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A Basic Human Need:  
the Spectacle
Solomon Marcus
Romanian Academy 
solomarcus@gmail.com

Abstract 
We understand spectacle and spectacular as referring to anything that captures our attention, but 
this view is correlated to spectacle as in arts of spectacle. In this paper, we point out the presence 
of spectacle in everyday life and in human creativity. We illustrate the power of theatrical and film 
metaphors. We show that to be spectacular is not a binary predicate, but a matter of degree. We 
sketch a typology of spectacle, in contrast with the largest part of our life, which is routine. But, 
beside the good, normal routine, there is also the bad routine, related to the black holes of human 
life, among which boredom is the most frequent and most dangerous. Their main source is failures in 
education. A consequence is the low cultural level of many spectacles put forward by the mass media. 
When we pay attention to those spectacles, we risk missing, as prisoners of routine: a child’s smile, 
the satisfaction from drinking a glass of water, walking, seeing a human face. The great challenge, 
long neglected, to reach the spectacles of scientific creativity, begins to excite consideration.

Keywords 
two kinds of spectacle, good and bad routine, atomic spectacle, education, boredom, universal 
paradigm
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THREE STAGES IN THE EVOLUTION OF THE THEATRICAL 
PARADIGM
Traditionally, the word spectacle is related to a theatrical performance or, more generally, to any 
performance involving stage direction, a scene or a screen and intended to be shown to an audience, 
such as a circus, film, dancing etc. They are called usually by the generic name the ‘Arts of Spectacle’. 
Much investigation has been devoted to this way of understanding a spectacle, a typical example 
being Richard Schechner’s Performance Theory (1988, 2004). Many of these studies account for the 
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mentality according to which the theatre and, generally speaking, the ‘Arts of Spectacle’ deserve to be 
considered and investigated as ‘A World in Itself ’. It was an earlier period, before the twentieth century, 
when theatre had to be ‘A Mirror to the World’. 

But now we are in a third stage, in which we also stress the way the arts of performance, mainly 
theatre and film, are metaphorically projected beyond their territory, to cover the quasi-totality of 
human and social knowledge and action. So, we are able to look at the world through the glasses of 
the arts of spectacle. This fact legitimizes reference to the theatrical and film paradigm as a universal 
paradigm. We will illustrate this aspect in a subsequent section.

ANOTHER WAY TO UNDERSTAND SPECTACLE
There is, however, another way to understand spectacle, which may include the previous meaning, 
but which extends to various other spectacles, from any aspect of human and social life, nature or 
culture, science or art. 

What we are proposing can be considered a consequence of the third stage in the evolution of 
the arts of performance, when the spectacle paradigm is separated from its artistic dimension and is 
considered something deserving our attention, irrespective of its correlation with a possible aesthetic 
function. As we will see, this separation is imposed solely by the way people today use the word spec-
tacle. In order to reach this second way of understanding spectacle and the spectacular, we must pay 
attention to the various meanings of the respective words in the process of everyday communication, 
in the mass media and in different domains of activity. Consider the following.

SPECTACLES EVERYWHERE IN EVERYDAY LIFE
A building is on fire. A hundred people are there, ten of whom are fire fighters, the others for the 
spectacle. Two people are fighting – another spectacle. ‘Why are so many people at this burial?’ asks 
somebody, and a woman answers: ‘Only a few of them are here for the burial; the others are here 
for the spectacle.’ 

A football match between Chelsea and Bayern Munich is usually appreciated as a spectacle, as is 
a tennis match between Djokovic and Federer. Parliamentary life abounds in spectacle: a television 
channel may report that the motion of censor has been a real spectacle. A novel or poem may become 
spectacular for some readers, as may a play. 

We admire the spectacle of the celestial vault, the first snow or the rainbow. A television channel 
such as Animal Planet frequently offers real spectacles. Solar or lunar eclipses are sometimes highly 
spectacular. And natural disasters such as earthquakes, volcano eruptions, floods and tsunamis may 
be spectacular, albeit unpleasant.

SPECTACLES OF HUMAN CREATIVITY
Scientific, artistic, philosophical and engineering human creativity are rich sources of spectacle, display-
ing the splendors of the human spirit. Mathematicians describe a theorem or proof as spectacular. In 
fact, the Greek etymology of the word theorem means spectacle. The spectacle is at home in domains 
such as Relativity Theory and Quantum Mechanics, where our empirical perception is no longer valid 
and the paradox becomes powerful. How could we ignore the spectacle of some chemical reactions, 
of the Mendeleev table, of chemical isomerism, of the world of crystals, of the biological cell and the 
human brain? Medical surgery, a liver transplant, may be a spectacle. The spectacular potential of the 
Internet has not yet reached its limit. History offers huge spectacles, such as the Fall of the Roman 
Empire or the Second World War in the twentieth century. The spectacular potential of ancient 
myths, aiming to bridge Anthropos and Cosmos, is proportional to their cultural significance. The 
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succession of geological eras is highly spectacular, as is the history of the universe. The unconscious 
mind is another great spectacle, whose secrets have been investigated by Freud and Jung. The double 
bind phenomenon in psychotherapy is very spectacular. Needless to say, all great works of music, 
poetry, literature and visual arts have an important spectacular dimension.

THE POWER OF THEATRICAL AND FILM METAPHORS
There are significant reasons for the increasingly theatrical structure of human knowledge. There is 
a general move from static and substantive aspects of reality to structural, dynamic and interactive 
aspects. This trend underpins the appearance of conflicts and paradoxes. The failure of the traditional 
scenario, observation-hypothesis-experiment-induction-theory and again experiment, so success-
fully applied in Galilean-Newtonian science, led to the development of a new methodology, whose 
protagonists are cognitive models and metaphors, which are hypothetical explanatory scenarios about 
the functioning of reality. They are highly spectacular, in view of their conflictual nature. Any such 
model or metaphor aims to accomplish two opposing tasks: to be as similar as possible to, but also 
to be as different as possible from, the phenomenon to which they refer. The theatrical, spectacular 
dimension of this enterprise is augmented by the increasing role of their strategic game component 
and of the subject-object circular interaction between the observer (researcher) and the observed 
reality, in new situations where there no longer exists a sharp distinction between subject and object 
(as it was in the Galilean-Newtonian period of science). In this spirit, the convergence process in 
Mathematical Analysis, in the epsilon-delta variant of the nineteenth century, is described as a game 
with two characters, the second having to face the challenges of the first in What is Mathematics? by 
Richard Courant and Herbert Robbins. Eisenstein’s vertical montage imagined in connection with 
film also becomes a characteristic feature of mathematical language. 

Prospective studies are dominated by the idea of scenario, also powerful in psychology (for instance, 
in Eric Berne’s Games People Play, and in political sciences (Lance Bennett, ‘Political scenarios and the 
nature of Politics’). Lucien Tesnière in Elements de syntaxe structurale introduced a theatrical perspective 
in linguistics, namely in syntactic analysis, while Claude Levi-Strauss put forward a similar perspective 
in his investigation of the canonic formula of myth, as a synthesis of all mythical narrative works. Very 
significant examples of the use of a theatrical perspective are Erving Goffman’s investigations in sociol-
ogy, such as The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Behavior in Public Places and Relations in Public.

WHAT IS A SPECTACLE?
What is common to all these kinds of spectacle? Do they have a common denominator? The answer 
is the same in the old Larousse and in the recent Wikipedia: anything that captures our attention is a 
spectacle. Whose attention? The attention of an audience, which may vary to a greater or lesser extent 
in different situations. Looking at the examples above, we observe that some spectacles address a 
simple public, with a very low level of education, while others require a high-culture background or 
are for those from a particular professional domain. 

If your professional activity involves situations in which you address a certain kind of public, then 
your aim is to make a spectacle from your job, i.e., to persuade your audience to pay attention to you. 
If you are a pianist, a violinist, a priest, a teacher, a lawyer, a public prosecutor, a writer, a painter, a 
composer, a scientific researcher, an author of a school or university textbook, then your job is to 
produce a spectacle, whose quality will be transferred to your work. 

Education is a failure because most teachers do not manage to capture the attention of their 
students, i.e., they are not able to transform their teaching into a spectacle. For similar reasons many 
school textbooks are a failure.
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TO BE SPECTACULAR IS NOT A BINARY PREDICATE, BUT A MATTER 
OF DEGREE OR/AND TYPOLOGY
Let us try to detail the nature of a spectacle. Capturing attention can take the form of a state of enchant-
ment, of detachment from the contingent life, sometimes reaching a state of giddiness or vertigo, but 
it may also lead to fear and horror (like, for instance, in the case of a tsunami); it may be a mixture 
of several things, such as freshness, curiosity, wonder, bewilderment, perplexity and surprise. But all 
these psychological states are mainly qualitative, i.e., they cannot be evaluated in terms of a binary 
logic and it may be that they are not at all measurable. To be spectacular is not a quality in itself; it is 
one that a situation may acquire with respect to some people and lose with respect to others.

TOWARDS A TYPOLOGY OF SPECTACLES
So, it is clear that spectacles can be classified in many ways. According to the three developmental 
components (reptilian, palaeo-mammal and neo-cortex) of the human brain, a spectacle can address 
mainly instinctive behaviour (as in physical fights, including between wild animals), it can address 
mainly emotional behaviour (like theatrical melodramas), or it may address mainly cerebral behaviour, 
based on arguments and reason, ideas and beliefs. Each kind of spectacle determines its audience and 
each kind of audience is looking for its appropriate spectacles. 

If television is ruled by ratings, this means that its spectacles are built according to the assumed 
cultural level of its potential audience. 

In order to increase the chances of high ratings, most television channels screen spectacles of a 
low cultural level, requiring as little intellectual effort as possible, as one can see mainly at weekends 
and during the summer, when people are supposedly beset by laziness. 

The great challenge for the mass media is to decide to what extent they consent to come up with 
spectacles that chime with the way entertainment is conceived by a large part of the public, oscillating 
between functional illiteracy and limited cultural education, or whether they aim to educate people, 
by trying to attract them to another type of spectacle, involving the great cultural achievements of 
humanity. But here we need a deeper level of analysis, to which the next sections are devoted.

MUCH OF OUR LIFE IS ROUTINE
Health requires regularity in the way we rest, sleep, eat and take care of our body and clothes, to 
adapt them to the changes of climate. There is a strong trend towards an algorithmic behaviour in 
most acts of our daily life. We carefully follow rigorous rules in using an elevator, crossing a street, 
shopping, using public transport, making telephone calls etc. All these things belong to routine. We 
must not blame it. 

Behind routine is much human knowledge. To be privy to this knowledge is a matter of education, 
whose role is, among many other things, to transfer to the new generations our cultural heritage and 
the rules of civilized behaviour. These rules take the form of routine. So, routine behaviour is a way 
to incorporate and use the intelligence of other people. There was a time when people, like animals, 
had to work hard to acquire the necessary food to survive. Routine was very powerful, dominating 
human behaviour.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE SPECTACLE
But in contrast with animals, it seems that human beings were never entirely at the mercy of routine. 
From time to time there is an explosion of humanity’s need to look around and contemplate the hori-
zons, to raise its eyes towards the sky, to remember its past and imagine its future, to be impressed by 
and react to natural disasters, such as solar or lunar eclipses, to be impressed by and react to the birth 
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and death of a human being or animal. This is the emergence of the spectacle as a basic human need. 
The old Latin slogan panem et circenses can be separated from its initial interpretation and understood 
as bread and games or bread and spectacle (see the Spanish version pan y toros and the Russian one chleb 
i zrepitsa). We may go farther and interpret bread as routine, if we think of the routine work leading 
to the product called bread.

TWO KINDS OF ROUTINE; ATOMIC SPECTACLES
Like cholesterol, which is of two kinds, good and bad, routine is also of two kinds. The aforementioned 
one, reflecting our need for order and hygiene, is necessary and beneficial. But there is another routine, 
malevolent and harmful, against which we should fight. Moreover, this fight should be inculcated in 
children as a component of their behaviour. I refer to many atomic events, occurring at each moment, 
such as the act of respiration, drinking a glass of water, eating an apple, looking at a human face, at 
a bee, ant or butterfly, the possibility of capturing the infinite variety of sounds, the chance to distin-
guish music from noise, the possibility to see, to contemplate a blade of grass, a flower, the sunrise, 
a snowflake, the simple fact that we can walk and have the chance to meet a child who gives us a 
smile. Are we able to feel such events not as ordinary, routine things, but as potential spectacles – I 
would like to call them atomic spectacles – just because their duration is only of a few seconds and they 
require no preliminary learning process, but are a direct consequence of the elementary fact that we 
are humans? Do we realize how such atomic spectacles may become the daily food required by our 
soul? Literature and art frequently find their source in such atomic spectacles. To see with fresh eyes 
so many apparent common things – this is the message of all great scientists and artists. But if putting 
such an enterprise in a creative work is the privilege of a small elite, then training in the capacity to 
enjoy such events, to see in them a reason to enjoy life, to make of them spectacles is or should be a 
basic part of education for everybody.

SPECTACLE BEGINS WHEN ROUTINE STOPS; SOME BLACK HOLES 
OF HUMAN LIFE
Although it has an important positive role in human life, routine, even of the good kind, may have a 
negative influence on our state of mind, because it favours mechanical thinking and behaviour and 
discourages imagination and invention, without which we are not trained to face exceptional events, 
so frequent in contemporary life, and we remain frustrated in our access to the great achievements 
of human creativity. 

Routine work is frequently assimilated with boredom, which can be considered the main illness of 
contemporary society. But boredom is only one of the black holes of human existence; bad routine is 
another. There are also laziness, languor, torpor, insipidness, dullness, vice and stress, to which we have 
to add pain and the derisory. All these states make the spectacle impossible or reduce its probability 
of occurrence. But, because the need for spectacle is organic, pushing people to seek the spectacular 
by all means, the solution is assent to kill time in the most trivial way. The mass media offer a lot of 
options in this respect. From the moment when modern society, with its high technological level, 
permitted most people to benefit from increasing free time, the great, still unsolved problem, is how 
to use this time. 

There are 60 seconds in a minute, 60 minutes in an hour, 24 hours in a day, seven days in a week, 
four and a half weeks in a month, 12 months in a year, decades of years in a life, and each moment 
our brain is working, our body is functioning. How could we make meaningful so many moments 
of life, how can we manage to cope with so many moments of time? When we are not able to answer 
this question, boredom is unavoidable.
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FEW CAN SEE THE SPECTACLE IN A CULTURAL ENTERPRISE
There is a way to solve this problem. For refined people, with a rich cultural background and exten-
sive intellectual training, the choice of ways to spend their free time is so large that they never know 
boredom. The great problem for students is how to avoid boredom and stress in the learning process, 
if you are required to learn things you don’t understand or, if you understand them, that you don’t 
like? The problem is also for people obliged to practice a profession they don’t like: how can they avoid 
boredom and stress? Ultimately, for both students and adults, the problem is how to create conditions 
under which learning and the practice of a profession become a spectacle. The tragedy of education is 
that poor teacher-student interaction and the bad quality of the curriculum and of textbooks mean 
classroom life is dominated by boredom, if not by stress. Education fails to transform its action into 
spectacle. A similar tragedy occurs in the professional life of a lot of adults, which fails to attain a 
spectacular dimension. So, adults are pressed to retire as early as possible and become unhappy when 
they have to work beyond the age of 60. If education and professional life fail to reach a spectacular 
dimension, if boredom is the dominant mentality, then all these people with a limited cultural back-
ground will look for spectacle in the derisory and trivial aspects of life. The phenomenon is visible 
in the mass media, in television programs, mainly at weekends, and in magazines with provocative 
pictures and slogans. Too many people are looking for spectacle where physical violence is the main 
ingredient. Seeking spectacle in the mean, petty aspects of life is a clear sign of the degradation of a 
society which is not yet able to allow most people to enjoy the splendour of science, art, philosophy, 
the huge victory of technology, culminating with the emergence of the Internet.

Despite this generally negative picture, there are some signs of hope. In recent decades, great 
scientific results in biology, physics, chemistry, mathematics and computer science and great scholars 
in these fields have become topics of interest in some novels, plays and films. If this trend develops, 
we can dismiss the fear expressed by Eugene Ionesco at the end of the book Between life and dream; 
talks with Claude Bonnefoy (the French edition was published in 1996 by Gallimard, Paris) that lit-
erature and theatre may face a pronounced fall in audience numbers, because science and technology 
are more imaginative. There are signs of a bridge between the two ways of understanding spectacle.
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