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  [Access article in PDF]  The Making of British Nationality 
  Theodore Koditschek 
 
  What makes for a seminal book? It must be excellent enough to excite admiration, original enough to introduce new perspectives, and problematic enough to elicit constructive criticism. It should raise new questions, but provide the kind of provisional, provocative answers that will serve as a stimulus to future work. Linda Colley's Britons has been such a book. When it appeared, in 1992, Modern British social history was in a state of crisis, reeling from a decade of largely negative, deconstructive critiques. Class, which had been its central category of analysis, was being dismissed in a flurry of vehement manifestoes, none of which offered any plausible alternatives.1 In the midst of this dispiriting confusion, Professor Colley boldly offered a new paradigm.
 During the 1980s, a "New British History" had begun to emerge. Critical of the (often unacknowledged) Anglocentrism of existing historiography, this new genre rose on the premise that any future British history would have to be more truly multinational, encompassing the separate histories of England, Scotland, and Wales.2 Colley's bold stroke was to pinpoint the moment (1707-1837) when the three separate strands came together, and Britain was forged. In this story of the creation of a polyglot Britain, Colley found the backbone of a new master narrative: a broad, overarching, heuristic framework, which might bring order and direction to a rudderless field. Although Colley's book ends in 1837, with the accession of Queen Victoria, no other recent work is of greater significance for understanding how Victorian "Britishness" was made.
 Colley's shift from the theme of class-formation to that of nation- creation is quite calculatedly made in the shadow of E. P. Thompson's classic work, The Making of the English Working Class (1963).3 Thompson had looked at the eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century landscape, and had seen the making of an English working class. Thirty years later, Colley looked at this same landscape, and saw the fabrication of a British [End Page 389] national identity. "Britishness," she acknowledges, was originally invented by English, Scottish, and Welsh elites. Its historical force, however, came from their success in diffusing it downward into the ranks of the working people, and in extending it outward to encompass the entire Isle.
 In this manner, the Thompsonian trajectory of class formation had been arrested, and the impending specter of class struggle had been forestalled. The internal social conflicts and aggressions which the Thompsonians had detected in the social relations between Britain's classes were, in the Colleyite rendering, more fundamentally directed outward into a 130-years war against Catholic France. Like Thompson's working class which is presented in-the-making, Colley's British nationality is also depicted as a historical work-in-progress. Because "Britishness" (rather like class consciousness) is always being challenged, it must constantly be renegotiated afresh. Although Colley herself is too circumspect to say so, her book represents a head-on challenge to the entire tradition of Thompsonian social history.
 In the early-eighteenth century, Colley argues, "Britishness" was built on the twin foundations of Protestantism and trade. Protestantism provided the glue of a common religion, and the focus of a common crusade against a feared Catholic "other." Because Catholicism was associated with France, this sense of underlying antagonism was not merely spiritual or cultural, but political and patriotic as well. In this David and Goliath struggle between two unequally matched global players, Protestant Britons had at least the advantage of regarding themselves as an elect among nations—God's chosen people, whom he was constantly testing but who were predestined to emerge victorious in the end. Blessed with free, parliamentary institutions and a higher living standard than the garlic-eating French, English, Welsh, and Scots of all social classes were encouraged to shelve their internal conflicts, and rally round the new Union Jack.
 That Britons were predisposed toward this new polyglot national identity Colley attributes not merely to a common religion and a common "other," but also to a common interest in the...
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