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Foreword
By Brian McLaren



I first met Jim Warren, not as a writer and not as a scholar of the work of René Girard, but as a magician. That’s right – a pull-a-rabbit-out-of-your-hat magician (except that no actual rabbits were harmed, or even used, in his show). Jim was very good and I was fascinated by his show. But someone kept wanting to talk to me and kept whispering in my ear, and I was torn between being rude to the person beside me and being intrigued by Jim’s magic.


Finally I surrendered to my persistent, whispering neighbor and I missed the end of the show. People told me it was excellent and that I shouldn’t have missed it. I agree!


My next introduction to Jim was through the manuscript that became this book, and I am glad I had the chance to read it in private, free of whispered interruptions, for this too was an excellent performance from beginning to end.


My two experiences with Jim have me thinking about the relationship between good writing and good magic. There’s no shortage of either in the pages you’re about to read.


As for good writing, Jim writes in a down-to-earth, conversational style – which will be especially welcome to readers who’ve tried to read serious philosophy, anthropology, psychology, and theology in the past and found them impenetrable. Jim Warren magically transforms dauntingly complex material into simple, graspable sentences, and he does so with so much ease that you’ll wonder, “Hey, how did he do that?”


The magic you’ll encounter in this book is not illusion or trickery, not sleight of hand or deception, but the opposite. Jim doesn’t hide anything up his sleeve, but shows you what’s in his mind and heart with a kind of disarming transparency – a magical quality that delights and intrigues as it inspires awe and wonder. What will he make appear next?


Of course, to many, there is nothing more “old hat” than the Bible. For Jim to reach into the Bible and, without so much as an “abracadabra” or “presto,” pull out a live rabbit would be quite a trick. But he does it again and again – making one live-and-kicking insight appear after another, pulled from old familiar stories that you’ll never see the same way again.


If Jim has a magic wand at his disposal, it would be the thought of a French intellectual named René Girard. Girard’s insights, though, don’t work like alchemy: they don’t turn humdrum Biblical materials into gold. They work more like paint remover. When Jim applies Girardian solvent to the Biblical text, we see that beneath layers of paint, there was gold there all along.


Again, this (re)discovery has a certain magic to it, especially these days, when religions – and especially the Abrahamic/monotheistic ones – have lost their luster for many, due to their adherents’ tendency to use their religions to justify their unjustifiable behaviors. In a world like ours, shaken as it is by religious violence, the Bible is as suspicious as an abandoned suitcase at an airport. Observers suspect that it has “loaded verses” inside, verses that tick like time bombs, because they have been used and will be used again to inspire hate, fear, killing, even mass murder. To many of us, the Bible seems complicit in the world’s religious violence, so one hardly expects anyone to open it up and pull out not swords but plowshares, not spears but pruning hooks, not terrorism but a movement for peace and reconciliation.


But that is precisely what René Girard did in the last half of the last century. He read the Bible from a fresh perspective that disarmed it. And Jim, having been indoctrinated (as I was) under the influence of less charitable, more fundamentalistic readings of the Bible, is able to wave the Girardian wand over the Biblical text so that you too can see the old book in a new light.


Ever since I began reading Girard, and ever since I began rereading the Bible in light of Girard, I’ve wished someone could make Girard’s insights more widely accessible. I tried to do so in one chapter in one of my books,1 but Girard has far too much magic for just one chapter, which is why I’m so glad for Jim’s performance in these pages.


But Jim doesn’t simply rehash Girardian thought. He integrates Girard with his own wide reading. So along with Girardian insight, you’ll gain insight from Jim’s reading of Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Aeschylus, Charles Taylor, Nietzsche, W.B. Yeats, and – of course – Dr. Seuss, among others. And Jim brings in other resources too – contemporary movies like Gran Torino, for example, and the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. Put it together, and you have a truly unique magic potion that can give you a kind of magical power, the power to see through things.


That “through-sight” isn’t simply X-ray vision that penetrates steel or stone. It’s the ability to see what’s going on behind the headlines in world affairs, or behind the surface in a classroom or family or church or gang. It will even enable you to see through the surface of the Christian religion – especially in its most popular forms – to something dark and dangerous underneath. And then, if you look deeper still, you’ll see through to something more … something that is pure, luminous gold.


Put it all together, and you’ll see why I think the book you are holding is a treasure.


It all begins, not with the waving of a wand, but with the simple turning of a page. So, ladies and gentlemen, get ready for your world to be shaken.




Brian D. McLaren


Marco Island, FL


Advent 2012







1 Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed Cross the Road? [Christian Identity in a Multi-Faith World] (Jericho, 2012). See especially the chapter on the Eucharist.







Introduction


Is God violent? No question, it seems to me, is more important for our era than this one. Another, related question is: What is the relation between violence and religion? What are we to make of so-called “sacred violence?” For Christian and Jewish readers of the Bible, there are all the questions that arise in connection with page after page of sometimes horrifically violent episodes. What are believers to make of such texts? Is God really like this?


Never have questions about violence burned with such existential urgency as at the present moment of entry upon the twentieth century. We are positioned on the edge of apocalypse -and that by our own doing. We will need no assistance from the divinity to bring about the end of history. Our capacity for violence has skyrocketed in the last century to unimaginable dimensions. And, at the same time, violence has become “democratized,” no longer the more or less exclusive prerogative of governments, states, kings, Popes, or the wealthy. As Jacques Ellul wrote:




Previously only the rich had horses and carriages and could sometimes cause accidents to pedestrians.… Today most people have automobiles. And it has often been noted what a change comes over gentle and polite people when they begin driving powerful vehicles.… relations of vanity, scorn, competition, and anger expressed in insults and finally leading to fatal accidents.… [T]hose who hated their neighbors might once have attacked them with a stick, but they would have done so far less effectively than if they had a submachine gun. But everybody today in many different areas has the equivalent of a submachine gun.… Years ago [drugs] could be had only by the wealthy, by artists, and by half-mad intellectuals. Now they have been democratized, and they recruit their victims among the people.… We might also mention the ease with which explosives are obtained. A century ago attacks with explosives were difficult and dangerous. Nihilists were heroes who were ready to die with their bombs or dynamite. In fact we now find plastic and other explosives everywhere, and attacks, the taking of hostages, and the seizing of airplanes occur all the time.”1





Ellul wrote these words almost 25 years ago – but the situation he described has intensified exponentially since then. If the modern situation is inflammable with insane, anarchic violence, the question is also raised as to how we can avoid or control this by means other than a lapse into a different kind of violence: namely, totalitarian, “top-down” violence. This latter violence is just as horrific as the former, as the entire twentieth century has testified.


Always, everywhere, the issue of violence is in our face today, within our local communities no less than on an international scale, and nobody feels safe. What makes it a particularly frightful issue is that the solutions proposed by various factions generally seek to use the poison as a remedy. They reframe, re-label, and re-package violence so that it becomes acceptable, a kind of “good” violence, which will limit and control “bad” violence. Nothing is taken seriously as a solution unless it includes some dosage of violence -and that includes the religious solution. Much of the world’s population is gripped by varieties of fundamentalist religion that praise and worship a violent God, seeing their salvation in the fact that God’s violence is greater than the enemy’s violence, and looking fervently toward the day when God will give the evil ones their just deserts. They see themselves protected by the love and mercy that God bestows upon them; but they reckon God’s love quite useless unless backed up by the power to defeat their enemies. And that power, wreaking vengeance on Judgment Day, differs from human violence only in the purity of its justification and the infinity of its power. Believers in such a deity have seldom hesitated regarding the desirability of exercising their own violence in defense of God’s values and theirs, or in aggression against their and God’s enemies – who are always clearly profiled.


But is God violent? This is a hugely important question, and irresistible for those who can no longer take God’s violence for granted, because they can no longer take violence for granted. Violence has always been the age-old solution to human problems, including the problem of violence itself. The reliability of the simple schema of using violence to control and punish violence is falling apart in today’s world, which is witnessing the nightmarish unleashing of every person’s ability, through access to technology, to turn their petty resentments and rivalries into national, even international, concerns. Is the Bible simply irrelevant to this situation? Or does it make matters worse by enflaming imaginations and supplying religious justifications? Or does the Bible in fact offer a radical alternative to our violent ways of thinking? Does it reveal a God positioned utterly outside the human cycles of violence, despite the numerous biblical passages that portray God as vengeful and violent? To anyone who burns with questions such as these, the perspective of René Girard offers intelligent and relevant commentary.


I remember the excitement, more than a decade ago, when I picked up a copy of Gil Bailie’s book, Violence Unveiled,2 and began to learn about René Girard and mimetic theory. Everything I read rang true intellectually and gripped me existentially, and yet it was just the appetizer. After finishing that book I jumped immediately into Girard himself, chowing down on Violence and the Sacred as a main entrée. This is not an easy book for a beginner in Girardian studies, but it is absolutely foundational, and can profitably be reread as one grows in understanding. What was it that gripped me so, and has held my earnest attention for over a decade? More than anything else, I would say that it was the way in which the Girardian “lens” illuminated the scriptures, its amazing ability to multiply meaning – profound, relevant meaning – from text after text after text. Girard shed new light on the Bible, and at a time when I was searching for a reason to continue to call myself a “Christian.” The narrow Evangelicalism of my seminary years was no longer an option for me, but neither was the liberal, “social gospel” approach, which seemed to me to offer little more than ethical clichés about social justice, and scriptures stripped of personal, spiritual meaning. I have since come to see how, at its best, the social gospel theological tradition can be deeply meaningful for some, and humbly acknowledge the deeply compassionate and dedicated ministry of those for whom Christianity is summed up in advocacy for the poor and oppressed. Nevertheless, I remain one who feeds on “meaning” as much as bread. The “higher criticism” of the Bible upon which social gospel theology is based destroys the kind of meaning that excites and feeds me.


A Girardian perspective does not exclude biblical criticism, and indeed sometimes makes use of it.3 Mostly, however, Girard is concerned with the meaning of the biblical text as it stands written. He is not interested in creating a portrait of the “historical Jesus,” for instance, based upon a reconstruction that accepts some texts as the ipsissima verba – the very words of Jesus – and throws out others as interpolations of the early church. He reads the Bible as a literary critic, concerned primarily with the text as it has come down to us, regardless of how it came into existence or took the form it now possesses.


This was highly congenial to me, because the biblical text had always been what excited me. I loved the Bible and its stories even as a kindergartener, and began an earnest attempt to understand the biblical text during my first year in college. But after years of searching, so much about the Bible still seemed like a mystery to me, and some aspects of it appeared downright scandalous (like the genocide stories in Joshua). When I discovered Girard, a whole new world opened up before me. If I can liken the Bible to an underground cavern, it was as though in place of my flashlight, Girard supplied central illumination. Mimetic theory lit up obscure and difficult biblical passages, and did so in the most significantly relevant way possible for the new millennium. In this new light I was enabled to see that the cavern contained treasures, pearls of insight that spanned the entire range of human history from the beginning to the contemporary, possessing great relevance both for individuals and society. And Girard attributes this light to the Bible itself. The text, taken just as it stands, is revelatory: it reveals the truth that humanity has long attempted to hide. But, as Girard has pointed out, since this could not happen within the closed-system of human culture, the text must have its source, and its fundamental structuring, in something outside that system – that is, in God.


Most likely, the person who purchases and begins to read this book will have done so for one of two reasons. There will be the reader who knows nothing about Girard or his thinking, but whose interest in this book has been piqued because of the themes it addresses. This is the reader who is looking for answers to questions about the relevance of Christianity for the twenty-first century, and is concerned especially with questions regarding the relationship between religion and violence, the disturbing frequency and intensity of violence in the Bible, and how such texts can be reconciled with any viable view of God and spirituality. These are important questions, and one meets with them frequently among our contemporaries. To such readers, Girard has much to offer.


There will also be the reader who, having heard of René Girard and been exposed to some basic knowledge about his thinking, has found it fascinating and insightful, but difficult. Such a reader may have attempted to read Girard directly and found it daunting, and is looking for a more straightforward and clear exposition of his thought. I wish to say right at the beginning that while this book attempts to do something like that, the reader must constantly bear in mind that, as an author, I have put a lot of myself into this book. Indeed, in the very process of trying to explain some of Girard’s concepts, I found myself exploring them in greater depth than I had before, and making many new discoveries. Sometimes this was a matter of realizing and tracing out implications of ideas that I had not previously thought through in a nuanced way. Sometimes the discoveries were at the practical level, as I searched for examples to illustrate abstract concepts.


The important point for the reader to understand is that this book is mine, not Girard’s, and nothing I say in its pages should be taken as reflecting in any straightforward manner what Girard would say, unless I specifically quote him or indicate otherwise. I have made the Girardian perspective my own – and “my own” is what the reader is getting herein. Often, when an author writes an introductory book about a great thinker, he or she will take pains to present nothing but the thinker’s own ideas, using the thinker’s own illustrations, examples, terminology and language (albeit simplified for ease of understanding), and will attempt to present a balanced picture of the thinker’s entire body of work. This book is not a classic, textbook introduction to René Girard in that sense. It is much more personal than that. It is also the result of my integration of the work of many other scholars who have built upon Girard’s work. What I present here, therefore, should not be considered a textbook outline of the thought of René Girard; it is, rather, my attempt to help readers grasp the general Girardian point of view, which I have compounded from many years of study and broad reading in the field.


That said, I do hope the book will be of value for anyone curious about or struggling with Girard’s ideas, and will prepare them to read Girard himself (or any number of other “Girardian” writers) with greater understanding. This book attempts to take some very complicated concepts and present them as clearly and intelligibly as possible, so that newcomers to Girard will be able to grasp some of the meaning and significance of mimetic theory and its application to biblical interpretation. This does not mean, however, that I take a simplistic approach. The challenge for me in writing the book has been to steer a path between shallow shoals and deep ocean. The intention from the beginning has been to avoid mere snorkeling; at the same time, however, this is a book for relative beginners, so deep sea diving was out of the question. That leaves scuba. We shall dive deep, but only to a level at which the newcomer can hopefully withstand the pressure. The criterion throughout has not been the avoidance of depth, but the achievement of clarity (thus the word “comprehensible” in the subtitle of this book). I have wanted to give the reader more than a mere superficial acquaintance with mimetic theory of the sort one finds in books offering short and overly dense introductions to the subject – usually before plunging off into complex and specialized applications. I have not been afraid to provide the reader a rather nuanced understanding of some complex Girardian notions; but I will have failed in my purpose if, in attempting to do so, I have sacrificed clarity.


There is, however, another danger, apart from the issue of obscurity. Even if I have been able to explain the more theoretical aspects of mimetic theory in a “user-friendly” way, some readers may lack the patience for a sustained theoretical investigation. There are some for whom practical application is everything, who may find themselves at points asking (as I often did in my seventh grade algebra class), “Why do we have to study this?” No matter how intelligibly I (hopefully) render the concepts, some may not long tolerate breathing a purely conceptual air. Therefore I have had to make choices regarding how nuanced to make the explanations. I frankly admit, however, that I would rather err on the side of too much than too little. I should like to think that not only have I achieved depth without sacrificing clarity, but that I have also achieved theoretical depth without sacrificing the interest of readers short on patience for the theoretical. But, of course, the reader must judge for him or herself the answers to both those questions. I do hope that anyone interested enough in René Girard to purchase this book will be prepared to sustain a theoretical outlook for a few pages here and there in the interests of a deeper grasp of what the Girardian perspective is all about.


For some, the Girardian perspective on the human condition in general, and on the Bible and Christian revelation in particular, has come with the engaging force of a revelation, issuing in a palpable excitement and sense of conviction. I share much of that excitement myself. At the same time, however, it is possible to avoid some of the “totalizing” language that Girard himself sometimes uses, and see mimetic theory as one lens among possible others for illuminating the world and the scriptures. And it is possible to be deeply impacted by Girard’s thinking, without thereby becoming a “Girardian.” When discussing Marxism in the seventh volume of his magisterial history of philosophy, Frederick Copleston says that while Marxism is a living faith or creed (he was writing in the early 1960’s), one might rather take it as simply an interesting “vision” of the world – in which case pedantic criticism of the details is not the main point. For, he says, “Philosophers who provide striking visions of the world are inclined to take one aspect of reality and to use it as a key to unlock all doors. And detailed criticism, it may be said, is out of place. For it is the very exaggeration involved in the vision which enables us to see the world in a new light. When we have done so, we can forget about the exaggeration: the vision has accomplished its purpose.”


“And it is largely,” Copleston continues, “because of the exaggerations involved that it can have this effect, breaking the rigidity of other pictures or interpretations of the world.”4 This seems to me to make very good sense when dealing with the Girardian interpretation of the world which I am attempting to explain in this book. The Girardian outlook does indeed form a kind of faith or creed for some people, especially since it claims to discover its truth in the biblical text – an ultimate authoritative source for many. Yet what Copleston says about Marxism can serve as a warning: “[T]he transformation of this philosophy into the dogmatic creed of a powerful Party has arrested the natural development of the different lines of thought to which its diverse aspects might otherwise be expected to have given rise.”5 As the annual international Girardian conference (“Colloquium on Violence and Religion”) testifies, if Girardian thought is anything, it is amazingly fructifying for diverse fields and applications, and has offered scholars across many academic disciplines a lens through which to examine their subjects that continues to prove effective in yielding a plethora of new insights.


One would have to be quite closed-minded indeed to study Girard and not come away looking differently at the world. One may not perhaps be converted to a new creed, but any open mind will surely come away with at least an “interesting vision” that illuminates significant elements once hidden in shadow, and which, once perceived, will add lasting coloration to one’s view of the world (and, perhaps, at the practical level, one’s action toward the world). If one reckons this effect as due to Girard’s “exaggeration,” so be it: Oh happy exaggeration! My purpose here is not to make converts, but to sketch a view of the world (and a correlative vision of God) that I believe has tremendous value even for those who ultimately decline the full ride.





Part I
MIMESIS



Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.
Paul (1 Cor.11:1)





Chapter One
Mimesis and Desire




Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? You desire something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. (James 4:1-2)







Oh, Hell! To choose love by another’s eyes.
Hermia (Midsummer Night’s Dream)


[image: ]





Mimesis


Rubberbands used to be handy things to have around the house and office, very practical little gadgets, and very cheap – until the day my six year old son came home from school wearing some around his wrist. They weren’t typical rubberbands, however, they were “Silly Bandz” – strangely shaped, neon-colored, rubberband-like things. When he took one off his wrist and threw it onto the table it instantly resolved into the shape of a guitar. I found out soon enough that Silly Bandz were not cheap. Nate wanted me to buy him a pack of twenty-four that cost almost five dollars! Mercifully, we discovered that the local dollar store sold a variety that cost only two dollars. (Why then did they call it a “dollar” store? Another of life’s many conundrums.) Within a couple of weeks, Nate had become the owner of several dozen Silly Bandz, which he wore proudly displayed in a thick conglomerate around his wrist. At school the kids would show each other their bands and trade them, while parents across America forked out millions of dollars to satisfy their children’s demands, and manufacturers laughed, as they say, all the way to the bank.


It’s an old story, isn’t it, and one we all know well. But nobody knows it better than the marketers, the promoters, and the advertising agencies. They are the experts who can work the magic that turns a rubberband into a national craze. Some readers might remember the 1970’s craze called Pet Rocks. Mere stones sold in cardboard boxes cut with “breathing holes” so the “pet” could breath, these guys sold for almost four dollars back in 1975, and made their creator, Gary Dahl, a millionaire. There is no need to labor the point, because anyone living in our consumer culture is not only familiar with it, but has no doubt been taken in by such schemes many times over. None of us is immune. No matter how stupid or silly, sooner or later we all fall victim to the power of influence and live to laugh about it, or cry over it, as the case may be.


Although I said that no one knows this story better than the advertisers and promoters who know how to package these items in ways that will sell, advertisers do not truly understand the nature of the force they manipulate with sometimes amazing efficacy. There is someone, however, who does understand the force involved in such matters. His name is René Girard, and the force in question is what Girard calls mimetic desire. The term “mimetic desire” means desire shaped by mimesis (which, it turns out, is the only kind of desire there is). But what is mimesis? Before we get to the issue of desire itself, we need to understand a bit about mimesis.


“Mimesis” means imitation (think mime). Everybody is aware to some extent of the power of imitation in human life, and Girard is not the first great thinker to make it a major theme in the understanding of human nature. Imitation is at the very heart of Aristotle’s Poetics, for example, where Aristotle uses imitation as the definition of what is common to all art, and what makes us human. Nor is imitation for Aristotle mere superficial mimicry, as in the copying of external shapes and sounds, but also involves the reproduction through art of human intentions and purposes, the stuff of which drama is made.


Another thinker who had much to say about imitation was Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education. Steiner was clear that children learn by imitation: “At this age nothing is accomplished through admonition; commands and prohibitions have no effect at all. But the examples are most significant. What children see, what happens in their surroundings, they feel must be imitated.… Exhortations have no effect, but the way a person acts in the child’s presence matters greatly. It is far more important to refrain from doing what the child is not permitted to do than to forbid the child to imitate it.”6 I was able to observe this process in my own child as I watched him picking up one habit after another, one interest after another, one mannerism after another – all by imitating elements in his environment. Everything that Nate is most passionate about, from Spiderman to karate to Taiko drum lessons, and everything that Nate has learned about how to be in the world, from tying shoelaces to brushing teeth to burping inappropriately (the way they do in the school cafeteria) to the desire for Silly Bandz – everything has been by way of imitation.


Researcher Andrew Meltzoff of the University of Washington in Seattle did experiments in 1977 with infants only a few hours old.7 When Meltzoff stuck out his tongue, the babies would imitate the gesture and stick out theirs. One infant who did this was only a half-hour old and had not yet even seen its mother’s face. Sometimes the imitation would happen immediately, but the infants also had the capacity for delay, so that the gesture would be remembered and imitated only at a later time. It is because of the child’s incredible capacity to appropriate everything around her through imitation that Waldorf education is especially careful about protecting the child from the influences of television, motion pictures, computer images, and other such stimuli. It is too easy for the child to imitatively appropriate attitudes, behaviors, and images that are beyond the child’s developmental level, leading to various difficulties and alienation from immediate experience.


René Girard developed the idea of imitation in directions undiscovered by any previous observers, and made it the lynchpin in a theory that goes far beyond child development. Girard calls it “mimesis” rather than imitation in order to avoid confusing his key idea with mere mimicry. Like Aristotle, Girard sees that mimesis runs much deeper than the mere copying of externalities such as repetition of sounds in language learning, or motor skills for mastering a sport -- although this kind of imitation is certainly ubiquitous in human experience. Mimicry of the other’s gestures, sounds, movements, and so on, come as naturally to us as to chimpanzees. But our imitative gifts far exceed the chimp’s, and as we begin to imitate, not just external gestures, but the other’s unspoken intentions and unuttered desires, our very sense of self – how we experience ourselves and who we feel ourselves to becomes to depend upon the “other.” Girard saw that imitation of externals is a function of a much deeper imitation – the imitation of desire. When my son joins the Silly Bandz craze, he is not merely imitating the behaviors of wearing, trading, displaying, and so on, but, far more profoundly, he is imitating the desire for Silly Bandz that he senses in others; and at a deeper level still, he is imitating the desire to fit in, and the desire to stand out and be recognized (by having the coolest Silly Bandz). He sees that others desire these things, and then he wants them himself. Through mimesis, he develops the same desires, which leads him to pursue the same objects.


Mimetic Desire


The key to Girard’s understanding of mimesis, therefore, and what gives his work its real depth and power, is his insight that human beings copy each other’s desires. And we do this at levels of incredible subtlety, since desire is not something people always wear on their sleeve. We have a wonderfully sensitive ability to “sniff out” the other’s desire, reading his or her intentions and feelings even before they become observable acts. This is because we are always quite anxious, if not downright desperate, to know what others desire. We come into this world naked not only of body, but naked also of any sense as to what should be valued, what should be desired.


Now, we must carefully distinguish this kind of cultural desire from what we might call “appetites,” which are biologically already in place. We are programmed to seek and accept liquid when we are thirsty – we do not have to copy that appetite from anyone. But it is not long before the appetite to slack thirst becomes mingled with desire, which is for a particular kind of liquid, perhaps that specific cup of liquid which a child sees another enjoying. Perhaps the liquid is red, and it was its redness which first caught the child’s eye; but now that it has her attention, she sees the other child drinking it and believes (rightly or wrongly) that the red liquid is something the other child desires. Then she experiences an incredibly powerful urge to have some for herself, even if other types of liquid refreshment are readily available. This urge is mimetic. Once she drinks it, if the red liquid turns out to be a highly sugared fruit punch, biology might kick in as the sugar stimulates further appetite without mimetic help. Even so, however, mimesis can modify and even overrule biology, as, for example, when a child throws a fit in a grocery store when mommy attempts to buy generic fruit punch that lacks the branding of the child’s favorite cartoon character or superhero. Despite mommy’s repeated attempts to explain that this punch is just as sweet and sugary, the child will have nothing to do with it. (No doubt if health food manufacturers made lucrative deals with Disney and George Lucas, children’s food preferences – and their health – would be dramatically altered.)


A simple example often given to illustrate mimetic desire is the scenario every parent has witnessed (and had to deal with!) hundreds of times. A child is playing with a toy in a room full of toys. Your child enters the room, begins looking around, perhaps handles a few objects that seem interesting to him; but, eventually, the toy the other child is enjoying comes to look more and more desirable to your child. Sometimes gradually, sometimes immediately, your child edges his way closer to the object, and you already know what’s coming. Without adult intervention there is likely to be trouble. You are going to have to intervene and talk with your child about boundaries and respecting other people’s things; and the other parent will have to talk with her child about sharing.


Of course, the scenario I just sketched doesn’t always materialize (thank God), because there may be other factors at work in the situation that steer the child into preferring a different toy. But even in this happy outcome, mimesis is probably at work. The child might defer her desire to possess the other kid’s toy because she imitates her parent’s admonition (heard a hundred times before) to wait until another child is finished playing with a toy before grabbing for it; or she might spot a different toy, which she recognizes as an even more powerful object of desire thanks to the influence of a television commercial, an older sibling, or a next-door neighbor.


Mimesis, therefore, is not a mechanical process. Mimesis is not the only force at work, since genetics and biology have their role to play in motivation as well, and there is a mutually modifying effect between mimesis and biological urges and needs. But mimesis does quite commonly distort and inhibit what would be the natural, biological response, leading people along even downright destructive paths. (An example that comes to mind would be ascetic practices involving mortification of the flesh, learned through imitation of the desires and practices of a religious order.) Various choices can be made about who and what to imitate, and Girard would affirm an element of freedom that allows us, to some extent at least, to choose what we will copy. Imitation of the desire of the other, however, is almost always an unconscious choice that we readily hide from ourselves. But more about that later.


Having brought up the issue of biology, some mention should be made here of the recent discovery of mirror neurons. Several decades after Girard had developed his theory of mimesis, a group of scientists experimenting with macaque monkeys in a laboratory in Parma, Italy, made the discovery of the decade in neuroscience – mirror neurons – thus providing what turns out to be a firm, experimental grounding for mimesis. When one performs any motor activity, what are called motor neurons fire in the brain; but these scientists made the amazing discovery that the brain also contains specialized neurons that fire when one merely observes an action being performed. This seems to be the physiological source of empathy, allowing me to feel sad when I see you cry, or get angry in response to your anger. It is the reason video games and movies can stimulate adrenaline rushes, as though I myself were performing the dangerous stunts I see on the screen. In all such activities, mirror neurons are firing away in response to my perception of the other’s actions and feelings. Mirror neurons are now being accepted as the physiological mechanism underlying our capacity to imitate.8


Mimesis is a force rather like gravity. Jean-Michel Oughourlian points out that gravity’s law of inverse proportion applies analogously to mimesis.9 Once two desires are attuned, the force of attraction multiplies in power and it becomes easier to attract a third, in which case its power grows again, and so on as more “desirers” participate. I do not mean this as a strict mathematical function, only as a suggestive analogy; but it does seem to be the case that mimetic attraction grows with the size of a crowd.10 Eventually we have the phenomenon of a “mimetic wave” – the so-called herd mentality characteristic of mobs, which at its peak exercises upon individuals an almost irresistible fascination. The more desires are focused upon a particular object, the more irresistibly desirable the object appears to everyone. The rises and plunges of the stock market are examples of mimetic waves: investors follow the numbers, which represent the desires of others for certain stocks. The stock market demonstrates the “snowball effect” of mimesis when it becomes a large scale group phenomenon, growing in power and seductiveness in proportion to the number of participating traders.


I often perform for schools, doing assembly programs that address the issue of bullying, and I use magic as a means of communicating the concepts in an entertaining way. In this setting I have often noticed the power of mimetic waves. Once I was doing a show for seven hundred middle school students in a large auditorium. I bring students up to the stage as helpers for various routines, and with middle school kids this is very easy to do since they generally love to assist the magician. Usually I ask for volunteers, but sometimes I simply grab someone’s hand, yank them out of their seat, and say “thanks for volunteering!” It gets a laugh. On this occasion, however, it turned out that the girl I tried to get to volunteer was petrified of appearing on stage before her classmates, and she balked. I attempted to cajole her out of her seat, because I already knew what was likely to happen if she persisted in her stubborn refusal to volunteer. And I was right. When I tried to get the girl sitting next to her to volunteer, she exhibited exactly the same behavior as the first girl: facial expression, body language, and verbal expletives were all the same. It was as though she were a photocopy of the first girl.


Now I knew I was in trouble, because I had seen this happen before, and I know mimetic theory. Once the second girl chose to imitate the first girl’s desire not to participate, the “gravitational” effect of mimesis set in: with two girls exhibiting the same desire/behavior, it was almost a certain bet that the next student would participate in the same imitation. Desire to “resist-the-magician” spread almost palpably like a wave throughout the auditorium, even though this age group is usually quite extroverted and enthusiastic in their desire to participate. I finally had to address the entire audience, asking for someone – anyone! – to raise his or her hand to volunteer – and only two people out of seven hundred went against the “wave” and raised their hands! This is how powerfully and quickly mimesis can control collective group behavior.


We will examine the Gospels in detail later, but I might mention here, in connection with mimetic waves, how the Gospels portray the actions of the “crowd” in relation to Jesus. News about Jesus spread contagiously throughout Judea, so that Jesus became a celebrity by word-of-mouth. When he entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, riding on a donkey, the crowds adored him and welcomed him as a king; but later those same crowds turned against him, shouting for his crucifixion. Both movements were mimetic waves. The reason it was so easy for the crowd to turn against Jesus (the famous “fickleness” of the crowd) is that the object of a crowd’s desire can in principle be anything, because the crowd doesn’t desire the object for its own sake; it looks desirable simply because everybody else is desiring it. Thus, like the child’s toy in the playroom, the crowd will quickly discard its plaything when the mimetic fad changes – sometimes for the most trivial of reasons.


The Romantic Lie


Armed with some basic understanding of mimesis and mimetic desire, we move on to the crux of the matter for Girardian theory: the important ways in which mimesis plays itself out within human relationships. Let us remind ourselves that when we put the two words together – “mimetic” and “desire” – to form the term “mimetic desire,” we are indicating a desire that is copied. We copy the desires of others. Not all the others, but certain others. Whom we copy, and why we choose (consciously or unconsciously) to copy that person’s desire is not important here. What is crucial is the basic fact: human beings copy the desires of others. We are always on the lookout for the other’s desire: it is our map, our clue for finding our way in the human world of culture and civilization. It is how we discover what is desirable, and therefore valuable. This idea is profoundly important because desire is the wellspring of what we might call psychological movement.11 That is, it provides the basic impetus that moves us out into the world and into relation with others on levels of meaning that surpass simple biology, and whereby we create our sense of “self.”


Imitating the other’s desire is also of primary importance because it is what creates rivalries, bringing human beings into conflict over a desired object. In his 1976 book, Deceit, Desire and the Novel, Girard, writing as a literary critic, laid out his insights into how the mimetic nature of desire propels human beings into violent rivalries – insights he admittedly discovered by reading authors like Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Flaubert, Proust, Stendhal, and Cervantes. These novelists seemed to grasp the essence of human relations in a manner quite different from the typical “romantic” view. What Girard calls the “romantic lie” might be characterized by Caesar’s famous statement, “I came, I saw, I conquered.” If we replace the word “conquered” with the word “desired” (which is implied anyway, since one would not typically conquer what one does not desire), we have the great romantic lie about desire: “I came, I saw, I desired.” In other words, I came, I encountered an object, and I saw that it was wonderful and precious, and so I desired it. (And thus, in Caesar’s case, took it.) This conception of desire is very flattering to Caesar, for it means that Caesar desires the object because of his ability to recognize value when he sees it. In this conception, Caesar’s desire is not modeled from any other person. There is no third party involved, no “mediator,” to use Girard’s terminology, no one who displays that desire to Caesar as a model for imitation. No one needs to tell Caesar what to desire!


That Caesar’s desire needs no model is a romantic myth. A true picture of Caesar’s desire would bring out the reality of the mediator, or model. Just like everyone else, everything Caesar desires he has learned to desire, he has copied from a third party. Sometimes the third party is immediately present in mimetic interactions, as, for example, when Judy falls in love with Jon only after her best friend Susan has become enamored of him. Judy barely noticed Jon before, but now Susan’s infatuation for Jon becomes “contagious” for Judy, who imitates it (but without being consciously aware that she is doing so). Judy “catches” desire for Jon directly from her friend, the mediator or model, almost as one would catch a cold.


On the other hand, the mediator or model might not be present at all, perhaps having long since passed from the scene; but the desire inherited from him or her continues for years. The term “mediator,” by the way, is used by Girard to mean something similar to model. It is the model viewed specifically in relation to his or her role in mediating desire to another person. “Mediation” means the communication or passing of desire from one person to another: and as the channel for such communication, the model can be called the mediator.


Now, the mimetic situation can be subtle. It might be the case that the mediator is not even a real person. It could be a character in literature or legend, or a childhood hero admired on the movie screen whose attitudes, beliefs, gestures, and desires I spend the rest of my life unconsciously imitating. Also, there are times when what has been copied is not desire for a particular object (Jon), but for a certain kind of object (“hip” looking guys, for example). Judy desires Jon because he represents that type of male. No friend of Judy’s directly pointed to Jon and said, “Wow, I want that guy!” but that doesn’t mean there is no mediator. Judy is already steeped in desire for a certain type of male, a desire she has picked up from many mediators in the cultural world she inhabits, including friends, romance novels, television and film, and so on. In cases like this, when there is no “Susan” immediately present as mediator, it is especially easy to claim that one’s desire is original with oneself, buying into the romantic myth: “I came, I saw Jon’s wonderfulness, and so I desired him.” We are all little Caesars, promoting the myth of our own self-containment, yet all the while utterly saturated with what we have learned by imitating others – especially their desires.


Like Caesar, we do not wish to admit our dependence upon others when it comes to desire. But a true picture of Caesar’s desire will detect that even the powerful ruler himself had a model: Alexander the Great. Julius Caesar reportedly wept at the age of thirty-two when he thought that his accomplishments were not as great as Alexander’s. Alexander’s body was one of the most sacred relics in the Roman Empire, and Julius paid homage to the tomb when he arrived in Alexandria. Alexander, and the entire Homeric tradition of the Greeks so envied by the Romans, was a model for Caesar’s desire for conquest. But the buck doesn’t stop with Alexander the Great, for he too had models for his desire for conquest, the two most powerful being his father, Philip of Macedonia, and the Homeric hero, Achilles. Alexander was so consumed by rivalry with his warrior father, that classics scholar Robin Lane Fox went so far as to call Alexander a “spark struck off Philip… more than a spark, it’s a devouring flame.”12 And as we will see a bit further on, rivals always imitate each other.


My real point is not about Caesar or Alexander, remote as they are, but about ourselves: we little Caesars who indulge the romantic myth that we have desired the object independently of models. This often leads to the equally mythical idea that our desire has some right of priority, since we desired the object before the other person. It is flattering to my sense of independence and power to believe that I desire a woman simply because I came, I saw her beauty, and I desired her; and it might feel humiliating to admit that my desire for her flows in channels already cut by another, that my desire carne to birth because of the influence of models I copied – even, perhaps, copying the desire of a rival, someone I consider beneath me, even an enemy! It also sounds denigrating to the object to say that I desire her because my friend (or even worse, my rival) desires her, and that should this fellow lose his interest in her, my own interest would also flag, and perhaps not even survive.


Of course, we are usually willing to admit our admiration for some remote hero (the way, for example, Napoleon and General Patton were quite willing to admit their admiration for Alexander the Great). There is no disgrace in not measuring up to the greatest of the great, and admitting our debt to them and admiration for them makes us appear flatteringly modest. But if the model is someone less remote, less universally acknowledged for greatness, someone of our own station and status, perhaps even an acquaintance – then it becomes very difficult to admit, even to ourselves, that this person is the secret model for our own desire. Besides, admitting the mediated nature of my desire would threaten my claim upon the object. If my desire is copied from you, how can I claim priority?


We are used to thinking of the “self” as a more or less self-contained entity, but mimesis indicates a different picture. Since it is desire that sets me in motion towards the cultural world, even as an infant, and since desire comes to me through the mediation of others, what I call my “self” is anything but self-contained. My whole sense of “I” is built up through my imitation of others. They are “in” me, and I “in” them. It is not that I have no self, but I am not self-possessed. I am permeable. There is what we might call a mutual inhabiting of selves in each other, what Girard and psychiatrist Jean-Michel Oughourlian call “interdividuality.” With this unusual term, they seek to direct us away from the idea of the independent, self-contained individual, and have created a field of study and therapy called “interdividual psychology,” based upon the dynamics of mimetic desire in human relationships.


The Model


Let us look more closely now at those dynamics, as Girard himself discovered them in the great literature of the Western world. Mimetic desire was central for Shakespeare, who constantly portrays desire in just this manner.13 Choosing love “by another’s eyes,” as Hermia says in the quote which opens this chapter, indicates Shakespeare’s understanding of the role of the model. The following example will help us better to grasp the role of the model in mimetic dynamics, as well as the “contagiousness” of desire, how desire is “caught” from the model.


In his poem, The Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare tells a tale that he adapts from Roman historian Livy, but he introduces an amazing and highly perceptive modification. In his History of Rome Livy tells about an evening gathering of high ranking warriors in the tent of Sextus Tarquinius, the king’s son. Livy writes that “in their discourses after supper, every one commended the virtues of his own wife; among whom Collatinus extolled the incomparable chastity of his wife Lucretia.” The old boys decide on a whimsy to test their wives’ faithfulness, and the party breaks up as they ride to each one’s home in turn, in order to surprise their wives. Only Collatinus’ wife Lucretia is found dutifully spinning with her maids; the other wives are all found dancing or reveling or, as Livy says, in “several disports.” Collatinus thus wins the victory, and his wife the fame. But when Sextus Tarquinius lays eyes on Lucretia for the first time at Collatinus’ home, he is inflamed by her beauty. Livy says that he restrained his passions and rode back to camp, but shortly thereafter left again. He secretly rode back to Collatinus’ home, where Lucretia entertained and lodged him as a royal guest. But that same night, says Livy, “he treacherously stealth into her chamber, violently ravish’d her, and early in the morning speedeth away…”


In his poetic version of the tale, Shakespeare stages the birth of Tarquin’s desire for Lucretia in a very different manner. He has Tarquin leave the camp “lust-breathed,” and “borne by the trustless wings of false desire,” and the following verses tell how this desire came to birth:


              For he [Collatine] the night before, in Tarquin’s tent


              Unlock’d the treasure of his happy state;


              What priceless wealth the heavens had him lent




In the possession of his beauteous mate;


Reck’ning his fortune at such high proud rate


That kings might be espoused to more fame,


But king no peer to such a peerless dame.





In other words, that night in the tent Collatine made the mistake of praising his wife’s virtues to his fellow warriors, making a display of his enthused desire for Lucretia. This is what lit Tarquin’s fire, who, in Shakespeare’s version, had at this point never even laid eyes upon the real Lucretia. In Livy, Tarquin desires her the moment he sees her: I came, I saw, I desired. But Shakespeare retells it something along the lines of: I heard, I desired, I went. Tarquin’s desire is lit because of the suggestive effect of the husband’s own desire, imprudently displayed in the presence of potential rivals. A bit later in the poem, Shakespeare asks:




What needeth then apology be made


To set forth that which is so singular?


Or why is Collatine the publisher


Of that rich jewel he should keep unknown


From thievish ears because it is his own?14





Why, Shakespeare is asking, is Collatine so stupid as to publish his wife’s beauty rather than just keep “that rich jewel” for himself, safe from “thievish ears?” Obviously, Collatine does not understand the mimetic nature of desire. He does not realize that his very bragging could itself inflame the desire of another, and create a rival. He is naively unaware of the danger involved in flaunting one’s precious object before the eyes of others, how one’s desire for that object becomes a model that entices the other to imitation. On the other hand, perhaps Collatine isn’t so naïve. It may be that he is bent upon flaunting his desire for Lucretia because his desire for her is flagging. Collatine wants his male friends to ogle and salivate at his description of his wife because it will validate his own desire. As the others “catch” desire for Lucretia, Collatine will in turn be able to catch their desire, and so reinvigorate his own. He thus displays his desire to his buddies precisely because he wants them to imitate it; but he only wants them to imitate it to a certain extent, and no farther. He certainly doesn’t intend to excite a rape. Whether Collatine operates simply from naivety, or the need for validation, the important point is that in having Tarquin become aroused and inflamed simply on the strength of Collatine’s boasting, before he has even seen the real Lucretia, Shakespeare demonstrates his insight into mimetic desire. He knows, long before modern advertising (which is, in a sense, what Collatine was doing), that this is the way desire operates.


The Obstacle


I have explained the role of the “model” or “mediator” of desire. But as the Lucretia story illustrates, a model can be almost indistinguishable from a rival. No sooner did Tarquin take Collatine’s desire as a model and begin to desire Lucretia for himself, than Collatine became his rival, an obstacle barring Tarquin’s way to the prized object, an obstacle around which Tarquin had to sneak when secretly leaving the camp. If mimesis is the glory of humanity, as Aristotle thought, it is also its curse, because the model whose desire we imitate can quickly become the obstacle we must defeat in order to possess the desired object.


We see this dynamic played out time and time again among Jesus’ disciples. They begin as models to one another who catch and reinforce each other’s desire to follow Jesus. A perfect example is when Andrew, who followed Jesus because of the influence of his model, John the Baptist, goes to his brother Simon Peter and tells him enthusiastically, “We have found the Messiah!” (John 1:41)15 The Gospel of John tells us that Andrew “brought him to Jesus.” This is mimetic desire in action, as it spreads contagiously among the disciples: in this case from the Baptist to Andrew to Peter. They “turn each other on” to Jesus as an object of desire. However, it is not long before those who were each other’s models become each other’s obstacle, as over and over again we read about the disciples’ competition with one another for Jesus’ approbation, and rank and position in the kingdom of God.


We often see this model-turned-obstacle dynamic played out directly in master-apprentice relationships. When an aspiring artist apprentices under a master, everything goes well as long as the master is far above the apprentice’s level of skill and knowledge. But as soon as the apprentice begins to match the master’s abilities, there is likely to be trouble. For all along, although not consciously verbalized, the master has been saying to the apprentice, “Imitate me… but only so far. Imitate what I teach you, but do not imitate my success, do not imitate my popularity, do not imitate the profundity of my work, do not imitate me in any way that might threaten to diminish my image in the eyes of my admirers.”


This prohibition is necessary because the apprentice is imitating far more than the master’s skills. The master has found a way to use those skills to achieve recognition in society, and the apprentice wants the same thing. Seeing how important that recognition is to the master, the apprentice burns with the same desire. However, once the apprentice gains enough proficiency to compete with the master, his model will start to become an obstacle. In cases of exceptional maturity on the part of the master, conflict can be avoided; but if, as often happens, the master is imitating the apprentice just as much as the apprentice is imitating the master, there will be conflict.


How would a master imitate an apprentice? At the most profound level, by imitating his disciple’s admiration. The master imitates the image of himself that he sees reflected in the disciple’s admiring eyes. The adoring gaze of the apprentice makes him feel desirable, validates and revitalizes his opinion of himself. When models becomes obstacles, it is the end of the honeymoon.


The above is just one possible variation among the complexity of mimetic relations. The master/apprentice relationship shows us one way in which a model can become an obstacle and rival; but it also happens that one can first encounter an obstacle who then becomes a model. My favorite illustration for this is one Girard calls attention to from Dostoevsky’s novelette, The Underground Man. The nameless protagonist of this story spends most of his time at home stimulating himself vicariously through reading, while plunging occasionally into secret debauchery with prostitutes, which leaves him sick with shame. Once constantly at loggerheads with his colleagues at work, he is now mostly a loner. One night he passes a small pub and witnesses a fight in which a man gets thrown through a window, and enters the pub with the hope of imitating the same thing: that is, he wants to get thrown through the window. A form of negative attention, this would at least add a touch of drama to his life, such as he enjoys in the books he reads. He doesn’t mind being beaten up; what he minds is being ignored – which is precisely what happens in the pub, in a pathetic encounter with an army officer:




I was standing beside the billiard table and, in my ignorance, was blocking the way. As he [the officer] had to pass me, he took me by the shoulders and, without a word of warning or explanation, silently carried me bodily from where I was standing to another place and passed by as though he had not even noticed me. I could have forgiven him if he had given me a beating, but I could not forgive him for having moved me from one place to another as if I were a piece of furniture. I would have given anything at that moment for a real, a more regular, a more decent, and a more, so to speak, literary quarrel! But I had been treated like a fly. The army officer was over six foot, and I am a short, thin little fellow.





How does our “hero” respond to this encounter? For the next several years he often sees that same army officer in the street, and stares at him with hatred and malice. He investigates and finds out everything he can about the officer, surreptitiously following him home and paying the landlord for information about the man’s habits. He writes a story about the officer “in order to show him up for what he was.” But the story is not published, which makes him even more resentful. Next, he decides to challenge the officer to a duel, writes a letter of challenge, and then doesn’t send it. He has noticed that the officer makes way for generals and persons of important rank, but when it comes to people like himself:




… he walked straight at them as though there were just an empty space in front of him, and never in any circumstances did he make way for them. I gloated spitefully as I looked at him and – made way for him resentfully every time he happened to bear down on me. I was tortured by the thought that even in the street I could not be on the same footing as he. “Why do you always have to step aside first?” I asked myself over and over again in a sort of hysterical rage, sometimes waking up at three o’clock in the morning.





The upshot of all this obsessing is the “brilliant idea” to deliberately meet the officer on the street and not move aside, in order to defy him. The idea is not to give the officer a real shove, but simply to knock against him. “I shall only knock against him as much as he knocks against me.” Preparation for this seemingly simple mission takes a long time, because our character (who is never named in the story) wants to be as well dressed as possible in order to put himself on an equal footing with the officer in the sight of any passersby. To afford the new wardrobe, however, he has to take an advance on his salary. He obsesses over the right color of dress gloves. He wants to change the raccoon collar of his overcoat for a classier beaver collar, which necessitates selling the raccoon collar and borrowing money from the head of his department – a shameful expedient that keeps him awake for three nights feeling feverish. Finally, having gone to all these lengths, there comes the moment of the attempted “knock-against” – which, however, fails miserably when he trips and falls a few feet in front of the officer, who proceeds to walk right over him and hurl him aside like a ball! After more nights of fever and obsessive delirium, he finally decides to give the whole thing up, and goes for a walk on Nevsky Avenue just to try to forget about it – and the officer appears on the street. This is how the affair ends:




Suddenly, only three paces from my enemy, I quite unexpectedly made up my mind, shut my eyes, and – we knocked violently against each other, shoulder to shoulder. I did not budge an inch and passed him absolutely on an equal footing! He did not even look round and pretended not to have noticed anything. But he was only pretending: I am quite sure of that. Yes, to this day I am quite sure of that! Of course I got the worst of it, for he was stronger. But that was not the point. The point was that I had done what I had set out to do, that I had kept up my dignity, that I had not yielded an inch, and that I had put myself publicly on the same social footing as he. I came back home feeling that I had completely revenged myself for everything. I was beside myself with delight.





With his extraordinary genius for caricature, Dostoevsky has given us a perfect illustration of how an obstacle becomes a model. The underground man represents no obstacle to the officer, of course, who merely lifts him by the shoulders and sets him aside like a piece of furniture. But the officer represents a huge obstacle to the underground man. He towers above him, stronger, richer, higher in social status and respectability, imperturbable. The officer is an absolute obstacle, like a mountain seemingly impossible to pass. But precisely because of this, the officer represents something our character wants: power. In order to blot out the voices of shame and self-revulsion that are his daily inner companions, power, and lots of it, appears very desirable to him. However, rather than become an apprentice to one who might actually help him achieve a modest measure of real power and success, he fixates on an obstacle and tries impossibly to imitate it. Why? Because he would consider unworthy of emulation anyone who deigned to notice someone as miserable as he. Just as he cannot love anybody who would love him, so he cannot choose anybody as a model who would have the bad taste to accept him as an apprentice. He can only make the self-defeating choice of selecting as model an impossible obstacle. In other words, it is precisely because the officer refuses to take notice of him that the officer becomes an object of fascination, seemingly worthy of imitation.


This entire brilliantly drawn episode is shot through with mimeticism. Dostoevsky emphasizes the imitative quality of all the protagonist’s thoughts and deeds. Everything is about putting himself on an “equal footing” with the officer. He tries to copy what he perceives to be the officer’s mannerisms, especially his aloofness and rudeness. He wants to match him in strength, which is impossible in reality but can be symbolically experienced through the ludicrous “knocking-against” test. He even dresses himself like the officer. Essentially, he wants to become the mirror image of the officer, wants to become the officer. But the underground character is “hyper-mimetic” long before his first encounter with the officer. What was he doing all that time he spent at home alone reading? Like Don Quixote, he was imitating heroes in his imagination (what we commonly refer to as “identification” is really a form of mimesis). In his first encounter with the officer in the billiard hall he is upset that things do not unfold more dramatically, like those scenes in the books that he daily imitates in his imagination. Had he been thrown through a window, it would have been an imitation of a truly “literary quarrel.” But to be simply ignored, to be “treated like a fly”!


Yet by this ignoring the officer imposes himself upon the protagonist as an even greater object of fascination, like the coquette who becomes all the more seductive by her refusal to pay attention to her suitors, not even deigning to reject them outright. The coquette’s attitude implies a tremendous power of self-possession that appears very seductive to anyone who cannot see through the game; that is, anyone who nurses a sense of personal lack and inadequacy, and thus envies the seemingly self-possessed. Like the coquette, the officer in our story becomes a model for imitation precisely by virtue of the obstacle he represents.


The Rival


Dostoevsky’s story brings us to the theme of the rival within mimetic theory. A rival is always, of course, an obstacle; but an obstacle does not always turn into an actual rival in the sense of someone with whom I directly exchange hostilities. The rivalry may exist purely in the mind of one party, unreciprocated by the hated other, as in the case of the underground man’s imaginative rivalry with the officer. But the potential for actual, reciprocal violence is always there.


Ideological differences often allow rivals to view themselves as entirely different, even opposites; yet there would be no rivalry if at some level there were not a mutually desired object – something concrete like a piece of land, or a lover; or abstract like fame, or status, or the desire to control. And as a matter of fact rivals actually support each other’s desire for the object. Each becomes a kind of mirror in which the other can see his own desire reflected back – and thus reinforced. Rivalries sometimes start because of the need for such a mirror. I alluded to this in the tale of Collatine when I suggested that his bragging might have been born of an unconscious need for validation. Shakespeare makes this process explicit in his play, Two Gentlemen of Verona, in the relationship between Valentine and his best friend Proteus. These two men have been friends since childhood, imitating each others desires. They are used to feeling the security of knowing that they always agree with each other’s choices, and share each other’s enthusiasms. They are like tuning forks of the same frequency: start the one humming, and the other picks up the vibration and begins to hum along. In Girardian terms, the friends imitate each other’s desires. When Valentine falls in love with Silvia, so does Proteus, despite the fact that Proteus has been in love with Julia. Proteus tries to resist: but in debating with Valentine the relative merits of Silvia and Julia, Proteus finally agrees to the superiority of Silvia. He falls now for Silvia, but cannot avoid a suspicion that his new love for Silvia has more to do with Valentine’s desire for her than any intrinsic quality that Silvia herself may possess. He says:




Is it mine eye, or Valentinus’ praise,


Her true perfection or my false transgression,


That makes me reasonless, to reason thus?16





His suspicions are well founded. The play bears out that it was indeed Valentine’s desire for Silvia that sparked Proteus’ passion for her. But equally interesting is the fact that Valentine’s own desire for Silvia increases once Proteus comes onboard. No doubt that was Valentine’s motivation, albeit unconscious, for praising Silvia to Proteus. Valentine senses at some level that he needs the validation of his friend’s agreement in order for him to be able to trust and enjoy his own desire. Valentine “deliberately” draws his friend into imitating his desire, in order that he, Valentine, might imitate what he sees in Proteus. He sees his own desire for Silvia reflected in Proteus as in a mirror, and since it appears to come from a source outside himself, it feels validating, and shores-up his own feeble subjectivity. Of course, Valentine does not wish to turn Proteus into an actual rival, much less to lose Silvia’s affections to Proteus. Like Collatine, he wants imitation, but only enough so as to validate his own superiority. But Shakespeare reveals what his characters do not realize: that the same mimetic force that bonds friendships also tears them apart. Imitation of the other’s desire is the basis for shared friendship, but it is also the basis for rivalry. Mimetic desire is at the bottom of both the best and the worst of human relations.


An important principle to understand is that as rivalries intensify, the object of desire over which the parties are fighting tends to become less and less central, as the rivals become more and more obsessed with each other. At a certain level of intensity the rivals will lose interest in what had been the original bone of contention (the desired object), and become obsessed with each other, scrutinizing and imitating each other with intense exactitude. This is because they always were – even from the very beginning of the competition, when their thoughts and feelings were so full of the beloved object – imitating each other’s desire. For each of them – even from the very beginning – the object was so highly valued because the other held it in such high regard. As, during the course of their competition, the rivals naturally come to occupy more time and space in each other’s mental and emotional life, rage, frustration, and fear stoke the desire to triumph over the opponent, until eventually that desire surpasses the original desire for the beloved object, sometimes suppressing it entirely – even destroying it for the sake of victory. At this point the object has ceased to be the real motivating factor. Each rival desires more than anything else the sweet savor of triumph over the other, and they reinforce this desire within each other just as they had the original desire. The more intensely each desires defeat of the other, the more intensely that same desire is copied and mirrored back by the other.


To use an ancient example, the battle portrayed in the Iliad had been provoked by the Trojan prince Paris absconding with Helen, wife of the Spartan king, Menelaus. But by the time the Illiad picks up the tale, the Greeks have already been encamped on the shores near Troy attempting to wage war on the Trojans for ten years! No doubt the war had long since ceased to be about Helen, even if her name continued to be invoked on the battlefield. The battle was now about rivalry pure and simple. As Homer makes plain, the Greeks desire more than anything the glory (kudos) that comes from crushing Trojans, and the Trojans desire the glory of crushing Greeks. Who among the Greeks or the Trojans other than a handful of privileged royalty had ever seen Helen, anyway? And even they last saw her ten years ago! Everything, once again, was advertising and reputation. “Helen” was a myth, in the sense that there never was a woman whose beauty was objectively and measurably beyond dispute; there was only a bragging husband who no doubt desired Helen because she was desired by others, and who by his own desire incited others also to desire her, as did Collatine. The more men who joined the ranks as admirers, the more the “Helen” craze gained in specific gravity of mimetic attraction. In that sense, the entire Trojan War might just as readily have been fought over Silly Bandz.


By now it will be clear that the designations “model” and “obstacle” are subject to change at any moment: like yin and yang, each contains the other. Every model is an obstacle waiting to happen, and every obstacle is an invitation to imitation. There exists a continuity, with extremes on either end, all the way from the stable and healthy imitation of a positive role model, to the pathology of the underground man, or the travesty of the Trojan war.


Mediation


Before we end this chapter, I must touch briefly once again on the idea of mediation, remembering that this designates the function of a model (or obstacle) in passing on – mediating – mimetic desire to an imitator. Girard delineates two types of mediation, internal and external. I have never liked these terms because they do not easily convey their meaning. But we could explain them in this way. There are many factors which make it likely, unlikely, or impossible that I should become entangled in an actual rivalry with someone, a rivalry involving a direct exchange of hostilities. For example, in the era before mass communication it was impossible for the average person to become involved in a direct rivalry with someone who lived any distance from one’s home town. It would also have been impossible for a peasant to engage a king in an immediate personal rivalry, both because of lack of access, and because of deeply ingrained beliefs about the sanctity of royalty, and rigorously observed social protocols that kept the classes separated. For similar reasons it would have been most unlikely that a lower class individual could develop a rivalry with a nobleman.


These things were either impossible or very difficult because in order for a real rivalry to develop – that is, a series of ongoing, personal hostile encounters – there must be the possibility of direct exchange between the parties. And for exchange to take place, the parties must be on roughly the same level economically and socially, and able to have real, genuine contact. Of course, a peasant can build up resentment against a nobleman, like Dostoevsky’s character in relation to the officer. But the rivalry there, as mentioned earlier, was all one-way, and existed only in the underground man’s imagination. He could not develop a direct rivalry with the officer because of the vast social gulf that existed between them. They did not operate within the same immediate circle of exchange.


Which brings us to Girard’s terms internal and external mediation. When a child extols and imitates, say, her heroine ballerina, the heroine exists outside of the child’s circle of equal exchange within which a two-way, mutual rivalry could develop. Even if the child is in a direct relationship with the ballerina, who may, for example, be her instructor, the ballerina still exists in the eyes of the admiring child on an exalted plane that makes any thought of rivalry both ridiculous and taboo. This is what Girard means by external mediation: the mediator, the model, is external to one’s circle of relationships based on equal exchanges, and so the child’s imitation can safely proceed, at least for a while, without likelihood of the model turning into an obstacle/rival.


Another kind of external mediation is when the model doesn’t even exist in real life, but is something like a character in a book or movie. Obviously, no exchange whatsoever is possible with such a character. Don Quixote’s external mediator is the knight, Amadis of Gaul, whose great exploits he reads about in his collection of romance novels. Quixote will never come into direct rivalry with Amadis, not only because is Amadis an exalted being whom Quixote would never dream of challenging, but also because Amadis simply does not exist.


Internal mediation, on the other hand, occurs when the model exists within one’s immediate circle of exchange: when, for example, the child decides to imitate a classmate’s desire for a certain toy. Because she and her classmate move in the same circle of exchange, the possibility of a hostile encounter centered on the toy as object of desire is very real.


What begins as external mediation can develop into internal mediation. An example is the master-apprentice relationship mentioned earlier. Initially, the master is external to the lowly apprentice’s circle of equal exchange, exalted by the admiring gaze of the inexperienced young apprentice. The relationship will be governed by rules, spoken and unspoken, meant to keep the apprentice “in his place,” so that he cannot have with the master the same kind of intimacy he enjoys with friends, family, and others on his same level. These social rules serve to keep the relationship safe from violent exchanges (though they cannot, of course, prevent resentments and passive-aggressive strategies). But once the apprentice achieves a level of independence and recognition that moves him into the master’s immediate circle, the worlds of mediator and imitator begin to mesh, and the relationship becomes vulnerable to violent exchange.





Chapter Two
Mimesis In Genesis 2 and 3




Mimeticism is the original source of all man’s troubles, desires, and rivalries, his tragic and grotesque misunderstandings, the source of all disorder…


René Girard, The Scapegoat17


Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild creature that the LORD God had made. (Gen. 2:1)





[image: ]


We are now in a position to explore some of the insights the concept of mimetic desire can yield when used as a lens for the interpretation of biblical texts. The following interpretation of the second and third chapters of Genesis follows in broad pattern the approach of Jean-Michel Oughourlian in his excellent book, The Genesis of Desire.18 Oughourlian is a practicing psychiatrist at the American Hospital of Paris, and professor of clinical psychopathology at the University of Paris. He has been a close collaborator of Girard’s for over thirty years, and Girard’s main dialogue partner in Things Hidden Since The Foundation Of The World. While Oughourlian may perhaps be called a Giardian, he is of course not Girard, nor am I Oughourlian. What follows is my own synthesis. Its purpose is not a faithful point for point reproduction of Girard’s precise thoughts on the subject, but an attempt to demonstrate how fruitfully the mimetic concepts discussed in chapter one can be applied to biblical interpretation. Additionally, the reader should realize that what follows is not meant to eliminate or invalidate every other interpretive approach to the Genesis text, nor does it pretend to say everything that can be said about the text, even from a Girardian standpoint.
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