enseigner chrestiennement et utilement la Grammaire ou les Langues par rapport à l’Ecriture sainte
      en les réduisant toutes à l’Hébreu.11
    


    
      The motiviating force behind this desire to show that Hebrew was the first language was simple enough. As the
      language of Adam, (a popular image particularly in the scientific domain was that of Adam the philosopher in the
      Garden of Eden) Hebrew was a language of philosophy and clarity. As the language of the Kabbalah it was perceived
      throughout Europe as a key to arcane wisdom, to the wisdom of the East. If one could only recover the Hebrew of
      Adam in all its purity one could begin to understand the hidden secrets of the universe itself. As we shall see
      in the colonial context the use of Hebrew to explain the unknown languages and civilisations of the world becomes
      a key feature of the Orientalist discourse.
    


    
      In a similar way the myth of the Lost Tribes became a useful channel for understanding unknown peoples and races,
      as a means of labeling human entities for whom there was no readily available label. It is extraordinary that in
      the seventeenth century a Congregationalist missionary, Cambridge educated, could announce that ‘fruitful
      India are Hebrewes, that famous civil (though Idolatrous) nation of China are
      Hebrewes, so Japonia, and those naked Americans are Hebrewes, in respect of those
      that planted first these parts of the world’.12
    


    
      Perhaps more than that, this myth has been used in the western world as a device for understanding the ‘other’ –
      often the savage ‘other’ which is the imagined opposite of ourselves.13 For much of this century at least we have been aware
      that the savage is somehow within us, not just a crude caricature of the other, or more genuinely, the other
      tout court. So when George Santayana writes (in Dialogues in Limbo) ‘the young man who has not wept
      is a savage’ we instinctively approve. The evolution, in the English language at least, of the word and its
      concept is instructive: a sense in the seventeenth century that the natural savage state of freedom as Dryden put
      it ‘when wild in woods the noble savage ran’ was desirable gives way by the nineteenth to a meaning close to the
      antithesis of civilized, and in our own time to a state of being apprehended by many and positively aspired to by
      some.
    


    
      The notion that someone not sharing your own cultural and ethnic attributes is by definition ‘barbaric’ or
      ‘savage’ is hardly recent. In ancient Mesopotamia the divide essentially followed urban:nomad lines. For people living in lower Mesopotamia, it was the tent-dwelling,
      raw-flesh-eating, ungodly nomad from the semi-desert who epitomized the savage. People from the Zagros mountains
      were also, but less emblematically, considered to be savages and there is a reference to mountain-dwellers’
      language as the ‘twittering of birds’. Greek and Greco-Roman civilizations dismissed outsiders as ‘barbarians’
      which term is also said to derive from the cacophony of birds as opposed to the speech of civilized humanity. The
      first European impressions of the languages of southern Africa were expressed in similar terms. In 1614 John
      Milward claimed that the language of the Hottentots was ‘a chattering rather than a language’; in 1649
      Jean-Baptiste Tavernier wrote: ‘when they speak they fart with their tongues in their mouths’.14
    


    
      ‘Savagery’ a close synonym of ‘barbarian’ has a similarly bucolic etymology and is connected with the closed and
      unknown world of the forests. These antecedents suggest that the borders between the civilized ‘I’ and the savage
      ‘other’ were initially drawn at the limits of the known world. The town dweller knows nothing of the desert. The
      plainsman is ignorant of the mountains and forests. This dialectic of ‘self’ and ‘other’ has required constant
      modification. With the rise of universal ideological systems such as Christianity, traditional ways of
      understanding the other were faced with a particularly vexatious challenge. How could the other be a true savage
      if he too were a child of God? In The Universal Prayer Alexander Pope noted: ‘Father of all! in every age,
      in ev’ry clime adored, by saint, by savage, and by sage, Jehovah, Jove or Lord’. The origin of the word cretin
      exemplifies the problem: the Swiss used the word to describe the hopelessly degenerate and loathsome creatures
      who lived beyond and above their valley systems. Notwithstanding their utter marginality they were none the less
      Christians (crétins).
    


    
      Of course all sorts of glimpses of strange and exotic peoples had been vouchsafed mediaeval Europe before the
      great expansion which followed the age of exploration. Much of the interaction, with the Indian sub-continent and
      the Far East for example, slight though it was, came about as a result of the spice trade in its various forms.
      This interaction led to the exchange of desirable goods, and the exchange of strange and unlikely stories,
      artistic devices and motifs. Travelers’ tales and travelers’ books added to the store of knowledge and in due
      course themselves created a rich mulch in which Europeans’ views of much of humanity were formed. However it was
      only with the establishment of physical (albeit fluctuating) frontier zones with
      these exotic societies, the frontier zones which were created typically at the beginning of the colonial era,
      that a real symbiosis started to occur. Symbiosis is perhaps not quite the mot juste: certainly in most
      cases Eastern and African societies were much more influenced by the West than the West was by them: but none the
      less there was a flow both ways. Clearly in the sort of frontier situation typical of the colonial experience a
      struggle for political as well as economic mastery is implicit and part of this struggle is the not entirely
      innocent attempt to better understand the adversary. Both sides were compelled to engage in this difficult
      exercise of comprehension.15
    


    
      From the moment of discovery of these new worlds and their inhabitants increasingly sophisticated methods were
      applied to the dissection and categorisation of savage social systems and customs not to mention the assiduous
      mapping of the savage regions themselves and the categorisation of the savages, flora and fauna found within
      them.
    


    
      How did our relatively recent forbears approach the issue of the unknown ‘other’? Essentially through historical
      models. Already among intellectual elites the role of history in determining how we should see the world was
      paramount. Carl Schorske has shown how for instance conservative figures such as Disraeli and Coleridge attempted
      to fight against the greed of their society in the recreation of a concept of community salvaged from the Middle
      Ages. Both William Morris and Wagner at varying points in their very different careers found useful historical
      models in Nordic myth. Fichte saw the future of Germany through the past of the communitarian morality of the
      mediaeval German city, many Zionists a Jewish future through the recreation of a long dead Judean polity.
    


    
      For the better comprehension of the unknown parts of the world and their perplexing inhabitants two historical
      texts served more than any others: the Bible and the Greek and Latin Classics. These texts of course were the
      main educative texts of Europe and it is not therefore surprising that they were turned to with such regularity:
      indeed it can be said that in some ways they served as maps to these unfamiliar territories and to their
      inhabitants and their beliefs. It may in addition be noted that the missionaries who were often the most
      persistent enquirers in the frontier situation were particularly prone to drawing on their sacred texts for
      illumination. This was no doubt especially true of the British, American and German Protestants who had been
      influenced by the Great Evangelical Revival of the nineteenth century and who
      played such an overwhelming role in world wide missions. In the British context the missionaries themselves were
      characteristically of relatively humble origins: members of the upper strata of the working a class and the lower
      ranks of the middle class. Robert Moffat – the missionary who exercised such control over the mighty Ndebele king
      Lobengula was a gardener. The great Livingstone had started his working life in a cotton mill. Samuel Marsden was
      the son of a blacksmith. Such men had a profound knowledge of the Bible, but perhaps of not much else. Even more
      to the point, practically all the Protestant missionaries explicitly believed in the Bible, as a quite
      undifferentiated body of information, as their sole and infallible source of authority both for belief and
      practice. It was in every sense their guide to life. It was, then, the most natural of things that they should
      have sought in its pages the explanation for the otherwise inexplicable things they encountered. But these
      missionaries’ projection of the Bible was one which was mediated by a European culture in which all sorts of
      European Enlightenment concepts were present: the Bible was an infallible source alright but the way it was
      understood was a way specific to a time and a class. In the nineteenth century the Bible was infinitely better
      known than any other work. If parallels were to be found to explain strange peoples’ lives and customs, in the
      absence of any other body of knowledge they would be found in the Bible.
    


    
      One stratagem was to argue that even if there were no direct connection between an indigenous group and the
      Israelites there were morphological connections to be made: that one custom or another reflected ancient Jewish
      practice. In the American context there are dozens of examples of this approach: one such work is the Jesuit
      Joseph Lafita’s Moeurs des Sauvages Amériquains comparés aux moeurs des premiers temps which set out to
      dissect the religious system of the Iroquois Indians and made connections between the Indian practices he had
      observed and aspects both of Jewish and ancient Greek religious systems. This basic methodology was used widely
      throughout the colonised world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and became part of the predominant
      discourse in the discussion of little known religions and peoples. Let us now look at some examples.
    


    
      The exploration and colonization of the Pacific was attended by lively speculation about long-lost Jewish
      communities and the likely existence of the Lost Tribes in these remote islands. In the second half of the
      sixteenth century a number of Spanish explorers principally Alvaro de Mandaña
      and the pilot Pedro Fernandez de Quros set out into the Pacific from the Peruvian port of Callao. Alvaro de
      Mandaña had been stimulated by stories of previous Inca explorers who had supposedly found rich islands some six
      hundred leagues to the west. For some these represented the fabulous Ophir of King Solomon although on Benedictus
      Arias Montanus’ World Map of 1571 Ophir was marked on the west coast of South America somewhere in Peru perhaps
      in the vicinity of Callao. In any event when a group of islands was finally discovered they were called the
      Solomon Islands.16
    


    
      In the seventeenth century rumours abounded that there was a large island in the Pacific which was rich in gold
      and inhabited by Jews. The Dutch East Indian Company sent Abel Janszoon Tasman(1603–c.1659) to investigate these
      rumours and to discover the ‘Great South Land’ but his voyage failed to cast light on the matter although he did
      discover Tasmania and New Zealand.17 Right at the outset of British and French exploration Captain Edward Davis, skipper of
      the Bachelor’s Delight discovered a fabulously wealthy island. This was taken to be ‘the coast of Terra
      Australis Incognita’ which by this time had been endowed in the imagination of many people with unimaginable
      wealth. Subsequent attempts to retrace Davis’s island, if such it was, were frustrated by a lack of more precise
      information. Some however formed the view that the island of Tahiti was Davisland and on the island it was
      thought that a white-skinned people were to be found.18 George Robertson master of the Dolphin noted that ‘this race of white people in
      my opinion has a great resemblance to the Jews, which are scattered through all the knowen parts of the
      Earth’.19 This rumour soon spread:
      in 1767 Jean-François-Marie de Surville set off from Port-Louis in Brittany and arrived the following year at the
      mouth of the Ganges. His initial plan was to trade between the French settlements in India and China. But then
      the rumour struck that a fabulously wealthy island had been discovered. As one French observer to all this put
      it: ‘I was in Pondicherry in August 1769 when the rumour spread that an English vessel had found in the South Sea
      a very rich island where among other peculiarities a colony of Jews had been settled’.20 In the last two decades of the seventeenth century the
      great English explorer and adventurer William Dampier (1652–1715) crossed the Pacific twice. According to John
      Campbell’s map of Dampier’s discoveries there was thought to exist a race of Jews in New Guinea ‘suspected to be
      a remnant of the Ten Tribes of Israel’.21
    


    
      The task of understanding the Maoris had not been ignored. Sir George Grey
      (1812–1898) while he was colonial governor of New Zealand supervised the collection of Maori traditions and
      myths. His sense was that these traditions had to be collected as they were about to disappear as were the
      ‘savages’ who held them. Christian civilization and the English language would sweep all before them.21 One way to explain the Maoris’
      temporary military success against British troops was to argue that in fact the Maoris did have certain rather
      impressive innate, inherited racial characteristics after all. This discourse has been productive of many
      theories over the years including ones which traced the descent of the Maoris to the Aryans in India or to the
      peoples of South America. Perhaps the most popular and certainly the most influential of such theories is that
      they were descended from the Lost Ten Tribes of Israel.
    


    
      An early champion of the Israelite theory was the Anglican clergyman Samuel Marsden, (1765–1838). Like many
      British missionaries in the nineteenth century he was of humble origins. Son of a Yorkshire blacksmith he had
      come under the influence of William Wilberforce. As early as 1819, after his second visit to New Zealand, Marsden
      declared that the Maoris had Israelite lineage. His study of the Maoris and of the Jews suggested to him certain
      striking similarities derived in some cases from a pretty negative view of both peoples: a shared trading prowess
      – the Maoris like the Jews would ‘buy and sell anything’; the Maori priest would exhort war parties ‘in a similar
      language to that of the Jewish High Priest of old’; a Maori chief would decapitate an opposing chief who was
      killed in battle ‘as David did to the head of Goliath’; even cannibalism was evoked – on the grounds that Jesus
      had told the Jews ‘he that eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood dwelleth in me and I in him’. Marsden’s somewhat
      inchoate views became widely known and soon other missionaries listed dozens of points at which Jewish and Maori
      practice coincided – from menstruation – related ritual to burial practice.23 No doubt the reason for these efforts was to place the
      unfamiliar and unknown Maoris within the familiar context of Christian knowledge: to replace the unknown ‘other’
      with the known. The attempt to re-type them took in features other than their religion. The very social structure
      of the Maoris was seen as reflecting the tribal structure of ancient Israel. Arthur Thomson,(1816–60) appointed
      assistant army surgeon in 1838, was convinced by his experience with them that the Maoris had Jewish physical
      characteristics – specifically ‘Jewish noses’.24 The idea was soon advanced that the Maoris’ languages too were derived from Semitic sources – perhaps from traders in the Malay peninsula and various supposed
      lexical similarities were found.25
      The general idea was further promoted in Te Ika a Maui: or New Zealand and Its Inhabitants, (1855) by the
      missionary Richard Taylor (1805–73). Taylor compared the Maoris with a number of other groups including the
      Japanese, Polynesians and Malays and concluded ‘that the many points of resemblance in feature, general customs
      and manners may enable us to discover in the widely spread Polynesian race, a remnant of the long-lost tribes of
      Israel and when the time arrives for their restoration from all countries in which they have been dispersed from
      “Hamath and the isles of the sea” that, in that day, it will be found, even to these ends of the world, the
      fearful denunciation of Divine wrath has driven his apostate people, who forsaking the true light given them and
      preferring heathen darkness, here to be suffered to dwell in that darkness, until they had fulfilled their
      appointed times. We have no reason to suppose that when the ten tribes were carried captive by Assyria that they
      were all placed in the same spot … on the contrary we have the denunciation that they should be scattered … and
      we cannot suppose that the mere taking them out of their own land was the termination of their punishment but it
      that it was only the commencement of it …’
    


    
      The two main aspects of the classification of the unknown other were religious and racial. In the context of
      Southern Africa the attempt to type the locals started at the outset of colonial intervention. The Hottentots for
      instance while generally being regarded in completely negative terms – as being devoid of any of the
      characteristics that might have rendered them human, none the less had their very negativity expressed in terms
      which were culled from a biblical source. As Thomas Herbert put it in 1627 ‘The natives being propagated from
      Cham both in their Visages and Natures seem to inherit his malediction.’ Features specific to them – such as
      scarification similarly were put in a biblical context and in 1612 Patrick Copland observed that ‘they cut their
      skinnes like Baal’s priests’.26 Not
      infrequently racial and religious classification merged. This may be seen in the work of a German, Peter Kolb. In
      1705 Kolb was sent to the Cape to make astronomical observations although he did not last long in this job.
      Eventually he turned blind and was dismissed. According to his detractors he spent his time smoking and drinking
      although he claimed – as people often do when slandered in this way – to be doing research. Regaining his vision
      Kolb published a book. The German edition was published in 1719 and was
      subsequently translated into Dutch, English and French. The Present State of the Cape of Good Hope reached
      a very wide audience and for the next fifty years was the definitive account of the religion of the Hottentots.
      Kolb claimed that the customs of the Hottentots were similar to those of the Jews. He enumerated what he saw as
      the similarities between their sacrificial customs their moon festivals, circumcision rites and so on. But he
      also asserted that the Hottentots could be counted among the children of Abraham, that they were of Jewish
      descent. Specifically he maintained that they were descended from Abraham via the troglodytes, issue of his wife
      Chetura (Gen:25:1–4). Further proof of this was adduced from the fact that like the Jews they were so resistant
      to Christianity. An example of this obduracy was provided by an account of the Governor of the Cape, Simon van
      der Stel, who became the legal guardian of a Hottentot, raising the child as a Christian only to be told by his
      ward that he would live and die ‘in the Religion Manners and Customs of My Ancestors’. Recalling this Kolb
      concluded that as well as everything else the Hottentots were as ‘stiff as the Jews’.
    


    
      The Xhosa, one of the most important of the southern African tribes, were viewed in a similar way. It was
      generally assumed that their religious structure had developed from some ancient near-eastern religious system.
      Analysis of their customs, language and religion suggested to Europeans that the Xhosa were in fact the Arabs of
      Southern Africa27 and this view was
      common – that this nomadic and unsettled people were Arabs or Ishmaelitish sons of Abraham’. This designation was
      not always absolute.28 In 1827 an
      English settler in the eastern Cape noted that the Xhosa had religious traditions which included ‘some Mahometan
      and Jewish rites’.29 A
      similar definition was provided by Robert Godlonton, editor of the Graham’s Town Journal who argued that
      it was possible to prove the origin of the Xhosa by reference to their language which he said clearly showed
      ‘traces of its eastern origin in the frequent occurrence of words which are plainly of Hebrew or Arabic
      extraction’. He concluded that as their forefathers had been intruders into the area the Xhosa did not belong in
      South Africa.
    


    
      Following the British annexation of Natal in 1844 the largely British settlers were acutely aware that to the
      north there was a powerful Zulu state with a considerable military capacity and as a result considerable interest
      in Zulu customs and traditions was generated. Serious interest in the Zulus however dates back to the 1830s when a Captain Allen Gardiner had started off from the Cape on a diplomatic
      mission to forge relations with the new Zulu king. Using the opportunity to preach the Gospel Gardiner made every
      attempt to inform himself about this new mission field and particularly to find out about local religions. As he
      explained in his book, Narrative of a Journey to the Zoolu Country in South Africa, what struck him most
      about the religion of the Zulus was the immanent albeit almost forgotten presence of the memory of a supreme
      deity. But immediately he took the customs of the Zulus to be ‘apparently of Jewish origin’. Some of the ones he
      enumerated included circumcision, the tradition of a younger brother marrying the widow of his deceased brother
      (levirate marriage), the daubing of the lintels of homes in times of sickness, the festival of the first-fruits
      and so on. As a way of connecting them with Israelite sacred history while at the same time explaining their
      colour and distance from the traditions set out in the Bible he also mentioned that the name ‘Ham’ was a common
      one among the Zulus.30
    


    
      As British power was extended further east throughout the 1850s the Zulus continued to be identified as Jews.
      Their settled, pastoral life and their religious and social customs were evidence enough of this. G.R.
      Peppercorne, the magistrate of Pafana Location, observed to the Native Affirs Commission that in fact the Zulus
      practised a sort of ancient Judaism: ‘A general type of the customs and laws of the Ama-Zulu may be found in the
      early history of the Hebrews’.30
      Peppercorne suggested that any European who wanted to understand Zulu customs had only to read the Old Testament.
      Zulu polygamy, marriage customs, even attitudes towards work were all described in the appropriate biblical
      passage. Henry Francis Fynn who had established a small Zulu chieftaincy in the 1820s and who had spent decades
      living among them noted: ‘I was surprised to find a considerable resemblance between many of the [Zulu] customs
      and those of the Jews’. These included: ‘War offerings; sin offerings; propitiatory offerings; Festival of first
      fruits … periods of uncleanness, on the decease of relatives and touching the dead; Circumcision; Rules regarding
      chastity; Rejection of swine’s flesh’. Fynn concluded that in view of ‘the nature of semblance of many of their
      customs to those of the ancient Jews, as prescribed under the Levitical priesthood I am led to form the opinion
      that the [Zulu] tribes have been very superior to what they are at the present time’. A more informed view was
      given by John Colenso, a Cambridge educated mathematician who was ordained Bishop of Natal in 1853. Colenso was
      convinced that the two Zulu names for God embraced perfectly the notions of the
      divine ‘contained in the Hebrew words Elohim and Jehovah’.32 So close indeed were the resemblances, according to Colenso, that frequently the point
      was made that anyone who wanted to really understand the Bible had best study Zulu customs. Zulu ‘habits and even
      the nature of their country so nearly correspond to those of the ancient Israelites, that the very scenes are
      brought continually, as it were, before their eyes, and vividly realised in a practical point of view’.
      Practically everything about the Zulus from their lunar calendar to the order of religious feasts seemed to
      reflect an Israelite past. ‘The Zulu keeps his annual feasts, and observes the New Moons as the old Hebrew did.
      The very Zulus have their festivals at the beginning of the Southern Spring and at the end of their Autumn,
      corresponding to the ‘feast of the first fruits’ and the ‘feast of the ingathering’ of the ancient Hebrews.’
    


    
      Soon enough these kinds of ideas were internalised by the Zulus themselves. In 1901 the linguist and magistrate,
      James Stuart, spent a day at the Royal Hotel in Ladysmith interviewing three Zulu elders in an attempt to
      recreate something of the Zulu past. In these conversations one of the Zulus, Lazarus Mxaba, traced Zulu history
      back to ancient Israel and Greece. Many customs of the Zulus maintained Mxaba were common to Jews as well: he
      specifically mentioned the butchering of sacrificial meat and the burning of incense for sacrificial and other
      ritual purposes. These common features proved to Mxaba that there had been contact between the Jews and the Zulus
      in the past. Stuart accepted that such common features existed but could not understand how the Zulus could be
      descended from the Lost Tribes of Israel since they had lost any knowledge of the Godhead. Mxaba pointed out that
      even the Israelites had forgotten their God and started worshipping the Golden Calf; if the Israelites could
      forget in such a short time, clearly it was not surprising that in the course of the centuries the Zulus had
      forgotten too. Stuart mentioned that in fact there were those in Britain who believed that the British too were
      descended from the Lost Tribes: Mxaba wanted to know what points in common existed between the British and the
      Jews. Stuart had no reply. Mxaba was convinced that the Zulus were in fact the lost children of Israel and that
      they would be redeemed when they remembered and starting worshipping their lost and unknown God. As Chidester put
      it: ‘By 1900 the comparison between the Zulus and the Jews had been thoroughly internalised in Zulu reflections
      upon their own religious heritage’.33
    


    
      By the end of the nineteenth century the white conquest of what is today South
      Africa was practically complete and the Ndebele and Shona of what was by then called Rhodesia had also succumbed.
      As white settlers moved into the fertile lands north of the Limpopo they were astonished to discover stone-built
      buildings, old mine workings and most of all the remarkable ruins known as the Great Zimbabwe complex. These
      ruins had first been discovered by a German, Karl Mauch, in 1871. Immediately Mauch declared his conviction that
      these ruins had been erected by the Queen of Sheba and were in fact a copy of Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem and
      that this entire area was the Ophir of the Bible – Solomon’s gold lands. It stood to reason therefore that Jews
      had once lived here and within a short time the Karanga-speaking Shona people and specifically the Lemba tribe
      were being defined in precisely the same way as the Hottentots, Xhosa and Zulus. One settler writer, Richard
      Nicklin Hall, wrote a book about Great Zimbabwe in which he devoted considerable space to the Jewishness of the
      surrounding populations. He made a list of 24 supposed similarities of custom and belief and concluded:
    


    
      ‘Additional parallelisms with Jewish customs could be stated, and all these peculiar practices, together with the
      lighter skin and the Jewish appearance of the Makalanga, distinctly point to the ancient impress of the Idumean
      Jews, which can also be traced on the present peoples of Madagascar and of the coasts of Mozambique and Sofala …
      the Lemba tribe of Makalanga is noted for the preservation and observance of these Jewish practices, which are
      distinctly pre-Koranic in origin.’34
    


    
      Here we see how the supposedly Jewish appearance of the Makalanga was adduced in support of the ethnographic
      proofs. The theme of the physical similarity of Jews to some Africans was frequent in this discourse: of course
      part of the project was racial classification. Some of these constructions of the ‘other’ emanate from a kind of
      anti-Semitic premise. In a 1962 article Raphael Patai referred to the writings of the German scholar Frobenius
      about the Lemba tribe of southern Africa. ‘I could not help being reminded of the impression made upon me by the
      Galician Jews’ wrote Frobenius … Their glances can never detach themselves from the small heap of three-pence
      pieces which was built up before them as a stimulus for their narrative art’.2 Carl Peters, the founder of German East Africa, who was forced to resign from the
      German Imperial Service accused of cruelty to the local population and who retired to British South Africa wrote
      some years earlier of a neighbouring group in Rhodesia: ‘How absolutely Jewish
      is the type of this people! They have faces cut exactly like those of ancient Jews who live around Aden. Also the
      way they wear their hair, the curls behind the ears, and the beard drawn out in single curls, gives them the
      appearance of Aden – or of Polish – Jews of the good old type’.3 And even Jews came up with the same kind of comment as in the case of Sidney
      Mendelssohn, the mining magnate, who wrote an essay ‘Judaic or Semitic Legends and customs Amongst South African
      Natives’ which was published in the Journal of the African Society. He noted that often in the mines he
      had seen ‘in the great sea of black faces … men of such an unmistakable Jewish cast of features that I have
      almost felt inclined to greet them as strangers in a strange land’.35
    


    
      Rounding Africa we arrive at the great island of Madagascar. A considerable literature was produced in the
      nineteenth century on the supposed Jewish origin of some of the island’s population. This literature entered the
      popular discourse but originated from scholars. One such was the French Madagascar expert Alfred Grandidier,
      another Augustus Keane, a one time professor of Hindustani at University College London. They both claimed that
      there were great links between Madagascar and the ancient Jews. In the Gold of Ophir, Whence Brought and by
      Whom (1901) Keane argued that Madagascar had been the off shore base for the colony of Havilah with Tarshish
      its port of entry and that Madagascar had links with ancient Israel ‘certainly as early as the time of Solomon
      and possibly even during the reign of his father David’. Grandidier’s monumental work Histoire Physique,
      Naturelle et Politique de Madagascar also published in 1901 made similar claims arguing that the parts of the
      local population were descended from Jewish settlers of Biblical times. Such views continued to be expressed
      throughout the twentieth century: a suggestion that substantial traces of Hebrew were to be found in Malagasy was
      made in L’hébreu à Madagascar by Jospeh Briant published in 1946.36
    


    
      A little further up the coast of Africa the general discourse enthusiastically endorsed this idea and added, as
      we have seen, that the biblical land of gold, Havilah, was in fact ‘the mineralised region between the Zambezi
      and the Limpopo’ and that ‘the ancient gold workings of this region were first opened and the associated
      monuments erected by the South Arabian Himyarites, (that is Arabs) followed in the time of Solomon by the Jews
      and Phoenicians’.
    


    
      If the underlying reasons for this discourse were gauntly secular and in part economic they were also associated
      with the views used to explain certain populations throughout Africa.36 Further yet up the coast similar views
      were expressed about the Masai an east-African pastoral people of Kenya and northern Tanzania. It is interesting
      to note that in the case of the Masai the chief work exploring these ideas was written within a year or two of
      the main contributions on Madagascar and Zimbabwe, mentioned above, but were written by a German, indeed by a
      German officer, M. Merker. In his detailed and carefully researched work Merker believed that he had found
      significant parallels between the Masais’ myths and customs and those of the biblical Hebrews. Merker discovered
      parallels between the beliefs and customs of the ancient Jews including similarities in the names of God, in
      circumcision; in a belief in the figure of Moses (whom Merker identified with the Masai Marumi or Musana); and in
      a variety of legends which included the stories of the creation of the world, Adam and Eve and the fall; the
      story of the flood; the theft of the birthright; the bronze serpent; the ten commandments. He concluded that both
      the Masai and the “oldest” Hebrews originated from the same people.38
    


    
      One part of the discourse imposed upon new and unknown societies a construction of the other which colonists had
      brought with them from Europe. This in essence was to try and explain indigenous religions as well as indigenous
      racial types from the analogy of religious systems and racial types which were known to them. To mediaeval Europe
      the two most obvious forms of the religious ‘other’ were Jews and Muslims. This was to give rise to a two-sided
      construction: the Moor was one of its aspects and stood more or less for wild tribalism and a state of fairly but
      not entirely irredeemable savagery; the Jew was the other aspect and stood usually for a more evolved but still
      sadly deficient and degenerated state of being. But in both cases so many diverse meanings are hidden beneath the
      surface of the image that often the image is ambiguous and contradictory. None the less it is clear from this
      analysis that the imposition of a known other in the form of the Jew or the Moor on strange peoples was a
      phenomenon in Europe – and one that not only involved colonial countries like Britain and France but others such
      as Germany too.39 Some of the
      effects of this mythic construction upon the development of non-European societies will be set out in the
      following chapters.
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      As we have seen, Western Christians, perhaps most acutely British and American evangelicals, were prone to see
      traces of the Bible everywhere. As missionaries and others encountered exotic peoples a discourse was frequently
      entered into which potentially served white, western interests in a variety of ways. One such was to single out a
      particular minority from the mass, to argue that this group was in some way connected with the Israelites of old
      and to attribute to this minority moral characteristics which were rather close to the self-image held by
      Englishmen at the time. It should be noted that the supposed moral kinship of the English and the Jews has a long
      history and one that cannot be dealt with here. Suffice it to say that in evangelical circles, particularly, a
      kind of philo-Semitism allied with a fulsome self-regard created the kind of idea expressed by James Finn
      (1806–72) who was British consul in Jerusalem from 1845–1862: ‘From the effect of their domestic morality’ he
      wrote ‘and family affections, these (the Jews) were the people who could best afford to look an Englishman
      straight in the face’.1 Some Jews and
      other minorities exhibiting these admirable traits would then be targeted by missionaries and sometimes given
      educational help. These people could then, at least in principle, be used in the struggle against the majority.
      In the case of China and the Far East generally this propensity was compounded by the ignorance of Chinese
      society which prevailed at the time: as late the eighteenth century it is doubtful if any Englishman could read a
      Chinese text. Any way of explicating this vast, complex and alien society – by comparison with more readily
      understandable peoples, for instance – was readily seized upon.2
    


    
      It is no doubt the case that for centuries speculation persisted that the Lost
      Tribes were to be found in the East. It is not surprising therefore that the Congregationalist missionary,
      Cambridge educated, who arrived in Boston in 1631, believed that ‘fruitful India are Hebrewes, that
      famous civil (though Idolatrous) nation of China are Hebrewes, so Japonia.’3 Menasseh ben Israel was of the firm conviction that
      the Land of Sinim mentioned in the Book of Isaiah (49:12) from where some of the Lost Tribes would eventually
      return was none other than China and it became a prevalent theory that the American Indians – themselves in part
      remnants of the Lost Tribes – were descended in very ancient times from Chinese Jews. A nineteenth century
      Russian churchman even suggested that the Jews arrived in China before the birth of Moses!4 This discourse existed elsewhere too: When Joseph Wolff
      was in Central Asia in the 1840s he was told that the Jews of Samarkand had a tradition that the Lost Tribes were
      to be found in Chinese territory.5
    


    
      Throughout the world, as we have seen, Western travelers, colonists, missionaries and others found similarities
      between remote people and the Jews. In the context of China the fabrication of such similarities was common
      enough. By way of illustration, Israel’s Messenger, a Shanghai Jewish paper, reported in 1921 that a
      certain Mr. G.E. Sokolsky ‘delivered an interesting lecture on the fascinating subject, “Some Similarities
      Between the Jews and the Chinese” at a meeting in 1921 of the Literary Circle of the Shanghai Zionist
      Association. Among other things, the speaker wondered ‘what influence the Jews exerted on the Chinese in the old
      days when the Jew carried cotton from Egypt to China and the Chinese transported silk from their country to the
      Jews?’6 Others, however, took the
      idea of similarities between the Chinese and the Jews much further.
    


    
      The missionaries active in West China found all manner of traces of the Lost Tribes. One of them observed that
      several missionaries ‘whose rigorous training in Bible Studies, and lack of knowledge about social customs among
      other peoples, led them to imagine that they had found in West China significant survivals of the Biblical
      traditions that occupied so much of their thinking. Particularly there was ‘a missionary in Kweichow who believed
      he had found some old Hebrew practices among the Nosu and he also cited another one who claimed to have found
      among the Miao people an ancient song which described the Flood, the building of the Tower of Babel and the
      ensuing confusion of tongues and then went on to state their racial origin’.7
    


    
      On 18th January, 1923, a devout Scots missionary by the name of Rev. Thomas
      Torrance8 read a paper to the North
      China branch of the Royal Asiatic Society in Shanghai in which he described the beliefs of the Ch’iang people
      among whom he had been working.9
      Torrance had first come across the Ch’iang in 1918. In 1920 he wrote his first article about them: ‘The History,
      Customs and Religion of the Ch’iang, an aboriginal People of West China’ published by the Shanghai
      Mercury. I have not been able to find a copy of this but it may be assumed that the basic ideas are those
      found in his lecture. His lecture described the time he had spent in a remote part of western China between the
      province of Szechuan and Tibet working among ‘a number of tribes who are little known to the outside world. These
      are the great Rong with their five states, the wild Goloks, the sleek Sifan, the cross-bred Bolotsze, the
      thieving Hehshui people, the warlike Nosu or Lolos and the sturdy Ch’iang.’10
    


    
      The Ch’iang, already in this opening description clearly his favourite group, were described by Torrance as a
      ‘pastoral, farming folk, the remnant of a once great nation … they live in flat roofed, biblical looking stone
      houses … the most wonderful thing about the Ch’iang, next to their long existence as a separate people, is their
      religion. It is purely monotheistic and has remained so from time immemorial, in spite of the oppressions and
      contemptuous treatment of their idolatrous neighbours. This purity of religious belief forms at once a strong
      link of sympathy between us and them … we view with a profound feeling of respect such manly qualities of
      character as have made them stand so well the test of time and we come to the study of their religious customs
      with an unequalled earnestness, because here we see them come down to us from the earliest antiquity. No
      Pharaoh’s tomb, no cuneiform library, and no foundation of Judean city are more curious or fascinating than this
      hoary ritual of these simple high-landers … The fact of finding monotheists in China is in itself a remarkable
      thing in a country that has gone wholly over to idolatry. The early though qualified monotheism of the Chinese
      pales beside it in interest. Despised, persecuted, broken, here are the residue of a race who have never bowed
      the knee to Baal, or forsaken the faith of their fathers’.
    


    
      The difference between the Chinese and the Ch’iang, claimed Torrance, is ‘subtle but real’. It might be compared
      with the difference of ‘spiritual conception’ which separated ‘Esau from Jacob, King Saul from King David’.
    


    
      In addition to being ‘manly’ the Ch’iang were described as ‘cautious’
      responding to kindness, ‘clean’, ‘moral’, ‘strong’ and ‘free’. But even more significantly the colour white
      imbued them with a sense of awe. ‘White’ he noted ‘is regarded as significant of good and black of evil. A white
      man is their synonym for one who is just and upright; a black man literally denotes a blackguard. Accordingly,
      their mode of worshipping God, they call THE WHITE RELIGION.’ (capitals in original)
    


    
      His description of Ch’iang rituals, of the ritual sacrifice of animals ‘without spot and blemish’, of the
      sanctification of the lamb, of white sacrificial robes, sacred groves, purification rituals, moon festivals, of
      days of sacrifice ‘reckoned Sabbaths’, scapegoat ceremonies (he uses the Hebrew term ‘Azazel’), the use of
      unleavened bread, are all redolent of the Bible and of the religious practices of the ancient Israelites.
      Somewhat inconveniently the Ch’iang neither abstained from pork and other non-kosher foods nor did they
      circumcise their young. ‘Yet’ proclaimed Torrance ‘their own judicial regulations often correspond to those in
      the Old Testament’. Needless to say ‘The first question asked by those who hear of their monotheistic faith and
      sacrificial customs is: are they not part of the Lost Ten Tribes of Israel? When this is denied the second
      follows hard on it: are they then not Jewish proselytes? The points of likeness between the Ch’iang religion and
      the Jewish are so many and intimate that the questions are natural’. However Torrance’s conclusions at the time
      of this Shanghai lecture are somewhat different. Clearly he admires the Ch’iang (‘the soul of the man is dead who
      cannot love them’) and thinks of them as special. He knows that they are a people with an ancient lineage. He
      concludes therefore not that the Ch’iang have derived their religion from the Jews but that the Jews have derived
      their religion in remote times from the Ch’iang: in other words that the fountain head of Western religion was to
      be found in Torrance’s own parish. This very empowering view was not entirely consistent. Even at this stage in
      the development of his ideas on the subject, the Ch’iang were practically Jewish. Firm in his Christian belief
      that the Gospel should be brought ‘to the Jew first and then to the Gentile’ he concludes that ‘because of their
      resemblance to the former [they] have a strong claim to missionary priority. Some time ago the writer felt this
      so strongly that he sent an evangelist among them. Now there are two, both supported by Christians at home’. It
      is worth noting that Torrance made his views clear to the Ch’iang themselves. One observer who spent years in the
      area noted ‘This fiction created by Mr. Torrance and his aides only helped
      increase the rebellious spirit of the Ch’iang converts, which led to even more ruthless oppression by the Chinese
      a few years later’.11
    


    
      In the vast sea of Chinese the Rev. Torrance then had found common cause with a people professing ‘the white
      religion’, the forbears in his view of the religion of whites in his day. Torrance did not quite stick to his
      guns. In 1934 he gave a similar lecture on the Ch’iang for the West China Border Research Society which appeared
      in its journal and advanced somewhat similar views.12 But with the publication of his book China’s First Missionaries: Ancient
      Israelites (London, 1937) he took the view – one that he had skirted around in China – that the Ch’iang were
      actually descended from the Jews. ‘The purpose of the following chapters’ he wrote ‘is to describe the customs
      and religious observances of a colony of people descended from the Israelitish settlers who came to the Western
      borderlands of China’. In subsequent lectures he developed the idea further: the Jews had been appointed by the
      Almighty as missionaries to teach the world monotheism and those missionaries that got as far as China became the
      Ch’iang. In his last article the Ch’iang have become quite literally ‘West China Jews’, photographs purport to
      show their Semitic features and a photograph of a Ch’iang village is captioned: ‘A typical Jewish village’.
    


    
      Torrance’s 1937 book made quite a splash. It was hailed as ‘the greatest missionary book of the century’ by the
      Scottish Geographical Magazine while The English Churchman and St. James’ Chronicle opined ‘these
      twentieth century tribes are perpetuating today the actual customs of the Israelites who were contemporary with
      Elijah, Amos and Hosea … How strange that we should have to go to the Chinese-Tibet borderland for the latest
      confirmation of the Divine Book’. The Times Literary Supplement observed somewhat chillingly in view of
      the fact that this was, after all, 1937: ‘A close study of their rites and customs has enabled Mr. Torrance to
      establish the identity of the Ch’iang people and to trace their history … Mr. Torrance’s conclusions are
      confirmed by the illustrations to the text which show convincingly Jewish types’.
    


    
      This discourse did what discourses do best: it kept moving. In our own times the case of the Ch’iang has been
      linked with other Judaising movements in the East. Indeed the speculations of Christian missionaries have been
      substantially adopted by Jews eager to find the remnant of Israel. Specifically, the ideas of Torrance – but not
      the ideas of others who have worked on the religious ideas of the Ch’iang and quite discredited Torrance13 – have been taken up by some Jews notably by Rabbi Eliyahu Avihail and his Amishav ((My People Returns)
      organisation. Rabbi Avihail has known about the Ch’iang for some time. In 1985, an article in the Hong Kong
      Jewish Chronicle entitled ‘The Lost Tribes – Found in Asia’ presents the possibility that the Ch’iang are
      descendants of the Lost Tribes and mentioned Amishav’s interest in them and the possibility of an expedition
      being mounted to visit the Ch’iang.14 Finally he was able to visit them in 1998. He now believes that the Ch’iang are not
      only of Jewish origin but the source of other Jewish-seeming groups in the East. ‘The Ch’iang also have a
      tradition of sacrificial offerings in purity, levirate marriage, etc. During the sacrificial offering they
      mounted twelve flags besides the altar representing their national forefathers (Tribes of Israel?). In times of
      trouble they called on a God names Yahve.’15 According to Avihail several hundred years ago the Ch’iang, with their Jewish customs
      and their undoubtedly Hebraic Godhead fled to Burma where these Jewish practices took root among the Karen and
      then spread to other Burmese ethnic entities. As we examine the evolution of a similar discourse in Burma it will
      be seen that a similar phenomenon occurs: a Christian missionary and colonial discourse is taken up in its
      entirety by Jewish organisations and individuals.
    


    
      The first ‘authentic’ Jew to spend any time in Burma, as far as we know, was a certain Shlomo Reinmann, a native
      of Galicia, who arrived in Rangoon in 1852 with the British army. Within five years however there were sufficient
      Jews – Baghdadi and Bene Israel Jews serving the Raj – to warrant the construction of a small synagogue in the
      city – the Matzmiah Yeshurun.16 But long before this actual Jewish presence had been established western missionaries
      active in the country had formed the view that a particular Burmese ethnic group was itself of Jewish extraction.
      This view is still held by some people and, as will be shown, has some bearing on the claims to Jewishness of
      many thousands of people on the Burmese – Indian border some of whom have already emigrated to Israel.
    


    
      The Burmese group which was subjected to this reading of local traditions was the Karen people which Rabbi
      Avihail, whom we have mentioned above, considers descendants of the Ch’iang.17 Why were the Karens supposed by missionaries and others
      to have anything to do with Jews? Part of the answer, no doubt, has to do with the mechanics of colonization. In
      much the same way as we have seen in the case of the Ch’iang – a particular, often ‘loyal’, minority was picked
      out and was perceived to have strikingly superior characteristics. A way of
      explaining the group’s ‘superior’ ability was to imagine their origins outside the locus of the inferior majority
      and to place it in some sense within the sacred history of the colonial power.
    


    
      Thus it was that ‘the loyal Karens of Burma’ as one British official of the Bengal Civil Service called them in a
      book of that name achieved a special status in British eyes. According to an Indian journalist, no doubt imbued
      with the ethos of the Raj, writing several decades later, the loyal Karens had proved themselves in the most
      concrete of ways: proportionately they had contributed more troops to British forces during the First World War
      than any other group in Burma and later their irregulars were particularly active in the suppression of the
      Burmese rebellion in 1931–2.18
      Their loyalty too was mixed with nothing less than reverence for the white colonists. As the first Karen convert
      to Christianity put it: ‘Through the goodness of God, my nation, sons of the forest and children of poverty,
      ought to praise thy nation, the white foreigners, exceedingly; and we ought to obey your orders …’19
    


    
      This favoured group, as our Bengali civil servant expressed it, was not of indigenous stock. ‘The skin is
      naturally fair, like that of the Chinese; and the features of those of pure blood are Caucasian in type – a
      characteristic which has been deemed by some to support their claim to have been one of the Lost Tribes of
      Israel.’20
    


    
      The Karen were not only perceived as being racially superior: their very traditions seemed almost British in
      nature. Their religious practices were considered so akin to British ones that they ‘could be recited with
      propriety in any Christian church in England’. Their culture, too, was reminiscent of British culture: ‘their
      music is nearly all wild and plaintive like that of the Scottish and Welsh highlanders’.21
    


    
      The Karens’ account of their origins – that they were from the River of Running Sand – no doubt served as a
      springboard for all sorts of speculation. This was a people with a mysterious past. Quite clearly there were
      striking and seductive similarities between Karen legends and those of the Jewish scriptures: one such example
      was the Karen story of creation which ‘was almost parallel to the Mosaic account in Genesis’. These similarities
      were not evident however to the first Christian missionaries active in Burma. This was perhaps because the
      Catholics who were the first to arrive paid little or no attention to the Karen. Indeed it appears that the first
      mention of the Karen in any of the missionary literature was only in 1827.22 As Dr. Francis Mason, the missionary and translator,
      laments, the great missionaries who had passed this way – Xavier, Swartz, Carey
      had all been ignorant of this people. The first to observe the Karen and to note the resemblances between them
      and the Israelites were the Baptist missionaries who had been forced to move to the coastal province of
      Tenasserim with the outbreak of the first Anglo-Burmese War (1824–6).
    


    
      The British Baptist Missionary Society had been active briefly in Burma from about 1807 to 1813, but subsequently
      the mission was handed over to the American Baptists. Francis Mason of the American Baptist Foreign Mission
      Society arrived in Burma in 1814 and in time became convinced that the Karen were part of the Lost Tribes. He had
      certainly reached this conclusion by 1833: on December 6th of that year he communicated his beliefs to the
      Government from his headquarters at Tenasserim.23 The opening words of his account of missionary endeavours among the Karen set the
      scene: ‘Often perhaps had the Christian voyager gazed on the rocky promontories of Burmah, crowned with their
      whitened pagodas, that glow amid the eternal verdure of tropical climes; but he little thought that ‘the misty
      mountain tops’ in the distance, threw their shadow over the dwellings of a people that generation after
      generation had charged their posterity never to worship idols’.24
    


    
      If the Karen scorn for idols was balm to a missionary so was their legend of a lost written language and a lost
      book. What could this lost book be but the Bible? As Smeaton told the story in 1887 ‘They believed that God, who
      had cursed the Karen for losing the written Word, would certainly call upon them some day – near or distant, they
      knew not – to say how much they remembered of it; and that the blessing to each would be apportioned according to
      the care with which its words and truths had been treasured up’.25 And where was this remarkable body of tradition from, asked Harry Ignatious
      Marshall, another American Baptist missionary: ‘Was it their independent possession from the beginning of time,
      their only relic from a more vigorous and highly civilized past when as they explained, they had not yet lost
      their book? Or had it been borrowed from another people whom they had met in the course of their wanderings from
      their northern birthplace to their present home? Some of the early missionaries including Dr. Mason, thought that
      the Karen might be found to be the lost tribes of Israel or, if not actually descended from Abraham, that they
      had received instruction from colonies of Jews, who were supposed to have spread to the East in ancient times’.
    


    
      Marshall went on in his book, The Karen people of Burma, to discuss
      where this Jewish influence could have come from: ‘the story of the creation among these people has such marked
      parallelism with the Hebraic story that, even though its origin has not been traced, we find it difficult to
      avoid the suspicion that it came from an Hebraic source, being carried by some wandering story-teller or unknown
      missionary only to become incorporated into the tribal belief of the Karen along with their own primitive
      mythology’.26
    


    
      Above all it was the cult of the High God Ywa – reminiscent of the Hebrew Yahweh which excited Christians and
      later Jews and inspired them with the certainty that here must be some long lost relic of the ancient religion of
      the Hebrews.27 Marshall found
      particular significance in the fact that the Karen prophets of Ywa were ‘at enmity with’ the other Karen priests
      who dealt with the spirits. In 1847 a Catholic priest, Father Plaisant, described one of these Ywa cults: the
      Karen priest he asserted was associated with an old woman of remarkable piety: ‘both wore white garments and
      dwelt in the temple, bu do, where at new and full moon they led public rites before an altar. Asperging the
      congregation with holy water before they entered the … priest offered rice, water, betel leaf, and areca nut and
      chanted invocations to Ywa’.28
    


    
      According to Father Plaisant, the early Baptist missionaries had got it about right : Ywa created the earth, He
      made man and all living creatures, He was omniscient, omnipotent, perfect and eternal. According to the priest,
      in the days after the creation Ywa set aside the Book of Gold for the Karen who failed to come and get it. It was
      therefore entrusted to his younger White Brother. ‘Thereafter … the latter obligingly built a boat for Ywa and
      transported him across the ocean, whence Ywa ascended to heaven. In their sacred songs, the Karen look forward to
      the return of the White Brother and their book, as well as to the advent of Ywa ….’29
    


    
      Stern notes that this general characterization of Ywa is no doubt the product of a Christian reading of the Ywa
      traditions. It is interesting to note that the Baptists projected the idea of Ywa as Yahweh or Jehovah while the
      Catholic Plaisant introduced a reflection of the Virgin Mary into the frame by giving Ywa a wife and subsequently
      a son. It is the son who takes on the character of the Saviour who dies and comes back to life. The perception of
      the Karens as people within the colonists’ own field of ethnic and sacred history spread beyond missionary
      circles. In The Karens of the Golden Chersonese (1876) Lieut-Colonel A.R. McMahon of the Madras Staff
      Corps and Deputy Commissioner in British Burma followed Mason in pointing out
      that occasionally Karen could be found with rather European features: in support of this he quoted a British
      doctor who had published an article in the Journal of Indian Archeology (v. 6) which pointed to their long
      Caucasian faces and straight noses. McMahon viewed their religion as ‘Noachic’ – as a a primitive form of
      monotheism and stressed their belief in ‘the existence of a Supreme Being, God eternal, the creator of heaven and
      earth and all things’.30
    


    
      According to Stern their identification as Israelites lent a certain stature to the Karen in their own eyes: they
      could now claim to be part of the sacred history of some of the great nations of the world.31
    


    
      As far as I can judge the first time the identification of the Karens as Israelites was given serious attention
      by Jews was in the 1930s. In a Bombay Jewish journal The Jewish Tribune of April 1934 appeared the first
      of a series of articles written by a member of the Bene Israel – an indigenous Indian Jewish community from the
      Bombay area – by the name of J.E. Joshua.32 Joshua, who was based in Rangoon but about whom I have not been able to discover
      anything else, entitled his article ‘The lost Jews of Burma’. ‘They live in forests and villages and hills,’ he
      wrote. ‘They hunt animals, grow paddy and keep elephants …. In fact, the Chinese Jews, who originally migrated
      from Persia to China, are to-day within the confines of the land of golden pagodas, spirits and white elephants
      but known as Karens.’33
    


    
      The Ywa traditions Joshua, too, connected with the Hebrew word Yahweh. Joshua quotes Karen poetry in support of
      the essential monotheism of the Karen religion:
    


    
      God is unchangeable, eternal
    


    
      He was in the beginning of the world
    


    
      God is endless and eternal
    


    
      He existed at the beginning of the world
    


    
      God is truly unchangeable and eternal
    


    
      He existed in ancient time at the beginning of the world
    


    
      The life of God is endless
    


    
      As Joshua put it, among the traditions of the Karens may be found ‘all the familiar accounts of the creation of
      the world, the first earthly couple, the temptation and fall, the deluge, the dispersal of mankind after the
      building of the Tower of Babel.’34
    


    
      Joshua insisted that ‘there is nothing extant to show that these traditions may have been introduced from an
      outside agency, particularly a Hebraic source. The only Jews then occupying a
      neighbouring country were the Chinese Jews who were greatly assimilated.’ It had been suggested that the
      Portuguese may have introduced some of these ideas but Joshua dismissed this idea on the grounds that the
      Portuguese limited their brief stay in the sixteenth century to Rangoon. When Christian missionaries arrived in
      Burma the Karens knew nothing of Christianity so the source, as Joshua notes, could not have been Christianity.
      In addition the more remote Karen communities were from Rangoon and the ports, the greater their knowledge of
      these traditions.
    


    
      Joshua notes that ‘it is not without significance that the holy task of returning the Lost Book, the treasure and
      hope of the Karens, was entrusted to the white man. It obviously made a subtle distinction for not entrusting
      this task to their darker neighbours, the Burmese, the Talaings, the Chinese and the Indians.’
    


    
      This is the tradition:
    


    
      With buffalo horn Ywa sounds the note;
    


    
      A white man steers the golden boat;
    


    
      Father call with trumpet tone
    


    
      Of itself the boat comes on.
    


    
      The ivory trumpet Ywa will blow;
    


    
      Hearing, following, noon, night, go
    


    
      When Ywa blows the horn, obey
    


    
      Noon or night make no delay
    


    
      Used as a bulwark against the attractions of Buddhism, this and other traditions were not so useful against the
      missionaries. As Joshua points out the Christian missionaries ‘did not hesitate to pose as the long expected
      white Brother and this tradition was fruitfully utilized to gain new adherents for Christianity. The Karens of
      the hills and villages learnt with undisguised pleasure from the first Karen convert, Ko Tha Byn, that the White
      brother, Rev. Boardman, had arrived. Delegates composing of their elders enthusiastically accompanied him to see
      Mr. Boardman’.35
    


    
      At about the time when Joshua was writing the Karens made up the majority of the Christians of Burma comprising,
      according to the Census of 1931, 218,790 souls out of a total of 331,106. However the mass of the Karens who
      numbered 1,367,673 at this point largely followed their traditional religious system.
    


    
      Joshua’s account of the history and religion of the Karens was identical to
      that found in missionary sources. Indeed most of it was lifted intact from earlier missionary accounts. His view
      of the Karens’ human qualities is identical too. The Karen were loyal and in addition they were ‘honest, fair and
      unobtrusive, quiet, reserved and simple in habits and manners’. Joshua’s conclusions, however, are somewhat
      different. Would not the Karen indeed make suitable converts to Judaism? Joshua was aware of the difficulties
      this posed within Judaism but as he saw it the contemporary circumstances of Jews in the world certainly
      justified a new policy: without probably having any link with the groups advocating a kind of universal Judaism
      in Palestine and elsewhere, he had come to similar conclusions. ‘Without denying that … Judaism frowns at
      conversion … yet in modern times a relaxation of this rule became unavoidable in respect of the Marranos of Spain
      and the dark Jews of Abyssinia. The Karens by nature of their Jewish origin, rightly belong to this family of
      Neo-Jews …’36
    


    
      What of the impact of all this on the Karen themselves? Theodore Stern has shown that pre-colonial Karen religion
      was highly charged with its own millenarian expectation and that the messianic character of early nineteenth
      century Baptist belief played to that expectation. He also notes that the Karen as simple hill people are not
      alone in casting envious glances at the rich civilizations of the plains and ‘viewing their humble condition
      against the splendour of their lowland neighbours they have nourished legends of past glory, when they too dwelt
      in walled cities and possessed writing’.37 Today there are few echoes of specifically Judaic Messianism among the Karen but in
      Burma, and particularly in the region of Tiddim, such ideas are alive and well. As this book is being written a
      Jewish interpretation of Karen traditions is being used to prove that such traditions are connected with the
      aspirations of a quite different group – the Shinlung – to be considered a lost tribe of Israel and their Jewish
      seeming traditions have thus taken on a new importance.
    


    
      This development among the Shinlung is one of the most remarkable Judaising movements of recent times and
      involves a number of groups of people from north-east India and Burma and mainly from Assam, Mizoram and Manipur.
      The group of people involved in this extraordinary development includes Chins, Lushais, Kukis and Mizos. Some of
      this group have recently found their way to a Jewish identity and indeed several hundred have formally converted
      to Orthodox Judaism.38 Many
      thousand more quite clearly practise an Orthodox type of Judaism: this is to
      say they practise a religion which, while not being accepted by orthodox Jews as Judaism, has essential features
      in common with it and aspirations to belong to the mainstream of Jewish life and practice. Those who have found
      their way to an Israelite identity and an identification with Judaism are usually referred to as Shinlung and I
      shall use this term for them here. For the most part the Shinlung do not see themselves as converts in the usual
      sense of the term: like other such groups – one might cite the Telugu speaking Jews of Andhra Pradesh who believe
      themselves to be descended from the Tribe of Ephraim39 – they believe that they are historically of Jewish descent.
    


    
      Until recently there was very limited contact between the Shinlung and the other Jewish communities of India.
      When I first came across them in 1985 there was a small number of their young people studying in Bombay at the
      ORT school where they had contact with Bene Israel and other Indian Jews. At the time and no doubt still today
      the Bene Israel and other Indian Jews were pretty sceptical about their claims.
    


    
      It seems altogether likely that in this area as elsewhere the strident identification with Judaism owes much to
      the activity of missionaries in the region as two researchers (Weil and Samra) have already suggested. In 1813
      William Carey of the British Serampore Baptist Mission went to Assam with the intention of converting the
      Assamese to Christianity. He succeeded in converting a few Khasi in the Shella district of the Khasi Hills and a
      few more in the Brahmaputra valley where the Mission established a church.40 In 1819 Carey translated the New Testament into
      Assamese and by 1833 had completed the translation of the whole Bible although both translations were more or
      less unintelligible to the Assamese. The Serampore Mission had the support of David Scott, the Commissioner of
      Assam, but none the less it was forced to abandon its work in 1836. American Baptists took over their mission for
      a while but it was taken under the wing of the Welsh Mission in 1841. Until 1874 when Assam (including Manipur)
      achieved provincial status it was administered by the British as part of Bengal. The Assam or Brahmaputra Valley
      was basically Hindu but the hills were the preserve of the hill tribes who from 1823 on were gradually brought
      under British control.41 In 1890
      Manipur was brought under full British paramountcy as a result of the the Chin-Lushai expedition and the
      Anglo-Manipur War, and Christian missions began fully operating in the
      territory of present-day Mizoram and Manipur. The missions who were principally active in the area were English
      and Welsh Methodists, Welsh Presbyterians, and English and American Baptists.42 The missions here were massively successful: by 1951
      there were almost 180,000 converts to Christianity in Mizoram and almost 100,000 in Manipur. By 1981 some 83% of
      the population of Mizoram – some 400,000 people and some 30% of the population of Manipur had converted to some
      form of Christianity.43 According
      to this census in 1981 there were 2,581,000 Christians in the entire region of Northeast India.44 By and large these converts were drawn from the
      so-called tribal class which eventually became predominantly Christian. The Protestant evangelical Christianity
      which penetrated these areas has been perceived as a particularly effective tool in the cultural and religious
      context of the area. It has been argued that the Lushai in particular were especially susceptible to this
      prophetic, ecstatic, revivalist, speaking-in-tongues kind of missionary effort but it appears to have been pretty
      effective throughout the area. Messianic activity was engendered by the missions some of which as in the case of
      the Kachar Nagas, was directed against the British as well as the Kukis.45 The best known of the revivalist missions which adopted
      a syncretistic blend of traditional and Christian belief and praxis was that of Pau Chin Hau in the Chin Hills
      which started at the beginning of the twentieth century and finally resulted in the Christianisation of the local
      population. No doubt the success of the missionaries may be attributed in some measure to the inroads of
      modernity into the area in the wake of the British conquest. The old autonomous self-sufficient village culture
      disintegrated throughout the nineteenth century under the impact of the outside world.46
    


    
      The missions were successful in almost completely eradicating the traditions of the tribals: my late colleague
      von Fürer-Haimendorff recalled the concern of an elderly Naga villager: ‘the Christians say all of us who worship
      our gods will go to hell … I had a wife who was so good. She died some time ago. Has she been put to fire?’47 The message of the Gospel: the
      universal love of God seemed to be a preferable ideology to that of Hinduism which if it incorporated tribals at
      all would have done so at the lower end of the caste system. The fact that the British overlords also subscribed
      to this religion also gave it added lustre. As Samra points out the efforts of the missionaries to create written
      languages with a Roman script from the languages and dialects of the region further alienated the local population from the surrounding cultures while the educational opportunities
      provided by the missions proved a conduit to increased identification with the West. Turning their backs on their
      own culture the first native Christians soon started to denigrate tribal traditions – indeed to recall them with
      disgust. On the other hand the spread of the Christian faith generated the spread of new religious movements
      which have been described as ‘products of Christianity’ some of which invoked and elaborated the religious
      traditions of the past. As Samra notes: ‘Groups which identify the ancestors of the Chin, Kuki and Mizo tribes
      with the lost tribes of Israel fall within this category. While they retain the biblical world view learned
      through the missionaries, these groups manage to restore some dignity to their ancestors. Rather than viewing
      their forebears as ‘head-hunting savages’ such groups find that their ancestors displayed many admirable
      qualities and values similar to those taught by the missionaries’.48
    


    
      As Weil has noted the relative ease which marked the transference from traditional religion to Christianity also
      marked for many of the same people what she calles the ‘double conversion’ to Judaism. As Weil puts it: ‘In the
      past 40 years groups of people in Mizoram, Manipur and Tiddim have started observing Judaic practices – in the
      belief that Jewish customs and the Jewish faith are compatible with – indeed are one and the same – as indigenous
      tribal religion. Their link to Judaism is through a lost Israelite claim associated with millenarian beliefs
      which, ironically, may have been introduced to them through Christianity’.49 There is no real irony here however. The world of the
      Bible had been introduced into this area by missionaries since the beginning of the nineteenth century and local
      people made of it what they did. That the idea of an Israelite identity was the direct result of missionary
      intervention in the area is entirely beyond any question. One of the ways in which the idea might first have been
      introduced is through British Israelitism: the widespread notion that the British themselves were of Jewish
      ancestry. In 1936 J.B. Smart of Bangalore reported to the Indian-Jewish journal The Jewish Tribune that
      ‘many Protestant Ministers are now preaching that the British are the Lost Ten Tribes – It is a fact.’50
    


    
      By whatever mechanism it seems clear that in the case of the Shinlung the idea that they had traits in common
      with the Israelites of old was one which as elsewhere was suggested by missionaries. No doubt the Shinlung were
      receptive to this notion because of the respect they already had for Israelite history and institutions which
      had been taught them by the missionaries. One early missionary among the
      Shinlung is quoted as having said ‘You look like the descendants of the Jews … But your faces are not like the
      Jews, you look a bit different. But you have the same way of doing things …. You are nearer to them than we white
      people …’ The same missionary noted: ‘Your way of living, custom, culture are like it is said in the Bible. In
      the Bible it’s written – do this, don’t do this. These are already taught by your ancestors. There are no other
      people like you in the world’.51 By
      1936 the revivalist Saichhunga had internalised this message and was claiming that the Mizos were ‘the lost
      tribals of Israel’ : no doubt Israelite tribal society had a particular appeal to the tribal society of the
      area.52 But in the early 1950s the
      movement started to take off. In 1951 Challianthanga53 the Head Deacon of the United Pentecostal Church in Buallawn, a village some hundred
      miles north of the Mizoram state capital of Aizawl, had a vision in which it was revealed to him that the Mizos
      were one of the Lost Tribes of Israel and that consequently if they were to avoid destruction in the impending
      End of Days they would have to follow the Biblical laws applying to the Israelites and make their way to Israel.
      As one informant put it ‘Chala was the first among Mizo people who came to know, to see, that Mizos are sons of
      Israel, of Manasia. God revealed to Chala through his spirit saying that the Mizos are all descendants of Ten
      Lost Tribes of Israel. That is God’s revelation to Chala who was first to realise that Mizos are Israel.
      Therefore his followers all realised from about 1953 that they were Israelites of the tribe of Menasseh. All the
      villagers of Buallawn embraced Chala’s vision and asserted they were Israelites. All people of Mizoram heard and
      knew that they were all Israel but unfortunately they were all uneducated people’.54
    


    
      In the words of one convert to the idea included in a letter of 1984 from Levy Benjamin, General Secretary of the
      Menasseh people Shinlung-Israel North East India, Mizoram to the Chief Rabbinical Council in Israel: ‘In the year
      1936 the word of the spirit of our Lord came to Pu Kapa and Pu Saichhuma, telling them that we are Israel. Also
      in 1946 the same message was received by Pu Chala of Buallawn village’.55 In due course a memorial stone was erected outside
      Buallawn with the English words ‘Memory of Israel’ carved in the stone. The Mizo text reads ‘For He who is mighty
      has done great things for me and holy is His name. And His mercy is on them that fear him from generation to
      generation … and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David’. Samra who has seen
      the monument points out that the quotation is taken from the New Testament
      (Luke ch. 1) and sees the stone as a symbol of a people ‘who have
      come to regard themselves as Israelites and have deemed it imperative to observe the laws applicable in the Bible
      to Israelites – because they believe in Jesus’.56 No doubt the genesis of this new identification is to be found in Christian faith and
      praxis: however in some cases and increasingly the effect has been the abandonment of Christianity and Jesus. The
      stone outside Buallawn then may suggest a sign post to a radically new identity. In other cases local
      Christianity in opposition to the Christianity of the missionaries has spawned new religious movements –
      essentially Christian – which depend on an Israelite identity and which attempt to fuse the laws of the Old
      Testament with the theology of the New.57 The origins of the movement have been connected with a Christian messianic movement
      among the Lushai which preached the imminent return of the Messiah: a part of the argument insisted that all Jews
      had to immediately return to the Promised Land – and the Lushai, or some of them – took that to refer to
      themselves.58 This fusion includes
      a number of Judaic practices including the maintenance of the Sabbath, the refusal to eat pork, circumcision etc.
    


    
      When I first came across the Shinlung in the ORT school in Bombay (a Jewish charitable institution for technical
      education) in 1985 I was told that a Judaising movement had started in the early 1950s when a local Mizo-
      speaking Hmar Messianic Christian pastor called Thangruma who had been settled in Churachandpur and then moved to
      Aizawl had warned his neighbours that if they did not revert to their ancient faith – i.e. Judaism they would be
      destroyed: he also foretold that they would be restored to Israel.59 This movement started in the area around Churachandpur
      in south-western Manipur and has since spread over a very wide area. In about 1976 some of Thangruma’s followers
      abandoned him and set up a movement of their own which was more unambiguously Jewish. It has been suggested that
      this was as a result of the contacts the Shinlung already had had with the ORT School in Bombay where some of
      them had studied mainstream Judaism. This group was the foreunner of the Judaising movement of today which seeks
      inspiration and help from Israel.60
      Other Israelite groups have sought help from the Christian world. Particular outside influences as Samra has
      remarked are two American Christian churches – Bet HaShem from New Haven, Indiana and the Assembly of Yahweh from
      Holt, Michigan which stress adherence to the laws of the Old Testament while accepting the divinity of
      Jesus.61
    


    
      The period of insurrection known as the ‘Mizo Unrest’ (1966–1986) convinced
      many people in Northeast India, Christians and Judaisers, that the End of Days was approaching and this in turn
      sharpened their desire to be restored to the Land of Israel. As Time magazine reported in 1987 ‘Jewish
      sects … continue to spring up in the hills of Mizoram. One is called Enoka Thlah – descendants of Enoch) whose
      members claim that God has been speaking to them through a teenage boy since 1985 when the youth relayed God’s
      message that Mizos were really a lost tribe of Israel. More recently the messages have ordered them to celebrate
      the Sabbath on Saturday and to stop eating pork …’
    


    
      By about 1972 the generalised notion that the Shinlung were descended from the Lost Tribes had sharpened into the
      belief that they were descended from one specific tribe of Israel connected with the name of a Shinlung ancestor
      which has a number of quite similar forms somewhat akin to the name Menasseh. As one Shinlung noted ‘in many of
      the chants used in various sacrifices and in other sacred matters the name of Manasia or Manase is used’. One
      example is provided by Samra: ‘At Kawngpui Sial (a pre-Christian sacrifice for success in hunting) the priest,
      followed by his party, chants:
    


    
      ‘Those above and those below,
    


    
      go away, flee,
    


    
      We the children of Manasia are coming’.62
    


    
      Another song which I noted in 1985 describes how Manmasi went into exile:
    


    
      ‘Manmasi, you came crossing seas and rivers.
    


    
      You came through hills and mountains.
    


    
      You came through all this
    


    
      To the Land of Strangers’
    


    
      Yet another I came across in the same year apparently described how Manmasi brought his people across the Red Sea
      after the tribulations of Israel in Egypt:
    


    
      We observed the Sipkui feast
    


    
      Crossing over the Red Sea, running dry before us.
    


    
      And the walking enemies of mine,
    


    
      The riding foes of mine
    


    
      Were swallowed by the sea in their thousands.
    


    
      We were led by the fire at night
    


    
      And by cloud in the day.
    


    
      This remote ancestor then was taken to be none other than Menasseh the elder of
      the two sons of Joseph and Asenath and progenitor of the tribe of Menasseh: and this has led to the group
      adopting the name the Sons of Menasseh although according to Weil it was Rabbi Eliyahu Avihail who suggested this
      name to them.63 According to the
      Shinlung, then, their ancestors were none other than the Israelites exiled by Shalmanezer, King of Assyria, in
      722 BCE. They settled in Persia from where they were driven to Afghanistan, they crossed the Hindu
      Kush and finally came to China. They came into contact with the Jewish community in Kaifeng but during the reign
      of the Chinese emperor who instituted the Great Wall of China, Qin Shihuangdi, which literally means the first
      emperor of the Qin dynasty, were enslaved. Escaping the Chinese they took refuge in caves: the Shinlung share the
      tradition that their ancestors came from ‘sinlung’ the Chin-Kuki word for ‘cave’ – although some of them
      explained to me that ‘sinlung’ in fact means closed valley.64
    


    
      The Shinlung have been able to find a number of parallels between their ancient beliefs and traditions and the
      religion of Israel: from their High God – Pathian to a variety of Shinlung festivals which they claim mirror
      their Jewish equivalents: as Weil notes particular play is made with the apparent resemblance between the
      Shinlung Chapcharkur Festival and the Feast of Passover.65 My informant in 1985 offered me a number of parallels: belief in a sort of heaven and
      hell; the practice of animal sacrifice; a day of atonement which had figured prominently in their calendar and so
      on. Informants consulted in 2001 gave detailed descriptions of local variants of a number of other Jewish
      holidays, customs and rituals.
    


    
      It is not only Judaisers in the strict sense of the term or Messianic Christians who want to follow the Bible to
      the letter who have been affected by the development of an Israelite identity. There is a general and quite
      widely held belief among the Shinlung that prior to the coming of the missionaries they practised a form of
      Judaism. This belief is enshrined in a number of official government publications. The relationship between these
      three groups – Messianic Christians, observant Judaisers and those who cling to an Israelite identity without it
      necessarily affecting their religious life are quite fluid and individuals move from one to another without
      difficulty although the disparate movements at any rate the ‘Christians’ and the ‘Jews’ are increasingly at
      loggerheads with each other.66
    


    
      With the development of the Judaising movements a great interest was soon shown in the State of Israel. In 1959
      some of the early Judaisers found an address in Israel to which they could write. According to one of them ‘they sent a letter to that address and sealed it with their tears’. They
      subsequently discovered that the Prime Minister of Israel had opened their letter before the Knesset. ‘As soon as
      he opened that letter.. they said the Parliament building was shaking, as if there had been an earthquake. So
      members ran out of the Knesset, but outside there was no shaking. It just occurred inside the Knesset, so that it
      was some sort of miracle by God’. A reply to the letter was apparently received which led to some sort of
      contacts being made with the Israeli consulate in Calcutta.67 Petitions started arriving at the consular offices of the State of Israel. Weil
      cites a pamphlet sent to Prime Minister Golda Meir in 1974 in which the Mizos (an acronym it was explained for
      the Mizoram Israel Zionist Organisation) requested her ‘sympathetic consideration … in order that we may all
      return to Zion our ancestral homeland’.68 Since then the cause of the Shinlung has been taken up by a number of not negligible
      advocates – notably Rabbi Eliahu Avihail of Jerusalem and his organisation Amishav and the American
      organisation Kulanu (All of Us).
    


    
      Amishav – an organisation devoted to the gathering-in of the remote and dispersed remnants of Israel –
      including the Lost Tribes – was born in 1975 and may be perceived as a part of the messianic fervour ignited in
      Israel by the victories of the Six Day War and the Greater Israel Movement. The spark which led to the founding
      of Amishav is said to be a lecture given by Rabbi Avihail on the Lost Tribes of Israel at the religious
      seminary Yeshivat Mercaz ha-Rav in Jerusalem in the presence of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, the charismatic
      rabbi who played such a seminal role in the creation of the Gush Emunim (Block of the Faithful) movement
      and the growth of nationalist, messianic fundamentalism in Israel.69 Subsequently in 1979 Avihail received a letter from a
      group calling itself ‘Jews of North East India’ asking for his assistance. The following year Avihail asked the
      Shinlung to nominate two individuals to study Judaism in Israel. Two men – Gideon Rei and Shimon Gin arrived and
      studied at Machon Meir and the Kever Yosef rabbinical seminary. For those left behind the desire to
      go to Israel was becoming even more fervent: in 1984 a submission from a Mizo Levy Benjamin to the Israel Chief
      Rabbinate stressed that from the time of Challianthanga Mizos had wanted to emigrate to Israel: ‘From every part
      of Mizoram we cried longing for our homeland Israel and searched every possible way for contacting [it]’70 In 1985 some thirty young Benei
      Menashe (sons of Menasseh) were converted by the Chief Rabbi of Netanya in Bombay or Calcutta. Three years
      later in 1988 twenty four more Shinlung were converted in Bombay by a beit
      din (rabbinical court) presided over by Rabbi Yaakov Neuman of the South African beit din. A year
      later this group emigrated to Israel. In 1991 Avihail went to visit the Benei Menashe in situ: he was
      given what amounted to a royal reception and no doubt his presence further encouraged the Judaising movements in
      Manipur and Mizoram. In 1993 a new factor came into play: Avihail had received a number of demands from farmers
      and others in the Gush Katif Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip to supply Benei Menashe labourers
      to replace the Palestinian workers who were increasingly considered to be a security risk. In general it is clear
      that for the Gush Emunim settler movement the Benei Menashe were a Godsend – front-line troops for
      Israel’s demographic war with the Palestinians. Subsequently the community has settled mainly in right wing
      settlements – Kiryat Arba, Ofra, Beit El and Elon Moreh. Dr. Irving Moskowitz, a wealthy Florida businessman, who
      had previously supported right-wing causes in Israel was willing to cover the costs of this immigration. A group
      of forty-one arrived in Israel in 1993 on a work-study programme: they were greeted with flowers and new skull
      caps at Ben Gurion Airport by members of the board of Amishav and representatives of the Gan Or settlement
      which was to house them. Avihail observed that hitherto there had been immigration into Israel from the two
      tribes of Judah and Benjamin: but now the situation had changed: as he put it ‘there now appears to be the
      beginning of a stirring among the dispersed of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, as it is written: ‘And he will
      gather the dispersed of Israel and assemble the scattered of Judah’ (Isaiah 11:12).71
    


    
      In 1994–95 another 110 arrived – their expenses borne, as before, by Dr. Moskowitz. In February 1996 the
      Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Bakshi Doron agreed to the conversion in India of the parents of the young
      unmarried Benei Menashe in Israel at the rate of forty every six months. These candidates were prepared
      for conversion to Judaism partly by an emissary sent from Israel. In addition to the work of conversion, efforts
      have been made to assist the Benei Menashe in India in the construction of synagogues, community centres
      and even a seminary and a kind of kibbutz. It is clear that the Shinlung make every effort to acquire the
      necessary items for the practice of orthodox Judaism: books, haggadot, sifrei torah, siddurim and
      mahzorim are in great demand and are supplied by Kulanu and Amishav. To help raise funds for
      their cause the Benei Menashe sew prayer shawls and prayer shawl bags which are then marketed by Kulanu in the United States and elsewhere. Kulanu itself has made
      substantial contributions towards the costs of the immigration process. Moreover the cause of the Shinlung has
      been taken up by Kulanu in a fairly major way. Thanks in no small part to the efforts of Kulanu
      there are now a considerable number of Benei Menashe in Israel. According to one account there are 10,000
      ‘actively Jewish’ Bnei Menashe in thirteen towns in India and of these 3,500 have formally converted to
      Orthodox Judaism. And there are 340 of them in total in Israel.72
    


    
      When I first came across members of the Judaising Shinlung claims of ‘normative’ Jewish origin were already being
      made with conviction and growing stridency. An article in the 1986 issue of India Today, an
      English-language Indian magazine, quoted L.S. Thangjom, the director of Tourism in Manipur and a prominent member
      of the ‘Jewish’ community as saying ‘If there can be black Jews in Ethiopia and Mongoloid Jews in China, what is
      so surprising about our ancestry?’73 Today there is a Benei Menashe website with a quantity of articles about the
      genesis of their Judaism. One such finds additional evidence of their Jewish origins. ‘The cotton shawls made by
      women in Aizawl have stripes and tassels similar to those of the traditional Jewish prayer shawl. No one over
      there knows where their folk songs or the design for the shawl have come from. All they know is they have this
      tradition this way, even many generations before them. Too strong a link, says Zaithanchhungi, the local
      anthropologist, to be a coincidence. “We have wanted for so long to be accepted by the Israelis. If the days
      comes that we do get accepted then I will be very, very happy,” said Doliana from Israel Organization. But so
      far, efforts to win recognition of their claim have been rejected. On one side, Mizo with claims of Israeli
      descent, proudly celebrated in the names of streets and shops. On the other side, many in Israel fear it will
      open the flood gates to a tide of economic emigration.’
    


    
      We have seen here how an essentially Christian and colonial discourse drawing on evangelical hopes and
      expectations whose roots are to be found in mediaeval views of the unknown world of Asia as well as in Imperial
      needs and attitudes has been manufactured in three distinct loci: north-west China, Burma and the eastern Indian
      states of Manipur and Mizoram. These distinct discourses, generated substantially by missionaries, have served in
      the manufacture of a new discourse which seeks to find in remote parts of the globe Lost Tribes of Israel who are
      to be welcomed into the Jewish fold and encouraged to think of Israel as a haven.
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      In the African context there are several important Judaising groups few of which have received much in the way of
      academic attention.1 One of the most
      intriguing of these is the Lemba tribe of southern Africa mentioned en passant in the first chapter.2 The Lemba are a southern African tribe
      whose historic heartlands are the Mberengwe/Mposi area of Zimbabwe but who are to be found in somewhat smaller
      concentrations throughout north east South Africa and in central and eastern Zimbabwe. Notwithstanding that this
      tribe is in many respects indistinguishable from neighbouring tribes, for much of the twentieth century a number
      of Lemba and particularly those of South Africa have claimed to be of Jewish or Semitic ancestry and a number of
      outside observers have made similar claims for them for an even longer period. An endogamous3 tribe, the Lemba called their non-Lemba neighbours
      wa-senzhi – a coastal term used in modern Swahili in the sense of a barbaric and captive people. It is
      connected etymologically with the Arabic word zanj much used by the mediaeval Arabic geographers to
      describe the non-Muslim peoples of Africa.4
    


    
      According to an insistent and consistent oral tradition which has much in common with other African tribes’
      traditions the Lemba claim to come from a place outside Africa in the remote north which they frequently call
      Sena (sometimes Sena One). To this day the Lemba habitually refer to themselves as ‘the white men who came from
      Sena’ although they are not noticeably less black than any of their neighbours. According to what appears to be
      the dominant tradition – at least in South Africa – having left Sena they crossed Pusela – although they have no
      idea what the term means – until finally they came to Africa where they rebuilt Sena. Sometimes the rebuilt Sena is identified as the small but not historically unimportant town of Sena
      on the Zambesi.5 Subsequently they
      made their way from the coast inland where they constructed a further city before being dispersed over a large
      area of the continent frequently living in small groups among other tribes. There are a number of variants of
      this myth of origin which have been collected over the last century.6 One such has it:
    


    
      We have come from a very remote place, on the other side of the sea. We were on a big boat. A terrible storm
      nearly destroyed us all. The boat was broken into two pieces. One half of us reached the shores of this country;
      the others were taken away with the second half of the boat and we do not know where they are now. We climbed the
      mountains and joined the Banyai. There we settled, and after a time, we moved southwards to the Transvaal …7
    


    
      It is possible that the Banyai referred to above signified the Indian traders – often Hindus from Gujurat – who
      were known in Arabic as Baniyan.8 The legend about the destruction of the boat and the division of the tribe is perhaps a
      way of explaining the fact that Lemba tribes are to be found in several quite separate loci. Hind
      is the normal Arabic word for India and the form Vuhindi is frequently found in the Portuguese accounts.
      It is worth mentioning that a number of place names in the vicinity of Sofala (Indian river, Baxos de la India,
      Maindo, Line or Lindi) may reflect some Indian association in the past. Whether the words Hundji and Vuhindi in
      the Lemba accounts refer directly to India or rather to settlements in the Zambezi valley it is impossible to
      say.
    


    
      Many Lemba claim to have come from the North – variously from Egypt, the Yemen, Judea or Ethiopia. Sometimes the
      location of Sena is thought to be unknown. In some accounts there are multiple Senas. In recent times with the
      widespread publicity given to the mass transfer of the Beta Israel to Israel, a version exists which
      includes a sojourn in Ethiopia: after leaving Sena the tribe went to Ethiopia and thereafter made their way south
      to the Mozambique coast. Others have recently claimed that the Lemba are literally Falashas who travelled south
      at some time in history – but who came from Judea in more ancient times. The tradition of an origin outside
      Africa then is widespread among the Lemba notwithstanding that it takes a number of somewhat different forms.
      However a recent and detailed study by the Senior Curator of Ethnography at the
      Museum of Human Sciences, Harare, has categorically rejected any suggestion that the Lemba came from outside
      Africa. According to this paper the Lemba are purely African and the idea that they came from elsewhere has been
      ‘invented’ by outsiders who have created ‘a false Remba identity’.9
    


    
      There are some grounds for believing that at some time in the relatively remote past the Lemba indeed came from
      South Arabia and perhaps more precisely from a town in the Hadramaut called Sena which has preserved traditions
      of ancient migrations to Africa. If this is indeed the case it is remarkable, but not at all unprecedented, that
      the Lemba have preserved the name of their home town for many centuries in their oral tradition. Thereafter the
      history of the Lemba was perhaps linked with the Islamization of the east coast of Africa by the Arabs. They may
      have been connected with a coastal civilisation based on a city, called Sayuna by the mediaeval Arab geographers,
      in which religious syncretism ran riot – as we can tell from the various references in the literature.10 After the coming of the Portuguese at
      the end of the sixteenth century the Lemba, now settled inland, far away from Islamic or other influences,
      developed their identity and religious system independently. We can see that throughout this period of their
      history that exclusiveness and separation were the benchmark of the Lemba: they did not intermarry they did not
      interdine. They had strict laws of purity and severe food taboos. The eating of pork was punished by death. They
      would only eat meat that had been ritually slaughtered by a Lemba.11
    


    
      The name Lemba has been explained in a number of rather different ways. My informants in South Africa explained
      the term as ‘those who refuse’ e.g. to eat certain foods, inter-dining etc. Others have sought to explain the
      name via the word Lembi which occurs in a number of northern Bantu languages and which means non-African,
      respected foreigner, European. It has also been suggested, somewhat improbably, that the name is derived from the
      word ma-Rembane which refers ‘to the act of procreation displaying the abhorrence shown by aborigenous
      (sic) peoples towards the endogamous and polygamous customs of the Lemba’. The same author makes the more
      plausible suggestion that the name might be connected to a Zulu word meaning ‘hoe’ – one of the traditional
      manufactured articles for which the Lemba were once famed in southern Africa. The most likely possibility,
      however, is that the name derives from the Swahili word chilemba which means turban or the gift a man
      gives his bride to buy fine clothes.12 This would suggest then that the name ‘Lemba’
      originally meant those who wore turbans or some such head coverings.
    


    
      The first clear reference to the Lemba is provided in a Dutch report written by an official of the short-lived
      Dutch East India Company trading centre at Delagoa Bay in what is today Mozambique. The report noted that in the
      vicinity of Vendaland a number of different tribes were under one ruler: ‘The Walemba, Inthowelle, Paraotte …
      were under one chief who lived in the province of Inthowelle and to all the above-mentioned countries they gave
      the name Beesa’. A further report ‘made by the Negro called Hoeman or Mahoemane, who went there with a group of
      Inthowellers’ in February 1727 and returned in 1728 gave further information about the Lemba: ‘the Walembers who
      are always coming here with those of Inthowelle … are a nation which lives at the top of the country of
      Inthowelle, and they are a nation which some years ago got the worst of a struggle with those from Gole and then
      part of them went under the protection of the Inthowellers while the other part submitted to the victor. The
      aforementioned Walembers were said to be rich in gold, too, and this nation was also doing trade with the
      Portuguese in the direction of the aforementioned Sena’.13
    


    
      Estimates of the tribe’s size vary considerably: they are scattered over a very wide area and no census has been
      conducted but probably they number something over 50,000 people.14 Recently hitherto unknown Lemba or Lemba-like communities have been identified in
      the mountainous regions on the border between Mozambique and Zimbabwe. Another Lemba-like group known as
      Mwenye which has no knowledge of the Lemba of Zimbabwe and South Africa but which also claims Jewish
      origins is to be found in southern Malawi (Mwenye is the preferred name of the Lemba both in South Africa
      and Zimbabwe).15 At some time in
      the past the Lemba became scattered among the more powerful neighboring tribes, where they served particularly as
      ‘medicine men,’ iron and copper workers, traders, and officials with ritual responsibilities.
    


    
      The Lemba speak a variety of Bantu languages depending upon which region they inhabit. Stayt has suggested that
      the Lemba ‘readily learn the language of the people among whom they live, but describe as their own that of the
      people with whom they last settled. For example, the BaLemba now living among the BaVenda speak tshivenda,
      but when asked to speak their own language, speak shikaranga and call it tshilemba; those in
      Southern Rhodesia who ordinarily speak shikaranga or sendebele, when asked about their own language reply in tshivenda’.16 In recent times the Lemba have claimed that their ancestral language was ‘Hiberu’ or
      Hebrew: however no speaker of this presumably fictive language could be produced.
    


    
      Today the religious life of the Lemba is highly syncretistic. Many of them belong to various Christian churches
      (e.g., the Zion Christian Church and Pentecostal groups), whereas some in Zimbabwe are Muslims. Islam however has
      made no significant inroads into the districts of great Lemba concentration in Zimbabwe such as the
      Mberengwe/Mposi areas. Some Lemba, however, claim to be Lemba by religious practice as well as by ethnic
      identification. The religious practices of these Lemba do not have much if anything in common with Judaism as it
      is practised elsewhere.17 Those
      Lemba who perceive themselves as ethnically ‘Jewish’ find no contradiction in regularly attending a Christian
      church. Indeed by and large the Lemba who are most stridently ‘Jewish’ are often those with the closest Christian
      attachments. The Lemba Muslims we have interviewed were more ambiguous about their ‘Israelite’ origins.
    


    
      The Lemba have been rather ignored by researchers although very recent work has belatedly brought the Lemba to
      wide international attention.18
      Whereas prima facie the Lemba would seem to fit rather precisely into the framework suggested in the first
      chapter of this book various research projects – notably those based on genetic anthropological research would
      seem to give the Lemba some more ‘authentic’ Jewish pedigree.19 In this chapter we shall try and assess the impact of both the genetic research
      and the media exposure on the tribe’s present identity and at the same time try and determine what the new
      evidence might signify in historical terms. Clearly the matter has some bearing on the vexed issue of ‘who is a
      Jew?’.20
    


    
      Before moving on to a consideration of this new genetic anthropogical work it is necessary to reflect briefly on
      certain features of the broad discourse around the Lemba particularly in Zimbabwe before independence. One of the
      most important archeological sites in Africa is the so-called Great Zimbabwe site along with a number of related
      sites throughout the country and to a lesser extent in neighbouring countries. These massive stone built ruins
      were considered by white settlers to be far beyond the capacities of black people: it was believed by the
      majority of white settlers that they had been built by the ancient Phoenicians and that they had some kind of a
      connection with King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. In some sense this theory
      helped to legitimise the British presence: if the country had once been controlled by a small maritime nation
      (the Phoenicians for instance) why should it not now be controlled by another small maritime nation (the
      British)?
    


    
      Clearly if traces could be found of these ancient colonisers it would serve this particular historical vision.
      The Lemba with their apparently Semitic customs fitted the bill admirably and their identification as Jews thus
      suited imperial needs. As we have seen in the case of the Ch’iang, the Karen, the Shinlung or the Zulus, colonial
      and missionary interests often went hand in hand. On the other hand the great interest that missionaries and
      others had in their traditions in the early days of colonisation served the interests of the Lemba too: it gave
      them enhanced access to education and conferred other social benefits.
    


    
      It is worth noting that in relatively recent times white racists found this tradition appealing: the Scottish
      laird Gayre of Gayre and Nigg was the editor of a racist journal called Mankind Quarterly. In 1967 he
      wrote a short article in which he stressed the connection of the Lemba with the Great Zimbabwe and in 1972 wrote
      a book, published in Rhodesia and believed by some to have been commissioned by the Rhodesian Government which
      claimed that the Lemba had been involved in the Great Zimbabwe construction. He further argued that the Lemba had
      Jewish cultural and genetic traits and that their ‘Armenoid’ genes must have been acquired from Judaized Sabeans
      who, he maintained, had settled in the area thousands of years ago. The book’s clear objective was to show that
      black people had never been capable of of building in stone or of governing themselves. There is not the
      slightest evidence that ‘Sabeans’ or any other Middle Eastern people settled in the area thousands of years ago –
      and there is every evidence that Great Zimbabwe was built something less than a thousand years ago.21 However the fact that Gayre and Nigg
      got most of his facts wrong does not in itself vitiate the claims of the Lemba to have been involved in the Great
      Zimbabwe civilisation. Indeed in recent times Lemba claims have received some support from the Zimbabwean
      academic community: Ken Mufuka, a black Zimbabwean archeologist, like a number of his colleagues, sees the
      Zimbabwe civilisation as the work of two tribes: the Venda and the Lemba.22
    


    
      The publication of my account of the Lemba in 1992 followed by BBC radio and Channel Four and ‘Sixty Minutes’
      television treatments of this account as well as front page articles in the New York Times, The Wall Street
      Journal and elsewhere have brought the previously more or less unknown
      Lemba tribe of southern Africa to the attention of an international audience. Even within South Africa the Lemba
      were practically unknown and barely merited an entry in any of the standard South African works of reference. A
      sign of increased public awareness of the Lemba in South Africa came on 31st October, 1999 when three of the
      Lemba elders were invited to the Pretoria residence of President Thabo Mbeki: Mbeki had seen the Channel Four
      documentary based on Journey to the Vanished City while he was in Washington. He was interested and wanted
      to hear more about the Lemba. At the same time the Lembas’ links with Jews throughout the world have become
      stronger and their own sense of ‘Jewishness’ more robust. On 1st December, 1999 Yaakov Levi, a Jewish educator
      with degrees in animal science and fisheries science, left the United States for South Africa under the auspices
      of the American Jewish organisation already referred to called Kulanu. His mission was to bring normative
      Judaism to the Lemba. In the event this mission was somewhat unsuccessful. However Kulanu’s president,
      Jack Zeller, called Levi’s mission ‘Kulanu’s most creative outreach in our short six-year history’. Quoted
      in Kulanu’s journal Zeller observed: ‘Levi has, in a few months, “roughed out” the prospects for the next
      100 years of a diaspora renaissance’.23 Following on Levi’s mission hundreds of books and all sorts of ritual objects have been
      sent to the Lemba by Jewish communities in the United States and a number of initiatives are being planned with a
      view to increasing the Lembas’ awareness of normative Judaism. The present writer received a communication from
      one of the Lemba on the occasion of the Jewish New Year in 2000: this was the first communication to be received
      by him marking a Jewish holiday and for the first time a letter from a Lemba was written substantially in
      transliterated Hebrew. It is likely that in the future the Lembas’ sense of themselves will be substantially
      modified by these new contacts.24
    


    
      The chief reason for the recent explosion of interest in the Lemba is without doubt genetic work which has
      suggested that the Lemba indeed have ‘Middle Eastern’ ancestry. The original research which seemed to be heading
      in this direction was carried out by Professor Trefor Jenkins of the South African Institute for Medical Research
      and the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. Jenkins had the idea of trying to determine the origin
      of the Lemba by collecting genetic material from the tribe. The reason for this is that one tribal tradition has
      it that the original Lemba immigrants from the north, from Sena, were males who
      subsequently took local African wives. Jenkins argued that if the Y-chromosome of the Lemba, which passes only
      down the male line, could be shown to originate in some specific part of the world it might be possible to
      determine where the Lemba were from.
    


    
      On the basis of samples of DNA from forty-nine Lemba men Jenkins wrote a scientific article that was published in
      The American Journal of Human Genetics (59:1996). He was able to show that ‘50% of the Lemba Y chromosomes
      are Semitic in origin – 40% are Negroid, and the ancestry of the rest cannot be resolved. These Y-specific
      genetic findings are consistent with Lemba oral tradition’.
    


    
      Jenkins’ pioneering efforts reached a popular audience with the transmission of the BBC Television series
      Origins and the book of the series In the Blood: God, Genes and Destiny (1996) by Professor Steve
      Jones, a geneticist at University College, London. Relying on Jenkins’ data Jones noted: ‘In the pedigree of the
      Lemba there is a surprise. Most of their genes – blood groups, enzymes and the like – unite them with the African
      peoples around them. However, those on the Lemba Y chromosome … have a different origin. On a family tree of the
      world’s male lineages the Lemba are linked, not with Africans, but with the Middle East. The Lemba legend of
      their origin contains a hidden truth’. Jenkins’ work immediately started having an impact on the Lembas’ sense of
      their own identity. However to say that the Lemba had ‘Semitic’ genes did not address the question of their
      religious origin nor is the term ‘Semitic’ particularly precise. As applied to language the term ‘Semitic’ refers
      to languages from many parts of the Middle East and North Africa and to much of North-East Africa as well. As
      applied to people the term is less useful: clearly it could not be used to label speakers of Semitic languages
      who include a vast variety of peoples. We discussed whether genetics could help us to determine what religion the
      Lemba had traditionally practised. It seemed unlikely to all of us. As regards Judaism it is clear that the
      Jewish religion in ancient times had been a proselytising religion that had attracted hundreds of thousands of
      non-Jewish converts from around the Mediterranean and the Middle East. In addition the pillage and pogroms to
      which Jewish communities in Christian Europe and elsewhere had been subjected were frequently accompanied by
      rape: this may have led to all sorts of genetic admixture. Given this history, why should Jews have a strikingly
      homogeneous genetic make-up? None the less it did seem possible that a larger Lemba sample and more detailed anthropological information about each donor might reveal something of
      value.
    


    
      By now the present writer was persuaded that the Lemba had probably come from South Arabia.25 It seemed then necessary to compare South Arabian
      and Lemba DNA. Given the clan structure of the Lemba and the similarity of clan and family names in the Hadramaut
      I thought genetic affiliations between Lemba clans and Arabian sub-tribes might show up. In January 1997 in the
      Vendaland area, and in October 1997 mainly in Sekhukuneland, I collected DNA from 136 male Lemba. Samples were
      collected from paternally unrelated, but otherwise random males identified as Lemba by the donors themselves and
      by the elders who were present. The clan affiliations of 108 subjects were recorded. The next stage was to
      collect DNA in South Arabia so a comparison could be made. In May 1997 Neil Bradman and I went to the eastern end
      of the Hadramaut and collected 120 male DNA samples, some from Seiyun a few miles down the Wadi from
      Terim, some from the small town of Sena further to the east. Overall a total of 399 samples – Lemba, Bantu,
      Yemeni, Ashkenazi and Sephardi were collected. The results were analysed by Dr Mark Thomas at University College
      London, Dr. David Goldstein then at the University of Oxford and by Bradman who, by now, was doing a doctorate at
      Oxford under Goldstein’s supervision.
    


    
      The first results clearly showed a significant similarity of markers between many of the Hadramaut Y chromosomes
      and those of the Lemba, although there was no specific overlap with the population of Sena – which in fact, as we
      discovered, is thought to have arrived in the area in relatively recent times. This seemed to confirm that the
      Lemba may well have come from the general area of South Arabia. But these results still left the question of the
      religious origins of the Lemba unaddressed. It was possible now to attest with some likelihood of probability
      that the Lemba had come from Arabia but there was nothing here to confirm the Lemba claim to be of Jewish
      extraction.
    


    
      A parallel study, however, was producing data that seemed to be relevant to the issue and might indeed have
      something to say about the religious origins of the Lemba. To understand the implications of this research one
      has to first understand a little about Y-chromosomes and DNA mutation as well as something of the inherited
      Jewish priesthood – the Cohanim. DNA is a long molecule comprising a string of bases (known as T, C, G and A).
      About 98% of the DNA in human being appears not to have any relevance for our
      structures or for our well-being; indeed, it may not be relevant for anything at all and be utterly redundant.
      This great mass of our DNA is normally referred to as junk DNA. The remaining 2% of our genetic material codes
      for all the proteins which make up what we do and what we are, everything from the colour of our eyes to the
      shape of our toe-nails. These proteins have very precise structures tightly governed by the DNA coding.
    


    
      Proteins are (often) hundreds of amino acids long, each amino acid being determined by three consecutive bases on
      the DNA; those sections of DNA specifying particular proteins are called ‘genes’. If, for any reason, a DNA base
      is replaced by another, or if it is deleted, or if, by chance, another is added, or sections of DNA are
      duplicated (all hazards which do indeed occur), the structure of the DNA at that point will be different from the
      original and, hence, variant. Sites on the DNA that have been found by experiment to exhibit such variety are
      called ‘polymorphisms’. They can occur in both the coding and the junk regions of the DNA. If they occur in the
      former, they may confer some disadvantage because of the consequent modification of a protein structure and are
      likely to be weeded out of the population by natural selection (although if the disadvantage is not great, they
      may survive). Changes in junk DNA have no consequences as far as we know: they simply sit there, generation after
      generation.
    


    
      Those junk variants (polymorphisms) get passed down from one generation to the next. The argument is that they
      occur by chance. Since human DNA contains so many bases, and since the frequency of polymorphic change for most
      sites is not very great, the chance that through history any one of them will have been struck more than once is
      low (but not zero – some sites are known to have been hit more than once) and for that reason are called UEPs or
      unique evolutionary polymorphisms. They are the stuff of these studies. While not easy to find because they have
      no consequences for the carrier, a number have been identified. Such mutations in turn, permit people to be
      grouped in various ways. Importantly, the Y chromosome does not recombine and remains practically unchanged from
      generation to generation. Thus using the Y-chromosome we can hope to trace the ancestry of certain groups back
      through history, ultimately to points of common ancestry.
    


    
      Somewhere between thirteen and fifteen centuries BCE the Israelites left Egypt and spent years languishing in the
      desert areas of the Sinai, Negev and Trans-Jordan. The Bible tells us that during this period the tribe of Levi
      was selected for certain religious duties that included carrying the Ark of the
      Covenant. Both Moses and his brother Aaron were members of this tribe and descendants of Aaron in the male line
      were designated Cohanim or Priests. In 587 BC the temple of the Israelites in Jerusalem was destroyed by
      Nebuchadnezzar and many of its inhabitants were taken into captivity ‘by the waters of Babylon’. Until this
      cataclysmic national event the sources paint a confused picture of the relationship between Levites and Cohanim.
      In some sources the term ‘son of Levi’ is synonymous with priest and the impression is given that any Levite may
      officiate as priest, in others a sharp distinction is drawn between Levites and ‘sons of Aaron’. There are also
      indications that foreigners such as Gibeonites were given some of the Levites’ Temple functions and perhaps even
      became Levites. Other non-Levitic temple servants – ‘the sons of Solomon’s servants’ may also have assimilated to
      Levites. After the return of the captives from Babylon a very much clearer distinction was made between priestly
      Cohanim and non-priestly Levites and every effort was made to keep non-Levites out of Temple service.
    


    
      Levitical status like priestly status has been passed from father to son to this day. It is true that a Jew is
      defined as being someone born of a Jewish mother, but priestly status and Levitical status pass down the male
      line. Priestly status is thus transmitted exactly like the Y-chromosome. What our study showed was that while
      Levite Y-chromosomes are diverse, the Cohen Y-chromosomes are remarkably homogeneous. Among the Cohanim it was
      found that over 50% of the sample had one specific haplotype (the specific set of markers in each cell that are
      passed on from the sperm) which became known as the Cohen modal haplotype. The Cohen modal haplotype is, then,
      that combination of genetic markers on the Y chromosome in the sperm of Cohanim that distinguishes them, more or
      less, from other sperm producers.
    


    
      As a paper we published in the American Journal of Human Genetics revealed one of the South African
      sub-clans of the Lemba-the Buba – carries this very haplotype at a very high frequency – over 50% of the Buba
      from whom I collected samples had this haplotype.26 Among Levites 3% have the haplotype, among the general Jewish population about 10% (but
      the general Jewish population also includes Cohens and Levites).27 The date of entry of this haplotype into the Lemba is unknown. It could be that a
      carrier of the haplotype – perhaps a Cohen – was responsible for introducing this genetic element in relatively
      recent times. However the haplotype was found in Buba communities geographically quite distinct from each other.28 It is more likely then that the gene flow occurred over a hundred years ago – and
      therefore predates contact between the Lemba and Jews which started on a small scale from the time of the
      colonisation of the northern Transvaal around the turn of the last century. Prior to that we know of no Jews who
      penetrated the inland areas inhabited by the Lemba. It is altogether more likely that when some of the ancestors
      of the Lemba arrived in Africa from South Arabia they were carrying this haplotype with them. These results give
      some small support to a well-known historical fact: that at some time in the past Jews inhabited South
      Arabia.29 We know that at the time
      of the death of Muhammad there were Jewish tribes in the Wadi Hadramaut who may well subsequently have
      converted to Islam.30 Some of the
      present Muslim population of the Hadramaut may be descended from them. The fact that the Lemba share markers
      found in other Jewish populations could indicate that in the past Jews – or descendants of Jews – emigrated to
      the shores of Africa. Whether this was for religious, political or economic reasons it is not possible to say.
    


    
      If one takes a hard view of the data produced above it is clear that the Lemba indeed did substantially originate
      – at least via the male line – outside Africa. The presence of a haplotype which is so overwhelmingly associated
      with the Jewish priesthood is to say the least intriguing. However in itself this evidence hardly justifies the
      conclusion proclaimed with such enthusiasm in for instance Science et Vie (August 1999, and August 2000)
      that the Lemba are indeed Jews.
    


    
      What it is possible to suggest however is that the impact of these ‘scientific’ findings, somewhat difficult of
      analysis, will perhaps have an impact upon the Lembas’ sense of their own origins and upon world Jewry’s sense of
      the claims of the Lemba. In the Southern African context it is already clear that other black groups who
      subscribe to some sort of Jewish identification are encouraged by these genetic findings. A black Jewish
      community in Rusape in Zimbabwe with links to other similar non-affiliated Judaising groups in South Africa,
      Zambia, Botswana and Malawi has become aware of the research: as Kosintahi Nyathi Mbolekwa a Xhosa member of this
      Judaising movement noted in a recent article: ‘I am so pleased and proud to see such great efforts finally being
      made in addressing the significant genetic finds made by Parfitt and others. These are rather interesting and
      ground-shaking discoveries, but this information has been known for centuries … I have relatives and friends from
      the Lemba tribe and we have always known that not all Bantus are Israelites but
      many more than just the Lemba are Jews. The Lemba are just one major group of Jews that settled in southern
      Africa, but … a much larger picture can be drawn of our entire inheritance. The Yoruba, Hausa, Ashanti, Buganda
      and many other tribes in Africa have made public and open their Hebrew roots, but on deaf – or can I say outright
      racist – ears who find these claims outlandish’.31 The same may be said of the Black Israelite
      community in the United States which is dealt with later in this volume. After the wide publicity given to the
      DNA findings the Minister of Shalom Hebrew Israelite Congregation of Jackson Mississippi, Herman Taylor, wrote to
      me expressing his satisfaction that his group’s kinship with Israelite populations in Ethiopia, Rwanda and
      Burundi, the Sudan, Nigeria, Ghana, Uganda and Malawi had been so conclusively proven.
    


    
      A startling achievement of Modernism is the overall success of the natural sciences in explaining a whole swathe
      of human conditions – not least the condition posited by the Enlightenment that all men are equal, that our
      shared and common humanity can be reduced to an ultimate chemical basis. Here we have an example of the natural
      sciences impacting upon religious identity. It may be perceived that the rapid development of genetic science is
      not only part of the Modernist enterprise: it is, in many ways, anti-Modernist: many of the supposed differences,
      maintained with such vigour by conservative folk, in peoples, nations and sexes appear to find some sort of
      corroboration in the differences to be found in group and individual genetic make-up. In the discussion here it
      will have been seen that the perception of genetic analyses very substantially boulsters and modifies
      issues of group religious self-identity and in addition provides ammunition both for conservative forces in the
      preservation of their prejudices and for liberal groups who seek the elimination of differences among peoples. In
      this case a ‘proof’ of the extraneous origin of one Judaising group has been and will probably continue to be
      used by other such groups particularly in Africa and the United States as a ‘proof’ of their own claims.
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      CONVERSION AND JUDAISATION
    


    
      The ‘Lost Tribes’ Committees at the Birth of the Jewish State
    


    
      Emanuela Trevisan Semi
    


    
      In the 1940s and early 1950s, numerous committees and movements were founded in Eretz Yisrael.
      Interpreting the events of the age as a sign of the arrival of messianic days, these appealed to Jewish
      communities in Israel and abroad, asking them to give support to the nidhei Yisrael, a term much used in
      this period to describe the Ten Lost Tribes. The idea was to create the conditions that would permit them to
      return to Judaism or to immigrate to the Palestine of the British Mandate and later to Israel. These movements
      were created and supported by influential, high-ranking people: Zionists active in the creation of the State of
      Israel like the president, Yitshak Ben Zvi; Zionists belonging to Hovevei Tziyyon like Nahum Slouschz;
      revisionist Zionists like Shalom Ben Chorin (Fritz Rosenthal); halutzim like Israel Ben Zeev (Wolfenson);
      or neo-orthodox Zionists like Jacques Faitlovitch, the ‘father’ of the Beta Israel of Ethiopia, who drew
      the attention of European and American Jews to the question of the Falashas.1
    


    
      These were very different figures, following separate personal paths, but linked by a certain tendency towards
      romanticism and by a universalistic vision of Judaism. This they considered to be, with different nuances, an
      open religion, one which made no distinctions between peoples and skin colour, rather than an ‘ethnic religion’,
      the expression of a single people. Viewed in this light, Judaism could also appeal to other peoples, if only it
      were known to them, especially in Asia and Africa. It could also propagandise, after centuries of silence, the
      invitations of the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Zephaniah, Ezekiel and Zachariah,
      and thereby illuminate these peoples with the light of Judaism. The creation of the State, seen as a fulfilment
      of the messianic promises, acted as a catalyst for these processes.
    


    
      Different elements were instrumental in the creation of movements supporting the nidhei Yisrael. Of
      particular importance is the theory of ‘regeneration’, the concept developed within European Judaism in which the
      Jews in Western Europe considered they had to ‘regenerate’ the Oriental Jewish communities (following the agenda
      set up by the Alliance Israélite Universelle). Often, however, it was the Oriental communities that were
      viewed, and used, as a possible source of ‘regeneration’ of European Judaism, particularly via the perception
      that an authentic biblical and ‘Semitic’ spirit was conserved uniquely in Oriental Jewry.2 The feeling of the isolation of the Jewish people, widely
      found in the agendas and communiqués of these movements, and the consequent need to emerge from isolation, meant
      that a policy of conversion and proselytism was invoked, both to strengthen the Jewish people weakened by Nazism
      and assimilation, and also as a means of responding to the catastrophe of the Shoah.
    


    
      The romantic component and a certain adventurous spirit, admitted by the representatives of the movements for the
      nidhei Yisrael themselves, complemented the new ideology.3 In a response published in Ha-Aretz in which those who were seeking the Ten
      Tribes and conversion to Judaism were attacked for being romantics and adventurers, the Le-Ma’an Nidhei
      Yisrael Committee simply replied that ‘no great enterprise had ever been completed by mankind without a pinch
      of romanticism’.4
    


    
      Opposition to the committees came not only from the press and public opinion, but also from the rabbinate, which
      supported neither their positions nor the policy of proselytism, and the Jewish mission for conversions that was
      to have been sent to Japan, warmly supported by Ben Zvi and Faitlovitch, was strongly opposed by Rabbi Herzog in
      1954.
    


    
      Since the 1920s, when he collected newspaper cuttings on the Jews and conversions to Judaism in Japan, Japan had
      particularly interested Faitlovitch as a country for missionary work.5 In 1954, together with Rabbi Herzog, he was invited to
      Japan to create a centre for Jewish studies with missionary outreach. During an official discussion in the
      presence of the President of the State of Israel, Ben Zvi, Faitlovitch repeated before Herzog his adhesion to the
      Talmudic concept according to which the people of Israel were dispersed among
      the nations to spread Judaism. This was contested by Herzog, who quoted the text often used in discussions on
      conversion by opponents: ‘kashim gerim le-Yisrael ke-sapahat,’ the proselytes are like impetigo for the
      people of Israel.6
    


    
      It is noteworthy that Faitlovitch – the main activist of the committees in Palestine – was, and remained, an
      orthodox Jew. A few months before his death, he preferred to refuse membership of the advisory council of a
      Reform association, the Union of Ethiopian Hebrew Congregations and Rabbis,7 of which the honorary president was the young Beta Israel
      Faitlovitch had brought to Europe to study, a community leader as well as an intellectual, Taamrat
      Emmanuel,8 because as an orthodox Jew
      he could not accept membership of a non-orthodox congregation.9 Indeed, Faitlovitch’s quest for the Falashas, which started at the beginning of
      the 20th century, became more and more part of a quest for the nidhei Yisrael. When the question of
      general proselytism arose, however, the caution urged by the rabbinate in respect to the Jewishness of the Beta
      Israel became overt hostility.
    


    
      The Mosaic Law for One World: David Horowitz and Jacques Faitlovitch
    


    
      The correspondence between Faitlovitch and the Mosaic Law for One World,10 a missionary movement founded in New York in 1944 by
      David Horowitz and Eliezer Schindler to propagate Judaism throughout the world, affords a better understanding of
      the group and also of the debates that raged in Palestine in the 1940s on the themes of the nidhei Yisrael
      and proselytism. Faitlovitch met Eliezer Schindler, a contributor to Der Ruf,11 at Bex Les Bains (Switzerland) in 1937 at the home of
      Moritz Asher,12 a great supporter
      of the pro-Falasha work.
    


    
      Schindler, writer and poet, had been on the Austrian front during World War I and had then travelled and worked
      in Russia, where he was interested in the Subotniki group of converts.13 Horowitz had an orthodox Jewish background and was
      married to a convert.14 His
      missionary work began in California, chosen for its great variety of sects, and had few initial results. In the
      end, however, it extended into other areas of the United States where converts were made, including an entire
      village in Michigan.15 The
      United Israel Bulletin, organ of the movement, was founded by Horowitz.
    


    
      The movement managed to establish links with Jewish groups in Israel (the Canaanite Movement), with figures like
      the daughter of Eliezer Ben Yehuda, Dolla Ben Yehudah Witman, and with Shalom
      Ben Chorin, the editor of Yediot Hadashot. Indeed, Ben Chorin, a revisionist Zionist and contributor to
      Der Ruf who immigrated to Palestine from Germany in 1934/5, became a frequent visitor to Faitlovich’s
      house, especially in the last years of his life,16 and the correspondence between these two figures shows the common work that had just
      begun. The greatest difficulty lay in breaking through ‘the veil of darkness that hovers over a hellenistic-Roman
      influenced world Jewry and Christianity’.17
    


    
      Horowitz informed Faitlovitch that, while he was awaiting news of the work among the Falashas, he was, at the
      suggestion of Eliezer Schindler, sending him material concerning the movement. Faitlovitch’s reply was
      prompt.18 While he observed that he
      did not know of Horowitz’s movement, he congratulated him on the undertaking and declared his total agreement
      with the general idea.19 He even
      went so far as to use Horowitz’s own words: ‘our raison d’être is justified only by fulfilling this task,
      as Judaism is predestined to do: to evolve into a universal, catholic religious conviction of all nations, as you
      rightly state in your paper and as every pious Jew recites in his prayers three time a day … they shall all
      accept the yoke of thy kingdom’.20
      Faitlovitch freely expressed his thoughts on the subjects of conversion and Jewish universalism and on the
      mission that Judaism was to fulfil in preparation for the messianic period.
    


    
      Horowitz replied thanking Faitlovitch for his encouragement, and telling him he had published part of his
      declaration in the Bulletin of their association, in particular Faitlovitch’s comments on ‘the necessity
      of promoting Jewish religious knowledge among gentiles, a duty inherently incumbent upon every one of us’.21 Horowitz contacted the American
      Pro-Falasha Committee of New York and included the Falasha question in the agenda of his organisation for the
      unification of the whole of Israel. He also added some considerations that referred more precisely to the
      missionary action undertaken at that particular moment in history, i.e. after the catastrophe of the Shoah: ‘No
      doubt you recognize that we are living in historical times that call for realistic and brave men and women to
      face the realities confronting the world, and we Jews have the greatest of all duties to fulfill, namely, make
      good our messengership to all peoples in the world. Let us, even we few in this decisive generation, try to make
      good the shortcomings and mistakes of our fathers in the past 2,000 years, let us embark upon our truly
      biblically-appointed tasks before a groping world of people – Jew and
      not-Jew.’22 Horowitz invited
      Faitlovitch to contact Shalom Ben Chorin, who had shown interest in opening a centre for the movement in
      Palestine.
    


    
      Faitlovitch’s interest in Horowitz’s movement is shown by the fact that when he arrived in New York on 7th
      January 1948 for his campaign to raise funds and draw the attention of American Jewry to the Beta Israel, he was
      met on the quayside by David Horowitz himself.23 It was with Horowitz or with other members of his association that Faitlovitch spent
      many of his evenings during his stay in the United States,24 which lasted longer than expected because of changes in the Near East following the
      proclamation of the State of Israel, in particular the difficulty in obtaining visas and documents, the outbreak
      of Arab rioting and the search for a ship that would sail directly to Israel without stopping in Alexandria. All
      of these forced Faitlovitch to remain in the United States until 29th June 1948.25
    


    
      The Mosaic Law for One World, ‘an international movement to disseminate the decalogue both within and beyond the
      confines of Jewry’ gained little support from either rabbis or Jewish laymen, according to J. Rosenbloom,
      ‘apparently because of the kind of Judaism advocated’.26 Nonetheless, Horowitz succeeded in propagating his message among the Black Judaising
      movements in Harlem.27
    


    
      The Society for Converts in Israel and the World
    


    
      We have no precise date for the foundation of the more explicitly missionary association Agudah le-Ma’an Gere
      Tzedek be-Yisrael u-va-Olam (Society for Converts in Israel and the World), which had its headquarters in
      Faitlovitch’s large house in Vitkin Street, Tel Aviv. This was used for meetings and cultural activities, and
      served as the headquarters for many associations and committees that were established between 1948 and 1955. It
      seems likely, however, that the Society was formed after Faitlovitch’s return from the United States. In his
      large library, the gerim (proselytes) gave talks,28 as did other members of the association, on problems connected with conversion.29
    


    
      One of the members of the conversion movement in Israel was Israel Ben Zeev (Wolfenson).30 He had known Faitlovitch since 1906, when he was a
      student at the Hilfsverein school (Lemel) in Jerusalem and saw Faitlovitch enter the classroom as a hero,
      accompanied by two young Ethiopians.31 Ben Zeev came from an old yishuv family: his
      forebears had immigrated as members of the Hazon Tziyyon group in 1809. He had been Professor of Arabic
      Literature at the University of Cairo in the 1920s, and worked hard to foster links between Arab and Jewish
      intellectuals in the Palestine of the British Mandate and to forge a better understanding of the respective
      cultures. He represented a certain Mediterranean cosmopolitan culture seeking possible forms of cohabitation
      between such different worlds.32 He
      became the head of the Arab schools in Israel and a professor at Bar Ilan University. Although he did not agree
      with Faitlovitch’s work regarding the policy of ‘Judaisation’ of the Beta Israel33 following the model of European Judaism, he shared his
      ‘missionary’ spirit and became a member of the committees set up by Faitlovitch in the 1940s and 1950s. Ben Zeev
      also wrote a commemorative introduction to the translation into Hebrew of Faitlovitch’s book Meine zweite
      Reise zu den Falashas four years after the author’s death.34
    


    
      In 1956, Ben Zeev was chairman of the Agudah approved by the Israeli government.35 The secretary was Rabbi Israel Lapid, private secretary
      of the late Ashkenazic chief rabbi, Isaac Herzog. According to A. Shusterman, ‘although the Agudah hopes
      eventually to set up a worldwide missionary organization, its primary function at the present time is to give
      assistance to converts in the State of Israel by helping them solve their many problems. The society is also
      concerned with preparing Noachides and in bringing people to an understanding of Judaism, with the ultimate aim
      of winning them to Judaism itself’.36 After Faitlovitch’s death, the society apparently committed itself more to coping with
      the converts in Israel than to dealing with the conversion of distant people.
    


    
      As far as the Falashas were concerned, Ben Zeev considered them to be totally Jewish, favouring on the one hand
      their immigration to Israel as citizens with full rights, and on the other wishing to maintain a commitment to
      the penetration and diffusion of Judaism in Africa, especially in the Congo and in Nigeria.37 These were the same views expressed by Faitlovitch
      when he proposed both the aliyah of the Falashas and the need to maintain a group of them in Ethiopia as a
      means of spreading Judaism in Africa.
    


    
      The missionary association had been preceded some years earlier by the Vaad le-Ma’an Nidhei Yisrael
      (Committee for the Lost of Israel) founded in 1942 by Faitlovitch, Yitzhak Ben Zvi and Nahum Slouschz, who was
      made president, shortly before Faitlovitch left again for Ethiopia after an absence of almost eight years.38 In order to raise funds for the school
      in Addis Ababa and recruit teachers, he addressed the Jews in Palestine in a
      1943 bulletin of the Committee, in which he reminded them that it was a ‘duty for every man in Israel to give
      generous help to accomplish the words of the prophecy of the vision of the prophet Zephaniah: ‘For then will I
      turn to the people a pure language, that they may all call upon the name of the Lord, to serve him with one
      consent. “From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia my suppliants, even the daughter of my dispersed shall bring mine
      offerings: [Zeph. 3, 9–10]’.39
    


    
      The Committee had tried to involve the rabbinate, especially Rabbis Herzog and Uziel, but these demanded precise
      investigations to verify the Jewishness of the Beta Israel, about which they had doubts. They cautioned
      that the giyyur (conversion) procedure should be carried out before they committed themselves to religious
      education among them.
    


    
      On his 95th birthday, Slouschz (1871–1966), one of the early Zionists and a close associate of Max Nordau, was
      described as a romantic researcher,40 with a pan-Hebrew vision.41 Slouschz’s path ran parallel to that of Faitlovitch, starting with the years spent in
      Paris where they were both studying Semitic languages under Joseph Halévy, their shared passion for travel in
      far-off lands, which for Slouschz included Morocco, Yemen, Cyrenaica, Syria and Lebanon, and the search for the
      Ten Tribes. For Slouschz these included the anusim of Portugal, and he took special interest in Jewish
      antiquities and the position of Jews there. Both were fascinated by the Zionist dream, which they followed in
      different ways. After a period during which he followed the ‘territorial’ policies of Zangwill, Slouschz went on
      aliyah in 1919 and devoted himself to the propagation of the Hebrew language and its literature: he had
      been Lecturer in modern Hebrew at the Sorbonne at the beginning of the 20th century. Slouschz and Faitlovitch
      worked closely in Tel Aviv in the 1940s and 1950s and together they founded committees and projects in favour of
      the reunification of Jews or would-be Jews scattered round the world until Slouschz, the older by eight years,
      had the task of giving the funeral oration at the death of his friend.42
    


    
      In the 1940s, Faitlovitch published numerous articles in the journal Ha-Am ve-ha-Sefer, the organ of
      Brit Ivrit Olamit. One such article examined the revival of Hebrew among the Ethiopian Jews, recalling the
      role played by Slouschz, a pioneer of spoken Hebrew and the man who introduced Taamrat Emmanuel and Ghetie
      Yirmiahu to Hebrew in 1905 at the Ecole Normale Orientale in Paris.43 After the period of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia
      (1936–1941),44 another article
      proposed renewed action to support the school and education of the Beta Israel.45 It was in
      this period that the Committee established more solid bases between the people and the organisations prepared to
      relaunch action in favour of the Beta Israel.46
    


    
      The Committee was later to become an association, Agudah le-Ma’an Nidhei Yisrael. This was very active in
      the early 1950s and worked alongside Agudah le-Ma’an Gere Tzedek be-Yisrael u-va-Olam. It, too, was headed
      by Faitlovitch, and its secretary was Wurmbrandt.47 A close link with Brit Ivrit Olamit was guaranteed by the membership of Ben Zvi,
      and also by the Brit’s director, Alexander Rosenfeld.48 The Jewish Agency and the education department of Ha-Histadrut ha-Tziyyonit
      ha-Olamit were also represented.
    


    
      Brit Ivrit Olamit played an extremely important role in the revival of work in favour of the nidhei
      Israel and of the Beta Israel. Funded by the Jewish Agency, Rosenfeld visited Ethiopia in
      October-November 1951 as a representative of the organisation,49 hoping that the Falashas could disseminate the knowledge and the culture of the
      Torah.50 The agenda of the
      Agudah le-Ma’an Nidhei Yisrael referred explicitly to the question of the Jewish tribes separated from the
      rest of the Jewish people by the course of events and to the need to regroup them in the new Jewish State: ‘in
      the early days of our history, several tribes separated from the great Golah of ‘Beith Israel’. They wandered as
      far as India, China, Abyssinia, and even reached the American Continent, thus becoming estranged tribes … Now
      with the establishment of the Jewish State, it is our noble duty to bring those alienated brethren back to us.
      For this very aim this Association was established’.51 Among the aims of the Association was providing cultural, religious and educational
      assistance to the Lost Tribes in the diaspora, and assisting their emigration to Israel.
    


    
      In 1952, the members of the group that had formed the Association (Faitlovitch, Slouschz, Wurmbrandt, Rosenfeld
      and Ben Zeev) published various articles in the journal of Brit Ivrit Olamit regarding the Beta
      Israel, the anusim and the gerim of San Nicandro, while Faitlovitch drew attention to the need
      to widen the frontiers of Judaism and to the task of the generation that had seen the birth of Israel to recover
      the ‘Lost of Israel’.52
    


    
      The Society for the Knowledge of Judaism and the Spreading of Torah
    


    
      The Brit ha-Ne’emanim – Agudah le-Yeda ha-Yahadut u-le-Hafatzat Toratah (The Alliance of the Faithful –
      Society for the Knowledge of Judaism and the Spreading of Torah), the last to
      be created by Faitlovitch, was registered in 1952,53 but it was the realisation of a project conceived twenty or so years earlier together
      with Birnbaum and the group around the journal Der Ruf. This group was mainly made up of Alfonso
      Pacifici,54 and Ben Chorin.55 Other participants included Asher and
      Schindler.56
    


    
      In the correspondence between Birnbaum and Faitlovitch concerning the creation of the Society for Promoting
      Knowledge of Judaism,57 it was
      recalled that the aim was ‘to restore the broken contact with the Falashas and with other remnants of Jewry in
      all distant countries, to revive and strengthen Judaism among them and to ameliorate their social and economic
      conditions’ and to work ‘for the conservation and promotion of Judaism and to inculcate it in those who feel
      drawn towards the house of Israel’.58 For the first time, mention was made of the possibility of creating a missionary
      institute in Palestine with students from Abyssinia and other countries, ‘in order that they may become fitted to
      the knowledge which they would acquire into the service of the conservation and promotion of judaism [sic] … to
      serve as messengers’.59
    


    
      This was a project aimed not only at the conservation of Judaism, but rather at the promotion of active diffusion
      via missionaries trained precisely for this purpose.60 The Brit ha-Ne’emanim reflected the apprehensions of the period in the wake of
      the Holocaust and the proclamation of the State of Israel. The association proposed to widen the sphere of
      activity of previous associations, while maintaining the central aim of saving the nidhei Yisrael. It
      opened up new horizons for the propagation and strengthening of Judaism, while following a more precise and
      organised scheme.
    


    
      The agenda, which was quite concrete and the product of greater elaboration than previous agendas, foresaw the
      creation of an institute able to provide training for capable young people as Jewish missionaries. Some of them,
      states a memo in Hebrew, were ready and would be able to leave immediately, addressing firstly the groups best
      disposed towards Judaism in various parts of the world.61 A pamphlet in English, more detailed than the previous document, lists the aims of the
      association as follows: ‘we will carry the word of God to Jew and non-Jew alike. This is a task which is ours. We
      have neglected it, though not completely abandoned it. It was not altogether a voluntary act on our part that we
      failed to carry out our mission. Forces and conditions not within our control compelled the Jews to remain
      inactive in a field of endeavor full of promise. First the Romans, then the
      Christian Church forced us to abandon this field of endeavor for God … We had lost the zeal of the missionary.
      Anyone familiar with the history of Judaism knows quite well that in all its glorious moments it knew how
      to exploit every opportunity to assert its convictions that its destiny is to serve as an eternal light, a beacon
      unto the nations … We are fully convinced that the time has come to raise the banner of Judaism, not only in the
      presence of the nations but also among the nations … Obviously we have no intention of imitating the methods and
      practices of other religious systems. But we do want to publicize Judaism and its teachings … While hospitable to
      proselytes we shall exert no pressure in efforts to persuade anyone to embrace our faith … Our effort will be
      confined to education’.62 The
      training institute was to have been established in Jerusalem and the association, organised on a pyramid
      structure, was divided into a six-level hierarchy, starting from the title of ‘brother’ (ah) and rising to
      the highest title of ‘father’ (av), using terminology taken from the Church.63
    


    
      A document of the Department for Education and Religious Culture in the Diaspora explicitly defines the term
      nidhei Yisrael and lists the groups included and excluded.64 For example, neither the Karaites nor the Samaritans could be included as they
      were considered ‘independent Jewish religious sects’.65 However, the Yemenite Jews who, even though isolated, managed to conserve the correct
      meaning of the reading of the Torah and the ancient Midrashim were included. The map of the ‘lost of Israel’ was
      here divided into continents. In Africa, mention was made of the Falashas and the Bahutzi of the Sahara desert,
      given their name by the Jews of Djerba because they ‘lie outside’, who had been studied by Sloushz. Indeed, the
      document paid considerable attention to the Falashas, who were defined as the most important tribe of the
      nidhei Yisrael, and mentioned the discussions about their origins. The Falashas were considered in the
      same way as the Bene Yisrael in India, the Black Jews in Cochin and the Indian Jews in Mexico, i.e. as
      populations that had become detached from the rest of Judaism for geographical reasons and had integrated a
      certain number of gerim.
    


    
      In its conclusions, the document reiterated that the return of the ‘lost’ should not be considered a ‘racial’
      question (geza’) but a spiritual and religious one, following the biblical dictate of ‘the people that
      were gathered out of the nations’ [Ezekiel 38,12]. The document concluded recalling the aims of the Brit
      ha-Ne’emanim, describing the role the Jewish volunteers were to have played
      in bringing the anusim and the nidhei Yisrael back to Judaism thanks to a mission yehudi
      (Jewish mission) created following the model of the Christian missions.
    


    
      In his published works, Faitlovitch had compared the shevet Yisrael (tribe of Israel) in India to the
      Falashas.66 Both had been able to
      conserve their faith in the Jewish religion and, despite adversity, remain faithful to it while awaiting the
      Messiah. Faitlovitch’s idea that, as the Falashas had fought over centuries to defend their Jewishness, they
      should unquestionably be considered Jews, was accepted by the most important figures in the movements of the
      1940s and 1950s, like Ben Zeev,67
      and Slouschz.68
    


    
      The prime aim of the various associations founded in Eretz Yisrael was to re-establish contacts with the
      Beta Israel and then with other groups. Even the last Society for Promoting Knowledge of Judaism, which was
      decisively ‘missionary’ in outlook, had as its main aim ‘to restore the connection of the Falashas with Israel,
      which has been broken for so many centuries, to revivify and strengthen Judaism among them … This organization,
      at the same time, aims to restore the broken contact with remnants of Jewry in all distant countries’.69 Ethiopian Judaism was often described
      by Faitlovitch as an ever meduldal, a withered limb, which had to be urgently restored to the rest of the
      Jewish body before it broke away for good. These were images that alluded to the need for restructuring and
      reunification in a new messianic-oriented scenario. It was perhaps the necessary Utopia of those who had
      experienced the destruction of most of Europe’s Jews and the birth of a Jewish state.
    


    
      In the 1940s and 1950s, Faitlovitch devoted himself to the creation of committees and associations that had a
      wider range of action than the pro-Falasha committees he had founded in Europe (the first was established in
      Florence in 1907) and then in the United States. They were no longer concerned with the Beta Israel but
      with the nidhei Yisrael. Although support for the Ethiopian Jews remained one of the main aims of the
      associations founded in that period, and of their promoter, increasing attention was paid to an active organised
      movement of proselytism. In the ideology proposed by Faitlovitch and supported by influential figures such as Ben
      Zvi and Nahum Slouschz, Judaism, which had finally found refuge and protection under the aegis of the State, was
      increasingly to become a universal religion, instructing peoples that held no preconceived hostility against the
      Jews, like the Asian and African populations. To strengthen his view,
      Faitlovitch recalled that ‘a body that does not grow is destined to die’ and that if the Jews did not wish to
      prove right those who maintained ‘we are mean with foreigners and do not wish to let others enjoy the Jewish
      treasures’, there was no other path but proselytism.70
    


    
      After World War II, the idea that Judaism had to expand for survival was shared by a number of leading
      personalities. In 1949, Leo Baeck, the liberal German rabbi, said ‘Mankind is hungry and thirsts for that which
      Judaism can say, what Jews full of Judaism can say. Many an example can be remembered. Judaism became, so to
      speak, attractive to the gentiles and many a one became a proselyte, educated people, high-minded people. Should
      we not begin anew? Should we not send our missionaries to Asia, to East Asia and to other places to the people
      there waiting for us? We are in need of expansion for our own sake’.71
    


    
      The news about a number of non-Jews converted, in southern Italy (San Nicandro), in Harlem, in Mexico, in Uganda,
      in Japan and elsewhere in Asia, could but strengthen this utopian tendency towards a universal Judaism.
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      A CONVERSION MOVEMENT IN ITALY
    


    
      Jewish Universalism, Conversion and Gender in San Nicandro
    


    
      Emanuela Trevisan Semi
    


    
      Zionism, messianism and conversion
    


    
      The events that surrounded the birth of Zionism created fertile ground for a messianic interpretation. It has
      frequently been noted that many elements in the Zionist vision were essentially messianic: the gathering in of
      the exiles, liberation from foreign slavery and social justice.1 Signs of the fulfilment of prophetic visions were sought in everyday life and
      these signs were interpreted in the light of a more general process of redemption and progressive Judaisation.
      The redemptive process, that had begun with the rebirth of Israel in the Land of the Fathers and with the
      gathering in of the ‘dispersed of Israel’ from all around the world, was read as a universal event of cosmic
      importance that would lead to the redemption of all humanity.
    


    
      The history of the converts of San Nicandro was considered a concrete example of these messianic signs by the
      Zionist pioneers of the Jewish Brigade, who made contact with the group when they were crossing the Puglia region
      in tanks, flying the blue and white banner that was to become the Israeli flag.
    


    
      The conversion movement in San Nicandro, a town in the Gargano area not far from the city of Foggia, is here
      analysed and interpreted in the context of the search for the Ten Lost Tribes, a search which, against all
      expectations, maintained vigour in the 20th century. The finding of populations that had been ‘lost’, in a place
      that is a non-place and a time that is a non-time according to conventional
      historiographic categories, became a common topos in the historiographic literature of this century, as has been
      pointed out by S. Lyman in a recent article.2
    


    
      Various groups attempted to join the process that was beginning to take shape, wishing to be included in the
      great utopia of the creation of a Jewish State. This process often involved peoples or minorities holding
      inferior status within the society in which they lived, who therefore attempted to assert themselves with a more
      visible or socially acceptable identity, and the Jewish groups and movements – generally committed to the Zionist
      movement – who made the mediations necessary for the transformation of such aspirations into reality.
    


    
      Of particular note here is the role of Jacques Faitlovitch – the creator of the ‘regeneration’ of the Beta
      Israel (Falashas) in Ethiopia – among the followers of Manduzio in San Nicandro from the early 1930s and the
      part played by the members of the Jewish Brigade who disembarked in Puglia in the 1940s. It was precisely in
      those years that the conversion of the Italian group, and their consequent immigration to Israel, took place
      under the banner of Jewish universalism and messianism.
    


    
      The last section of the chapter will look at how the community of converts who remained in Italy and did not
      emigrate to Israel became progressively feminised (a phenomenon I had the opportunity to observe during a field
      survey I carried out at San Nicandro in 1992)3 – a polarisation of the role the women in the group had already taken during the
      conversions and which increased markedly over the following generations. By 1992, there were no longer any men in
      what they referred to as the ‘religion’, the diluted Judaism of the remaining adherents. In the postscript to the
      second edition of her study,4 Elena
      Cassin points to the ‘féminisation du mouvement’ and adds that ‘le problème de cette féminisation du mouvement
      mériterait d’être étudié plus longuement’.5 This then is what I shall do in the final section of this chapter.6
    


    
      Previous research on the San Nicandro conversions
    


    
      The story of the conversion of a small group of inhabitants of the town of San Nicandro took place between the
      two World Wars in an area in which there was intense proselytism by itinerant Italo-American missionaries –
      Evangelicals, Pentecostalists, Baptists, Adventists – travelling throughout the region. It has been recorded and
      examined in three studies and several articles.
    


    
      The first to recount the story of the conversions, romanticising it and
      interpreting it as a miraculous messianic event, was P.E. Lapide,7 otherwise known as Major Spitzer of the Jewish Brigade, a part of the British
      Eighth Brigade led by Montgomery. He came across the converts while he was crossing the Gargano area with his
      military convoy at the end of 1943. Once the existence of the converts was known, the members of the Jewish
      Brigade established increasingly close contact with them and attempted to send some of the converts to Bari,
      where they would have had the opportunity to study Hebrew.8
    


    
      The research begun by Elena Cassin in the early 1950s was also largely a question of chance; she wrote in her
      opening lines: ‘Le hasard m’a fait rencontrer les Juifs de San Nicandro’.9 An anthropologist and Assyriologist of Italian origin,
      Cassin heard there was a moshav of Italians in 1952, while she was in Safed, Israel,10 and this marked the beginning of her interest in
      the group.
    


    
      Cassin wrote a scholarly book on the subject, making use of both written and oral sources: she consulted,
      transcribed and photographed part of the diary and writings left by the founder, Donato Manduzio;11 she used the correspondence between
      Manduzio and other followers and the chief rabbi in Rome (Davide Prato) and Raffaele Cantoni; she interviewed the
      members of the group who had emigrated to Israel and those who had stayed in Italy. Events were still fresh in
      the minds of the protagonists, as were the clashes and controversies between the various factions making up the
      community of converts. Cassin’s reconstruction of events therefore took into account the various components of
      what was to become the history of the converts of San Nicandro. Cassin was especially careful to examine the
      story in its historical context, refusing to interpret it as an extraordinary isolated event,12 but seeing it rather as part of the migratory
      phenomena that particularly involved depressed areas of southern Italy at the beginning of the century.
    


    
      From 1920, the great waves of migration towards the United States were stopped by the American government’s
      decision to limit immigration, and a certain number of Italian immigrants affiliated to various religious
      communities in America returned to Italy. Some years earlier, at the outbreak of World War I, many Italian
      emigrants who had converted to Protestantism in the United States had already returned to Italy. Moreover, the
      seasonal workers who set out for Latin America travelled to and fro, bringing with them the most varied social
      and religious experiences. These two-way migratory experiences favoured the proliferation of various religious groups and conversions to Protestantism. According to Cassin,13 the prospect of migration to
      Palestine, warmly supported by the Jewish Brigade, led to the consolidation of the converts, who had at first not
      seriously considered the possibility of emigration. She claims it was Spitzer who first proposed that the
      community emigrate to Palestine at the end of the war.14 In actual fact, as the documentation found in the Faitlovitch archive would later show,
      some attempts had already been made in this direction.15
    


    
      In her work, Elena Cassin attributes an important role to Emanuela Vocino, wife of the founder of the movement,
      who later became the trusted custodian both of Manduzio’s diaries after his death and of the truthful version of
      the facts. The voices of the women in the community who shared the experiences of dreams and visions of the
      founder of the movement, almost completely ignored by Lapide, are in contrast extremely audible in Cassin’s
      study. The women who emigrated to Israel, especially Concetta di Leo, were the protagonists of the story both as
      reference points and custodians of history, and because of the sense of continuity they were able to transmit.
    


    
      The third essay on San Nicandro is full of errors, inaccuracies and naivety.16 It is an essay by Maria Novello Pierini that presents
      the results of a study carried out in 1961–2, but does not take into account, although it is mentioned, the
      earlier study by Cassin. It may nonetheless be of some interest here as it reproduces part of Manduzio’s diary.
    


    
      The story of the conversions
    


    
      Donato Manduzio (1885–1948), the founder of the movement, was born into a peasant family and learned to read and
      write when he enrolled in an infantry regiment during World War I. He was sent home after being wounded, but
      received a disability pension which enabled him to devote himself to the reading of the works that interested
      him, including books of magic.
    


    
      In 1930 he had a vision, described later (1935) in his diary. He was in the dark when he heard a voice telling
      him it had brought him light. Looking more carefully he perceived a man holding an unlit lantern in his hand who,
      when asked why he didn’t light it, replied that he could not because he had no matches. Looking at his hand
      Manduzio realised he was holding a match with which he then lit the lantern, and the vision disappeared.
      Wondering the following day about the meaning of the dream, he was unable to explain it until he met an acquaintance who had received a Bible from a Protestant preacher and who
      gave it to him. On opening the Bible, to his considerable surprise he discovered the story of the creation of the
      world, which greatly fascinated him.
    


    
      He believed that God the Creator, the same God that guided Adam towards Canaan and who made promises to Isaac and
      Jacob, wished to call him to rekindle the light of the biblical religion and when, in the following visions, he
      heard himself called Levi, he decided to use the name himself and have his followers call him by it. Manduzio
      considered himself a new Moses, who would lead his people into the desert towards the Promised Land. From 1932
      onwards, the children born into the community were given biblical names to seal their new identity, despite
      opposition from the registry office clerk.17
    


    
      There were no Jewish communities in the Puglia region, the closest being Naples. That a peasant from San Nicandro
      should think the Jews had been extinct for centuries and consider himself the founder of a new Jewish people
      therefore met with little surprise. There was, however, great astonishment the following summer when on market
      day Manduzio met a travelling merchant who revealed to him that there were many representatives of that people in
      other cities. Manduzio received the addresses of some Jews in Florence and Turin from the merchant and
      immediately wrote to them. A reply came from Turin inviting him to contact the chief rabbi in Rome, Angelo
      Sacerdoti. The start of this correspondence, at the end of August 1931, opened up a new phase in the story.
    


    
      According to Manduzio, the rabbi of Rome – who had initially thought it was a joke – replied only to his third
      letter.18 He asked: ‘how can all
      this have taken place in a town where no Jews live and where Judaism, as a way of life, must be completely
      unknown?’. The question the rabbi then asked regarded the possibility that they were descended from converted
      Jews and was couched in the following terms: ‘Do you have no tradition that you are descendants of Jewish
      families forced in the past to convert to Catholicism?’.19 It must indeed have seemed strange to him that a simple reading of the Bible had
      created a movement of conversion to Judaism.
    


    
      The movement was based, as in other charismatic movements, on the interpretation of the ‘visions’ of Manduzio.
      Interpretation became a technique for analysing everyday life and, thanks to the importance of premonition, also
      a strategy for the future. The charismatic activity of the head and of those followers who had the gift of ‘visions’ – many of them women – further consolidated the group. The
      charismatic leader was gifted with the thaumaturgic functions of a healer and thus acquired considerable
      authority.
    


    
      The group was at first called i Sabbatini (from the Italian word sabato or Saturday) because of
      their practice of observing Saturday as a day of rest and holding their meetings on that day in Manduzio’s house,
      which acted as a place of prayer. There they learned by heart biblical verses and texts, set to the tunes of
      popular songs. This permitted the followers, many of whom were unable to read or write, to learn and memorise the
      contents of the texts. Texts were also written and set to music by the followers.20 There were about 50 converts, including women and
      children.
    


    
      Only certain biblical festivities and practices were observed. These included the festivities of the three
      pilgrimages (Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot), as well as Kippur and Purim. Although the
      dates of these holidays were initially established by Manduzio, it was later decided to follow the calendars
      supplied by the Jewish community in Rome. It was the Bible that formed the basis of the everyday practices, while
      the introduction of an abridged version of the Talmud in Italian, obtained by one of the followers, was frowned
      upon by Manduzio, who even forbade its reading.
    


    
      This edition of the Talmud disturbed Manduzio because, according to Cassin,21 in his eyes it represented a betrayal of the Mosaic law
      and its ritual and legal spirit. He perceived that its spirit was different from the agricultural and pastoral
      spirit that pervaded the Bible and also different from the Gargano environment. Manduzio’s decision to forbid the
      reading of it was backed by a vision interpreted for the occasion.
    


    
      The prohibition of the reading of the Talmud was the reason for one of the many splits that took place within the
      group. Costantino Tritto, the man who had received the text from the Jewish community in Florence, refused to
      obey Manduzio and with others, including Angelo Marrocchella, a follower who had made contact with a Jewish
      community while he was doing military service, abandoned the community for a time, creating a small dissident
      movement that was reunited in later years,22 but always remained fairly active, even after emigration to Palestine.
    


    
      Until 1936, the Jewish communities in Rome and Florence maintained informal contacts with San Nicandro.23 This meant that the phenomenon was
      probably known to Jacques Faitlovitch, the man who had set up the first pro-Falasha committee in Florence in the
      early 1900s. This Polish Jew, who had studied in France and had been a pupil of
      Joseph Halévy, was undoubtedly struck by the case of conversion so much discussed in Italian Jewish circles.
    


    
      Faitlovitch went to San Nicandro in January 1935 and made some notes on the visit in his diary.24 According to the author of an article
      commemorating the death of Faitlovitch, he had first been to see Manduzio in 1931.25 I have, however, found no confirmation of this in his
      diaries and it would seem rather improbable that Faitlovitch paid an initial visit to the Gargano area in that
      year. The first certain visit by Faitlovitch was in 1935. Nevertheless, from his brief description we do get a
      clear impression that Faitlovitch had already met some of the converts, but where we do not know.
    


    
      In 1935, after two days in the town, Faitlovitch departed for Rome satisfied he had spent ‘une bonne journée avec
      les proselytes’.26 His stay had
      been troubled only by a police visit to inspect the presence of a foreigner, a Polish Jew who was well known to
      the Italian authorities as one who hated fascism, in an isolated village in Italy. A few days later Faitlovitch
      defended the cause of the proselytes before the Union of Israelite Communities in Rome, and in particular to
      Dante Lattes, a Zionist and editor of La Rassegna Mensile di Israel.27 At the beginning of September of the same year,
      Cerrone, one of the proselytes, came to Rome where Faitlovitch was staying. Cerrone spent a few days with
      Faitlovitch who took him to see various key members of the Italian Jewish community (Umberto Cassuto, Dante
      Lattes and Davide Prato) and to services at the Rome synagogue. At the beginning of December 1936, Faitlovitch
      arrived in Foggia before setting sail for Egypt from Brindisi. On this occasion he only had time to spend half a
      day with Cerrone and another proselyte.28
    


    
      It is certain that Faitlovitch, who more than once travelled on to the Gargano area to visit the proselytes and
      who had introduced Cerrone to the official Jewish institutions in Rome, maintained a certain interest in the tiny
      group of converts. It was, therefore, not at all surprising when the following year he was involved in enrolling
      young converts in a Jewish institution in Europe (as he had done with the young Falashas of Ethiopia) and helped
      organise the emigration of the group to Palestine. I shall return to this at a later point.
    


    
      The year 1936 was a watershed in the lives of the Sabbatini. The new chief rabbi in Rome, Davide Prato,
      who had studied at the school of Zvi Margulies, the rabbi of Florence, a Zionist with universalist ideas,
      established official contacts with the converts through his personal envoy, Raffaele Cantoni.29 Cantoni came to San Nicandro in July 1937 with the aim of regularising the converts’ ritual, of opening a small
      synagogue,30 and of integrating the
      group into the Jewish community in Naples. Cantoni also paid for one of the boys to spend the summer of 1937 in
      Jewish summer camp.31 It must be
      recalled that the Jewish summer camps – in 1936 the invasion of Ethiopia had taken place and the war in Spain
      began – were becoming breeding grounds for emigration to Palestine.
    


    
      In 1937, official Italian Jewry seems to have decided to get involved in this unusual episode of conversion.
      Raffaele Cantoni, representing the new rabbi in Rome, again visited San Nicandro on 22nd October with 22
      tallitot, which, as Cassin suggests, indicates the number of male converts at the time, an eight-armed
      candelabra, a smaller candelabra, a chalice and a container for incense.32 Authorisation from the ministry of religion, which had
      been requested the previous year, had not been granted and neither was that of the Fascist political authorities
      to approve permission to practise religious rites, an understandable attitude given that an anti-Semitic press
      campaign leading to the racial laws of 1938 was being prepared in this period.
    


    
      In 1938, the converts of San Nicandro were called before the police chief and interrogated on their claims to be
      Jewish. In the same year, Cantoni informed Manduzio of the decision to suspend, for the time being, the
      regularisation of their conversion due to the difficulties faced by other Italian Jews who had been ‘born into
      the faith’ inviting him to wait for better times.
    


    
      The period of persecution began in 1940; the converts were later to demonstrate their solidarity with Italian
      Jewry by helping Jews from northern Italy who were trying to reach the Allies in the south.33 When in 1940 news reached San Nicandro that
      Raffaele Cantoni had been interned – as a a Zionist and anti-Fascist – in the Sforzacosta camp in the Marche
      region, Manduzio sent him affectionate letters of solidarity and, more importantly, managed to organise food
      parcels for him when he was later confined to the Tremiti islands.34
    


    
      The meeting with the Jewish Brigade at the end of 1943 was undoubtedly a particularly important moment for the
      future of the group. Even Enzo Sereni had visited the group a few days before he parachuted into northern Italy
      (he was later to be captured and executed by the Nazis), and had taught them to sing the Ha-Tiqvah.35 Struck by the visit, Sereni had said
      to Spitzer, who was there with him: ‘Si Dieu a posé son choix sur le peuple juif, maintenant, pour la première fois dans l’histoire, d’autres ont librement decidé de lui appartenir’.36
    


    
      The commitment undertaken by the members of the Brigade regarding the converts did not cease with the end of the
      war. On their return to Palestine, they managed to have the story of the conversion brought to the attention of
      the Jewish authorities in Palestine and interpreted as a sign of the great messianic times which were expected.
    


    
      After Liberation in 1945, Rabbi Prato returned to Rome and Raffaele Cantoni became president of the Union of
      Israelite Communities. The issue of the converts could now be resolved: on 26th July 1946, Rabbi Alfredo Ravenna
      was sent to San Nicandro to organise the ritual circumcision, which was performed on thirteen proselytes between
      4th and 8th August by Arnaldo Ascarelli.37 Raffaele Cantoni and Spitzer were present at the ceremony. The tevilah, the
      ritual immersion, took place in the Mediterranean Sea, at Torre Maletta.38
    


    
      Between 1948 and 1949, the first groups emigrated to Israel and most of the converts settled in Alma, a
      moshav not far from Safed in Galilee. Manduzio died in 1948 in San Nicandro. Like Moses, in whose
      footsteps he had hoped to tread, he never saw the Promised Land. According to information acquired by Elena
      Cassin, Manduzio considered that the emigration could only take place when the messianic promises had been
      fulfilled and when ‘the hour of the golden age had struck in Israel’.39
    


    
      In a review article on Elena Cassin’s work,40 Joseph Ben David disagreed with her conclusions regarding the future of the group in
      Israel and in Italy, which he considered too optimistic. Ben David wrote: ‘There did not emerge a school of
      prophecy, there were practically no new converts to Judaism, and his few original followers became dispersed and
      secularised’. He ended by defining the conversion in San Nicandro as ‘a freak’.41
    


    
      This was a rather hasty judgement and it was shown to be erroneous in the years that followed, especially
      regarding the position of the converts in Israel. The Italian converts were in fact considered an example of
      particularly successful integration according to a study carried out by the American sociologist Mordecai
      Roshwald in 1973. In his survey, Roshwald defined them as a model group: the converts spoke good Hebrew, they had
      taken on Israeli first names but had conserved their surnames, and they had married members of other groups,
      mainly Sephardic in origin. Like all groups who immigrated to Israel, the people from San Nicandro also became gradually more secularised, but some members still conserved a strong
      religious identification with Judaism, as was observed by Elena Cassin when she visited the Italian olim
      on various occasions in recent years.42
    


    
      As for the converts who remained in San Nicandro, they have gradually been transformed into an original and
      interesting group, as I shall describe below. The second and third generation of converts have become a community
      in which, as I mentioned at the beginning, the women have become the leading force.
    


    
      Italian gerim as Lost Tribes
    


    
      While Europe was in the grip of the Shoah and Jewish communities throughout Europe were being increasingly
      weakened by Nazism, a group of Christian families in Fascist Italy decided to convert to Judaism. When this news
      began to circulate at the end of World War II, it was interpreted as a ‘miracle’.
    


    
      Israel Ben Zeev (Wolfenson), who shared Faitlovitch’s universalist ideas,43 and his missionary spirit,44 wrote an article on the gerim of San Nicandro,
      whom he visited in Israel in 1952.45 In it, he described the enthusiasm with which the strange news of the conversion, which
      had been spread in Israel by the members of the Jewish Brigade, was received in these dark times. Faitlovitch
      himself had called this story ‘a miracle of the Creator’ when he heard it recounted first-hand by Manduzio during
      one of his visits to San Nicandro.46 In his diary, Manduzio noted that Faitlovitch’s rapturous reaction was: ‘in such a dark
      place has emerged a light similar to our Father Abraham who leaves his Father and Mother to carry out the Will of
      the Holy One’.47
    


    
      When the military rabbi expressed doubts regarding the opportunity of regularising the conversion of the group
      according to Jewish law, recalling the obligation of dissuading those who seek conversion, Spitzer assuaged his
      doubts by replying that the Church, the Fascists and the Nazis had already tried to do so in vain.48 At that point, the military rabbi had
      no alternative but to convert them according to Jewish law.
    


    
      The historical moment in which the conversions took place certainly played an important role in the conclusion of
      the story, and the creation of the State of Israel – considered in some Zionist spheres as the fulfilment of the
      messianic promises – contributed to speed up processes that at other times would undoubtedly have been slower and
      might have had different outcomes.
    


    
      Lapide wrote that when he went to visit the group in Galilee he found himself
      wondering whether it had been right to persuade them to immigrate. ‘Etait-ce une juste cause de les avoir
      convaincus d’abandonner la terre de leurs pères, d’avoir rejeté ce qui était leur héritage, leur langue, leur
      passé pour les transplanter dans un pays étranger? Ce pays pouvait être, il est vrai, leur patrie spirituelle,
      mais ils n’avaient avec lui, somme toute, aucun lien commun … Et les générations futures me béniraient-elles ou
      me maudiraient-elles?’.49
    


    
      Here Lapide demonstrated a certain ambiguity with respect to the group. During a meeting between the two men in
      San Nicandro, Lapide had reported how the group described their supposedly ancient Jewish origins: ‘Nos ancêtres
      étaient des Juifs espagnols, il y a environ douze générations. Ils étaient tous lévites. Mais les temps étaient
      difficiles; l’envie des gentiles, les jalousies internes, les obligèrent à se cacher, puis à fuir. Ils se
      refugièrent ici avec une étoile de David cachée sous leur chemise et la croix sur leur vêtement’.50 Manduzio had replied to the objections
      raised by various Jewish representatives in Italy by creating a mythic Jewish past and had invented a
      genealogical reconstruction of Marrano descent. Thanks to the visions which had communicated this to him,
      Manduzio managed to claim a link with Judaism that permitted him to no longer be a special case, but to place
      himself in a linear path studded with similar episodes.
    


    
      Curiously, the possibility of Marrano origins was put forward to me recently by Eliezer Tritto, one of the
      converts who had emigrated to Israel. He referred to a book on the discovery of ancient Jewish settlements in the
      Puglia region that could be traced back to the time of the Spanish Inquisition,51 implying that this was the thread linking the two
      stories.
    


    
      The myth of the Lost Tribes, or of Marrano descent, was quite easily applied to the case of the Italian converts
      and used to justify their new membership of the Jewish people. The Italian immigrants were classified as ‘Tribes
      of Israel’ in the series of monthly meetings that Ben Zvi, president of the State of Israel, devoted every
      rosh hodesh (the first day of the Jewish month) to the ‘dispersed of Israel’ in the 1950s.52
    


    
      As I have already mentioned, the converts of San Nicandro soon attracted the attention of Faitlovitch, and he
      mentions them in his diary, using the term gerim. Faitlovitch had developed a personal conception of
      giyyur (conversion) and claimed that the time had come for Judaism to transform itself from a religion
      ‘given for a light unto the Gentiles’ [Is. 42, 6; 49, 6] limited to testimony,
      into an active religion in the missionary sense dedicated to spreading that light throughout the world and to all
      the people on the earth. During a speech he gave in one of the ‘missionary’ committees he had created,53 he explained that the ‘light’ had
      hitherto been buried, but that the time had now come to uncover it to illuminate all the corners and peoples of
      the earth. He added that it was a question of regaining possession of ancient glory and honour, of recovering the
      knowledge of the Jewish people’s role in the world, of propagating the Jewish faith and sharing its wealth with
      other countries. 54
    


    
      Since the early years of the century, Faitlovitch had worked to create a circle of friends and collaborators who
      shared his ideas and who would therefore work to the same ends. His membership of the group that grew up around
      the journal Der Ruf (1934–36), edited by Nathan Birnbaum, is of considerable interest. Birnbaum, one of
      the creators of Zionist ideology and an important member of the Jewish movements that worked towards the birth of
      the ‘new Jew’, surrounded himself with people who in various ways played an important role with regard to a
      less-rigid Judaism. The editors and contributors to the journal included Aimé Pallière, described as ‘the most
      exceptional ger of modern history’ who was the spiritual guide for Reform Judaism in France; Alfonso
      Pacifici, an Italian representative of a kind of fundamentalist Judaism;55 Shalom Ben Chorin (Fritz Rosenthal), a revisionist
      Zionist and one of the leaders of the conversion movements in Israel in the 1950s; and Moritz Asher, head of the
      Jewish school in Bex-les-Bains in Switzerland which welcomed and trained various Falasha youths.56
    


    
      Faitlovitch intended to trace and lead back to Judaism the nidhei Israel, a generic term that included the
      populations considered once Jewish, the Marranic peoples and the Ten Lost Tribes, following up on the slightest
      traces of Jewishness and interpreting them as proof of an ancient link with Judaism.
    


    
      Because of the interest in Judaism shown by the Blacks in Harlem from the early 1900s,57 or, similarly, by various groups in Japan, the story of
      San Nicandro was easily read as an event that could presage a new phase for Judaism which, with the creation of
      the State of Israel, could be developed in a more substantial manner.
    


    
      The numerous visits Faitlovitch paid to San Nicandro indicate how interested he was in this episode. Besides
      making the journey to the distant town in the Gargano area while travelling through Italy on his pro-Falasha
      activities, he also gave hospitality to one of the followers (Cerrone) in Rome,
      helped him obtain financial aid,58
      as well as certain books like the Talmud and L’apologia dell’ ebraismo,59 from the Rome community and facilitated the emigration
      of the group to Palestine.
    


    
      The circle of people who shared Faitlovitch’s universalist vision and had supported his pro-Falasha activity,
      were also interested in bringing about the conversion of Manduzio and his followers. The dozens of letters
      written in Italian to Faitlovitch by one of the converts (Cerrone) in 1935–37 mention other people who worked to
      help the converts,60 especially the
      key people mentioned above, part of the group that collaborated around the journal Der Ruf, like Alfonso
      Pacifici, M. Asher and Rabbi Davide Prato.
    


    
      In his letters to Faitlovitch, Cerrone used a scribe or another proselyte, who left blank spaces so that Cerrone
      could add the Jewish letters. The use of Hebrew in the letters is curious: it is used for the names of people
      (the new biblical Jewish names given to the followers), for festivals and for place names in Palestine. At times,
      when it is Cerrone in person who is writing, it is simply used to transcribe Italian. The considerable importance
      given by the various pan-Jewish movements to the spread of the new Hebrew language that was reborn in Palestine
      is well known: Hebrew was considered an important means of communication for the transmission of Jewish values
      and a reunifying element for communities from different backgrounds. In the case of San Nicandro, the language
      took on a strongly symbolic role and the converts undoubtedly considered it a particularly important element in
      their identification with Judaism.
    


    
      Faitlovitch’s previous experience with the education of some Falasha youths in Europe as future propagators of
      Judaism and modernity was again repeated at San Nicandro. Cerrone’s second son (Josef) was accepted to study at
      Dr Asher’s school in Switzerland. Asher had offered to finance the education in his school of a boy of eleven or
      twelve chosen from the poorest gerim’s children, with the suggestion that a second boy could have been
      added later. However, when everything seemed to be arranged, Cerrone’s son was unable to leave, despite all
      Asher’s aid (he had even offered to send his own son to fetch the boy in Puglia). The complications of Italian
      bureaucracy,61 involving
      innumerable official papers (listed with precision in a letter), which were impossible for a poor shoemaker like
      Cerrone to obtain, proved an insurmountable barrier, and the project was abandoned.
    


    
      Faitlovitch’s commitment to the immigration of the group to Palestine was also
      significant. He even wrote out a list of the families that were to immigrate, along with a file that summarised
      the number and age of the family members and their profession (there were nine families with a total of 27
      people, including Manduzio and his wife).
    


    
      In his letters to Faitlovitch, Cerrone insisted that the formalities of immigration be speeded up mainly for
      economic reasons (eight children, imminent eviction, hunger), but also in the hope that the children could
      receive an education that would free them from poverty. But time passed and his hope grew fainter: ‘I had hoped
      one day to see my son sitting at a desk concentrating on his studies, to see him perhaps one day learned in the
      Torah. Today I see him covered in dust and sweat, wielding a hoe’.62 Cerrone had a brother who had emigrated to the United
      States some time earlier (and who Faitlovitch visited during his trips to New York) and, therefore, was well
      aware that emigration meant improved economic and social conditions.
    


    
      In his letters, Cerrone also mentions other alternatives to emigration to Palestine, like moving to Rome or to
      other cities with Jewish communities: ‘I trust in your willingness to help me to move to Jerusalem or Rome or
      elsewhere, or to recommend me to a good community because here I shall certainly starve to death. I am subjected
      to considerable humiliations and everyone asks me why I do not turn to my fellow-Jews rather than to pagans. I am
      therefore forced to do this, and you my brothers must help me as you are able, unless you wish to see me lost … I
      cannot hope for help from the few brethren here as they too are poor’.63
    


    
      The story of the poor shoemaker is an important illustration of the expectations that the converts of San
      Nicandro had formed only a few years after their ‘conversion’: emigration thanks to the solidarity of the Italian
      Jewish communities, and the intercession of some Jewish patron they might hope to benefit economically from. In
      another letter he wrote: ‘if Rome refuses to accept me I would always wish and hope that I will be welcomed and
      housed in the Holy City where peace and justice reign’.64
    


    
      One of Cerrone’s expectations was that Faitlovitch would find a wife for his firstborn son, who had turned
      fourteen and who should ‘pass according to our tradition into the state of matrimony’. In particular he asked
      that ‘a companion be found for him in America, or elsewhere, to distance him from the idolaters from whom with
      great sacrifice I have taken him, to see him amongst fellow-worshippers and the
      saints of Israel’.65 The future of
      this follower’s family was therefore placed entirely in Faitlovitch’s hands: education and marriage of his sons,
      emigration of the whole group.
    


    
      A verse from Jeremiah in Manduzio’s uncertain Hebrew letters found in a letter written in Italian reads: The
      Eternal One welcomes the children of Israel from all the corners of the world’ and Faitlovitch added in his hand
      the transcription of the verse in Latin letters.66 This is one of the most-quoted excerpts from the documents of Faitlovitch, on whose
      philosophy was based his activity for the spread of Judaism.
    


    
      A strong desire for emigration to Eretz Israel – the meeting place for the dispersed of Israel – therefore
      came from the proselytes of San Nicandro themselves starting from 1935, so that when the Jewish Brigade arrived
      nine years later, it was merely a question of completing a process that had already started.
    


    
      Gender conversion
    


    
      Elena Cassin was introduced to the converts’ world by Emanuela Vocino, Manduzio’s wife, who was the living
      guardian of the history of what had occurred from the 1930s onwards in the little village in the Gargano area.
      The widow of the founder of the San Nicandro movement had used as the justification for her remaining in Italy
      precisely the fact that she could thus guarantee the continuity of the tradition and had declared: ‘Cette nuit,
      je me suis demandé s’il n’aurait pas été préférable pour moi de partir en Israel avec Concetta di Leo et les
      autres frères et soeurs; mais si j’étais partie, qui aurait ouvert le samedi pour la prière cette pièce à ceux
      qui sonts restés?’67
    


    
      The authenticity of the tradition at San Nicandro was therefore represented by the woman who had shared
      Manduzio’s visions and who had decided to remain to testify to the conversion to Judaism that had taken place in
      Italy. In Israel, the continuity was guaranteed by Concetta di Leo, another woman whose strong personality has
      been preserved in her letters.68
      She did not hesitate to fight against her husband (Antonio Bonfitto) when he abandoned the new faith and,
      according to Cassin, she exercised considerable influence on the group that emigrated to Israel.69
    


    
      I believe that the progressive feminisation of the movement mainly took place due to the capacity the women had
      to have visions. The women offered up the material from their dreams and visions for Manduzio’s interpretation, and Manduzio used the opportunities that gradually arose to
      strengthen and widen the movement. This was the first time the influence the women of San Nicandro had had was
      recognised.
    


    
      The society that emerges from the pages of Manduzio’s diary – and from the descriptions of the visions – seems to
      pass through a critical phase regarding the nuclear family, in which Manduzio is recognised as having the role of
      mediator in the resolution of conflict that took place in the form of frequent marital crises.70 Elena Cassin had already noted how marital
      relations between the followers were often extremely tense.71
    


    
      When the time came for the departure for Israel, the women played a very active role. They fought for the rapid
      completion of the formalities,72
      and for the establishment in Rome of a place to temporarily house the Jews passing through while awaiting
      emigration. One of them asked the rabbi in Rome to consider the problem of those women who wished to leave for
      Israel while their husbands chose to remain in San Nicandro,73 a sign of the greater interest in emigration expressed by the women in the group
      and further proof of the tense climate and divisions that had formed within that small rural world.
    


    
      A tiny group of converts remained in San Nicandro. In 1952, Cassin wrote that on Friday evening and Saturday
      morning three men and four women met at Manduzio’s widow’s house to pray. In 1962, Pierini notes, without adding
      further details, that Emanuela Vocino was trying to continue the tradition begun by her husband. Nevertheless,
      over 20 years the gender composition of the group changed entirely: Gualtiero Cividalli, who visited Manduzio’s
      house in 1972 (Emanuela Vocino was at the time in hospital),74 was struck by the exclusively female element and wrote: ‘There remain nine, only
      nine, ‘Jewish women’ who still meet on Friday evening here in Donato’s rooms, and sing psalms and prayers as in
      the past. There was also one man, but he did not wish to be the only man among so many women, and no longer
      attended’.75
    


    
      Comparing the groups of Christian Brothers in the Gargano area – about whom Elena Cassin also writes – with the
      converts to Judaism, Ben-David noted how the former stood out for their harmonious family life, the passive
      female role and the sharp distinction between the sexes within the religious movement.76 In contrast, the Jews of San Nicandro had much more
      troubled marriages and the women actively participated in the religious life, where they had a more equal role.
      According to Ben-David: ‘One gets the impression that the sect supplemented the
      family group. It seems as if joining a sect centred around a strong patriarchal leader was a solution of the
      conflict faced by people, especially women, whose families were unable to enlist their loyalty as demanded by
      local tradition’.77 It was if, by
      centring on himself, and therefore on the sect, the play of relations that previously were managed within the
      family, the patriarchal leader (Manduzio) had in fact accepted to resolve a conflict that was no longer able to
      be resolved within the family. Nevertheless, it may be asked whether the converts had been chosen on the basis of
      a latent crisis that certain families in San Nicandro were undergoing or whether the kind of movement created
      instead permitted the women to test the little freedom that would stimulate the construction of a previously
      unthinkable female authority, and that precisely this acquired authority created family conflict. The following
      history of the group in the post-Manduzio phase would seem to support this latter hypothesis. In fact, the female
      converts gradually occupied the whole space previously reserved for the men of San Nicandro. The men, finding
      themselves in a minority position, chose to abandon the movement they considered too ‘feminine’.
    


    
      The women of San Nicandro were able to remain within Judaism when their husbands abandoned the religion, to leave
      for Israel alone or remain alone in Israel if their husbands chose to return to Italy,78 and to claim a leading role as the guardians of dreams
      and visions. They began to hold a certain power in religious life, which had previously been male dominated,
      using the mechanisms of the new movement.
    


    
      My own visit to San Nicandro took place during the Shavuot festivity of 1992. There were supposedly about
      30 to 40 followers of the ‘faith of Levi’ or ‘Israel’ or simply of the ‘religion’, as it was called there, but
      there were only eighteen chairs in the room that was used as the synagogue (in a private house), which is perhaps
      a more realistic indication of the number of followers.
    


    
      The room, called the ‘Tempio’ had been decorated for Shavuot with flowers and ears of corn. In it there
      was an oil lamp and a mezuzah attached to the left of the door (it is normally set on the right). A
      Hebrew-Italian prayer book rested on the table together with a collection-box for funds for Israel. Around the
      walls were hung depictions of the tablets of the ten commandments, a painting given by the Jewish National Fund
      for the funds collected in San Nicandro in 1980, and a photo of the Wailing Wall. A cupboard housed some
      books.79
    


    
      Leading the group was a woman, Lucia Giordano, who had been converted and
      taught by Manduzio himself. She could read Hebrew and led the readings. The term ‘reading’ was always used
      instead of prayer. The minyan was also made up of women, because by 1992 the community was entirely
      female. It was explained to me that the husbands – and men generally – did not follow the ‘religion’ and were
      opposed to it.80
    


    
      Pesach and Kippur were the most popular festivities. A Seder was held for Pesach by
      women and children alone: the unleavened bread was home-made and the bitter herbs were wild plants gathered in
      the fields by the women, who also cooked the lamb. After the readings, the hymns of San Nicandro marked the end
      of the ritual. The food for the Saturday was prepared the previous day and, afterwards, the Saturday lamp was
      lit. Circumcision was no longer practised (it would have had to involve an official representative of Italian
      Jewry),81 but it was explained to
      us that, as they were ‘Jews of the heart’ and not ‘Jews by race’, they practised ‘circumcision of the heart’.
      There was therefore a kind of distinction between the ethnic and the cultural/metaphoric spheres in which the
      women – in any case excluded from real circumcision – claimed they belonged to the latter. The ritual bathing
      also no longer took place, but during the periods when the women were considered impure, they were excluded from
      the prayer room.
    


    
      It seemed to me that these transformations indicated a kind of Karaisation of the movement: they adhered to a
      close observation of what was set out in the Bible, insisting on the written/unwritten, pure/impure,
      clean/unclean dichotomies, even using gestures I had already noticed during my research on the Karaites.82 It was repeatedly pointed out that
      only pure olive oil could be used for the lamp, or how important were the observance of pure (as opposed to
      unclean) food and the rules of purity within the prayer room. At the same time, we were reminded that they belong
      to the community of the pure, the circumcised of the heart. The use of concepts from the metaphoric sphere
      implied, as I observed amongst the Karaites, very concrete use of signs that had to signify what was to be
      recalled metaphorically. One of the followers even gave a bed to her newly-converted future daughter-in-law
      before the marriage was celebrated (something that was socially censurable), because the girl’s (Catholic) family
      made her eat impure food. A woman of the ‘religion’ considered it more serious that a young girl eat impure food
      than that she should sleep under the same roof as her future husband. One of the greatest worries expressed
      concerned the serious task the women had of making sure children did not eat
      the readily available but impure food.
    


    
      During religious processions, the complex Catholic rituals manifesting the sentiments of communality and social
      participation in the Gargano area, the women of the ‘religion’ shut themselves in their houses, emphatically
      marking the gulf that separated them from the rest of society.
    


    
      A great number of children of the community, and many showed considerable curiosity about our presence, were
      living proof of their dual backgrounds. They knew their names both in Italian and in Hebrew,83 and the chanting of the Ha-Tikvah hymn,
      which they knew well, was a confirmation of continuity with the past and the existence of a strong symbolic link
      with Israel.
    


    
      I would like here to digress slightly to stress the difficulties those wishing to do field research in San
      Nicandro have to face today. 84 The
      women will not allow people to come close to them for fear they may be interviewed by the press or televised, as
      has happened in the past. Their fear is explained by the risk their public appearance may bring to the whole
      community. The men, they explain, were opposed to the religious activity practised by the women and created
      problems in everyday life. Thus, if their activity were to be made public, the women would risk serious
      limitations to their freedom of religious activity.
    


    
      The means used to silence the men remained the one used from Manduzio’s times: visions. Husbands had more than
      once been frightened by the contents of the visions recounted by the women and had given up their opposition. In
      one of these visions, for example, the appearance of a convert who had been dead for some time and who described
      the Garden of Eden in which one breathed ‘fine fine air’, helped to frighten the woman’s husband so that he
      stopped creating problems for his wife, who was thus freed to follow the ‘religion’. The narration of the dreams,
      curiously similar in terms of typology with those described in the diaries of Donato Manduzio, and the meaning
      given to them, are an element of continuity with the beginnings of the movement insofar as the continuity today
      takes place through the conservation of female authority rather than a true proselytism.
    


    
      Most of the men are still employed in agricultural activities, which serves to justify their distancing
      themselves from Judaism because – as the women constantly repeated – unless a farmer lives in Israel, he cannot
      respect the Sabbath day of rest. According to the men of San Nicandro, only in Israel could they have remained
      Jews, certainly not in Puglia. This is a reasoning that might point to the
      difficulties that had arisen in San Nicandro in which the men were doubly limited to a minority position.
    


    
      Israel – the other pole of the question – has continued to represent the thread with which all the recollections
      and relationships between the converts are woven. In 1992, funds had just newly been collected for the Jewish
      National Fund (the Gulf war was still a vivid memory) and there was great concern for the Arab-Palestinian
      question. We were shown two films made by the relatives of a follower in Israel. They were watched with great
      interest, which showed how much the community identified with the immigrants. The films were used to explain the
      links with the people who appeared on the video to the many children present and also acted as a family and
      Jewish record. They permitted a comment on the integration in Israel: pointing out the quite different origins of
      the husbands and wives of the second and third generations permitted some general reflection on the extended
      family, a metaphor for contemporary Israel. The Hebrew spoken by the new generations blended with the hymns of
      San Nicandro which also in Israel concluded the Pesach celebrations.
    


    
      Israeli customs are considered a source of authority. The Israeli women’s custom of covering their heads when
      they enter the synagogue – something that is rare in Italian synagogues – had led the women of San Nicandro to do
      the same, covering their heads to enter the prayer room.
    


    
      One of the films concerned the Seder ceremony at Safed, the other showed the participation of the Italian
      husbands of the converts. Indeed, visits of relatives from Israel marked a temporary re-entry by the men of San
      Nicandro, not only into community life but also into the more specifically religious life.
    


    
      Before concluding, one would like to recall the part of the Christian cemetery reserved for the people of the
      ‘religion’. A certain number of niches, which are foreign to the Jewish burial tradition, including that of the
      founder, have stars of David and sculpted stone books or texts not engraved in Hebrew.85 These are proof of the syncretic nature of the
      religious experience that took place in the Gargano area.
    


    
      To conclude, the messianic process of gathering the ‘dispersed of Israel’, which began this century in Palestine,
      continues to attract groups and sectors of the population that have experienced, albeit in a limited way, the
      power of that utopia. And it is in this sense that I believe we can trace a continuum in the religious phenomenon of San Nicandro even in its more modern ‘feminised’ version. The existence
      of the State of Israel may be viewed in itself as a universal and metahistorical event of great importance, and
      its varied and increasingly multifaceted composition may be, and frequently is, perceived as a call to the
      fulfilment of messianic promises.
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      There is today a generalisation of the definition of the word ‘diaspora’, a term once applied to the Jewish,
      Armenian and Greek communities and now extended to various groups.1 According to certain postcolonial theorists, the diasporic condition is considered
      a state of hybridity and impurity; others see it almost as a creative, even purifying, state, while others yet
      consider it a transnational entity as opposed to nation-states. A more general reflection on this condition – and
      on the possible definitions that may be given to the term ‘diaspora’ – also permits a fresh reading of Jewish
      history. Even if the diaspora were a transnational community, it nevertheless lay at the root of certain
      nationalist movements that led to the return to the nation-state, Zionism being an obvious example. Many of these
      movements were interpreted as ‘a project for coming home from exile, for the resolution of hybridity, for a
      positive printed from a negative’.2
      In the postcolonial discourse of diaspora it is generally recognised that Black intellectuals are in a certain
      way indebted to Jewish history: the birth of Zionism, for instance, influenced the Black liberation movements.
      Jews and Blacks shared ‘the condition of exile, (or) forced separation from the homeland’ as they also did ‘the
      notion of a return to the point of origin’.3 Herzl’s book Der Judenstaat (Wien, 1896) strongly affected Black leaders for they
      considered the project a good model for the construction of a Black state and a centre for Black renaissance in
      Liberia and elsewhere.
    


    
      This study will examine the process through which the Black diaspora in America
      gradually came to identify itself with the American Jewish diaspora. This took place in the stirring times
      following the Balfour declaration which ultimately led to the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine and
      permitted, if you like, ‘the return to the point of origin’.4 This process was speeded up by the spread of information about a Black Jewish diaspora
      in Ethiopia: the Falashas. The possibility of sharing a mirrored diaspora – Blacks in America and Jews in Africa
      – linked obviously by skin colour, and less obviously by the conditions of slavery, exile, discrimination and a
      keen hope of redemption, gave rise to new myths of origin in which Ethiopia became a shared locus and the process
      of identification took the form of what we may call ‘Falashisation’. As the country known in the Bible as Cush
      and associated with the glories of ancient Egypt and the Queen of Sheba, Ethiopia was well suited to represent a
      common birthplace.
    


    
      Through this two-way route, both ideal and concrete, of ‘back to Ethiopia’ and ‘back to Jewish America’, some
      American Blacks hoped that the new Falasha identity would aid the integration process in the great Jewish
      American diaspora.
    


    
      Similarly, if the Black diaspora in America could find a mirror image in a Jewish diaspora in East Africa – which
      in the successive mythic elaboration also became the birthplace for African Jews, representing both the diaspora
      and the end of the diasporic condition – the Falashas could find among the Black Jews in America a means of
      legitimising their own claims and desires.
    


    
      The real genesis of this myth of origin – the Jewish-Ethiopian genealogy of the Blacks in Harlem – was formed in
      particular between the 1920s and 1940s. In 1929, Gordon MacCreagh, a non-Jewish explorer who had just returned
      from Abyssinia, was invited by the secretary of the American Pro-Falasha Committee (Max Weis) to publish an
      article in support of the Falashas’ cause.5 The title of the article was significant – ‘The Falashas. The so-called ‘Black Jews of
      Abyssinia’, – and in it the author complained of the scant attention given by American Jews to the Abyssinian
      Jews. MacCreagh thought that the lack of interest shown was due to the incorrect use of the term ‘Black’ to
      define the Falashas, and he therefore made a point of explaining that they were not ‘Black’ but rather ‘Brown’
      Jews. MacCreagh wrote: ‘In the Broca colour scale they would range, say, between six and seven; that is to say,
      brown tone overlaid by many generations of African sunburn. Black is the skin tone associated with the negritic
      races. And there is nothing at all negro about these very remarkable people,
      the Falashas of Abyssinia’.6 The
      explorer considered it would damage the Falasha cause if Judaism were to be associated with negritude. Moreover,
      MacCreagh considered Judaism a purely ‘ethnic’ question.
    


    
      In the same year, the director of a Jewish school in Germany (Esslingen) expressed a different opinion.7 Not only was he willing to accept young
      Falashas into his school, but he was also happy to open it up to Black Jews from North America. He considered
      Judaism a religious community and not an ethnic one, and explained that not only was he in touch with the
      Neger Juden of North America, but he had also written a long letter to a well-known Black rabbi, Josias
      Ford. Ford, a central figure in the development of the identity of Black Americans, was at that time about to
      move from New York to settle in Ethiopia.8 These contacts, exchanges and movements between Jews and Blacks on both sides of the
      Atlantic reflected the movement of men, news, metaphors and the development of conceptions of Judaism no longer
      connected to ethnic-tribal descent.
    


    
      At the beginning of the century, the question of skin colour became an important variant that permitted a
      reflection on the characteristics that made up the Jewish diaspora caught between nationalism/Zionism,
      internationalism and universalism. It was an extremely ambiguous dividing line. Rabbi Matthew, one of the Black
      Jewish leaders, recognised in Faitlovitch the same signs of ambiguity when he wrote: ‘Even Dr Jacob Faithlovitch
      [sic], who has since died, said the American Black Jews were no part of the Ethiopian Jews, for though their skin
      is dark, they [Ethiopian Jews] are still white … His was indeed a strange statement since the whole world knew
      and still knows that the Ethiopians are as black as any other black people in the world’.9
    


    
      Metaphor and identity construction among the American Blacks
    


    
      In the America of the Great Depression in the 1930s, the Black populations which had immigrated over the previous
      decades, mainly from the West Indies and the Southern States, were experiencing extreme social discontent.
      Unemployment, illiteracy and poverty were all worsened by the context of exclusion in which they found themselves
      caught.
    


    
      The birth of the Nation of Islam in 1930 in Detroit was an attempt to seek a new identity, free from humiliation,
      which, thanks to the overwhelming power of the new genealogies and new myths,
      allowed its members to salvage dignity, and to experiment with new associative forms. It was no chance that the
      Black leaders who chose to embrace the Nation of Islam and those who wished to found and guide Jewish
      congregations shared not dissimilar motives and myths. One of the common characteristics within these movements
      was their immense syncretism.
    


    
      In the study by Gilles Kepel on the birth of the Black Islamic movements in America, the analogies to be found
      with Black Judaising movements are striking.10
    


    
      A travelling salesman of considerable charisma who claimed he came from the East, Wallace Fard, managed to bring
      together a great number of followers who were attracted by his reference to ‘another place’, the ancient homeland
      in Africa, to whose customs and rules it was necessary to return. Elements taken from the Bible and from the
      Apocalypse were used to create a myth of origin according to which the Blacks could consider themselves
      descendants of the tribe of Shabazz,11 the first to discover the fertile Nile Valley in Egypt and the site of the holy city,
      Mecca. Dietary and behavioural rules borrowed from Islam were observed scrupulously and responded to the need to
      create an identity the degree of which was directly proportional to the degree of social frustration. Kepel
      wrote: ‘L’Islam est le nom que prend, pour les ‘prétendus Nègres’, l’altérité absolue qu’ils veulent donner à
      leur identité, du fait de la longue tradition historique d’antagonisme entre cet univers et celui de la
      chrétienté … le vocabulaire biblique était le seul qui pût faire sens dans l’esprit des Noirs américains, nourris
      de protestantisme’.12
    


    
      The members of the Nation of Islam no longer wished to be called ‘negroes’. Claiming they had rediscovered their
      true Black identity that had been stripped from them by the white (‘Caucasian’) slave traders, they took up their
      ‘true’ Muslim names. An Islamic temple was established, and an Islamic university was founded, the real function
      of which was to provide an alternative education to that of the whites. The dramatisation of the birth of a new
      Black community took place under the protection of an ‘Oriental’ religion that was not the one practised by white
      Americans. The choice was for a reference place that was far-off, foreign and strange, in opposition to the
      Christian religion.
    


    
      The embracing of Judaism, a religion practised by the white Jewish immigrants who had previously lived in the
      same areas and continued to live in nearby quarters, took place in the same period as the birth of the Nation of Islam. The choice of identifying with distant Jewish communities in
      East Africa, about whom little was known, but who could be considered similar thanks to shared somatic traits,
      also meant linking themselves with those American Jewish people who were quickly being emancipated and whose
      strong sense of family and community seemed an interesting model to follow. I believe that the choice of Judaism
      rather than Islam may have been seen as a quick route towards integration in American society rather than a move
      towards marginalisation and separation in the new society. The need to create a new identity, free from
      humiliating overtones, which could acquire a recognised social status, was an element that was common also to
      other Black movements.
    


    
      At the beginning of the 1940s, Melville Herskowitz had pointed out that it was precisely the loss of their own
      African past and traditions that helped to validate the low self-esteem of Black Americans. He wrote: ‘In the
      evaluative processes of this country, then, the past counts more heavily than is realised, from which it follows
      that the extent to which the past of a people is regarded as praiseworthy, their own self-esteem will be high and
      the opinion of others will be favorable. The tendency to deny the Negro any such past as all other minority
      groups of this country own to is thus unfortunate’.13 The search for a historical heritage to which to refer and the possibility of
      recovering a past rich in traditions and symbols, whether Islamic or Judeo-African, certainly appealed to a
      people attempting to redefine itself and to find sources of pride to present to other communities. Judaism, the
      religion of the Book par excellence, with its tradition and intellectual vocation represented also the recovery
      of a written tradition. So much so that the teaching of Hebrew became an integral part of the projects in the
      Black congregations. The importance given to education in Judaism undoubtedly exerted an attraction for people
      who had only just begun to taste freedom.
    


    
      Matthew, a Black from Harlem who would later be known as Rabbi Matthew, began his campaign against the use of the
      hated term ‘negro’, proposing that the Blacks be known as ‘Hebrews of Ethiopian descent’. In this new definition,
      the use of the term ‘Hebrews’ instead of ‘Jews’ indicated a break with and a distancing from white Judaism, while
      the term ‘Ethiopians’ pointed to common origins and reunification. It was a process of identification, and
      therefore of Judaisation, with a group that enjoyed the consideration of the American Jews even though it was
      based in Africa and black-skinned. The process grew and developed as the
      propaganda work of the white Jew, Jacques Faitlovitch, the spokesman of the Falashas in America, seemed to
      attract interest, approval and financial aid. The identification with the Falashas led to intense activity of
      solidarity, support and concern towards this people, especially from the 1950s when the Black Jews in America
      perceived a policy of discrimination and rejection in the attitude of the Israeli government regarding the
      Falashas.
    


    
      It is remarkable to note that Ruth Landes, the first to have carried out a field survey in Harlem in the 1920s
      and 1930s, referred to the work of ‘the Polish archaeologist and Zionist, Dr Jacques Faitlovitch, who had
      rediscovered the contemporary Falashas early in this century’ among the Blacks in New York.14
    


    
      Faitlovitch’s presence among the Blacks in Harlem in the 1920s and 30s is of considerable interest. On the one
      hand he was seeking Jewish traces and remains of the Lost Tribes. On the other he was waiting to see whether the
      moment for Judaism ‘to disseminate its light everywhere’ had arrived.15 Nevertheless, Faitlovitch was extremely ambiguous, at
      least at the beginning, in his attitude towards the Black movement in Harlem. Ruth Landes had already noticed
      this when she wrote: ‘He [Faitlovitch] was moved, if also sceptical, when the group’s leader or ‘rabbi’ declared
      that the African Hebrew Heritage belonged to blacks only and included Falashas, the Queen of Sheba, and tribes of
      West Africa’.16 Faitlovitch
      believed that the movement risked monopolising a possible Jewish-African genealogy, distracting attention from
      the Falashas, his own personal cause. He also feared the movement might create a hostile attitude among American
      Jewry, who were very reluctant to integrate the Black communities of Harlem,17 and who might thus also exclude the Falashas from the
      project of bringing together the ‘dispersed’ of Israel. Despite these reservations, Faitlovitch showed great
      curiosity in these movements, which is confirmed by the fact that part of the documentation on the Black Jews of
      America is housed in the Faitlovitch Archive in Tel Aviv.
    


    
      Rabbis, Jewish organisations, the American Pro-Falasha Committee, all sent Faitlovitch documentation on the
      pseudo-Abyssinian Jews of America in the hope of obtaining clarification about the genuineness of their claims
      and requests. Acting on behalf of Faitlovitch, the Jewish Agency investigated the congregation of the Church of
      the Living God in Philadelphia, its leader the prophet F.S. Cherry,18 and the congregation of Matthew.19 Financial aid had been requested by the Jewish
      community in Baltimore to assist the return to Abyssinia of so-called Black
      Jewish children in New York so that they could complete their religious training,20 and Faitlovitch was consulted for more precise details.
    


    
      The construction of the myth of origins
    


    
      Various studies have dealt with the existence of a link between the Blacks and the Jews of Ethiopia, but the
      question has always been considered little more than a curiosity, without great importance being given to the
      formation of the movement and its continuity as a Judaising movement in America. Ehrman, the author who
      specifically examined the movement of the ‘Commandment Keepers’, wrote: ‘In the early Twenties Matthew learned of
      the romantic story of the Falashas (authentic Jewish Negroes of Ethiopia) and immediately ‘discovered’ that he
      himself was a Falasha’.21 Brotz
      added (and many others later quoted him) that the knowledge of the existence of the Falashas was for the Blacks
      of Harlem ‘the ‘missing link’ which for them fundamentally settled the question of their identity in a scientific
      manner’.22
    


    
      The construction of a myth, and even more importantly of a myth of origin, is a complex operation. Because the
      various parts that compose it are so contradictory, considerable time is required to break them down, reconstruct
      and systematise them. At times, contradictory elements seem to co-exist; odd pieces are then placed together as
      if in a puzzle, acquiring the inner coherence initially missing. Considering the various versions and the small
      portions of history put forward by the leaders of those movements, and by the historians belonging to the same
      movements in recent years, what is evident is the complexity of the elaboration of a myth that served to explain
      the depth of the longing for liberty and also to justify the construction of a new identity that represented an
      escape route from a situation of stigma and prejudice.
    


    
      Recently, S. Howe has examined the process of the Africanisation of the American Blacks,23 and the process of Falashisation I am dealing with here
      forms part of this. He has followed the history of the Afro-American political texts which provide the
      theoretical basis for the identification of Ancient Egypt as a great black civilisation that gave life to the
      Ethiopians and the other ‘Cushites’ or ‘sons of Ham’. From Africa the civilisation allegedly moved to Greece and
      then to the rest of the world, generating ‘a source both of racial pride and of hope for future achievement’
      amongst the American Blacks.24
    


    
      Many Black ideologues, especially those of Caribbean origin,25 theorised first on the identification of the
      Blacks with the Ethiopians and, as the Ethiopians were none other than the Jews of the Bible, declared that the
      true Jews were black and those whites who declared themselves Jews were false.
    


    
      Marcus Garvey, the founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, was one of the most important members
      of the movements that continued to influence the Black theorists of this century. Josias Ford, Barbadian by
      birth, and a central figure in the phenomenon examined here, was choirmaster in the Universal Negro Improvement
      Association,26 and played the piano
      and the violin.27 He was so caught
      up in the creation of a new Jewish-Ethiopian identity for himself and for the Blacks of America that he actually
      moved to Ethiopia, on the crest of the ‘Back to Africa’ movement created by Marcus Garvey, which invited American
      Blacks to return, exactly as Zionists did, to the continent of their origins, recreating ancient and glorious
      African cultures in Africa.
    


    
      In a pamphlet in which he traced the history of the origins of the Beth B’nai Abraham congregation,28 Josias Ford proved Jewishness on the
      basis of two definitions of the term. On the one hand, he recalled that it is not the colour of the skin but the
      observance of daily Jewish practices that defines the Jew: ‘The Jewish race is one of culture and human virtues
      evolved through generations of obedience to certain laws, statutes and traditions, and not one to be determined
      by the colour of the skin’.29 On
      the other, he claimed that the history of a people with whom the sufferings under Christian persecution had been
      shared was an element that proved association: ‘Through our parents, our parents might have had theirs from our
      Caucasian brothers with whom they suffered side by side during the horrible years of the Christian Inquisition
      and the Christian slave-trade in Africa, the West Indies and South America’.30 This article, which dates from the late 1920s, also
      mentions the Sephardic communities that had left the West Indies during the Spanish Inquisition. Its aim was to
      claim links to a people with whom they shared religious practices and a common history of Christian persecution.
      Ford taught that ‘The black man is really the Ethiopian Falasha and the biblical Hebrews, who were stripped of
      their name and religion during slavery’.31
    


    
      Some years later, a story of origins was put forward by Matthew, who followed Ford as the movement’s leader,
      which was even more intertwined with East Africa. In his story, the rivalries that arose at the death of Solomon forced two tribes to leave and to emigrate to East Africa, while the other
      ten were conquered by the Philistines and dispersed. The only people to retain a real Jewish identity were the
      two tribes that remained in Africa and the only real Jews therefore were those who came from Africa.32 White Jews would therefore be today
      the descendants of Esau (red-haired) and the Black Jews descendants of Jacob. This is a reversed version of the
      traditional story that tells of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin that remained in the south of Israel while the
      other ten were dispersed.
    


    
      In 1941, a painting of the ‘Lion of Judah’, the emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie, held a prominent place on
      the wall of Matthew’s synagogue. That year, which was also the year the emperor returned to Ethiopia, not only
      was Ethiopia concretely represented inside the place of prayer, but Rabbi Matthew – who we know came from the
      West Indies – was described as coming from a small Falasha village in Lagos (Nigeria), grandson of a ‘very famous
      Falasha preacher’.33 A newspaper
      article recalled that he knew a little ‘Sephardic Hebrew’ that he spoke in that African village. One of the
      characteristics that had most struck the scholars studying the Falashas – their lack of knowledge of Hebrew – was
      not to be an obstacle for the neo-constructors of myths.
    


    
      A description dating from the late 1950s of the synagogue of the Royal Order of Ethiopian Hebrews, which was led
      by Rabbi Matthew, still shows amongst its furnishings a portrait of Emperor Haile Selassie, an Ethiopian flag and
      a piano.34 The symbols that
      recalled the myth of origin had become more numerous.
    


    
      Rabbi Cragg, who took over from Matthew in the same congregation, was also given a Falasha grandfather. It was
      said he was born in New York, but that his father and grandfather had been ‘of Falasha extraction’.35
    


    
      In his well-known book We the Black Jews,36 Yosef Ben-Jochannan, who was probably Puerto Rican but claimed to be of Ethiopian
      Jewish extraction,37 wrote of
      Falashas and/or Black Jews without distinction because the Commandment Keepers claimed they descended from King
      Solomon and from the Queen of Sheba, just like the Falashas. Ben-Jochannan even went so far as to claim that
      Mussolini exterminated four and a half million Falashas in the 1930s,38 perhaps in an attempt to create public support for the
      Falashas.
    


    
      In a recent publication, The African origins of modern Judaism, Jose Malcioln, another Afrocentric writer
      defined by Howe as being ‘more coherent, better documented, though little more persuasive … than Ben-Jochannan’,39 claims that Abraham and all the populations he converted went to Ethiopia where they
      were called falashim (exiled), and that the falashim are direct descendants of Cush.40 By now the myth had become history and
      the genealogies were supported therewith.
    


    
      Harlem: the Commandment Keepers and Josias Ford
    


    
      Harlem
    


    
      Between 1919 and 1931, eight Black Jewish cults were formed in Harlem.41 As has been noted,42 Harlem at that time was a large quarter of Jewish
      immigrants, and the future Black leaders probably worked occasionally as shabbes goyim, non-Jews employed
      on Saturdays to carry out the activities forbidden to observant Jews.
    


    
      In actual fact, between 1919 and 1931 the population of Harlem was undergoing enormous transformation: the Jews
      who had improved their economic conditions left the quarter to settle in new areas and, due to the Federal
      Immigration Laws of 1921 and 1924, new waves of Jewish migration did not come in to replace them, as had happened
      in the past. Of the 178,000 Jewish residents at the period of greatest development of the area, only 88,000 were
      still living there in 1927.43 The
      departure of the Jewish population was hastened by the great influx of Blacks, who were escaping the violence of
      whites in other areas and were seeking less crowded areas to settle in, as well as better quality housing. The
      Jews who remained in Harlem soon became a minority, most of whom were businessmen who lived off the trade brought
      by the new flow of Black residents. In 1930, about 165,000 of the 328,000 Blacks in New York were living in
      Harlem.44
    


    
      Harlem was therefore undergoing immense social change. Initially a district that symbolised elegance, an ideal
      place in which to live thanks mainly to its wide paved roads and its modern spacious houses, it had attracted
      businessmen and the most prominent Blacks.45 Around 1920, the most important Black institutions had moved to Harlem and the area
      seemed to have become the biggest Black city in the United States, almost as if it were a Promised Land, the
      Black Mecca. It became the symbol of liberty for all Blacks.46 More severe immigration laws halted the arrival of new immigrants, but did not
      concern the West Indian Blacks who flowed in great numbers to the United States in the 1920s and were one of the greatest factors of change in Black society. The coloured population of
      the West Indies and the Caribbean came from areas in which skin colour was not subject to discrimination as in
      American society and they were unaccustomed to tolerating episodes of racial violence. And it was amongst the new
      immigrants from the West Indies that theories designed to revalue and mythologise the past of the Blacks
      developed, creating the movement of Black Jews.
    


    
      In Harlem, which had become symbolic of Black pride and honour and the focal point for American Black
      nationalism, the two leaders of the Black Jewish movement, Rabbi Matthew and Josias Ford, who both came from the
      West Indian world, chose Ethiopia as a second pole in their mythical-political space as early as the late 1920s.
      In an article investigating the three congregations of Black Jews in Harlem in 1929, what stands out is that
      among the Jews living in the area, all three of the communities were considered to some degree ‘Abyssinian’.
    


    
      One of the communities, the Commandment Keepers, was at the time led by Rabbi Matthew, who spoke Hebrew ‘with an
      Arabic accent … it is Palestinian Hebrew that he speaks, pure Hebrew’.47 This Palestine Hebrew was ‘proof’ of his authentic
      Abyssinian origins. The second community mentioned was Beth B’nai Abraham, headed by Rabbi Ford, which occupied
      two buildings, one of which was used for teaching Hebrew. The third was Talmud Torah Beth Sion, led by Rabbi
      Israel ben Newman.48 According to
      this article, the two latter communities numbered 2,000 followers, of whom 200 were converts ‘who admit to not
      being Abyssinian but who accept Judaism and pass the requirements of such acceptance’.49 The interviewer made a distinction between those who
      considered themselves of Abyssinian origins and therefore not needing conversion, and the 10% who, not
      considering themselves of the same origins, had converted to Judaism. This indicates that the myth of origin
      being created in that period – of descent from Solomon and the Queen of Sheba – was already circulating. Defining
      oneself as Abyssinian was also ipso facto tantamount to being a Jew.
    


    
      ‘Mimetic conversion’ was the term used by Ulysses Santamaria to define this kind of conversion,50 which involved both those who mimetised themselves
      to obtain some kind of minimal recognition and those who wished for total assimilation. Santamaria wrote: ‘a
      mimetic conversion can explain the appropriation of the Jewish religion by some Blacks from the ghettos, an
      appropriation which went from pure and simple annexation to a search for
      assimilation and recognition from White Jewish communities’.51 He also noted that together with the Blacks’ desire for mimetism, there was a
      certain proselytism of the white Jewish communities who lived in the same areas and certainly greatly influenced
      the conversions of the 1920s and 1930s.52
    


    
      The Commandment Keepers and Ford
    


    
      The first congregation of Black Jews formed in New York was the Moorish Zionist Church (1924).53 It was headed by two Black leaders, A.J. Ford and
      M. Hermann,54 the former
      guaranteeing the continuation of the myth he had helped to create.
    


    
      Ford had no links with Ethiopia except for his longing to belong to and identify with a group geographically
      situated in that area, and his interest in the possibility of sharing a myth that spoke of royal descent, lions
      of Judah and Abyssinian princes. This allowed him to invent a past which, although it had seen phases of slavery,
      could be linked to a route of freedom and redemption. Ford soon left the Moorish Zionist Church, created the Beth
      B’nai Abraham and later became a member of the Commandment Keepers.55
    


    
      The Commandment Keepers of the Royal Order of Aethiopian Hebrews, the congregation led by Rabbi Matthew, is the
      group that was most influenced by this ‘Falasha’ discourse. This ‘Royal Order’ was put forward as a kind of lodge
      of the congregation of the Commandment Keepers and was given various slightly different names until the end of
      the 1980s: Falaysan Order of African Jews,56 Union of Ethiopian Hebrew Congregations and Rabbis led by C.M. Cragg,57 Temple Society of Ethiopian Hebrews,58 Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation, 59 etc. The unifying element was the
      invocation of Ethiopia, the Falashas and the Jews.
    


    
      Regarding the continuity of the construction of this ‘Falasha’ discourse, it is interesting to note that the
      educational programme given in the classes attended by the young Black Jews of these congregations, based mainly
      on the teaching of Hebrew, the Talmud and the Bible, was also founded on ‘the historical relationship they
      believe to exist between themselves and the Falashas’, as an external observer incidentally noted at the end of
      the 1950s.60 The continuity of the
      ‘Falasha’ discourse in America during this century was thus guaranteed.
    


    
      Exchanges between America and Ethiopia
    


    
      Josias Ford’s move to Ethiopia, his settlement and later his death there represented the missing link in the
      mythical-fantastic reconstruction of a glorious past, and systematised the myth of origin. The trip, which was of
      vital importance for the history that followed, used to be fiercely contested by the scholars of these movements,
      troubled by the possibility that a mythical genealogy might be transformed into an ethnic link. Recently located
      documentation now permits us to place this event in the context of the relations created between the two mirror
      diasporas in America and in Ethiopia.
    


    
      Gerber gives various possible dates for Ford’s departure for Ethiopia, opting in the end for 1930. That was the
      year of the coronation of Haile Selassie and, in Gerber’s opinion, took place after Ford met a ‘Falasha who had
      toured the United States a year or two earlier’; Ford was sent to Ethiopia by his congregation ‘to represent them
      at the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie and to help found a settlement there’.61
    


    
      Recent publications have continued to support the idea that a meeting took place between a Falasha (Taamrat) and
      Ford in New York before his departure, and the importance of this meeting in Ford’s decision to move to
      Ethiopia.62 Taamrat was indeed the
      first Falasha to visit New York.63
      As far as we know, he did not arrive before 24th February 1931. He arrived together with Faitlovitch, a year
      after the coronation of the emperor, and landed at Plymouth, on his return from the United States, on 14th
      January 1932. Ford went to Ethiopia for the coronation of the emperor, where Faitlovitch and Taamrat were also
      guests, without having met any Falasha before his departure.64
    


    
      In the summer of 1919, Kantiba (the title given to the head of Gondar) Gabru Desta, as a member of an Abyssinian
      diplomatic mission to the United States, met Ford during a visit to Harlem to invite him to persuade his
      followers to move to Ethiopia.65
      This was an initiative of the then Ras Tafari, who was hoping to be able to modernise Ethiopia by offering
      favourable conditions for the settlement of skilled labourers. Some years later, in 1927, Warqneh Eshetu
      Martin66 informed Ford of the
      agreement of the J.G. White Engineering Company in New York to employ African-American artisans in the
      construction of the proposed dam at Lake Tana and of Ras Tafari’s agreement to fund the skilled artisans.
    


    
      Ford came to Ethiopia for the coronation of the emperor accompanied by three
      other members of the Black American community, one of whom was the well-known singer Eudora Paris. He taught
      music to Warqneh’s children, repaired musical instruments and even played at the court of Haile Selassie.67 That he was in Addis Ababa in 1931 is
      proved by a document in the Schomburg archive.68 In a three-page letter, Ford wrote to Rabbi Matthew that he had sent him a ‘certificate
      of ordination’, that he enjoyed the confidence of important dignitaries at the court of Haile Salassie and had
      obtained land on which to build farms and houses for the Blacks of New York. Ford declared he was worried about
      finding the money necessary for the construction work: ‘We have the land (not bought) given. We need money for
      building and development. Do make up. These most wonderful gentlemen of ancient Aethiopia want to see what
      Aethiopian America is going to do for the development of a modern Aethiopia … I have told them, we want homes for
      ourselves and our generation for ever, we want religious freedom, we want farms, horses, mules, cattle, poultry
      and opportunity for work on the great dam, we want land in the vicinity. All of these things they have granted us
      … Now with all this bigness I have got the responsibility of building a headquarters to house Americans here. Do
      help me. I have got seven with me now. Some landed without a cent … Try and wake up interest in building homes
      here among Americans who want to come’.69 It was a question of putting the teachings of the ‘Back to Africa’ movement into
      practice.
    


    
      Between 1932 and 1933, about ten other Black Jews arrived in Ethiopia, including Mignon Innes, also from
      Barbados, who later married Ford.70
      In 1941, Mignon Ford opened the Princess Zenebwork secondary school, which is still there.71 When Ford’s message reached Harlem, Taamrat was in New
      York and Rabbi Matthew was leading the Harlem congregation. Documentation regarding Taamrat’s presence among the
      Blacks in Harlem adds a piece to the reconstruction of the real, and not only mythic, links between the two
      specular diasporas.
    


    
      Taamrat’s second visit to Harlem was described with great pomposity: ‘A man of medium stature with a beautiful
      beard arrived at 8.50 p.m., the congregation stood in his honour and the carnet [sic] led the strain, ‘Ethiopia,
      the land of our fathers’. After he was escorted to his seat, a short prayer was led by Rabbi W.A. Matthew and the
      right hand of fellowship was extended to the distinguished visitor’.72 Taamrat gave his speech to Matthew’s congregation in
      French. ‘He apologized for not being able to express himself in English
      although he had been studying English at Columbia for a short time’,73 and his talk was preceded by a brief introduction on
      Africa by Almammy Deau, a member of the congregation originally from French Guinea. The document recalls the
      declaration made by Norman Salit that had created such a scandal among the Blacks in Harlem and that is here
      defined as an ‘attack on the Negro Jews of Harlem’.74 Salit, a Zionist barrister of New York, had publicly declared that the Falashas
      belonged to Judaism but on various occasions, especially in the press, had also stated that the Falashas had no
      links with the Black Jews of Harlem.75 Matthew had therefore taken advantage of the presence of Taamrat as an authentic
      representative of the people whom masses of Black Americans were beginning to recognise during the 1930s as part
      of their history, to ask him for an official statement. Taamrat replied diplomatically that ‘Mr Salit is a friend
      …, but when he made the statement he [Taamrat] was indeed surprised because he [Salit ] is sufficiently educated
      to know that he has neither historical nor biblical proof for his statement,’ and begs that they drop the
      incident and forget about it.76
      Taamrat, with great skill, merely invoked the need for scientific bases for such a debate to take place; without
      this, it was better to leave the question alone. The ceremony closed with the singing of the Ethiopian hymn.
      Hymns and songs honouring Ethiopia ‘the land of our fathers’ had already entered the rituals of the new
      tradition.77 They were compositions
      that recalled syncretist themes referring to Christianity, Judaism and Islam.
    


    
      Ford died in Addis Ababa in 1935 at the age of 58 after an illness.78 When the Italians arrived in Addis Ababa, all his
      property had been stolen, as Taamrat recorded in a letter to Faitlovitch who was then in Palestine. Taamrat, at
      that time head of the Falasha school in Addis Ababa, refers to the departure of Ford’s widow for New York in
      1936, but has confused this with the departure of Eudora Paris.79 Taamrat observed: ‘Poor Ford’s wife … is taking with her her mother [?] and
      another woman who lived with Ford, plus a little two-year-old Abyssinian whose mother is mentally ill. She is
      also taking with her a lovely Sefer Torah parchment that she miraculously managed to save when she lost all her
      belongings’.80
    


    
      The departure of Eudora Paris from Addis with a two-year-old Abyssinian and a parchment Sefer Torah was a highly
      symbolic event per se: in the light of what was to follow, it came to represent the thread of continuity with the
      rest of the story. The two year old became Hailu Moshe Paris, the leader of the Black Jews in the Bronx.
    


    
      The case of Hailu Moshe Paris is a fascinating one as it permits us to see how
      the strength and the power of myth can outweigh autobiographical data. As an adult, even though Paris declared he
      had been born in Ethiopia but did not define himself a Falasha, he was nevertheless considered one. He explained
      in an interview that ‘Although he was born in Ethiopia, he does not claim to be a Falasha. His parents, he
      acknowledges, were Copts who were probably in touch with Falashas. When they died in 1935–6 in the
      Italian-Ethiopian War, Falashas in Addis Ababa contacted members of Rabbi Matthew’s congregation, the Commandment
      Keepers, and a West Indian couple adopted him’.81 Yet, in the 1970s, Paris was considered a Falasha in Black Jewish circles: ‘One of the
      few true Falashas in the New York community of black Jews is Hailu Moshe Paris, a Hebrew teacher and associate
      rabbi of the Mount Horeb Congregation … in the Bronx. Paris was among the Ethiopians who fled from their country
      when it was invaded by the Italian army in 1936. Brought to New York as a boy, he grew up in Harlem and studied
      with Rabbi Matthew’.82 While Paris’
      Falasha origins are common to both versions, his parents’ fate differs.83
    


    
      The missing link – the sign of continuity with the story’s development – was precisely the fact that Eudora
      Paris, the singer who had accompanied Ford to Ethiopia, took Hailu back to New York to the congregation led by
      Matthew who in 1931 had received investiture as ‘Rabbi of Ethiopia’, the ‘certificate of ordination’ directly
      from Ford.84 The certificate, which
      came from Addis Ababa and was headed both in Hebrew and in Amharic, was to become a symbol of the authenticity of
      these traditions. The parallel between a little Moses saved from the waters who later became the saviour of the
      Jewish people and a little Falasha, also named Moses, saved from Ethiopia by the congregation of the Royal Order
      of Ethiopian Hebrews of New York, who later became the leader of the Jewish-Ethiopian people in America, became
      the fulcrum of this mythological history.
    


    
      It was a specular process through which American Blacks became ‘Falashas’ and, as such, were concerned with the
      fate of the Falashas in Abyssinia with their full acceptance as Jews and their emigration to Israel from the
      1950s onwards. They almost might be said to have followed in the footsteps of the American Pro-Falasha Committee
      after World War II. On his side, Faitlovitch, as I mentioned earlier, visited Black communities and their rabbis,
      seeking traces of links with the Ten Lost Tribes. Faitlovitch had friendly
      relations with Rabbi Matthew and, during the months he spent in New York in 1950, passed whole days with
      Matthew’s congregation in Babylon.85 Cragg, the leader of the Union of Ethiopian Hebrew Congregations and Rabbis, invited
      him to become a member of the Advisory Council of the congregation, whose honorary president was Taamrat
      Emmanuel. Faitlovitch did not accept this invitation because as an orthodox Jew he could not be a member of a
      Reform association.86 After World
      War II, Faitlovitch seriously considered the idea of a mass conversion of the Black Americans, supporting the
      work of David Horowitz, the founder of Mosaic Law for One World,87 the same man who had chosen Cragg as president of the Union of Ethiopian Hebrew
      Congregations and Rabbis. Faitlovitch’s favourite pupil, Taamrat Emmanuel, visited Matthew’s community twice
      during the year he spent in New York, and gave an official speech that was received with great interest.88 The brief mentions of East Africa,
      Abyssinia and Ethiopia, found in local newspapers in the early 1900s in connection with the origins of Black
      leaders interviewed or members of their congregations, over the years gradually not only became more frequent and
      consistent, but also systematised into more complex stories.
    


    
      The circulation of information on the Falashas of Ethiopia in the USA
    


    
      In the United States, the readers of the Jewish Comment had been informed of Faitlovitch’s trip to
      Abyssinia and the discovery of the Falashas from the beginning of the 1900s.89 At the beginning of 1900, the American Jewish Year
      Book reported the news that the Jews in Germany wished to send a mission among the Falashas in
      Abyssinia,90 and, until 1921–22,
      American Jews were fairly regularly informed of the progress of the activity in favour of this group.91 In 1905, Moise Schwab published an
      article whose title referred to the African Jews: ‘The Falashas of Abyssinia: an authentic report of African
      Jews’.92 Schwab claimed that
      ‘African Jews’ existed but that they did not have Black physical traits. He published the photos of two of
      Faitlovitch’s pupils (Ghetie Hirmiahu and Taamrat Emmanuel) and repeated that their faces ‘do not resemble those
      of negroes’. The meaning of the message was clear: black-skinned African Jews could exist, but they must not have
      ‘negro’ features. This was exactly what the official newspaper of the Alliance in Paris intended when, at
      the arrival of the two young Falashas in Paris in 1904, it had written: ‘Bien
      que de teint noir, ils n’ont pas le masque écrasé du nègre d’Afrique’.93
    


    
      Faitlovitch arrived in the United States for the first time on 9th April 1911,94 and stayed there until 12th August. During those months
      he began a propaganda tour among the American Jewish communities to draw attention to the Falashas and to raise
      funds.95 He managed to have the
      board of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations nominate Walter Freiberg, the president of the board, as the
      person in charge of the creation of a pro-Falasha committee, headed by Freiberg, ‘to preserve for Judaism the
      Falashas of Abyssinia’.96
    


    
      Faitlovitch’s pro-Falasha activity in America was questioned by some: in particular a pamphlet by Rabbi George
      Zepin gave rise to a fierce polemic.97 Zepin showed that he accepted the Nahum report,98 and therefore the opinions expressed by the Alliance
      Israélite Universelle, which opposed any educational initiative towards those who Zepin defined ‘people of
      primitive intelligence … in a semi-civilised country’.99 Cyrus Adler, vice-president of the American Jewish Committee, who did not agree with
      Zepin, felt he was being attacked directly and explained that his support for the Falashas was not so much on
      socio-economic grounds, but rather for ‘historic and sentimental considerations. Here we see a branch of our
      people, early torn away from the main body of Israel, struggling heroically for its existence’.100 The description of the Falashas as ‘a branch of
      our people’ and the evocation of the heroic battle against the Christians were the themes that made the greatest
      impression on the collective imagination of the American Jews.
    


    
      At the end of 1914, Faitlovitch arrived once again in the United States and stayed there until 28th August 1915.
      In his many letters to Alexander Marx,101 he referred to the difficulties he was encountering during his long tour through the
      Jewish communities in America, but he also mentioned the enthusiastic response to his trip. Faitlovitch had left
      Europe in the midst of World War I to continue his pro-Falasha work among the Jews in America, trying to convince
      them to take on the commitment that had until then been maintained by the Jews of Germany, Austria, and Italy.
    


    
      Faitlovitch took advantage of the fact that the convention of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations was to
      be held in Chicago that year, and asked to give a speech there, which was widely reported in the press. The
      editorial of the Reform Advocate announced that ‘among the men of parts and power who attended the session
      of the Council of the American Hebrew Congregations held in the city last week
      none was as prominently in the center of curiosity as was Dr Jacob Feitlovitch [sic]’.102 Before this audience, Faitlovitch began his long
      conference tour on the Abyssinian Jews with the aim of raising the interest of the American Jews and collecting
      $30,000, an amount which he considered vital for the ‘Jewish counter-mission’.103
    


    
      Faitlovitch also took part in the Central Conference of American Rabbis,104 and managed to have a special committee set up,
      headed by Rabbi Samuel Schulman, who at the end of a fact-finding investigation, declared himself in favour of
      pro-Falasha work.105
    


    
      During Faitlovitch’s second trip to America, the American Hebrew published a long article written by
      Faitlovitch himself, ‘The Black Jews of Abyssinia’,106 in which the Black Jews were introduced as ‘a remainder of an old Jewish tribe’ whose
      origins were traced back to Jews who had arrived in Ethiopia from Egypt: ‘By reason of the scarcity of Jewish
      women, these Jews being at first only wanderers and adventurers, were compelled to intermarry with the daughters
      of the land, whom they converted to Judaism. In addition to this, the influence of the climate, the heat of the
      burning Ethiopian sun, darkened the skin of these immigrants. They preserved, however, the traits characteristic
      of their race. Their bodies were assimilated but their soul survived’. He did not fail to mention the heroism and
      the strength shown over the centuries by the ‘Jewish tribe’ in holding off Christian attacks: ‘Like all Jews, the
      Falashas have undergone centuries of misfortune and persecution. But through all these bloody persecutions they
      have shown the steadfastness which is characteristic of the Jew … They can say with pride, “I am black, but
      comely”.’
    


    
      The idea of the possibility of a separation between body and soul, between ethnic Judaism and religious Judaism,
      and of the possibility of being black-skinned but also attractive, met with supporters in certain spheres, both
      orthodox and Reform. However, it also created misgivings in other American Jewish circles. The suspicion
      regarding the ‘Jewishness’ of the Falashas led Faitlovitch on more than one occasion to publish information and
      propaganda that stressed the undoubtedly Jewish characteristics of the group and, as a last resort, he brought to
      America his most trusted and educated pupil, Taamrat Emmanuel, who had been educated at the Rabbinical college in
      Florence and had lived in Europe for sixteen years.
    


    
      The American Jewish Year Book of 1920–21 reported Faitlovitch’s third visit to the United States in
      1919.107 The article explained
      that because of the war he had not been able to travel to Abyssinia and
      invoked ‘the co-operation of other national Jewish Organizations in the United States, for the promotion of
      efforts on behalf of the Falashas’.108 It now became a question of involving the Jewish National Fund.
    


    
      Delegitimising Black Jews
    


    
      The meeting between Faitlovitch and Ford took on giant importance in the reconstruction of what was to follow and
      was also in some ways mythicised.
    


    
      Gerber noted: ‘From then on, he [Ford] and ‘Rabbi’ Wentworth Matthews whom he had ordained, and who became the
      best known of all black Jewish leaders, seized upon this new information to bolster their identity as Ethiopian
      Hebrews. It certified to them not only that Blacks had been Jews, but that they are the original Jews’.109 The visit was not simply a meeting
      between two important protagonists, Faitlovitch and Ford, but was the beginning of a process that was set in
      motion by certain meetings and exchanges, and developed through a reciprocal need. The mythical interpretation of
      that meeting was, however, part of a more general operation of delegitimisation of the Black Jewish movement.
    


    
      The history of the Black Jews in America has been affected by the background and ideology of those who recorded
      it. Often, when documentation was lacking, a history was invented that was no less mythical than the history that
      was being demythicised.
    


    
      The not-so-difficult operation of disproving Black Americans’ descent from the Falashas was carried out with
      ruthless brutality. However an analysis of the ‘Falasha’ discourse, which circulated in America in those decades
      among the Blacks, and the impact it had on Black imagination, was never carried out. Within this
      delegitimisation, the invented story of Ford’s conversion to Islam played a significant role.
    


    
      Ford’s so-called conversion, and the attribution of the founding of the Black Muslim movement to him, was shown
      to be completely without any foundation by Howard Waitzkin in 1967.110 Gerber has explained that the confusion arose out of
      the similarity of the names Fard and Ford, and gave rise to ‘one of the most biased accounts of black
      Judaism’.111 But the legend
      nonetheless continued to circulate.112
    


    
      Graenum Berger went to great lengths to disprove the Falasha origins of American Blacks.113 In his study of the phenomenon of the Judaisation of
      Black Americans, Berger tried to show that no links existed between the two
      worlds and ridiculed the idea that they might ever have existed. Most importantly, he denied the fact that there
      was any thread of continuity. He wrote: ‘There is no history of mother or son continuing any identification with
      Judaism either in Ethiopia or in the United States’.
    


    
      When Haile Selassie returned to Ethiopia in 1941, twenty or so American Blacks went to settle in Ethiopia.114 Visiting the Falashas in 1951,
      Alexander Rosenfeld, president of the Brit Ivrit Olamit, came across a Black Jewish couple from Harlem
      living in Addis Ababa. They were followers of Matthew who had decided to settle in Ethiopia precisely because of
      their identification with the Ethiopian Jews.115 The couple recounted to him their account of the Jewish origins of the Africans. After
      his time in Addis, Rosenfeld, who was a student of the Lost Tribes and the nidhei Israel, worked among the
      Black Jews in Harlem,116 giving
      speeches and offering help to the Black movement. Elements of continuity were thus found both in Ethiopia and in
      the United States.
    


    
      Other examples of this were the Mount Horeb congregation in the Bronx led by Hailu Moshe Paris, and the founding
      of Hatzaad Harishon (‘the first step’), a movement created by Hailu and by a white professor of Hebrew,
      Jacob Gladstone, which lasted until 1972.117
    


    
      Berger took his cue from the article by B.Z. Goldberg,118 in which the author claimed that there was a Falasha community ‘on the outskirts of
      the colored belt of New York’ in 1927.119 After a brief and somewhat confused and contradictory description of the activity of
      Faitlovitch, Goldberg added, ‘some of these Falashas have found their way to America’, before passing to his
      central theme: the description of a brit milah.120 The ceremony had been sponsored by a white Lithuanian Jew to celebrate the entry of a
      new member of the Beth B’nai Abraham, Ethiopian Congregation and Hebrew School of Rabbi Ford,121 who acted as sandik during the ceremony
      and whose photo was prominently displayed on the journal. The description of the ceremony indicated the presence
      of members of the ‘Ethiopian’ Black community who spoke with a West Indian accent, together with several white
      Jews who seemed to have played an important role, not only during the ceremony (at which Lithuanian pickled
      herring was served) but also more generally in the Judaisation of the Black community. This is a sign of how
      active the Jewish proselytising movements were during this period. The confused use of the terms ‘Falasha’,
      ‘Ethiopian’ and ‘Jew’ is striking. The contradiction of the definitions matches the vagueness of the identikit the Black community still seemed to put forward of itself.122
    


    
      In any case, Berger mentioned the role attributed to Faitlovitch in the issue and wrote: ‘Some believe that this
      was the origin of Black references to their aboriginal association with the Falashas. When Jacques Faitlovitch …
      discovered that there were Black Jews in New York, he called Arnold Josias Ford, to see if they were Falasha. He
      decided in the negative’.123
      After all, he added, the American Pro-Falasha Committee ‘apparently had no interest in making the connection with
      the Black Americans, including Black Jews, or in encouraging blacks to identify with or to help support the
      overseas philanthropic venture’. Berger mentioned another community of Black Jews in Chicago in 1922, led by a
      Black rabbi who prayed according to the Ashkenazi tradition and who ‘asserted his Biblical and Abyssinian
      association’.124 He recognised
      that the association with Ethiopia and then with Israel was motivated by the desire to destroy the memory of
      slavery, to reject any links with Christianity, and give a sense of grandeur to their past. But Berger’s interest
      was essentially to delegitimise the movements. He wrote that, by tracing ‘an association back to Solomon and
      Sheba and by use of the term Ethiopian or Abyssinian they could not only claim legitimacy as Jews today, equal to
      that of any other established white Jew, but they would not have to go through the rite of conversion. This
      assertion also established their authenticity as ‘Rabbis’ of their flocks and permitted them to give
      smicha (ordination) to those who would become leaders of similar black Jewish congregations’.125 The aim of his essay was to
      disprove Ethiopian origins and, above all, to assert that there had never been any conversions to Judaism
      among the American Blacks.
    


    
      James Boykin,126 tracing the
      beginnings of the Black Jewish movement, claimed it was Garvey, the man who had proclaimed that all Africans were
      Hebrews, who played an important role in the development of the movement. Nevertheless he recognised that it was
      Josias Ford, a ‘self-proclaimed Ethiopian Jew’,127 who had had the ability to establish the Jewish movement thanks to the organisation of
      the Beth B’nai Abraham Congregation.
    


    
      Interestingly, Boykin’s and other more recent studies attribute a vital role to Hailu Moshe Paris who, despite
      his denials, continued to be considered a Falasha. According to Boykin, ‘Hailu Moses ben Abraham, a
      three-year-old Ethiopian Falasha child, was taken from the door of his hut, in a compound, surrounded by a high
      spiked wooden fence. He had been waiting with his cousin to be taken to a new
      family in America. It was 1936. Ethiopia had been overrun by the Italian Fascists, who had killed his parents. In
      America he became Hailu Moshe Paris, taking the last name of his adoptive family in the United States’. It is
      said that his American mother, Eudora Paris, was converted to Judaism in 1920 under Ford’s influence.128
    


    
      In actual fact, Hailu played an interesting part among the Blacks in Harlem, and later among those of the Bronx,
      because his story helped to consolidate an identification process that had just begun, and his own history acted
      as a catalyst. The Mount Horeb Congregation in the South Bronx stood out in the campaign for the recognition and
      return of the Falashas to Israel, and Hatzaad Harishon worked to break down the barriers between whites
      and Blacks, affirming the pride in being Blacks and Jews together.
    


    
      No doubt actions of this kind permit an interpretation that an identification with Judaism was a less radical
      choice than adhesion to Islam. The history of this movement was indeed characterised by the search for models
      inspired more by cohabitation than by antagonism between whites and Blacks.
    


    
      Conclusions
    


    
      Eric Hobsbawm wrote that ‘inventing traditions … is essentially a process of formalisation and ritualisation’
      during which ritual and symbolic complexes are created.129 In the invention of an Ethiopian tradition, and the foundation myth that illustrates
      it, by the Black movement of the ‘Hebrews of Ethiopian descent’, the existence of a population about which very
      little was in fact known, situated in Ethiopia, a mythical ‘elsewhere’ that was known in the Bible stories as
      Cush, was of great importance. The Black Jews of Ethiopia, a people about whom information, albeit somewhat vague
      and ambiguous, began to circulate in the United States in the early 1900s, permitted the Black community to
      assert a glorious past, one of a genealogy of kings and not slaves, and to achieve this through the
      symbolically potent construct of Ethiopian Judaism.130
    


    
      The existence of a diaspora parallel to its own, African Jews and Jewish Africans, in a historical period
      characterised by the themes of ‘return’ via Zionism or the Back to Africa movement, set in motion a process of
      strong symbolic investment, with its own myths and rituals. Ford’s trip to Ethiopia had the aim of creating new
      myths and rituals that could connect ancient Ethiopia, Ethiopian America and modern Ethiopia. His purpose was to
      awaken and set in motion American Blacks, promising land and the possibility
      of a new life. ‘We want religious freedom, we want farms, horses, mules, cattle, poultry’,131 wrote Ford in 1931. History prevailed over myth,
      and the continuing thread was guaranteed by the return to America of Ford’s friend with a Sefer Torah and
      a two-year-old child who, in the popular imagination, could be none other than a little Falasha. This marked the
      start of a new phase of formalisation and reconstruction of the new identity of reference.
    


    
      Faitlovitch, the man who had ‘discovered’ a Jewish tribe in East Africa, took upon himself the task of
      establishing links between the two diasporas, albeit in an ambiguous and contradictory manner. The process set in
      motion also involved the mirror-diaspora in Ethiopia: the Falashas gained attention, identification and support
      from New York Black Jewry precisely because they had entered a single Jewish-Ethiopian genealogy invented in a
      context of exclusion and great social discontent.
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