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Summary

Rousseau and Theatrocracy
Modernity in Rousseau’s Letter to M. D’ Alembert on Spectacles.

Hitoshi TANAKA

In this essay, I interpret Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Letter to M. D’Alembert as his
response to Plato’s Laws, especially to the arguments on “theatrocracy” (rule by
the spectators in a theatre). While Rousseau as well as Plato proposes a participa-
tory form of performance without the division between actors and spectators, his
concept of “participation” is coined by modern individualism. Rousseau argues

that a government is able to influence people’s taste and customs, not by legal en-
forcement, but only by manipulating public opinion, because the desire for honor
and recognition has made the moderns so dependent of others’ opinion. For the
citizens of Geneva, Rousseau plans “spectacles” as sports competitions (based
on military training) and balls for youth (arranged as matchmaking events) that
celebrate the best performers publicly; he intends to institutionalize the struggle
for honor and recognition so that people’s egoistic motivations promote the pub-
lic interests. It is true that Rousseau also depicts ideal scenes of festive gatherings
united by pure and natural sympathy. However, his concept of spectacles corre-
sponds to the reality of modern individualism.
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Euvres complétes, tome V, (Gallimard, 1995).
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