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The role of the âworking classâ in Englandâs (or
Britainâs) relatively continuous social and political his-
tory has preoccupied contemporaries as well as histo-
rians to a huge extent and has become a âleitmotifâ of
British historiography at least since the ascent of social
history. Beginning with the question why the mem-
bers of the English âlower ordersâ have not caused a
political and social revolution even though they came
closest to what Karl Marx had termed âKlasse an sichâ,
JÃ¶rg Neuheiser places his study on working class con-
servatism in this familiar context. His approach to an-
swer this very âEnglishâ question, however, derives from
a âGermanâ methodological discussion, and this leads
him to findings which should be challenging first and
foremost for our British colleagues. Fortunately, this au-
dience will soon be able to read the book, as it has re-
cently been awarded a prize by the German Publishers
and Booksellers Association to fund its translation (Con-
gratulations!), and this is also the reason why the present
review is written in English.

Neuheiser proposes three questions to guide his
study: Firstly, he looks at political debates and campaigns

as well as political festivals and proto-political volun-
tary associations in which working class people were in-
volved to detect conservative ideas and assess their dif-
fusion as well as their influence on peoplesâ behaviour.
Secondly, he asks how and why the Conservative Party
managed to gain considerable support among the lower
orders. Thirdly, he analyses the relationship between
conservative concepts on one side and liberal and radical
positions and the emerging working class movement on
the other. Taking a critical stance against social history
and its preoccupation with âclassâ as a social entity pri-
marily shaped by socio-economic structures, Neuheiser
sympathises with ârevisionistâ positions that highlight
the importance of language and ideas for human be-
haviour and stress the heterogeneity of social âidenti-
tiesâ. This leads him to study Popular Politics as a man-
ifestation of what has been termed by political scientist
Karl Rohe and others âpolitical cultureâ, a set of basic
ideas about politics that structure and motivate the polit-
ical behaviour of those who share them as unquestioned
convictions. This line of research has found many fol-
lowers among German historians, but is less common in
British historiography.

1

http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/3525370091
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/3525370091


H-Net Reviews

The ideas and attitudes Neuheiser identifies as the
core of a âPopular Conservatismâ are patriotism and loy-
alty to the monarchy, Protestantism, and a particular un-
derstanding of social justice. These three basic elements
also make up thematic sections which contain two chap-
ters each. In these chapters, Neuheiser traces conserva-
tive ideas in a broad spectrum of cases, ranging from rit-
uals like the royal festivals and Guy Fawkes Day to po-
litical debates like the fight against the emancipation of
Catholics, the reaction to the âPapal Aggressionâ of 1850,
election campaigns and finally to voluntary associations
such as theOperative ConservativeAssociations, the Vol-
unteer Force and the Orange Order. He concentrates his
study on the West Riding of Yorkshire with Leeds as its
centre, the Bolton area in Lancashire and Greater London
and chooses local newspapers as his main source.

Carefully arguing against influential, if not dominant
research positions, Neuheiser collects evidence for the in-
fluence of what he defines as conservative concepts on
the behaviour of working class people. This way he not
only manages to shed new light onto a number of re-
search discussions on more particular aspects, but also to
qualify older interpretations that portray working class
involvement in conservative politics as involuntary, tac-
tical or, at best, marginal. This is the main point of his
study: Whereas popular conservatism tended to be ex-
plained away to maintain the working class as a unity,
Neuheiserâs aim is to prove that it was often genuine in
order to complicate the âpolitical identityâ of the âcom-
mon peopleâ. Overall, his argument is convincing, par-
ticularly when he is able to point out that working class
people acted independently and occasionally took the
initiative, so that Tory leaders found themselves strug-
gling to contain a manifestation of conservatism rather
than orchestrating it. The anti-Catholic unrests on Guy
Fawkes Day are one example for this âconservatism from
belowâ (p. 182). At times, however, Neuheiser seems to
force his point a bit, for instance when he calls the pop-
ular attitude towards the Volunteer Force, a militia that
had working class men among its rank and file members,
enthusiastic (p. 127), while not mentioning that Volun-
teers quite often met with far less favourable reactions.

How then does the study under review explain Eng-
landâs remarkable social and political stability? In his
conclusion, Neuheiser confirms that he does not want to
propose that conservative ideas, even though they were
more widespread than often acknowledged, pervaded
English political culture to an extent that they would
have made a revolution unthinkable. On the contrary,

he concedes that working class Tories were opposed by a
clear majority of Radicals, reformers, Chartists and trade
unionists. Noting that concepts alone cannot account for
the political development, Neuheiser then moves his ar-
gument away from particular ideas to the communica-
tive space of politics and identifies the early existence of
a pluralistic political arena which prevented the forma-
tion of durable cleavages between intransigent camps as
a primary explanation for Englandâs stability.

While convincing, this shift of focus from politi-
cal concepts as such to their diffusion and availability
has repercussions for Neuheiserâs approach, the point I
found most problematic in his study. The common po-
litical culture approach Neuheiser chooses to follow as-
cribes ideas an overwhelming influence on peoplesâ be-
haviour, in its most extreme cases turning actors into
some kind of automatons that are programmed with cul-
tural scripts. To subsume political ideas under the term
âidentityâ confirms this tendency, as it makes world
views appear so forceful that they can only be overcome
after an âidentity crisisâ. Even though Neuheiser in a
footnote asserts that he understands âidentitiesâ as sit-
uational and changeable (fn. 89, p. 39), which seems in
breach with the common understanding of the term, his
primary focus on the formative effect of ideas leaves little
room for interests or pragmatism as alternative motives
for action. But to account for the inconsistency of human
behaviour, such alternative motives would have had to
be taken into consideration. The closest the study gets
to this is in the chapter on conservative protest against
child labour and the Poor Law (pp. 219-261), which illus-
trates that concepts were actually used by historic actors,
rather than demonstrating that the latter were immersed
in them. This implies that ideas are not somuch the build-
ing blocks of an identity, but make up a repertoire of tools
that are applied to situational needs. For further discus-
sion see the influential study by sociologist Ann Swidler,
Talk of love: how culture matters, Chicago 2001. A âtool
kitâ understanding of culture seems to suit much bet-
ter the complexity of the English political sphere which
Neuheiser in fact describes than the static concept of po-
litical culture that he explicitly chooses as his method.

Thankfully, due to its rich analysis and careful argu-
mentation, Neuheiserâs work does not stick to the politi-
cal culture method too firmly. And so, while the study in-
troduces British historiography to a âGermanâ perspec-
tive, the peculiarities of the English case challenge the
plausibility of this approach and may stimulate our dis-
cussion on the link between ideas and action.
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
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