DEMOCRACY AND THE SPECTACLE: ON ROUSSEAU’S HOMEOPATHIC STRATEGY
ABSTRACT

Rousseau maintains that the spectacle isolates us at the very same moment when it brings us together. This article argues that this striking remark must be understood within the more general framework of a critique of the spectacular nature of modern society. But if the spectacle is not simply an occasional form of entertainment, but a social relationship that pervades modern society as a whole, how can we escape from it? Rousseau’s homeopathic strategy, according to which we should fight an evil through small doses of that very same evil, offers a solution that is crucial for grasping the scope of Rousseau’s critique of the spectacle as well as for rethinking the possibility of democracy.
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“People think they come together in the spectacle, and it is here that they are isolated.” This is one of the most striking sentences of the Letter to M. d’Alembert on the Theatre: we think we are getting together in the spectacle, but it is actually there that we are most isolated. What I want to offer in this article is a commentary on this paradox. What is a spectacle? Why does it isolate us precisely when it is bringing us together? Why is the playwright, lover of theatre Rousseau warning us against the dangers of spectacles? These are some of the questions that I will try to address.

The Letter is not the most felicitous of Rousseau’s writings. Too long for a letter destined to the great public, full of digressions, at times excessively prolix and certainly not politically correct in its treatment of the other sex.
 No wonder it did not receive as much as attention as some of his other writings. It is as if ‘the citizen of Geneva’, in his attempt to re-appropriate a city that is also a mirror of his soul, got carried away and the situation spiralled out of control. The text grows upon itself and instead of a letter we are left with a hybrid, something between a polemic and a philosophical treatise. 

Yet, D’Alembert’s article ‘Geneva’ in response to which the Letter was written, did not put forward a negative view of Rousseau’s city and perhaps did not deserve such an acrimonious reply. D’Alembert recognizes that Geneva, the well fortified city on the Lake Leman, has “all the advantages and none of the difficulties of democracy” (Rousseau 1960: 143), that “criminal justice is exercised there with more exactitude than rigor” (Ibid., 143), and even with regards to the sumptuary laws that forbid the use of jewellery, limit funeral expenses and oblige citizens to go on foot in the streets, he admits their utility: whereas in France they would be regarded as barbarous and inhuman, they are not destructive of the true comforts of life, but simply curtail that ostentation which ruins men without being useful to them (Ibid., 144). Almost a eulogy, therefore, combined with the observation that admitting some form of drama (comédie) would not perhaps harm their virtuous manners (les moeurs) if the conduct of actors is restrained by appropriate laws. 

But Rousseau seems to have something else in mind. From the very frontispiece of the Letter, he puts us in front of a strict dichotomy and opposition.
 Let me quote it in its entirety:

‘Letter to M. D’Alembert on the Spectacle’ (a note on this translation theatre will follow soon), 

‘J.-J. Rousseau, Citizen of Geneva’, (half a line)

To

 ‘M. D’Alembert, of the French Academy, The Royal Academy of Science of Paris, The Prussian Academy, The Royal Society of London, The royal Academy of Literature of Sweden, and the Institute of Bologna; On his article Geneva in the seventh volume of L’Encyclopédie and especially on the project of establishing a dramatic theatre in the city’ (7 lines)

To conclude a quotation from Virgil:

Di meliora piis, erroremque hostibus illum. Virgil, Georgics, III. 513.

Besides the not necessarily friendly quotation from Virgil, invoking “Heaven grant a better lot to the pious and illum errorem, such mistake or even madness
, to our enemies” notice the disproportion between the modest half a line devoted to “the J.-J. Rousseau, Citizen of Geneva” (not even the space for the full name Jean-Jacques) and the seven lines devoted to the long list of D’Alembert’s institutional affiliations, triumphs and achievements, including, of course, the many volumes of L’Encyclopédie. 

Otherwise said, from the very beginning, we are put in front of a stark opposition between, on the one hand, Geneva with its citizen, small, modest and simple, and Parisian society on the other, sumptuous, excessive, even redundant. We will come back to the frontispiece later, but keep in mind this opposition that comes in even before the Letter actually begins. 
A note on translation: I have rendered the ‘spectacle’ with ‘the spectacle’ thereby distancing myself from Bloom’s translation ‘theatre’. This is because, as Bloom himself notices, ‘spectacle’ has a much broader and richer meaning than the English word ‘theatre’, denoting literally anything that goes on to be seen and therefore also forms of entertainment other than theatre (Rousseau 1960: 150). But Bloom opted for ‘theatre’ fearing that otherwise the specific meaning of theatre would not be conveyed into English. This is in my view misleading, as is proved by the fact that Bloom has, at times, to use ‘entertainment’ instead of ‘theatre’, particularly when Rousseau speaks of open air festivals. In sum, between the two risks, that of a too broad or a too restricted a meaning, I prefer to take the former, as it seems that ‘the spectacle’ conveys much better the problématique with which Rousseau is concerned here: not just theatre, but spectacle more generally. 

Let us now go back to our central sentence. “People think they come together in the spectacle, and it is here that they are isolated.” The quotation continues by saying that “It is here that they go to forget their friends, neighbours, and relations in order to concern themselves with fables, in order to cry for the misfortunes of the dead, or to laugh at the expense of the living” (Rousseau 1960: 17). What is wrong, one may ask, with forgetting friends and neighbours for a moment and entertain oneself with fables? Why would that be detrimental for Geneva’s democracy? 
Very early in the text, Rousseau invokes the principle of contextualism
: if the spectacle is made for the people, it is on the basis of its effects on them that we have to judge it, and thus look at the specific consequences that the spectacle has “in this time or that country” (Ibid., 17). Yet, in the following pages, Rousseau seems to rather point to the effects that the spectacle has in general, in every context and in every time. “The principal object of the spectacle is to please”, he says; so, in order to succeed, a spectacle has to entertain, to flatter existing passions by giving them new energy and new strength (Ibid., 20).

Even if it were the case then, that by augmenting already existing inclinations, the spectacle could only be good for those who are already good and bad for those who are bad, according to Rousseau it still remains to be seen if the passions do not degenerate into vices just from the fact of being excited too much (Ibid., 20). This indeed seems to be the core of the problem. It is such an exacerbation of passions that leads to isolation and it does so through three main effects that I am now going to describe in some detail: 1) the spectacle isolates because it produces distant spectators, 2) it instils a ‘spirit of inaction’ and 3) it produces a systematic distortion.

Let us begin with distance. “The more I think about it - so writes Rousseau, the more I find that everything that is played in the theatre is not brought nearer but made more distant” (Ibid., 25). Why is the spectacle that is put in front of our eyes a way of rendering us more distant even towards the sufferings that we see? Is the palpable representation of other people suffering not actually bringing us closer to them, or, at least, to a type of situation that we may one day encounter in our life? Rousseau’s answer is clearly negative: by being used to imaginary evils, we become insensitive to real ones (Ibid., 23-25). Otherwise said, that natural capacity for pity that human beings have in common with animals is anesthetized by dint of repetition and the excesses of spectacles constantly in front of us. Incidentally, notice how close this is to Luc Boltansky’s analysis of suffering at a distance and the crisis of the politics of pity brought about by television and the media that he diagnosed: being constantly occupied by scenes of extreme suffering, we do not become more capable of pity, rather the opposite. But we will come back to this later (Boltanski 1993).

Rousseau therefore excludes the possibility of a cathartic impact of theatre, of a purification of passions through the staging of their excesses. With a clear but inexplicit reference to Aristotle, he rhetorically asks “Is it possible that in order to become temperate and prudent we must begin by being intemperate and mad?” The answer is obviously negative, not only because it is useless to stage excessive passions and mischief in order to render them hateful (natural compassion already teaches us to hate them), but also because, by constantly showing such abominable acts we rather tend to dangerously get accustomed to them, such much so that he concludes: “I suspect that any man, to whom the crimes of Phedra or Medea were told beforehand, would hate them more at the beginning of the play than at the end” (Ibid., 23).

The spectacle introduces thus a distance, it renders us isolated spectators not only because whatever goes on there is remote by virtue of its being merely imaginary, but also because this tends to corrupt our natural sense of compassion towards other beings: through the habit of spectacle, we end up suffering all the time for fables, but then forget to do so for our friends and neighbours. Rather than pushing us to be more active and engaged in alleviating the sufferings around us, the spectacle instils what Rousseau calls “a soft disposition and a spirit of inaction” (Ibid., 65). Notice again the striking parallel to what Boltanski says about the current crisis of the politics of pity: suffering at a distance gives us the feeling that we have done what should be done (that is to suffer for the victims) without leading to a concrete action to alleviate such sufferings. This is the reason why, in his view, we are witnessing a crisis of the politics of pity. What we do is, in the best scenario, talk to other people about what we have seen, but these are most often merely verbal words, not acting words, that is words that can lead to action and engagement (Boltanski 1993).

Distance goes therefore together with a spirit of inaction. We move to the second constitutive moment of the isolation brought about by the spectacle. By occupying ourselves with fables all the time, we become insensitive towards reality itself and, as a consequence, we tend to lose the capacity to actively engage in doing things. In virtuous cities such as Geneva, therefore, where people are occupied with their industrious dealings, the spectacle can end up destroying the love of work, discourage industry and render people inactive and slack (Ibid., 64). The spectacle is thus detrimental because it takes people away from more productive activities, and it is so in an unnecessary way. Where people find pleasure in their own work, as in Geneva or some other ideal small city that Rousseau goes on to imagine in the text, there is no need to entertain them with imaginary worlds.

It is however true that, as Rousseau admits by invoking again the principle of contextualism, in big cities that are already corrupted, where people’s imagination is so ruined by sloth, inactivity, and the love of pleasures that it generates only monsters, the spectacle may actually be a good thing (Ibid., 58). Even a couple of hours, in which people go to the theatre to “forget themselves and become involved with foreign objects” (Ibid., 58) are stolen from the activity of vice. In this case, the time spent in a theatre should therefore be welcomed as a lesser evil. But it is only in such contexts that the practice of spectacle can contribute to reducing the number of crimes being committed and thus be a positive thing.

Otherwise stated, when people are already corrupted, taking them to some imaginary world may be something like a palliative. This alienating effect of theatre, where, as Rousseau says, “we forget ourselves”, brings us to the third moment of the isolation produced by the spectacle: the systematic distortion that it exercises. Rousseau is crystal clear on this point: it is an error to hope that the ‘true relations’ will ever be faithfully represented in the spectacle (Ibid., 27). Why is this so? Because the spectacle has to please and thus the poet has to alter ‘true relations’ in order to solicit the imagination of a public in search for entertainment. As he put it, “In the comic, he [the poet] diminishes them and sets them beneath man; in the tragic, he extends them to render them heroic and sets them above humanity. Thus they are never to his measure, and we always see beings other than our own kind in the theatre” (Ibid., 27). By quoting an Aristotle that he had few pages before criticised, Rousseau concludes by observing that even the great philosopher made of this a rule: “Comoedia enim deteriores, Tragoedia meliores quam nunc sunt imitari conatur”. (comedy aims at imitating men worse, and tragedy men better, than those of today). In sum, the spectacle is alienating in itself, because we never see true human beings on the stage, but rather beings who are either meliores or deteriores than what we actually are. Never to our own measure.

It does not come as a surprise then to find out later in the text that Rousseau also condemns the profession of actors in itself. This is not only because actors introduce bad manners (les moeurs) among the people, with their scandalous and luxurious lives, as d’Alembert believed. The problem is much more radically that their art is in itself by definition an art of counterfeiting that is not recommendable to spread in society. It is the art of appearing different than one is and forgetting one’s own place by dint of taking that of another (Ibid., 79). This does not mean of course that the actor is simply a deceiver, but rather that he contributes to cultivate an art which can be innocent in the closed space of the theatre, but that becomes extremely dangerous outside of it (Ibid., 80). The distortion is thus constitutive of the spectacle both because it is there that we forget ourselves in order to become involved with foreign objects (Ibid., 58) and because the spectacle is by definition the place where things never are what they appear. But this art of counterfeiting, of appearing different than what we actually are, is particularly dangerous because it contains the very same dialectic between being and appearing that, according to Rousseau, is one of the greatest evils of modern society.

And here we come to the crucial point of my intervention. The three constitutive moments of the isolation generated by the spectacle (distance, inaction, distortion) are they not also a prerogative of modern society as such? What is society if not a spectacle in itself? Indeed, if we go back to the quotation of the beginning and we put the word ‘society’ in the place of ‘spectacle’, we obtain a sentence that Rousseau never wrote, but could well have done so. “People think they come together in the society, and it is here that they are isolated”.
 If am right, then the problem that the Letter tackles is not simply whether or not to institute a theatre in Geneva but, rather, whether or not democracy is possible in a modern spectacular society. Now, if we think of the original state of nature depicted in the Second Discourse, where human beings have almost no contact with one another, if not for fortuitous sexual encounters, we have to conclude that modern society is certainly what brings them together. But is it not also, at the very same time, isolating them?

Let us go back to our three elements that, according to the Letter, constitute what we could call ‘isolation in togetherness’, that is distance, inaction, and distortion. Society, according to Rousseau, does produce distance, as it emerges from the series of dichotomies that are constitutive of the opposition ‘state of nature’ versus ‘society’ and which continually recurs in his writings: amour de soi versus amour propre, needs versus desires, freedom versus dependence, in sum, inside versus outside. Whereas amour de soi, self-love, is simply the sentiment of our own existence, which is naturally mitigated by compassion, the amour propre is a ‘relative’ and artificial sentiment that foments all kinds of passions and leads us to constantly try to appear as other than what we actually are; but this constant search for recognition by others can also potentially endangers natural compassion (Rousseau 1997a: 218).

Precisely because amour propre takes the place of the natural self-love, the craving for distinction, le désir de se distinguer, (Rousseau 1997b: 97) spreads out leading thus to inequality and domination (Rousseau 1007a: 170).
 This is because, by being closer to one another, we become dependent on their recognition and thus look for all the possible means to obtain it, be it by affecting talents that we may or may not possess or by appropriating material resources that may or may not belong to us. The few limited needs of the natural man (food, rest and sex) are replaced by an infinite dialectic of desire: we no longer look for just what we need, but we desire what the others desire, that is we desire the desire of desire. Hence the birth of competition, inequality, and ultimately war, precisely those horrific wars in which more people can be massacred in a single day than in centuries of the state of nature (Rousseau 1997a: 174). This is the paradox of the dependence created by modern society: that it renders us more distant at the very same moment that it brings us together.

But with distance come also distortion and alienation. As Rousseau writes, “To be and to appear became two entirely different things, and from this distinction arose ostentatious display, deceitful cunning, and all the vices that follow in their wake. Looked at in another way, man, who had previously been free and independent is now subjugated by a multitude of new needs to the whole of nature, and especially to those of his kind, whose slave he in a sense becomes even by becoming their master; rich he needs their services, poor, he needs their help, and moderate means do not enable him to do without them. He must therefore constantly try to interest them in his fate and to make them really or apparently find their own profit in working for his: which makes him knavish and artful with some, imperious and harsh with the rest, and places him under the necessity of deceiving (distortion again) all those he needs if he cannot get them to fear him and does not find it in his interest to make himself useful to them” (Rousseau 1997a: 170-71).
 This is the same dialectic between being and appearing that Rousseau, as we have seen, sees at play in the theatre, where systematic distortion is the rule, where things are never what they appear to be, where the most praised talent is that of counterfeiting, of becoming alien to oneself. In sum, by living in a modern society, we all become professional actors, experts in the art of appearing different than we are, of putting on a character other than our own, and thus forgetting our place by dint of taking another’s (Rousseau 1960: 79).

Finally, with dependence also comes the increased spirit of inaction, the third moment of isolation. We become isolated from one another as we become more structurally dependent on them, both for the satisfaction of our needs and our desires (or desire of desire). As it is now others that provide for them, the body natural strengths tend to decay as they are not exercised. This is another detrimental consequence of increased division of labour: Whereas the savage has to carry all of himself, all of his strengths with himself all the time, ready to use them whenever the need arises, the division of labour engenders a specialisation in one’s own task, so that in the best scenario it is only some specific abilities that we cultivate (Rousseau 1997a). This determines a soft disposition of the body as well as a spirit of inaction of the mind. 

If this diagnosis is correct, and the constitutive moments of the isolation brought about by the spectacle are exactly the same caused by the modern society itself (distance, distortion and inaction), then we have to conclude that there is a structural similarity, if not a coincidence, between the two. But if this is so, then the problem emerges of how to reconcile democracy with what we can call, by following Guy Debord, “the society of the spectacle” (Debord 2012). How is democracy possible in a modern society if what is supposed to bring us together actually isolates us? How to overcome the intrinsic spectacular nature of society itself and prevent democracy from degenerating into the democratic despotism of individuals isolated from one another, so acutely diagnosed by Tocqueville
?

Incidentally, it should now be clear why translating ‘spectacle’ with ‘theatre’ like Bloom does, is misleading: at stake is not only what happens inside the theatre and whether this would be good or not for Geneva, but rather what happens in all modern societies and whether this is reconcilable with the project of democracy or not. If society is a spectacle that creates alienated individuals isolated from one another, how is the emergence of a general will as opposed to the will of all possible in the first place? Let us remember that the Letter was published in 1758, the years when Rousseau was working on the Geneva manuscript. Despite all the aporias and discrepancies that one can find in Rousseau’s Social Contract,
 the general will implies individuals who can overcome the alienating and distorting isolation brought about by society.
The problem becomes even more stringent if we consider, again along with Debord, that the spectacle is not just a collection of images, but “a social relation among people, mediated by images” (Debord 2012: Thesis 4). The reference to Debord is not accidental. Despite the fact that Debord never quotes Rousseau on the spectacle, the similarities between the two diagnoses are striking. Nobody, after Rousseau, has in my view captured the insidious nature of the spectacle as incisively as the leader of the Situationist International. Like Rousseau, Debord knew from practice what a spectacle was but, in contrast to him, elaborates his diagnosis within the context of late capitalist societies, hence the focus on the language of political economy. If Marx had already emphasised the spectacular nature of capitalism through his path-breaking analysis of commodity fetishism, Debord extended this analysis so as to make of the spectacle the central category through which to disentangle the constitutive dynamics of contemporary capitalism. Thus if Marx began Capital by saying that “the wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an immense collection of commodities” (Marx 1976: 125), Debord opens his Society of the Spectacle by observing that “In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, all of life presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has moved away into a representation.” (Debord 2012: Thesis 1). Notice here the opposition between ‘directly lived’ versus ‘moved away into representation’. According to Laurent Jenny, it is precisely this opposition between being and appearing, between lived experience and the spectacular appearances that brings Rousseau’s and Debord’s concept of spectacle very close (Jenny 1990: 110; McDonough 2011: 44).

But, along with this, I would add the strong emphasis on the fact that the spectacle produces isolation and alienated separation. As Debord writes in a passage that sounds almost like a reformulation of Rousseau in the language of political economy: “The spectacle originates in the loss of the unity of the world, and the gigantic expansion of the modern spectacle expresses the totality of this loss: the abstraction of all specific labor and the general abstraction of the entirety of production are perfectly rendered in the spectacle, whose mode of being concrete is precisely abstraction. In the spectacle, one part of the world represents itself to the world and is superior to it. The spectacle is nothing more than the common language of this separation. What binds the spectators together is no more than an irreversible relation at the very center which maintains their isolation. The spectacle reunites the separate, but reunites it as separate.” (Debord 2012: Thesis 29)

The spectacle becomes thus not simply a form of entertainment, but rather the quintessence of contemporary capitalism, which produces separated spectators at the moment that it brings them together. As Debord put it in his typically laconic style, the spectacle is nothing but “capital to such a degree of accumulation that it becomes an image” (Debord 2012: Thesis 34). It is when capitalist exploitation has reached the ultimate threshold of the whole globe that capital has to become spectacle in itself in order to find new imaginary markets. This is the reason why the spectacle can no longer be simply a form of entertainment done through a collection of images, but has become “a social relation among people mediated by images”, marking thus the moment when the commodity has attained the total occupation of social life (Debord 2012: Theses 4 and 42). As a consequence, the spectacle is no longer just a crucial ingredient of commodity fetishism and thus of the moment of capitalist consumption. It is, much more radically, a relation that pervades all social relationships in late capitalist societies: Debord with Marx, but also beyond Marx.

If this is the situation we are facing, is there any possible remedy? If the spectacle is nothing less than the society we live in, how can we escape from it? Where to find the resources for fighting the alienating and isolating effect of the spectacular nature of society? This little detour into Debord may actually be illuminating in this respect. The specific way in which Debord and the Situationist International fought against the spectacular nature of contemporary capitalism was indeed through the spectacle itself. Precisely because the spectacle has become a relation that pervades all social relationships, we cannot escape from it, but what we can do is to fight the evil with its own weapons, the spectacle with another spectacle. Hence the emphasis on the tactic of détournement, recommended and practiced by Debord and the other members of the Situationist International. Détournement means that we cannot get out of the spectacle, but we can use pre-existing elements of it in a new ensemble that subverts, destabilizes, détourne, the dominant spectacular logic.

Let us now go back to the frontispiece of the Letter to D’Alembert. What is Rousseau doing here if not opposing a spectacle with another spectacle? What, if not a détournement, the reuse of elements of the original spectacle in a new ensemble where they turn against themselves? The frontispiece does not simply enact a parody of what we can now call the Parisian society of the spectacle, but a détournement in the Debordian sense of the term. Rousseau indeed reuses here pieces of the original spectacle rather than constructing a new work which merely alludes to the original. A spectacle against the spectacle, the spectacle of the citizen of Geneva, against the spectacle of le philosophe M. D’Alembert, member “of the French Academy, The Royal Academy of Science of Paris, The Prussian Academy, The Royal Society of London, The Royal Academy of Literature of Sweden, and the Institute of Bologna”. 

In sum, we find the modest spectacle of authenticity against the great spectacle of la bonne société parisienne.
 I propose to call this Rousseau’s homeopathic strategy: to fight a spectacle by injecting small quantities of the very same evil.
 The homeopathic principle is something that Rousseau already alluded to in his First Discourse when he observed that eternal foresight has placed medicinal herbs next to various noxious plants or the remedy against the injuries into the substance of a number of harmful animals that contain them (Rousseau 1997b: 24).
 But the tactic is even more explicitly elaborated in the Preface to Narcissus, where Rousseau, by then the acclaimed author of a devastating critique of the sciences and the letters as garlands of flowers hiding our chains, has to defend himself against the charge of practising them. In this text, after dispelling the myth of a possible romantic return to the original condition, by saying that “there is nothing more contrary to my system that this absurd doctrine” (Rousseau 1997b: 96), Rousseau defends his writing of books, poems and music precisely as a way to fight those evils that he had diagnosed in the First Discourse. As he openly put it: “it is now essential to use [those things that have done societies a great harm] against the harm they have done, as one does a medication or those noxious insects that have to be crushed on the bite [they give]” (Rousseau 1997c: 105; emphasis mine). We have to crush the contaminating bite of the spectacle precisely on the bite itself, fight one poisoning substance with that very substance. This is a tactic that Rousseau, like Debord, not only recommended but also practiced, from the mise en scène of the character of a true philosopher that he began as soon as his role of public intellectual was established, by changing his own way of dressing, to the ongoing staging of the role of the modest citizen of Geneva (Carnevali 2004).
However, Rousseau is also very well aware that there is not just one single recipe for putting the right spectacle on stage. Again, like in any good homeopathic therapy, you have to find the medicine most appropriate for that particular subject. Even the very same illness must be cured with different remedies in different people, according to their temperament, history and peculiar conditions. Again, you have to reuse parts of the spectacle already going on in order to fight it. So the fine arts are in certain contexts particularly welcomed because, despite the fact that they may have fostered vices, they are helpful to keep them from turning into crimes (Rousseau 1997b: 103). This is because they coat vices with a kind of varnish that prevents the poison from being exuded quite so freely, as they instil “a certain admiration for what is fine which prevents us from completely forgetting what is good” (Ibid., footnote). As Rousseau openly put it: “They [sciences and arts] destroy virtue, but preserve its public semblance, and this at least is a fine thing to do. They introduce politeness and propriety in its stead, and for the fear of appearing wicked they substitute the fear of appearing ridiculous” (Ibid., 103). We, practitioners of sciences and arts, no longer fear appearing wicked, but rather appearing ridiculous – something which is worth some further rumination and reflection for us academics.

Science and the fine arts are thus not only the garlands of flowers hiding the iron chains that imprison us, but they can also actually contribute to putting on stage a spectacle that mitigates (if not subverts) the dominant spectacle. In a very minimal way, as we have already seen, in an already corrupted society, the spectacle can at least distract men’s wickedness and prevent them from spending their time in more dangerous pursuit (Ibid., 104). A lesser evil, a palliative: a couple of hours in the theatre may turn out to be hours subtracted from criminal activity, and should therefore be used, precisely like in case of some terminal ills, we make recourse to extremely poisoning substances that we would never use on an healthy subjects.

But in small and virtuous cities like Geneva, there is no reason to limit oneself to such a palliative function. Here the homeopathic cure can actually aim to full recovery. That’s why we should not, but also need not build a theatre there. Along with all the general negative side effects of such an enterprise (the slackening of work, the increase of expenses, introduction of luxury, etc.), there is also the more fundamental remark that it is not the kind of spectacle appropriate for a republic. Instead of closed dark theatres, where people have almost no interaction with one another, like in a ‘gloomy cavern’, Rousseau recommends open air public festivals where people can enjoy the pleasure of gathering and acting together (Rousseau 1960: 125).
 It is in open-air festivals that, as Kohn observes, the chasm between individual and society is breached, because it is here that intersubjectivity is fostered (Kohn 2008: 471-72).

With regards to the question of what should be the object of such festivals, Rousseau has rather striking answer: “Nothing if you please” (Ibid., 120). Otherwise said, it is neither possible nor advisable to establish once and for all the specific ingredients of the homeopathic cure. On the contrary, so writes Rousseau: “Let the spectators become an entertainment to themselves, make them actors themselves; do it so that each sees and loves himself in the others so that all will be better united” (Ibid.; emphasis mine).

Notice in this passage how the same drive for recognition through the gaze of the others that Rousseau has elsewhere criticized plays instead a crucial positive role.
 Far from isolating us, it is by seeing and even loving ourselves in others that we can become better united. This, however, happens only in certain forms of spectacle, like those he is describing in this passage, where people are themselves actors of a play that is yet to be established, as Rousseau clearly suggests with his remark that there should be no pre-established object for such republican festivals.

The same opposition between closed spectacles and open air festivals returns for instance in the Considerations on the Government of Poland, where Rousseau makes a similar argument about the necessity of spectacles by observing that, if the creation of a virtuous republic is to succeed, “people should feel entertained in Poland more than in other countries, but not in the same way” (Rousseau 2009b: 186). In the case of Poland, however, spectacles seem to be orchestrated from the above in order to generate a sort of patriotic intoxication that foster attachment to the republic. This seems to be very different from the openness of the spectacle without a pre-established object of the Letter, but, once again, an homeopathic reading can perhaps illuminate such a discrepancy: there are places where the republic is virtuous enough to trust the capacity of citizens to be actors and authors of their own spectacles, whereas in other occasions the need may arise to give them a precise script. 
In both cases, though, we can conclude that it is through the spectacle itself (however different that might be) that we can overcome the isolating effects of the spectacle of society. This is because it is here that they can learn to see and love themselves in others. Precisely the spectacle that isolates us can bring us together. Even unite us.
 Having undermined the very possibility of a social bond with its alienating dynamics, the spectacle, when used in a homeopathic way, can actually unite us again and thus foster democracy. This is the reason why Rousseau can reply to the question of whether there should be entertainments in republics by saying that there ought be many, since it is only in their bosom that they can properly flourish (Ibid., 125).
 Precisely in republics, you need to be able to bring people together in order to fight the disaggregating effects of modern societies. Otherwise said, the poison here becomes also the cure.

CONCLUSIONS
What is then the relationship between the spectacle and democracy? The spectacle is the pharmakon of democracy in the Greek sense of the term: it is both the poison and the medicine. It is the spectacle that isolates us, but it is also the spectacle that can potentially subvert the alienating effects of the spectacular logic of modern society and thus contribute to that kind of togetherness that is a condition for the general will, as opposed to merely aggregation of the wills of all, to emerge. Otherwise said, the spectacle is the crucial ingredient of an homeopathic therapy that uses the evil against the evil itself, but that it does so by formulating each time a specific medication adapted to the patient at stake. Should we conclude that homeopathy is also a solution for us? 
Rousseau writes in the Preface to Narcissus, “A man who has ruined his temperament by an injudicious use of medicines is forced to continue to rely on doctors in order to stay alive” (Rousseau 1997b: 103). Maybe this is our present condition, too. Like that man, we, intoxicated by the spectacle of contemporary capitalism, have perhaps no other possibility of escape than trying to enact a different, hopefully less ridiculous, spectacle.
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� On Rousseau’ antifeminism in the Letter, see Brooks (1975) and Wingrove (1995).


2 On the relationship between Rousseau and the Encyclopaedists from the point of view of their discussion of theatre, see Franzini (2002). According to Franzini, Rousseau’s critique of theatre subsumes elements of Votaire’s and Diderot’s approach to representation, and will have a decisive influence on the feasts organised by the French revolutionaries (Franzini 2002). 


�I am grateful to Barbara Carnevali for pointing out the importance of the frontispiece.


� Error has both meanings, but while Bloom translates as madness, I thought it would be fair to Rousseau to admit that he might have been softer in his intentions – or, at least, more ambiguous.


� On Rousseau’s usage of contextualism, see Forman-Barzilai (2003).


� On the way in which the passionate capacity for reaction is anesthetized in a global context, see Pulcini (2009), who focuses on fear.


� Boltanski quotes Rousseau in different parts of his work, but, surprisingly, not explicitly on the question of the spectacle (Boltanski 1993).


� Critchley makes a similar argument when he observes that both theatre and society are narcissistic, as they both feed and feeds upon amour propre (Critchley 2012: 53).


� On the centrality of the notion of recognition in Rousseau, see Carnevali (2004) and Neuhouser (2008).


� On the theodicy of amour propre and the drive for recognition, see Neuhouser (2008).


� As Ferrara observes, the necessity of cunning also derives from the every nature of the rewards for which men compete, that is, wealth, power, and prestige: it is because they reward conformity with the existent roles in the division of labour with zero-sum goods that all past societies have indirectly put a premium on the ability to mislead and induce fear (Ferrara 1993: 47-48).


� Toqueville (2012). On the possible degeneration of the modern individualism diagnosed by Rousseau into the democratic despotism described by Tocqueville, see Pulcini (2001).


� The notion of ‘discrepancy’ is central to Althusser’s reading, according to which the Social Contract is the result of a series of discrepancies or décalages (Althusser 1972: 113-60).


� Kohn also insists on the similarity between Rousseau and Debord by observing that for both the spectacle is a vehicle of alienation and socialization at the same time (Kohn 2008: 477).


� On the notion of authenticity as the keystone of Rousseau’s work, see Ferrara (1993, 2012).


� I am here developing in a homeopathic direction a suggestion by Kohn who observes that Rousseau’s spectacle can serve as a pharmakon, that is, both a poison and a cure (Kohn 2008: 473).


� Starobinski emphasised that Rousseau’s strategy consists in finding a remedy in the evil itself (Starobinski 1993). On the idea of curing the malady from within, see also Neuhouser (2008). On the ambivalence of Rousseau’s treatment of the arts, see also Kelly (1997) and Franzini (2002).


� According to Starobinski, the closed theatre is to the festival as opacity to transparency (Starobinski 1988: 95). The dark, gloomy cave of the theatre is the site of deception and melancholy, whereas the open-air public festival is the site of authentic and transparent encounters. However, as Kohn observes, the simple opposition between ‘indoor/opacity/spectacle’ and ‘outdoor/transparency/festival’ breaks down later in the text where Rousseau writes that in winter times there should be indoor balls (Kohn 2008: 472). These seem, however, to be something like the winter version of the open-air festivals. 


� Notice in this passage that the same dynamic of amour propre and the drive for recognition in the other play a positive role. On the possibly positive role of amour propre, see Neuhouser (2008).


� On this point, see again Neuhouser (2008: in particular, pp. 218-50).


� Critchley makes a similar argument, but he extends it so far as to argue that the social contract itself is a fiction, a fiction that is needed in order to solve the problem of motivation in politics. This is a very original and fascinating reading of Rousseau, but it is inserted in the context of Critchley’ s more general politico-theological reading that is different from the one I am developing here (Critchley 2012: 4, 21-90). 


� In this passage, Rousseau uses the term ‘spectacle’ that Bloom is forced to render with entertainment, thereby confirming what Rousseau has in mind is not only the problem of theatre, but also, much more generally, that of the spectacle.
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