
Show Trials Political Theater And The
Aesthetics Of Judgment
Have you ever heard of show trials? They are not your ordinary trials; they take
place in a courtroom but serve a different purpose altogether. Show trials are
political spectacles disguised as judicial proceedings. They are meticulously
choreographed to serve the interests of the ruling regime. In this article, we delve
into the fascinating world of show trials, exploring their historical significance, the
role they play in politics, and the ethics surrounding these theatrical acts of
judgment.

The Origins of Show Trials

Show trials have a long and unsettling history. The term itself was coined during
the Stalinist era in the Soviet Union. Under Joseph Stalin's regime, show trials
served as a means to eliminate political opponents and consolidate power. These
trials had predetermined outcomes, with defendants often coerced into
confessing to crimes they did not commit.

While show trials are commonly associated with totalitarian regimes, they are not
exclusive to them. Throughout history, governments of various ideological
backgrounds have employed show trials as a tool of propaganda and intimidation.
From Nazi Germany's People's Court to Mao Zedong's Cultural Revolution trials,
the art of political theater has been employed by both left-wing and right-wing
dictators alike.
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The Political Theater of Show Trials

Show trials are meticulously designed to manipulate public opinion and
perpetuate the ruling regime's ideology. They involve high levels of theatrics, with
carefully selected defendants, scripted testimonies, and sensationalized media
coverage. Think of it as a well-orchestrated performance, where the outcome is
predetermined, and the truth often becomes an afterthought.

One of the core aspects of show trials is the display of power. By publicly
condemning individuals who dare to oppose the regime, show trials aim to send a
chilling message to potential dissenters. They serve as a warning that anyone
who challenges the ruling order will face severe consequences, often resulting in
imprisonment or even death.

The Aesthetics of Judgment

While show trials primarily serve political purposes, they still take place in a
courtroom setting. This blending of politics and justice gives rise to a peculiar
form of aesthetics. The courtroom becomes a stage, and the judges, prosecutors,
and even the defendants become actors in the political drama unfolding before
our eyes.
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With carefully orchestrated speeches and dramatic confrontations, show trials
become a spectacle for all to witness. The aesthetics of judgment play a crucial
role in manipulating public opinion. The regime seeks to validate its actions by
creating a facade of justice, giving the appearance that the trial is fair and
impartial, despite the predetermined outcome.

The Ethical Dilemma

Show trials raise significant ethical concerns. By manipulating the legal system
for political gain, they undermine the very foundations of justice and due process.
Innocent individuals become pawns in a larger political game, and the principles
of fairness and truth are sacrificed at the altar of political expediency.

Furthermore, show trials perpetuate a culture of fear and silence. The chilling
effect of witnessing the public condemnation of dissenters makes it increasingly
difficult for individuals to voice their opinions or challenge the ruling regime. The
erosion of freedom of speech and the suppression of dissent is a direct result of
the political theater that show trials entail.

Show trials are not merely legal proceedings; they are a form of political theater
designed to manipulate public opinion and solidify the ruling regime's power.
From their origins in Stalinist Russia to their widespread use throughout history,
show trials have left an indelible mark on the political landscape.

The aesthetics of judgment in show trials highlight the inherent oxymoron of these
proceedings: the fusion of politics and justice. While they may appear fair and
impartial on the surface, the reality is that they serve to perpetuate political
ideologies and suppress dissent.

The ethical dilemma surrounding show trials lies in the sacrifice of justice and the
erosion of fundamental rights. The chilling effect of these political spectacles



silences opposition and perpetuates a culture of fear.

In our quest for a just society, we must examine the impact of show trials and
challenge the notion that justice can be achieved through political theater.
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Theater requires artifice, justice demands truth. Are these demands as
irreconcilable as the pejorative term “show trials” suggests? After the Second
World War, canonical directors and playwrights sought to claim a new public role
for theater by restaging the era’s great trials as shows. The Nuremberg trials, the
Eichmann trial, and the Auschwitz trials were all performed multiple times, first in
courts and then in theaters. Does justice require both courtrooms and stages?

In Staged, Minou Arjomand draws on a rich archive of postwar German and
American rehearsals and performances to reveal how theater can become a
place for forms of storytelling and judgment that are inadmissible in a court of law
but indispensable for public life. She unveils the affinities between dramatists like
Bertolt Brecht, Erwin Piscator, and Peter Weiss and philosophers such as
Hannah Arendt and Walter Benjamin, showing how they responded to the rise of
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fascism with a new politics of performance. Linking performance with theories of
aesthetics, history, and politics, Arjomand argues that it is not subject matter that
makes theater political but rather the act of judging a performance in the
company of others. Staged weaves together theater history and political
philosophy into a powerful and timely case for the importance of theaters as
public institutions.
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