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Within the recent resurgence of interest in emotion in politics and the sentimental
ethics of empathy in early modern philosophy and literature, I focus on an under-
studied topic: sympathy for the suffering on the scaffold, that is, the paradoxical sym-
pathy that the lower classes seem to feel for the (future) executed. Before and during
the French Revolution, Rousseau, Marivaux and de Grouchy attempted to explain
the moral, aesthetic and political implications of the fascination that the spectacle of
public executions evoked. In novels and chronicles that anatomized the mentality
of the common people, especially the common people of Paris. Alongside a curiosity
that led to an unprecedented emergence of popular culture, Marivaux identifies a
chameleon-like popular sympathy for human suffering. Against the epistemological
backdrop of an enlightened desire for knowledge beyond Christian prohibition, both
Rousseau and de Grouchy emphasize the moral solidarity of the ordinary spectator
with the future condemned to death, regarded as an equally vulnerable human be-
ing. But de Grouchy goes beyond passive humanitarianism to consider the institu-
tional conditions of active citizenship that might transform popular ambivalence to-
wards the spectacle of public executions into a stable civic solidarity.
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Dans la littérature récente sur les Lumieres francaises et écossaises,
il est souvent question de la sympathie et la compassion en tant
qu’inscrites au coeur des rapports sociaux. Bien que le sentimenta-
lisme du 18¢ siecle ait fait I'objet des jugements contrastés dans la
littérature notamment anglophone depuis le regain d’intérét pour
I'empathie et I'éthique de la sollicitude (ethics of care) jusqu’a la
dénonciation de manipulations sexistes, racistes et somme toute du
paternalisme colonialiste a peine camouflées sous des sentiments
pseudo-bienveillants, il demeure un terrain théorique privilégié ou
I’anthropologie philosophique peut éclaircir davantage la philoso-
phie sociale et politique. Comme I'atteste la renaissance des études
des Lumieres Ecossaises de part et d’autre de Manche!, 'empa-
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