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Abstract 

Narratives about the development of political meetings around the turn 

of the 20th century have focused on the figure of the ‘great orator’, while 

audiences were often understood to have been disciplined into 

progressively passive consumers on the ‘political mass market’ 

(Rosenberg 1967). Against this one-sided image, this contribution 

approaches the political meeting in Germany and Britain as an 

interactive arena, considering the roles of speakers, debaters, 

audiences, and outsiders. Building on research on France (Cossart 

2010), it traces the gradual shift from a deliberative mode 

(encompassing discussion-speakers from different parties and 

argumentative exchanges with an heterogeneous audience) to one more 

focused on demonstrative functions (with a keynote speaker, loudly 

supported by an increasingly homogenized audience). Rather than 

resulting in passivity, however, this shift pushed audiences and 

outsiders into new modes of a politics of disruption, ranging from 

heckling to violent disturbance. Although such practices were 

denounced by opponents as a decline of political culture, they were just 

as often recognized as a legitimate part of politics, understood not only 

as a war of words, but also as a performative struggle for public 

presence and media attention. Comparing British and German cases, the 

contribution reconsiders the changing modes of political participation 

before the First World War. 
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