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Abstract

By the end of the nineteenth century, the concept of the masses had
become an essential feature of a new legitimizing strategy for political
participation: instead of the quality of political representatives, it was
the quantity of the represented that legitimized power. Conceptual
historians have suggested a more nuanced interpretation of what has
long been described as a natural process of emancipation of politically
excluded groups. Instead of taking the emergence of mass politics for
granted, they study language not only as a description of society, but as
an actual factor in the creation of democracy. This contribution
quantitatively and qualitatively analyses the changing use of the term
“mass” with the recently digitized Dutch newspaper archive Delpher.
While at the beginning the term was used to describe large quantities of
land and other unanimated entities, with time contemporaries
increasingly talked about assemblies, demonstrations and protests. The
paper will focus on the timing of this process in a national and
transnational perspective. Can we identify key moments when
contemporaries talked about the masses and can these be linked to
specific events within the Netherlands and abroad? How did they effect
the discussion about the subject, object and process of political
participation?
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