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GIRARD’S WORKS

Note: Throughout this volume, the original (French) publication date of
Girard’s principal works will be given along with the title in English: Deceit,
Desire, and the Novel (1961). Below is a comprehensive, but not exhaustive,
chronological annotated list of Girard’s publications, with both original and
English references.

Mensonge romantique et vérité vomanesque. Paris: Grasset, 1961; Deceit,
Desire, and the Novel. Translated by Yvonne Freccero, Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1965.

Girard’s groundbreaking analysis of five major Euvopean novelists—Cervantes,
Stendhal, Flaubert, Dostoevsky, Proust—who described the workings of “triangular”
(which Girard wounld later call “mimetic”) desive, challenging the romantic claims of
modern individualism.

Dostoievski, du double a Punité. Paris: Plon, 1963; Resurrection from the
Underground: Feodor Dostoevsky. Tranlated by James G. Williams. East Lansing;:
Michigan State University Press, 2012.

Girard’s study of the Russian novelist builds on the insights of Deceit, Desire, and
the Novel, tracing Dostoevsky’s spiritunl and aesthetic journey from “underground’
obsessions of pride and jealousy to a powerful religious vision.

Critique dans un soutervain. Lausanne: 1L’Age d’Homme, 1976.
This volume includes the previously published essay on Dostoevsky and texts on Dante,

Camus, and Victor Hugo, among others.

La violence et le sacvé. Paris: Grasset, 1972; Violence and the Sacred. Translated
by Patrick Gregory. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977.
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viii  GIRARD’S WORKS

Through readings of Greek tragedy—in particular the plays of Sophocles and
Euripides—and modern anthropology, Girard, expanding on the insights of Frend,
posits that crisis and its violent vesolution through sacrifice is the underlying common
denominator of all ancient cultures.

Des Choses cachées depuis ln fondation du monde. Rechevches avec Jean-Michel
Oughourlian et Guy Lefort. Paris: Grasset, 1978; Things Hidden Since the
Foundation of the World. Translated by Stephen Bann and Michael Metteer.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987.

Girard, in dinlogue with psychiatrists Oughourlian and Lefort, argues that the Bible
and especially the Christian gospels unveil the truth of scapegoating and correct the
mendacious perspective of archaic myths, making possible both new understanding
of the violent origins of humanity and the pathologies of the modern world.

To Double Business Bound»: Essays on Litevature, Mimesis and Anthropology.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978.

This volume collects Givard’s essays on Dante, Camus, Nietzsche, Wagner, Derrida,
Lévi-Strauss, and other key figures in the development of his thought, and concludes
with a wide-ranging interview.

Le bouc émissaive. Paris: Grasset, 1982; The Scapegoat. Translated by Yvonne
Freccero. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986.

Like medieval texts of persecution, which historians read as distorted evidence of
scapegoating, ancient myths and legends present their scapegoats as truly guilty, a
charge the Bible rebuts through its accounts of John the Baptist’s beheading and the
denial of Peter. Many view The Scapegoat as the most systematic presentation of
Girard’s ideas.

La voute antique des hommes pevvers. Paris: Grasset, 1985; Job: The Victim of His
People. Translated by Yvonne Freccero. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987.

Girard reads The Book of Job as the account of an archaic show trial, and its
protagonist as the victim of an avbitrary shift in public opinion for which his “friends”
serve as the sinister mouthpieces, wrging bim to give up his vain professions of inno-
cence, accuse himself, and join the unanimous chorus of voices united against him.

A Theater of Envy. Oxtord: Oxford University Press, 1991; Shakespeare, les feux
de Penvie. Translated by Bernard Vincent. Paris: Grasset, 1991.

In Girard’s veading, for which he earned the Prix Médicis for best essay in France,
Shakespeare shrewdly offered up villains for his andiences to hate while simultancously
pursuing a subtle and often covert meditation on mimetic desire, sacrifice, and the
Sfoundations of culture in such works as A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Troilus and
Cressida, and The Winter’s Tale.



GIRARD’S WORKS  ix

Ounand ces choses commencevont. Entretiens avec Michel Treguer. Paris: Arléa,
1994; When These Things Begin: Conversations with Michel Treguer. Translated
by Trevor Cribben Merrill. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press,
2014.

In this friendly yet combative sevies of conversations with Michel Treguer, Girard
reflects on litevature, God, freedom, and science while defending the main tenets of his
mimetic theory.

The Girard Reader. Edited by James G. Williams. New York: Crossroad, 1996.

This volume includes key excerpts from major texts chosen, collected, and introduced
by Givard’s longtime friend, transiator, and collnborator James Willinms—one of the
best introductions to the mimetic theory.

Je vois Satan tomber comme Péclaiv. Paris: Grasset, 1999; I See Satan Fall Like
Lightning. Translated by James G. Williams. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2001.

Girard’s accessible and compact apology for Christianity suggests that the proteiform
notion of “Satan” in the Gospels, often neglected todmy, can be read as o technical
term encompassing the stages of the mimetic cycle, from mimetic desive and rivalry to
accusation, murder, and misrecognition.

Celui parv qui le scandale arvive: entretiens avec Maria-Stella Barbers. Paris:
Desclée de Brouwer, 2001; The One By Whom Scandal Comes. Translated by
Malcolm B. DeBevoise. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2014.

In addition to comversations with interlocutor and editor Barberi, the volume
includes three new essays by Girard on reciprocity and violence, cultural velativism
and ethnocentrism, and mimetic theory and theology.

La Voix méconnue du véel: Une théovie des mythes avchaiques et modernes.
Paris: Grasset, 2002.

For this volume, available only in French, editor Bee Formentelli assembled several
of the texts from To Double Business Bound, including Girard’s memorable theory
of the comic, “A Perilous Balance,” and his essay on innovation and repetition.

Le sacrifice. Paris: Bibliothéque nationale de France, 2003.

Girard’s lectures on the powerful insights into sacrifice in the Hindu Brabhmanas
paved the way for scholars to explove the themes of mimetic desive, vivalry, and
sacrifice in other world religions, including Islam and Buddhism.

Verita o fede debole. Dialogo su cristianesimo e wvelativismo. Toscana:
Transeuropa Edizioni, 2006; Christianity, Truth, and Weakening Faith. Gianni



X  GIRARD’S WORKS

Vattimo and René Girard. Edited by Pierpaolo Antonello. Translated by
William McCuaig. New York: Columbia University Press, 2010.

A dialogue between philosopher Vattimo, known for his notion of “weak thought,”
and Girard on themes of secularization, velativism, faith, and the role of Christianity
in the contemporary world.

Oedipus Unbound: Selected Writings on Rivalry and Desive. Edited by Mark
Anspach. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004.

As this selection of Givard’s writings on Oedipus shows, the legendary king is a central
figure in Givard’s work, serving as a bridge from hbis litevary analyses to the
anthropological reflections in Violence and the Sacred, and later as a point of
comparison with Biblical narvatives such as the story of Joseph and his brothers.

Le Tragique et la Pitié: Discours de véception de René Givard a ’Académie
frangaise et véponse de Michel Serves. Paris: Editions le Pommier, 2007.

Girvard’s speech marking his veception into the French Academy eulogizes bis prede-
cessor, Father Ambroise-Mavie Carré, whose work he interprets as an itinerary from
fervent spivitual ambition to humility.

De la violence & la divinité (Mensonge romantique et vévité vomanesque, La
violence et le Sacvé; Des choses cachées depuis la fondation du monde; Le bouc
émissaive). Paris: Grasset, 2007.

This French volume gathers together lightly revised versions of Girard’s four major
works in a single omnibus publication, along with a general introduction.

Achever Clausewitz: Entvetiens avec Benoit Chantre. Paris: Carnets Nord,
2007; Battling to the End: Conversations with Benoit Chantre. Translated by
Mary Baker. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2010.

Girard’s final major work, and the first since Deceit, Desire, and the Novel zo apply
maimetic theory to the contemporary world, these conversations with his French editor
Benott Chantre extend the insights of Prussian military strategist Clausewitz, who
Slimpsed the apocalyptic logic of modern history as an “escalation to extremes” in
warfare and destructive technology.

Girard, René, Pierpaolo Antonello, and Jodo Cezar de Castro Rocha. Evolution
and Conversion: Dialogues on the Origins of Culture. London: Continuum,
2007.

These interviews with two former students give Givard the opportunity to discuss his
work in the context of modern anthropology and contemporary critiques of his ideas,
while revisiting milestones in his early life and carveer—another excellent introduc-
tion to mimetic theory.



GIRARD’S WORKS  xi

Anorvexie et désiv mimétique. Paris: 1’Herne, 2008; Anorexia and Mimetic
Desire.

Translated by Mark R. Anspach. East Lansing: Michigan State University
Press, 2013.

Girard applies his notion of mimetic vivalry to the phenomenon of anorvexin, which he
sees as o contemporary form of competitive asceticism, dviven by a culture of puri-
tanical individualism that views a slender physique as worth pursuing at any cost.

Mimesis and Theory: Essays on Litevature and Criticism, 1953-2005. Edited
by Robert Doran. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008.

Editor Dovan brStanford University Pressings together several of Girard’s previously
uncollected literary essays, including texts on Stendbal and Tocqueville, Chrétien de
Troyes, Marivaux, and Racine.

La Conversion de Pavt. Paris: Flammarion, 2010.

A sort of French counterpart to Mimesis and Theory, with which it overlaps to some
extent, this volume includes o previously unpublished lecture on Wagner and mimetic
desire, as well as early texts on Malraux and Saint-John Perse.

Girard, René, and Schwager, Raymund. Correspondence 1974-1991.
Translated by Chris Fleming and Sheelah Treflé Hidden. Edited by Scott
Cowdell, Chris Fleming, Joel Hodge, and Mathias Moosbrugger. New York:
Bloomsbury, 2016.

Theologian Raymund Schwager was, after Girard himself, the most influential fig-
ure in the development of the mimetic theory, and this correspondence chronicles
nearly two decades of exchanges between the two thinkers and shows the mutunl
influence exerted by their warm intellectunl friendship.
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CHAPTER 1

General Introduction

James Alison and Wolfganyg Palaver

René Girard’s mimetic theory is widely discussed and recognized as an
anthropological apologia for Christianity. Its anthropological starting point,
however, allows it to be applied far wider than to topics traditionally assumed to
be the special preserve of Christian faith.

In this general introduction, you will find a brief description of what is meant
by “mimetic theory” and some remarks concerning its place in the reassessment
of the understanding of religion that is taking place throughout the world in
these first decades of the twenty-first century.

MiMETIC THEORY, OR, AN INSIGHT MADE RIGOROUS

Mimetic theory is the name most typically given to the insight concerning the
imitative or borrowed nature of desire which René Girard (1923-2015)
developed into a rigorous hypothesis. Girard himself, pointing to the presence
of the insight in the works, for instance, of Dostoyevsky, Proust, Cervantes, and
Shakespeare, always insisted that he was not the first to discover mimetic phe-
nomena. His claim was to have been the first rigorously to thematize and
theorize an insight at which others have arrived. These others typically found
their way to a hard-won, and often dangerous, wisdom gained through their
own involvement in the issues of desire and violence which the insight describes.

Because the insight is one concerning personal and social self-criticism, there
are any number of ways to unpack mimetic theory, and Girard himself con-
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stantly wrestled with new and better approaches to presenting it, never satisfied
with how he had done so in this or that text.

Nevertheless, a tripartite model is often used for setting out Girard’s
thought, and its three parts are as follows: the mimetic nature of desire; the
mechanism of the surrogate victim (commonly called “the scapegoat mecha-
nism”); and the subversion from within of the world created by the first two,
coming into operation through the prophetic critique of sacrifice.

Mimetic Desive

Girard became aware, through his own interaction with literature, that we desire
according to the desive of the other. Humans do not desire starting from them-
selves, but others induce in them, starting from earliest infancy, the gestures,
sounds, and desires which will allow them to become who they are to be. Itis our
models who induce in us the desirability of objects. Who we are and what we
want is no longer simply determined by instinct but is borrowed from the dif-
ferent elements of the social “other” that surrounds us. This social “other”
reproduces itself effectively in us as highly malleable participants. Our freedom
(which is real) depends both on our depending peacefully on what is other than
us and precedes us, and on a certain forgetfulness of what has made us to be. That
which makes it possible for the social “other” to reproduce itself iz and as us is
the enormously more effective imitative capacity which this particular ape has
developed over the millennia by comparison with our nearest simian relatives.

Imitation among simians clearly contributes to group cohesion and certainly
makes much faster learning possible. But this very same positive dimension of
imitation is always poised to turn into a negative one: Imitation can, and very
casily does, flip into rivalry. Thus, as a group becomes better and better at
imitation, so also does the risk grow that the potential for rivalry implicit in
ever-better imitation is able to overcome whatever instinctual braking mecha-
nisms and dominance patterns the group has. And, this can quickly threaten the
group’s survival. The question then arises: What was it, or is it, that prevents the
growing equality among ever more efficient imitators from leading them to
destroy one other? Between the “all together” of imitation and the “all against
all” of rivalry, the merest nothing can suffice to flick the switch.

The “Scapegoat” Mechanism

Girard’s answer to this question is well known: the movement from all against all
to all against one, commonly referred to as the scapegoat mechanism. Groups
with very high levels of imitation (and therefore potential for rivalry), and
diminished, or inexistant, instinctual, hierarchical, or outside control mecha-
nisms, do run a great risk of self-destruction (and many have probably destroyed
themselves, leaving no trace). Yet it can happen, in the midst of the growing
(and territying) frenzy of the all against all that, without anyone being aware of
how or why, attention comes to be drawn toward one or other member of the
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group. This happens in such a way that the group begins to coalesce round that
member, who is thrown out, most probably killed. In finding themselves caught
up in this together, those involved are also brought together to a place of
sudden unanimity, and therefore of shared peace, in the presence of a cadaver.
This is a unique and new form of shared attention in which the now absent one,
present as cadaver, comes to acquire an importance as having apparently pro-
duced the peace which the group is now enjoying. Eventually, this can lead to
the victim being deified. For it is perceived as having caused, as only a “god”
could, both the violence that led to its murder, and the peace which befell the
group thereafter. Girard’s thesis is that “the peoples of the world do not invent
their gods. They deify their victims.”!

The astounding thing is that those groups that have the pure, contingent
good luck to stumble into this mechanism survive and may even learn enough
to survive future frenzies by repeating the same thing. It is not that, by repeating
the founding murder, they have “invented” something cognitively. Rather, it is
the case that they have stumbled unawares into a mechanism that will thereafter
structure their sociality. As they repeat it, this mechanism will invent them as
humans, going so far, eventually, as to structure their cognition.

As the mechanism becomes operative among highly imitative animals, who
now have both something new to imitate (the founding murder) and a new
sense of togetherness in their imitation, it is quite easy to follow Girard’s claim
that repeated imitation of this scenario gives rise to ritual, and eventually myth
(as and when language comes into play), and alongside both of these, prohi-
bitions (which work to prevent the kind of behavior leading to the terror of the
original frenzy, but are often systematically infringed when it comes time for the
group to re-enact the ritualized elements of the frenzy and its resolution).

The Subversion from Within of the Sacvifical Mechanism

Fundamental to the working of the scapegoat mechanism is a certain sort of
ignorance or miscognition (called by Girard, in French, “méconnaissance”). For,
naturally enough, where there is doubt, and thus dissent in the group con-
cerning whether or not the right one has been “got,” then unanimity and peace
are never reached. Where unanimity and peace are reached, these are themselves
sufficient, from the surviving participants’ perspective, to indicate that the right
one was expelled. But what would be intolerable is the suggestion that the
selection of the expelled one was in fact arbitrary, the result of a mechanism. For
in that way, no decision could be settled, no order could be secure.

Girard studied an enormous number of myths and rituals from all over the
world, finding elements of the scapegoat mechanism present in very large
numbers of those texts, but always as structure, never as theme. By this, he
meant that different moments in the originary scenario are described—the
imitative build up to frenzy, the loss of order, the ganging together against one,
the resulting peace and fruitfulness of what followed, the gradual breakdown of
the same scenario (which he refers to as the “sacrificial crisis”), and the starting
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up of the mechanism again. But the accounts are always muddled: Different
moments are attributed to different agencies, responsibilities are shared with
improbably anthropomorphic figures, and so on. In other words, the narrative
given by the survivors is a mendacious version of just such scapegoating
scenarios.

The one thing you do not see in these accounts is the scapegoat mechanism
as theme, that is to say, described as such. For the more clearly there is seen what
had really happened in the particular variant of the originary scenario lived by
this particular group, the more impossible would have been living with the
knowledge derived therefrom: that their order and stability depended on a
random murder (and not on a god to whom they sacrifice in order to obtain
protection), and that all that they considered to be good, just, fair, and so on
rested on a guilty secret.

What Girard noted, emerging in the axial period (from about the eighth until
the third century BCE), is the possibility that what had previously only been
available as structure, driving its participants to behave according to its dictates
unawares, starts to become available as #heme. The most sustained evidence of
this is to be found in the Hebrew Scriptures, where time and again, stories from
far more ancient times are to be found, but with their elements of the scapegoat
mechanism brought more and more clearly into focus, depicted with ever more
straightforward, we might say, anthropological clarity. The cast-out one begins
to be given a voice as the one who has told the truth, by comparison with the
mendacity of those whose fake peace and unanimity would be constructed
through his murder. This is accompanied, of course, by the prophetic critique of
sacrifice as being not far removed from murder, as somehow involved in
cover-up and fake goodness, as something that is ineffective, and does not have
anything to do with God.

Girard sees the most complete culmination of the process of the subversion
from within of the scapegoat mechanism in the accounts of Christ’s Passion
from the four canonical Gospels. Each insists that what Jesus was doing in going
to his death was of fundamental anthropological significance, that the murdered
one was innocent, and that in light of these events, archaic sacrifice would
hereafter be put into question and becomes impossible to carry out in good
conscience. Along with this, any cultural structure that depends on some sort of
unanimous “we” over against a wicked “they” would start to crumble, since its
justifications would lose credibility.

Girard lays particular emphasis on the work of the Biblical zexzs as having
brought the intolerable knowledge of what structured the “méconnaissance”
into the open. He claims that modern western history, exposed at length to the
instantiated possibility that our victim is innocent, has been culturally marked at
depth by the loss of confidence that scapegoating is effective in healing social
strife. The loss of sacred mechanisms for controlling desire has lead, on the one
hand, to the potential for both freedom and responsibility, and on the other, to
an ever increasing imitative desire being unleashed without any divine sanction
or other external means to check our potential for rivalry.
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Some Consequences

As you can imagine, given the above, mimetic theory opens up discussion in a
wide variety of fields, and those who work with it find its insight close to the
center of many discussions in which it is not formally involved. So, for instance,
the first dimension of the insight, the mimetic nature of desire, has a significant
knock-on effect in discussions of personal and social psychology, the relationship
between self and other in modernity, the relational nature of human cognition,
to name but a few. The second dimension, that concerning the scapegoat
mechanism, leads straight to the heart of many modern discussions concerning
our process of hominization, primatology, brain development, the role of ritual
in domestication of animals and the invention of agriculture, the relationship of
revenge to the development of debt, and thus of economic exchange, again to
name but a few. The third dimension, concerning the work of the Biblical texts
around the innocence of the victim, has a straightforward impact on Biblical
hermeneutics, as also on the hermeneutics of literary texts in general, and those
of religious traditions other than ones depending upon Jewish and Christian
scriptures. This dimension then leads straight into discussions concerning the
process of secularization in the West, and the relationship between religious
knowledge and the invention of the scientific method. From these matters, it is
but a short step to debates concerning the modern capacity to structure soci-
cties with a shifting relationship between war, terrorism, nation-states, and
human potential for self-destruction. All of these issues, and many more, are
touched on to a greater or lesser extent in the articles which comprise this
handbook.

TowarRD A NEwW APPROACH TO “RELIGION”

What we editors were asked for, specifically, by our editors at Palgrave
Macmillan—initially Burke Gerstenschlager, and subsequently Phil Getz—was
to provide a handbook concerning mimetic theory and religion. In other words,
of the many different paths that a handbook of mimetic theory might have
taken, it was in particular its impact in the sphere of the understanding of
religion that was sought out as being helpful for modern students wishing for
insights into the reality of the world in which they are learning to become adult
protagonists. The need for this has only grown during the time it has taken for
us to put together this handbook. It has become increasingly clear that the old
Voltairean Enlightenment narrative concerning religion has fallen on hard
times. A vision in which religion was seen as the obscurantist trickery of knavish
priests conspiring against the intelligence of innocent and naturally secular
people who could, by means of reason, become free to know, understand, and
thus govern their world. A vision, therefore, in which “religion” was the sphere
of the weak-minded, while reasonable people had clearer and more distinct
ideas concerning human behavior.
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That intellectual world, then, is left in some disarray; we can no longer view
religion simplistically as a more or less unfortunate epiphenomenon to be
treated with contempt, while the “real” structural forces at work (economic,
climatic, geographical, and political) are to be mined as all that is necessary for
understanding how the world works. For there are many signs of different forms
of “fundamentalism,” whether formally religious or not, being on the rise. Our
societies appear simultaneously both much more secular and much closer to
archaic religion than would have seemed imaginable 50 years ago. You do not
need to be a genius to see that the relationship between ISIS/Daesh and
modernity, or that between “God” and guns in US political culture, one the-
oretically governed by an Enlightenment-era constitutional document, do not
fit easily into currently available intellectual constructs.

The presence then, of a view of being human in which “religion” is the
matrix out of which have been born all forms of human living together, so that
the other forms of institutional life—economic, political, educational, and so
forth—all bear within them, ineluctably, the traces of their birth in archaic
religious practice, yields quite a different approach to all the modern questions
for which our current paradigms are obviously ill-suited. This approach scarcely
disputes the Enlightenment suspicion of obscurantism and mendacity as deeply
at work in what we call “religion.” On the contrary, it suggests that it is by
means of a certain form of mendacity that we have been able to contain our
violence violently, and that our access to reason is inseparable from the long
historical process of our dealing with the mendacity which has enabled there to
be a human culture at all. We need, then, a different narrative of the relationship
between mendacity, culture, its formally religious elements, and our capacity for
reason than one to which we have become accustomed.

The Indian essayist and novelist, Pankaj Mishra, has pointed out, in the wake
of various of the terrorist attacks with which we have become familiar, that we
need a new Enlightenment. The disdain for religion that went along with the
previous one is no longer a viable option for the twenty-first century. He
indicates, in a January 2015 article in The Guardian, that “We may have to
retrieve the Enlightenment, as much as religion, from its fundamentalists.” And
certainly, one of the features of mimetic theory, working as it does as a
self-critical insight into human desire and violence, is that it makes possible a
much more empathetic account of humanity’s struggles to cope with our own
violence, both in the distant past and in the present, than others which are
currently available.

This handbook is, then, offered in the hopes of fostering a more sympathetic,
but no less critical, relationship to religion, one that will genuinely open up new
avenues for peaceful ways of living together, rather than simply dressing up
forms of archaic violence with the self-deceptions of fake innocence or pre-
tended neutrality.

We could not but end with a word of thanks to all the contributors who, with
astounding generosity, promptitude, and forbearance, have shared their intel-
lectual excitement to make this volume what it is. But special thanks must go to



