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ABSTRACT | ' v
) , S ) ., .
. The work of theorist René Gira‘rd on the origins of religion and on the

. wvays in vhich relLéioq has been responsible for the coheslveness of grt;ups

" ) le‘ads him' to conclude .that Soclety without religion is not viable. 'Given th'e
secularism that characterizes che’ mod;rp Western world, Girard's ch;ory
constitutés, in part, a significant crit of modernity. By first 1soﬁlatingt
hia treatment of modernity from the rest of his theory, this thesis then
e nappl:le:s his critiqde of modernity as a heuristic device to demjystify the

o disguised trapscendence of the existential wotif in thrée modern works of

literature. However, when Girard's treatment of modernity is then evaluated

;uca‘ide the context.‘of pure existentiaiism,l it is foui\d to be lacking in
° historical per;pectiyea Modernity 18 examined f.rc.nn a' static pexjspect‘iye in
~which only 1its patﬂhologicai manifestations ca‘ﬁe‘ to light. Finally, Girard's.
K idealistic t:teatme:{t of modernity and his Christian solu‘tion to its problems
are found to have the Lhtent of forec;loeing the continuing discourse-dh )
" . lit’erary theoty._ '
;. | : ;
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s Les travaux du th&oricien René Girarksur les originea de la religion
ainsi que sur 1l'importance de ia religion dans la cohésion des groupes.l'ont
amené A conclure 3 la non-viabilité d'une société sans religion. Etaht donné
le cat;cté;e latque de 1f0ccident moderpe, la théorie de Girard constitue,
dans une ce:taine mesure, u;ge crit:iqm;é importante de la modernité&. La

N . ’ v [
présente thdse commence jpar isoler de l'ensemble de sa th&orie la fagon dont\

Girard traite de-la modernité&, et utilise ensuite cette critique de la

. -~

modernité comme un dispositif heuristique permettant de démysiifie} la
transcendance masquée du motif existentiel dans b&e'r‘ﬁ/oeuvres Hetéraires
modernes. Toutefols, 1'étude de la conception de 1la modernité selon Girard,
en dehors du contexte de l'exlistentialisme pur, rév2le les faiblesses de cette
con;:eption du point de vue de , la perspective historique. La modernité y est
en effft étudi&e d-ana une perspective statique qui n'en fait ressortir que lé,s
manifestations pathologiques. Enfin, la fagon 1déalis|teL dont Girard traite de
la modernité, ainsi que sa solution chrétienne aux probldmes posés,

finissent par constit:ue.r une tentativ;: dont le résultat serait de mettre fin

-au dialogue permanent sur la th&orie littéraire. e

"~
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" - © © - PREFPACE

To confront René Girard's theory is to confront an imposing body of
work. The initial resistance lies in the insecurl?y of any critic who happens
, oot to think himself an expert in anthropol»ogy, ethn'ology, theology,
. e .
psychoanalysis and literature. The"astoundingly comprehensive demands of his
theory are quite a.mply intimidating. However, these demands should not have

tHie ‘effect of sealing his theory off fram analysis. Firstly, findings in the

human, as in all, sclences are surely open to question. Secondly,

demgnstrated expertise in one field does not ensure synthesis and the making
of hppropriate assoclations between one area and another. When Man'is the

subject of discussion we are all juet as knowledgeable and all just as

iggorant. The critic should not be intimidated by whz;thfailed to intimidate

’ the theorist. ‘

Any project of this type is dtfinéd. not only by what it does, but by what

- it does notido. The reader will no doubt be aware of my failure to address -
,one of the cent\ral issues of modernism: The rise of the feminist movement,

' and 1ts place in Girard's fheory. It was no accident. My awareness of tghe
centrality of feminism is strong, and the 'qualified optimism of my conclusfion

can no doubt be attributed to a woman's sense of the benefits ag well as the

P -

Cad
disastgous consequences of modernism. However, I felt that because of the

enormity of ' the subject I had to limit myself to 1issues that Girard himself

g
addresses. Thus, the absence of a discussion of feminism stands here as a

®

conspicuous absence.

A

I would like -to thank my advisor Professor Michael Bristol for rescuing

£

an idesa from the clutches of décumst&qce and Linda Rozmovits, my friend and

o - my critic, for being both so incredibly well. i

D)



i1

TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUC'I'ION .l.......'.....‘l."......."..\.i.'.00.....0....'0'.... 1"
CHARTER ONE: Ontological Sickness and 1t8 CUre sceeccccscessccsswoes I

Cmn wo: The Edstentialvsacrif‘ice 00 0000 0 PO VOSSO OBSNIEISESIOBDBPRPEOLILOIESIOSEOES 22

CHAPTER THREE: An In VAtro Account of MOdernNitY eeeeeonesccesssssnes bb

CHAPTER FOUR: In Defence Of DIiSCOUISBE ececsccocccasscvssstscossasssces 08

BIBLIwRAPHY ........l.-.....l.'...C...’.%‘....‘................I..... 85



INTRODUCTTON
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“"The ultimate meaning to which all stories refer has two faces: The
continuity of life, the inevitability of death.”l o proclaims the geventh

reader in Italo Calvino's If on a Winter's Night a Traveller... . Theprist

René Girard, were he the eighth, would likely add, "and the ultimate function

. of literature 1s to expose the range of potential perversions in the all-too-

human attempt at the resolution of this double-faced mystety."z The function
relegated to great literature emanates directly from the heart of Girard's
multidisciplinary investigation into the ways in which Man has dealt with the
mysteries of human existence in the past and-in the present. He surfaces from
his ventures into literature-,_ anthropology, ethnology, psychoanalysis, rand
theoloéy with a two-part conclusion. The antithetlic part is the perversion
and ultimate destructiveness of secular attempts at transcendence. The
synthetic part of his theory 1is the necessity of religious beliefs for
individual and social health. ‘

“4

In the predominantly secular contéxt of Western civiliZzation in the
twentieth century, any reproach on ;ecularism dmounts to a crigique of
modernity. When accomp;mied by an attempt to recuperat(e the working
pr'oposit:ions of the past, it 1s a critique of modernity from a conservativg
viewpoint. The tradition of critiques of modernity dates back, most notably,

to the French Revolution and the incumbent political rise of the status of the

individual in society. It is a tradition that suspects that spiritual

5

-authority in the hands of the individual leads to an enslavement far more

restrictive than that of the State or the Church. Critics of modernity
sharing this common concern for freedom and fulfi]l lment are split into two

camps with dif ferent approaches toward resolution. On the one hand, there are

.
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critics such as Edmund Burke who rally for a quick return to the values and
norns of traditional soclety by exposing the follies of 1individualism.

We are afraid to put men to live and trade each his own
private stock of reason; because we suspect that this
stock {n each man is small, and that the individuals would
do better to avail-themselves of the general bank and

capital of nations and of ages.3

This recommendation is similar, in more than spirit, to T.S. Eliot's

guidelines for the ideal society. However, with the possibility of a return
.

to traditional society much less likely in the 1920's than a féw years after

the Prench Revolution, Eliot, unlike Burke, tempers his conservatism with

. '"new' approaches to traditional ideas in his formulation ‘of a 'mew' Christian

Society.l‘ It 18 an attempt to conserve what once functioned through
incerpretive remodelling.

Alexia de Tocqueville and Emile Durkheim (to choose another two criti:s
from -centuries respec'tively correspdfiding to Burke and Eliot), are critics of
modernity who,(v fron the gsame founding impulse, emerge with very different
suggeétions from those of their more conservative counterparts. Alexis de
Tocqueville eloquently v;arﬁs of the despotigm inherent in democracy. Howevar,
perceiving it to be a tide tl:xat:’could not be stopped, he concentrates on ways
in which to stem its danger:a.5 Emile Durkheim unequivocally attributes anomie
to a range of factors, most of them emanating from the lack of social
integration of the individual in modern society. However, he ig emphatic-

0
about the fact that a return to traditional methods of integration that have
stopped functioning 1s not possible .0 pe To.cqueville and Durkheim are critics
of modernity who believe that revolutions on a grand scale, political or

' ‘

aodﬂogiéal, spring from irresitible need and not from the machinations of a

group of people.

o
‘-q



René Girard's deliberations on the descrucgiveneas of secular and thus
indiviﬂual attempts at transcendence place hi!}: comfortably within the
tradition of ecri tique§ of modernity. His orthodox religious solution to the
i11s of modern society place him more specifically in a conservative tradition —
much-akin to that of Eliot. Like Eliot, he re—interprets the basic tenets of
Christianity in the hope that the application of twentieth century
modifications to essentially traditional -ideas will render them the
functionality they have appeared to have lost.

With the Holocaust a recent memory and the ominous threat of nuclear
destruction everpresent, gttempts to understand what happened to traditional

society and the use of this understanding toward the formulation of blueprints -~

for a more palatable future are, at the very least, pertinent. Ren& Girard's
theory is an ambitious attempt, as all such attempts necesgarily are, to come .
to terms with the spiralling problem of modernity. It 1is the 1intention of (
this thesis to evaluat\e Girard's critique of modernity as it 18 reflected in a
3
selection of modern literatufe and ag it affects literary theory. The
strategy 18 to outlipe his critique, make heuristic use of it, examine his
interpretation of the modern condition, and, most impotcantiy, evaluate its
practical significance to the continuipg di?ﬁourse on literary theory. 1Is-his

diaénosis adequate? Are his recommendations practicable? Thelir founding

impulsge is not in question. " X
g



INTRODUCTION NOTES

1 Italo Calvino, If on a Winter's Night a Traveller, trans. by William

-]

Weaver. (Toronto: Lester and Orpen Dennys, 1979), p. 259.

2 These words are mine although Girard uses others to say the samé throughout

his works. In "An Interview with René Girard”, Denver Quarterly, No. 13, 1i

o

(1978), p. 29, he states, "Iﬂ really feel that great literary works, and in
particular thednovel, mirror this adventure of the modern subject, or, 1f you
prefer, this ’destifation', to use a Heldeggerian word, and they alone mirror
it truthfully because they always show us the would—-be god turning into a

non-entity and a victim in all his encounters with other human beings...”

3 pdmund Burke, Reflections on the French Revolution, (London: J.M. Dent &

Sons, 1951), p. 84.
4 gee T.S: Eliot's The Ideal of a Christianm Soclety and Notes Toward a

Definition of Culture.

5 gee Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America.

6 See Emile Durkheim, Suicide and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.
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CHAPTER ONE:

ONTOLOGICAL SICKNESS AND ITS CURE

One characcerizing-feature of the critiques of modernity within the
tradition of the past two hundred years is the fidea of their being a Great
Divide between the past and the present. The general feeling 1s that the
transition between traditional soclety and modernity was less evcflut fonary and
occurred over a shorter period of time than that of other historical upheavals
of culture. The concern is that, having leapt over the conceptual chasms of
State/Church authority and individualism, religion and secularism, Man {8 not
yet gsecure in this new territory and 18 in danger of slipping back into the <
nothingness in between. Martin Buber actually speaks of modernity as the

1 The propositions of the past are no longer

"crisis of the in between”.

functioning and the new ones not yet firmly estat?lished. Thus, with very few

exceptions, discussions about modernity, from whatever ideological standpoint,

are more often than not discussions about the problem of modernity. .-
To René Girard the problem c;f modernity is the problem of unfulfilled

desire. His critique revolves faithfully around his theory of the nature of

desire and his ;)bservaqions about the dif ferent ways in which Man goes about

attempting to fulfill it. He bridges past and present with the constant that

Man 18 born desiring transcendence and with the elaboration of this desire as

mimetic in nature. He demonstrates how this desire was fulfilled with varyiné

degrees of success in the ‘past and how the condi tions of the present inhibit

its fulfillment and lead to violence. Girard attempts to rescle the presen't

with the proposition of an all-encompassing ontology that allegedly

understands the true nature of degire and provides the conditiouns for 1its

consummation. Thus the key elements from which his critique of modernity

[ .
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emerges are 1) the universal desire for transcendence, 2) the mimetic nature
of desire, 3) how it potentially lea%da to sacrificial violence, and lo‘) the v

provision of a curative ontology. His argument is reconstructed here as

follows.

Girard's central thesis 1s that Man is born with an undeniable desire to

L4

transcend the physical reality of his existence. Consclousness, together with

'-\ming an awareness of one's exlstence, i3 also the realization of one's
inevitable death. Man's first moment of existential awareness coincldes with

the birth of a desire to transcend the perishable. Girard terms it

me taphysical desire.2 The centrality of this idea of transcendence emanates

from the core of Emile Durkheim's\e'tudy, The Elemer::tary Forms of Religiéms
Life, where it is established that "So far as we are able to judge from the
data of ethnology, the idea of the soul gseems to have been contemporaneous
with humanity 1tself.”3 purkheim further clarifies that, historically, this

desire for transcendénce has not been grounded in the belief that the

v

indiviual could escape his down death but rather that he would contribute to

the continuing life of a larger entity.

weo the belief in the immortality of the soul is the only
way in vhich men were able to explain the fact whioh could
not fail to attract their attention; this fact is the
perpetuity of the 1life of the group. Individuals die, but
the clan gurvives. 82 the forces which give it life must
have some perpetuity.

Man's attempts to ally himself with the forces that contribute to the
Re” '
coantinuity of life were historically attempted within the realm of religion.

Girard's argument is that in order to satisfy a desire to tramscend himself,

v

Man looks outward in his search for fulfillment. He refers to sources other

thdn his finite and unfulfilled self. He imitates the directives of another

4
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;ource which he per::eives to be endowed with knowledge aboug the attaimment of
fulfillpent. “We must understand that desire itself is essentially mimeti&-"i
Girard further tells us tﬁat, in the past, the fulfilling source wa;a without-
exception religion. Man's outward route to transcendence was a vertical one

toward the heavens and a god.

-

D
With the advent of secularism, the traditionally vertical route toward

the satisfaction of metaphysical desire was blocked.: Secularism either denied

the desire for transcendence or proposed that the individual was {ndeed
N

capable of fulfilling it without outside references. According to Girard
however, the constants remained - Man desires transcendence, Man seeks

fulfillment outside of himself. The search, however, had been wmisplaced.

v

"Denial of .God does not eliminate transcéndency, but {t

diverts it from the au-dela to the en-deca”(DD. 59). .

According to Girard, secularism understands neither the undeniabili ty and

»

force of metaphysical desire nor the mimetic nature of desire itself. Tn

Deceit, Desire and the Novel, he explores literary manifestations of the.

., M p 4] r
nature and effect of a thwarted desire for transcendence. , Hée termms” the °*
Y

condition that develops from this unrequited desire onﬂtological sickness.

»

Presenting them as examples of modern Man, Girard éxamines the various

manifestations of ontological sickness befalling the heroces” of Progst,“ =
*" R

Flaubert, Dostolevski, Ster'\dhal, and Cervantes. They are all unhap py.

Despite the different circumstances of these heroes' respective discontents,

Girard sees a common source -~ the failure to/fulfill the degire for
*

transcendence. He also sees a common manifestation of their di sconrcent ~ the

>

proliferation of mimetic desire. Mimetic desire:is desire {nvoked by
something or someone other than the alleged object of desire. It is the

imitation of someone else's desire and 1its perpetuation aepénds wvholly on the \

. . N . ' ) §

» -



hero's ignorance of the mechanism and 1ts hold on him. The I;ero 18 unhappy
becausge he fas no;: satisfied i:is need for transcendence. Not recognizing the
source of his unhappiness and t‘1‘1e fact that every other human being 1is inc
search of the same go;sl, he imagines Others to have attained it and imitates
them in ordet: to\ share 1in their imagined ha;;vpiness. Thé systematic mletaphork-
that Girard uyses to illustrate the dynamics ;f mimet ic desire 15 the

triangle. The three points of the triangle are the hero, a model, and an
obrject. Th'e hero essentially 1s not satisfied 'with himself. He wants to
aE}\hieve what he perceives to be the perfectIon embodied in someone els; - a

. chosen model. As he cannot metamorphose himself into .qt:hie "perfect” being, he
subconsciously daes the next best t;hihg- He starts actualiy desiring what he
thinks his model desires and consequenciy.attempts to appropriate his model's
objects of desire with r:he incognizant hope that fulfillment will ensue.
. The route to transcendence folldwed’by't:hesia se;:ular heroes is a
horlizontal one. "~ No longer able or willing Ro seek fulfillment via the
vertical route of religion, happiness is sought horizontally i:n the image of a
perceived—to-be ful,filled Ot:her.\ According to Girard the search is doomed b&-

twé basic misconceptions at the metacenter of a secular odtology. The first

o

of these 18 the belief that Man can transcend the human reality of his‘ '

‘ L]

¢
exigtence without going beyond himself or his neighbouyr. It is the attempt tq

satisfy metaphysical demands in a human contfext:, in the belief that Man is

2
\

hetaphysically autonomous. The gecond misconception 1s the absolute
separation of Self and Other. The modern hero qperates from an imagined .
underground in constant fear of either being trampled by an indifferent nu;ss

of Others or denounced as a threat to the common well-being of this mass.

“
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The r:ou;aug:}ic6 is a prisoner of the Ménichean opposition L
between the Self and Others and thus always works on one '

e plane only. Opposite the empty and faceless hero who says
"I" is the grinnfng mask of the Other. Absolute

interioricy is opposed to absolute interiority. (DD.,-
© 146) v

<

This opposition of Self and Other is most evident in the inability of the hero

to universalize the experience of his discontented ego. He does not congelve

of the 'possibility that the Other may suf fer from the same malaise as him. He
N b » \
cannot fimagine that the promise of metaphysical autonomy may have failed

anyone elsge. ’ >

Each individual discovers in the 'solitude of his
consclousness that the promise is false but no one is able
to universalize his experience. The promise remains true .,
for Others. - Each one believes that he alone is excluded
from the divine inheritance and takes pains to hide thisg ~
misfortune. Original sin is no longer the truth about all
men as in a religious universe but rather each

individual's secret. (DD., 57) ¢ -

o

X
A}

Thus, Gitarri argues that although the secularism typifyirzé mode rnity departedr

* ‘

from religion on the grounds that the latter did oot adhere to new demands 'for

verifiable experience, secularism has proven to be no harbinger of truth. On
§ - 7o ' ) L

. )
the contrary, it has deluded Man into believing that he can find fulfillment
Where 1t is not to be found. It has also eng,ulfed him in an inteminable

round of mimetic desire that consistentiy separaces' ore man from another and

~

iohibits a construgtive sepse of community. ’ . .

At first cfonaide_ratio:i, the impulse toward mimetic desire appea’rs to be a

“highly unattrattive attribute but a-relatively innocyous one - like the

affliction of many a Restoration Comedy character. However, Girard sees in

’

“.mimetic desire and the ontological base from which it springd the seed for

potentially apocalyptic violence. Through the novels in question in Deceit,

Desire and the Novel, Girard demonstrates' ﬁow the debilicating effects of the

.

- &
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o .
ontological falsehoads on the hera's sense of judgment and reality lead to a

-

psychic violence that threatens the hero, his peers, and the likelihood of

harmonious interaction between them. In a world of deviated transcendence,

men become gods either in their own eyes or in the eyes of each other. Their

inabili;y to fulfill the exacting role turns into a frusdlacion and resentment

thatf"ts more often ‘than not projected-onto Others.

God 18 dead, man must take his place... The wore deeply

it 18 engraved in our hearts the more-.-violent ig the -
contrast. between this marvelous promise and the .brutal A
disappointment ‘inflicted by experience. (DD., 56)

Instead of confronting his inability to fulfill his own metaphysical
needs, the hero develops an underground mentality in which he perceives Others . Jj

as the shackles of an dtherwise metaphysical autenomy. It is the

unenlightened mass that p%eventa.him from fulfilling his metaphysical
potential, In or&er to fully internalize this belief the hero proceeds t;
épenly alienate an otherwise indifferent mass through blatant acts of\
provocation. Society's comdemnation of the(e and of ‘thelir perpetrator in turn.

reinforces the rtomantic hero's self image of viccim-at—iarge. However, his

i

sense of identity is chained to the perceptions énd reactions of others and /\/;/

thus he remaing entangled in the web of mimetic desire, although the imitation

{s a negative one. ‘ v
The romantic is always falling on his knees before the r
wrong altar; he thinks he is sacrificing the worlM on the
altar of the Self, whereas the real object of his.worghip o
is the Other. (DD., 87) J .

* .« *

-

v

Making an altar out of the Self or the Other is, ‘for Girard, a perversion
of tranacendence that'leads to an ultimately catastrophic cultivation of

differences. 1In a primiﬁive éociety an epidemic of ontological sickness would

<
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lead to physical violence and the eventual annihilation of the group. In the

modern world where force has lost its previous prestige on the personal level,
the result of ontological sickness manifegts itself in the opé\n combat of a
multitude of consciousness's in the forms of dishonesty, hypocrisy, vanity,
lack of empathy, and hatred. As evidence of this u;odern warfare Girard
offets? among ot:hers', Flaubert's and Stendhal's vaniteux, Proust's snobs and
Dostoievski's paranofiacs. By way of i‘nduction, Girard also exposes what he
believes to be ;:he dangers in the institutional manifestations of o;xtoiogical
sickness - indi_vidualis‘m, equallty, democracy, and all ideqlogy. In
individualism he skes the potential for the alienatfon of' every Man from' his
fellow. "Hac;ed is individualhistdc - it nourishes fiercely the 111usion of. an
absolute différence between Self and Other from which nothing separe;ceéjit."
, , . .

(DD., 73). In equality he sees petty competition and pretention. “Snobbism
begins with ei;uality;" (DD., 70). In democracy he sees lack of law.‘
"Dem?cracy ia one vast~m1dd1e-cla‘as court where the courtiers. are everyvhere
and the king is nowhere”™ (DD., 119);. hAll‘ ideol\ogies are interpreted to be a
seeries of negative imfitations that are merely different manifestations of' one
and the same metaphysical desire. "Ideology is merely a pr'etexc for ferocious
oppositions which are secretiy in agreement” (DD., 225). )

When Girard writes that, "Modern society is no longer anyt'hing‘but a
negative imitation and the eff’.’ort to leave the beaten path forces everyoq\e
inevitably into ‘the same ditch” (DD., 100), he ig not merely expressing an
aestheti? diglike of modernity. Unlike T'.S.\ Eliot, mediocrity is not thiq
é;cic of modernity's main concern. Girard's concern 1§ the potential for -

violence inherent in a soclety that has institutionalfzed conceptu'al roads:

blocks toward-the fulfillment of Man's innate and powerful desire for

)

1

-
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transcendence. The blocks do not eliminate the desire but rather enforce ‘its

mimetic manifestations. And Girard assures us that mimesis.in a world without
Bse

-

a god ]‘.ee;ds unequivocally to violence.

- Girard charts the ‘progression frdm deéire to violence as such: Once

Man's t;asic needs are wmet, he desires, and since desire is intrinsically
mimetic and mimetic desire pits one man agalnst another, then Man, in d

éodless world, is intrinsically violent. Paradigmatically, tﬁgre is a '"first'
conflict resulting from mimetic desire - th;a convergence of the respective .
desires of a model and a subject on the same .object. This conflict leads to
the —'first"br ‘original' murder u&'uch, in turn, leads to a second retaliatory
murder pofentieﬂl&y leading to infinitely repetitive vengeance and the ultimate
annihilié;:ion of‘ the group. . Girard's prime obj'ect: of st:.udy in Violencg and

RN 2

the Sacred is the prevention of the always jfmminent possibility of rampant

reciprocal violence. The assumption is that ad long as Man desires, Man will
be involved in pot:em:ially violent conflict. The only recourse is the
prevention of its natural gravitation toward total destruction.

If primitive societi¢s have no tried and true remedies for
dealing.with an outbreak of violence, no certain cure once
the soclial equilibrium has been upset, we can assume that
preventive measures will play an essential role (VS., 17). °

v
LY

1Y)

irard groups the’ varioqs methods that have been employed by man’t:o'

circumvent an 1nt£erminab1e round of revenge into three general categories: 1)

©

sacrificial rites in wh¥h the spirit of revenge 1s diverted into other

channels; 2) the harnessing of vengeance through’trials of combat; 35 the
o -
establishment of a judicial system. Although he claims that his list is

organized in ascending order of effectiveness, he is most interested in the

least effective method -~ sacrificial ritual (VS., 20-21). The implicit -t:'eéson
. ¥ ' i
for this choice is that the most primitive and least sophisticated preventive

- AY
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meagsore will best reveal the role common to Qis-three-categoriea. “"In the
final analysis, then,lt:he judicial system and the institution of sacrifice
share the same function..."” (V.S., 23). .
. In sacrificial ritual, the function is revealed through the mechanism of
the surrogate victim. A return to the paradigm of the 'first murder" is
helpful here to investigate the functionin’g‘ of ‘the mechanism. -If that first
murder 1is Eg’t:_aliat:ed by the reciprocal murder of tﬁe first murderer, an
endless’chain of revenge is {nduced. However, 1f the retaliation for that
first murder 1s‘perfomed on a victim who 138 not guilty of the crime, the next
link ih the chain of revenge is cut and the violence z;t:opa with the death of‘
the victim. In order for the victim 'to successfully serve this purpose the
victim has to resemble the guilty pakrty on ‘some level, al.though not too
closely, so that the -connection between the ritual an’d the crime 18 not.
co:npletely lost. The victim also has to be a social outcast of sorts so that

e

no one geriously cares aboutﬂhis death. 1In addition, in order to disperse the

\
-

guilt over the murder of the victim, the act has to be performed, 1if ounly
met:aphoirically, unanimously' by the entire group. Lastly, but most

importantly, the group' has to be completely ignorant of the real function of

"the mechanisn. They have to believe that the ritual i{s an offeting to a

v

higher deity that will thus be appeased and withdraw t:h=e scourge of violence
There are then four elements key to the success of the surrogate victim
;nechanism in putting an end to repetitive violence: 1) there must be a social

link missing between the victim and society; 2) the victim must resemble the

-guilty party; 3) the sacrificial act must be unanimously performed and; 4) the

group must remain ignorant of how and why the mechanism works (vs., 1-38).

-
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.And so, the surrogate victim mechanism acteqpt? to terminate endless
reciprocal violence with the elimination of guilt in‘a single sanctified act
of violence, although violence nonetheless. According to éirard, there 18 no
other way. "“Only violence can put an end to viclence, and that 1s‘§hy
violence is self-propagating.” (VS., 26). The paradox of violence as the only
antidote to violence can only be truly understood and expediently used when a-
distinction 18 made between the right type of violence and the wrong type of
violence. Whether the preventive method in quescion is sacrificial ritual or
the judiciakgsyatem, there has to be an underlying agreed-upon or enforced
distinction between 'good violence and 'bad violence' -~ between good and

evil. Enter relfgion.

As soon as the essential quality of tranmscendence -
religious, humanistic, or whatever — is lost, there are no
longer any terms by which to define the legitimate form of
violence and to recognize it among the multitude of
1llicic forms. The definition of legitimate and
illegitimate forms then becomes ‘a matter of mere opinion
) with each man free to reach his own decision... Only the
¢ introduction of some transcendentdl quality that will
persuade me of the fundamental difference between
sacrifice and revenge, between a judicial system and
vengeance can succeed in bypassing violence (VS., 24).

-

Although Girard here makes a passing mention of humanism 'or whatever', it is
clear that his critique of modernity is largely a denunciation of
hpmanist~based attempts at transcendence. The major point reiterated therein

is that religion is the only known' successful deterrent of violence and the
Q

potential annihiliation of the entire human race.

It should now become apparent that humanity's very
- exigtence is due primarily to the operation of the
surrogate victim... There is no soclety without religion .
~=» because without religion society cannot exist (VS., 221).
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Girard's unequivocal statement about the viability of society without
religion clearly indicates that he does not view modernity to be a working
proposition. Having elaborated on t@g reasons why this is 8o, 91rard then
offers a golution, at which point his theory moves from the observation of
phenomena to thf’defence of an ontology. The ontology is an old one that
Girard argues has been grossly misinterpreted thus attributing 1ts previous

failure to human error and not to the ontology itself. Theé ontology is

Christianity. 1In his last two works, Des choses cachées depuis la fondation

// du monde and Le bouc eﬁmissaire, Girard explains why Christianity, properly

understood, provides the egress from the quagmire of mimesis 'and violence th;t

1 > .

characterizes modernity.

¢

In Deceit, Desire and the Novel, Girard expresses frustration with the '

*

novel's ultimate cowardice in unequivocally exposing the mimetic nature of

\ E. N
“ahuman desire. Violence and the Sacred faults ancient Greek drama from

acknowledging the true function of the surrogate victim mechanism. Finally,

t

in Des choses cachfes ‘and Le bouc emmissaire, Girard engages in a detailed

re-interpretation of the Bible as the only text that confronts and revgpls the
function of the surrpgate victim and thus the truth about Man's' inherent
violence. Furthermore, and most importantly, it offers the solution to
violence once and for all. ‘

The finite world of the Bible lends itsgelf perfectly to the 11lustration
of Girard's theory of rampant ;eéiprocallviolence émanating from a '"first
murder'. Within a Biblicgl context, Girard's first murder is no longer a
conceptual springboard but an identifiable event in which the murdéret and the
murdered have names - Cain and Abel: According to Girard, the Bible raisea\\
above all other literature in its treatmeat of this aurder and the others that

* ~
Q

follow by consisgtently s}ding with the victim.
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evesl le mythe“, en somme, est la vigion rétrospective des

. + pers8cuteurs sur leur propre persécution, nous ne pouvons i ™
c pas traiter comme insignifiant un changement de
perspective qui consiste 3 se ranger au cdté de la
victime, 3 proclamer son innocence 3 elle et la

culpabilité& de ses meurtriers.’

To side with the murdered is to realize that the murdered is a victim and not
the guilty party. To acknowledge that the murdered is a victim is to
acknowledge that his death {s the result of human err\or or deceit and not an

act of wrath of a bloodthirsgy deity. 'To side with the victim is thus to

understand and reveal the true function of the surrogate victim mechanism.

Becauge of this revelation, Girard attributes to the Gospel a conceptt}al

]

revolution that. has never been clearly understood or appreclated. He explains
how no previous literature had dared to reveal the fact that the surrogate
victim was innocent for fear of unleashing the violence that ignorance

onfined to one unhappy soul. Oedipus, unknowing of his crimes as he 1s whem ——

he commits them, is &vill believed responsible for soclety's 1lls._.The

survival of the city Ti}'hebee is contingent on the collective belief of its

I

citizens, and even its forlorn king, in his guilt. The Gospel is proclaimed

by Girard to be the first text t6 absolve the Oedipus's by revealing the

arbitrary nature of their selection as alleged harbingers of evil.

Une” fols repérés ces mécanismes ne jouent plus; nous
croyons de moins en moins la culpabilité des victimes
. qu'ils exiget}t:, et privées de la nourriture qui les
=3 sustente, les institutions derivées de ces mecdnismes
. s'ef fondrent une a une autour de nous. Que nous le
sachions ou non, ce sont les Evangiles qui sont
responsable de cet effondrement.

. . - Once the Godpel has revealed the surrogate victim mechanism, thereby
# - '
halting its functioning, the question remains, 'with what 18 this admittedly

- imperfect antidote to rampant reciprocal violence replaced?’ Girard's answer

’O .
L. 4 . 3

o —
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18 that the death of Jesus Christ and the philosophy on which this death is

founded is the radical and lasting violence-free solution.

In Violence and the Sacred, Girard states that “the aim {s to achtfeve a

i
radically new type of violence, truly decisive and self-contained, a form of

violence that will put an end once.and for all to violence {tself” (VS., 27).

’

*In Des choses cachées, Girard argues that the death of Christ {s the violent

act designed to end all violent acts.

I1 faut d'abord insister sur le caract@re non sacrificlel
de la mort du Christ. Dire que Jésus meurt, non pas dans
un sacrifice, mais contre tous les sacrifices, pour qu'il
n'y ait plus de sacrifices, c'est la m8me chose que de
reconnaitre en lul la Parole de Dieu elle~m@me: "C'est la
migericorde que je veux et non les sacrifices” (DC., 234).

He maintains that Chrigt's death is revolutionary because it 18 not a

sgcrifiée. It 18 not a sacrifice because, being divine, Christ is not tainted

with the human violence which even the least guilty of sacrificial victims 1is
tainted. He 1s so lonocent that he cannot serve a sacrificial mechanism that
has to believe at least in a certain amount of guilt.

C'est a dire que Jésus va fournir 3 la violence la victime
la plus parfaite qu'on puisse concevoir, la victime que
pour toutes les raisons concevables la violence a le plus
de raisons de choisir; et cette victime, em méme temps,
est la plus innocente (DC., 232).

It 18 not a sacrifice because Chrisé is the son of an unvengeful god who does
° 1

"
not require blood to ensure a plentiful harvest.

Pour lui (Jésus), la parole qui suggdre de n'imiter nul
autre que ce Dieu, ce Dieu qui abstient de toutes
représailles et qui fait briller son soleil ou tomber sa
pluie indifferément sur les 'bons' et sur les 'mechants',
cette parole pour lul, reste absolument valable, elle
reste jusqu'd la mort, et c'est de toute &vidence ce qui
fait de lul 1'Incarnation de cette Parole (DC., 230).

- o

| R



( It is not a sacrifice because the Gospe] says it 18 not a sacrifice.
I1 r;'y a rien, dans les Evangileg, pour suggérer que ‘la
mort de Jésus est un sacrifices quelle que sdit la
definition qu'on donne... Jamels dans les Evangiles, la
morte de Jésusg n'est definié coume un sacrifice (DC.,
203-204).

Thus, through Christ's perfect suitability to the role of the last
victim, Christianity reveals the surrogate victim mechanism and Man can no
longer kill with the intention of attaining peace. 1In terms more directly

_relevant to modernity, Christianity provides Man with a model (Christ) in whom
the search for transcendence is satisfied, thus precluding the violence

endemic to failed attempts. The model of Chrigt cam Ee imitated without the

fear of violence and the moral bankruptcy to which all other types of nimesis

¢

lead. "Suivre le Christ, c'est renoncer au desir mimetique...” (DC., 453).
Furthermore, Chrigtianity replaces sacrificial ritual with Chiist:'s philosophy
of love. It is through a strict adherence to the Christiam maxim of 'love-
your enemy' made possible by a new understanding of the Gospel, more faithful e
to its intent, that modernity can egscape the violence that plagues it.

Pour d&truire toute violence, il suffirait que tous les

hommes d&cident d'adopter cette regle (la regle du

Royaume). Si tous les hommes tendaient 1'autre joue,

aucune joue ne seralt frapper. Mals pour cela, i1 faut

que chacun, s€parement, et tous, tous ensemblent, se

donnent sans retour 3 l'entreprise commune (DC., 234-235).

Barring a new and large-scale adherence to the teachings of the Gospel,
Girard believes modernity to be headed toward an escalation of‘ violence
possibly leading to world destruction. He argues that if two thousand years
of Christianity have not brought about the péace promised, 1t is only because
Chtistianii:y has been misinterpreted. Chrj.st'e death has been historically

G viewed as a sacrifice and its intended effect annulled. The apocalypse that

>
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0 potentially awaits 1s not divine vengence but the result of man's refusal to

understand and adopt the word of the Gospel.

<«

Nous voulions que notre demeure nous soit laissée, eh
bien, elle nous est laissée (DC., 284)~

?

This short review of René Girard's theory limits {itself to those basic

~
aspects of his theory from which he launches his critique of modernity,
together with his conclusion as to how the modern condition can be improved.

The movement of his theory and of his cri tique of modernity is from a human

sciences-based obgervation of Man to the development of an ontological

-
T

synthesis. His obsérvat:ions of human beh.;aviour lead him to state that, once
Man's ba{sic needs are met, he is subject to 3n intense desire which is
metaphysical Iin nature. It 1is essentially a desire for transcendence.
‘Furthermore, Girard' gathers from‘-bis investigations that all desire is
mimetic, the desire for transcendence being no excel;tion. This means that
when Man experiences desires, he turns to) external referents in the hope of
fulfitllment. If these external refereﬁts happen to be other men, then Man

competes with others for fulfillment as 1f the gearch for transcendence were a

zero~gum game in which the other's loss i{s your ‘gain snd vice versa. The

3 -,

A result 1g violence.
Girard demonstrates how, historically, the violen;:e’ initerent in the
mimetic nature of the desire for transcendence was curbed by religiog. Y,
_Religion offered divine external referents for Man's desire which k:ept men
more or less from killing each other. When an outbreak of violence in facty
occurred, Man t‘hought: it to be the wrath of a divinity and~ offered the

occasional surrogate victim to appea‘se it." Violence remained but it vas

o contained. Man's desire for transcendence was met to a degree which ensured™
\ «

s

the continuity of ,soéiecy. - < ) ' .
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Enter modernity and, more specifically, a century that begins with

)

.Nietzeche's epitaph for God. According to Girard the epitaph would'have‘be,en

. ! .
more suitably written for modern society. Girard attempts to demonstrate how
. N .

Man, without religion, is doomed to a life of valn attempts at fulfilling his
desire for tramnscendence. His failure turns into resentment and hatred, in

turn leading to violence. fn moliern:lr.y, Man decided to fulfill his desires
$

wft’hogt divine reference and -the evidence of his failure is 11 ttered aro‘;nd.
A

him in the gloi)al form of two world wars, the Holécaus,t, urban violence, ahd

the threat of nuclear destruction. Girard maintains that, despite the great
chang;a thdt modernity has experienced religion remaing the only way. to
fulfi11ll Man's desire for transcendence while curbing 1t:s violent impﬁses.
Furthermore, only Christiaf:ity "can end viglence ounce and for all through its

pﬁilosophy of love and through the direction of the mimetic impulse toward the

, imitgtibn of the only personage whose imftation does not lead to confl&.ct -

I \

’

"Jesus Christ.

René Girard develops his critique of modernity primarily with reference

to observations made of ‘—primitive gocleties, ancient Greek tragedy, the Bible,

" and the nineteenth cent:uL:y novel. With the intention of testing the

LY

. funct Lonality of Girard's theory about areligious agtempts at transcendence,

’

this thesis will next make j\euriscié. use o% Girardian precepts in the

-

~——

. y
literature most dlosely fitting Girard's perception of modernity - existential

L4

_ UMrterature.

.
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CHAPTER ONE HOTES

» ’
4

1 Martin Buber, Between Man and Man, (New York: The MacMil lan Co., 1965),

Pe 37.

[N

2 René Girard, Deceit, Desire and the Novel, trans. by Yvonne Freccero -
* . )

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1965), p. .
*Al1l furthér references to. this text' in this thesis will be annotated within
the text by the initials 'DD' plus the page number within brac’kets, fo/(lo_wi\:g

the reference.

o

\3‘ Emile Durkheim, The’'Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Joseph
(

~

Ward Swain (london: "Gedrge Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1964), p. 240.

4 FEoile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of 'Religious Life, p. 268.

5 Reng Girard, Violence and the Sacred, trans. by Gregory Patrick

’

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1972), p. 146.
*A11 further references to this text in this theiais will be annotated within

the text by the {nftials 'VS' pl{xs the page number within brackets, following

the reference. .
6 Throughout Deceit;; Desire and the Novel, Girarg/uaee the tem 'romantic'

- interchangeably with the term 'modern.'

~ ; , \ *
? René Girard, Des choses cachf’es depuis la fondation du monde, (Paris: :

Bernard Grasset, 1978), p. 171. ' , -

#A11 further references to this text in this thesis will be annétated within

the text by the initials 'DC' )plus the'page number within brackets, following

the refe rence. ’

8 René Girard, Le tyo{c emmiaaaite, (Paris' Bernard Grasset:, 1982), p. 149,
=
*A11 further references to this text 1n this thesis will be annotated within

the text by the initials "BE' plus the p‘age number within bracheta, folldvwing

the reference. . . ) . - -
‘ 1
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- , ‘ -CHAPTER TWO:
<7 . THE . EXISTENTIAL SACRIFICE ' .

'rhe analysis of the ‘heroes of Cervantes, Stendhal, Proust, Flaubert and

Dostoievski in Deceit, Deeire and the Novel 1s.informed by two postulates at

the metacenter of René Giratd's theory of Man: The first is that religious

‘patterns of behaviour outlive doctrinal religious belief and subsequently,

that ‘re‘ligio;w patterns of behaviour in a gsecular schema result in violence.
The i'esi.scanceqof—religious beh'aviour -long after a specific orthodoxy has been
discarded is atetibutable to w‘ha: Girard believes to be Man's innate need for
transcendence. The rejection of religion is an intellectual decision that
does x{oc eliminate éranacendency: ‘ it merely diverts its focus from things
divir:e co‘things human. It redirects its mou;qntum from the centrifugal
Ceydency of religion toward the heavens to the centripetal tend;ancy of the

secular toward the Self. Thus, since religious behaviour is born of an {nnate

impetus towards transcendence, religious behaviour persists no matter how

A

' 1nte11ectua11y coﬂherent and virulent the rejection of religion happens to be.

However, Girard considers the 1ntroversion of the transcendent impulse in a
secular sc’hema to be a dangerous and potem.'ially violent phenonenon. He does
not b‘elie\}e the Self and Others able to f&¥ifill-the desire for tganscendence.
The impotence turns to frustration a‘.‘d resentr;\ent, in turn leading to,

violence, both psychic and physigal. ;

The heroes of the nineteenth century novel cértainly give credence to

a

)

» R [
Girard's postulates about religious behaviour in a secuilar world, but a

significant volume of the literature of the holistically atheistic twentieth

century provides even more fertile ground for Girard's theory of the effect of

secular mimesis. ‘His theory proves perhaps nowhere as accurate as in the

| .
W ! . -



literacur.e emanating from the philosop_hical movemer;t which ;;osicions.icself at
' “the diametrical pole of L:eiigion - exist,:entiali‘a.m. A Glrardian analysis c;f‘
" the literature representative of a;n ontological system which professes nothirg
1f'not atheism and individualism reveals that the existential reality is
‘ fraught: with manifestations of reiigious behaviour provbﬁad by purely mimetic
impulses. The "ﬁan,_éi" in the anti-hero of existential works simply reprgsénts
“thp ne’gatively 1mita;:ivé nature of an ess ntial}.y common attempt to fulfill a
purely conventional and ux}iversal desire ir trapscendgnce: The 'impotence
experienced by the anti-hero reveals the chasm b\etween the exiatential,promiz;e
of metaphysical a;xtonOtx;y a\nd its i)ractical r)eality, and leads him to behave in
ways indicative of a strong desire for transcf:endenée deagpite his ;ssertions to _
the contrary. According to Girard,.the result is the substitution of one
religious system by e;ndther which denles its own reliéioeity.
' Usi-ng Girard's pal"édigm of mimetic desix;e and its metaphysical

/

mni‘fes;atior‘xs, this chapter will focus on three literary worics at the
- . - (

vanguard of existentialism, Albert Camus's The Qutsider, Edward Albee's The “

¢« Zoo Story, and Jean Anouilh's Antigone. The intent is to demonstrate the

-
- .

&

x d -
giscusg Anouilh's pxposition of the sacrificial tendencles of the existential
RN .

" religious and even eacr@ficial nature of Camus's and Albee's works and to

Tapti-hero by way of Antigone.l ' ‘ I )
e, s .

¢

' '«,' The three works in question feature heroes who perdeive themselves or are
perceived by the author td be outside the mainstream of soclety and who claim

R4

at best indifference to this tﬁéinstregm and at worst contempt. Camus's
‘Meursault 1is a&oung‘clerk in Alglers who lives a largely uneventful and

’ : conventional 11fe cook@z his evening meal in his small flat after a day's

t

O . .work, having sex with his girlfiiend on weekends, -going to the beach on Sunday

M

.
@ . . ,
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and so on. What separates Meursault from fhose around him i8 the fact*.‘t;hat: he
_ lives as Cyril Connolly states "withou!; amd.ety in a continuoud presentj??'and
has no neeci to thinlﬁ or express himself."2 7To live in a conummu; present {s
to live withour the emotions provok.ed by the past such as regret, guilt,
mournfulnesa;, nostalgla and without the emotions invoked by the future -
ambitfon, fear, anticipat:ion.' Méursault 18 painfully honest about his lack of‘
emotion and clea‘rly indifferenc about 1ts‘effect on thogse around him. He ,:ll.s
the outsider. -

Albee's Jerry is more tangibly‘ a. charcacter on the fringe of society. In

his own words, "I am a permanent transient and m'y home 1s the sickening
roomhouses . on the West Side of ‘New York 'City."3 In his encounter with Peter,

a middle class publishing executive reading on a park bench, Jerry uses the

ugliness from whence he comes as a podium from which to lecture those who have

-
I3

found comfort in co'nvent:ionality. His tone is contemptuous and

con&eecending. Unhappy as Jerry is, 1t is Peter's 1life which 1s under attack

: ¥ ' - :
throughout the play. . ¢ . . -

3

Anouilh's Agtigone is a princess who has contracted Sartre's 'La nausée'
LA '

and turned it into & fiatred of Others. She perceives the trials and

\

tribulations of her uncle, Creon, her sister, Ismene and her lover, Haemon, as

o

petty and "gpita” on their version of happiness. Shé,is convinced that,
1

unlike them, she wants everything of 1ife and the thought that they, should ’

settle f‘6t anything less sickens her.
And so0, riecf/aault s lack of emotion, .Ierry 8 cult of ugliness and

Ancigone 8 ideal of uncompromised life are what allegedly set these characters
o
apatt from the mains trean cf Soclety. The three are commﬂtted to their image'

of the difference between themselves and Oﬁhers; the three are secure in thefr
5 ‘ ) a . . . ) !
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belief that they do not desire what. Others desire. H&wever, The Outsider, The

Zoo Story and Antigone all end in a violent confrontation between the hero and

Others entirely provoked by the suupposedly desire-less hero. Meursault pumps

four bullets intd’“ an Arab on a beach 'for no adoitted reason other than the
sharp discomfort caused l:;y the scorching Algerian lsun; Jerry iopales himself
on a knife he has forced a confused Peter to hold; andAAm:igone trangresges an
edict carrying the death penalty in order to give a burlial to a brother she

never knew nor cared about.

H

But how does a desire-less individual get himself in so much trouble with -
the collectivity? The meta-argument in these works is Girardian. The argument
is that the desirelessness of these heroes poses a threat to a generally

mimetically desirous socifety: By virtue of their desirelessness they expose

the mimetic nature of soclety's desire and thus 1its métaphysical ba nkruptcy.

Lod

This leads to a violent confrontation in which the hero 1s sacrificed for the

purpose of maintaining the uneasy peace that relies on an ignorance of

P ) g 1

’

mimesisg.
The historical mutilation of mimesi:s, the suppression of 1 .
its conflictual dimensicn was no error. Real awareness of
mimetic desire threatens the flattering delusion we

entertain about ourselves as individuals and the nature
and origin of the collective b ' ,

&

The hero 1s thus positioned as surrogate victim and the gurrogate victim is
elevated to the status of a purveyor of moral values passirg elabo’raCe
judgments on his executioners all the \way to the sacrificlal altar.
Something, however, 1s wrong. The meca-afgumenc underlyix& these vorks
neglects the literal reality t'hat ea'c’h of the heroes imposes himéelf on the

éonsci.ousnesé of Others by committing an unprovoked cpime. 'There is no

textual evidence in either The Outéider, The Zoo Story or An'tﬁone that these
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heroes pose any threat to society until they either murder, trick someone to
murder them or break a law whicl; dées not affect them but has sc;mé concrete
purpose in their society. In short, the discrepancy between the meta—érgument:

. of these works and their textual reality puts‘int;o question the validity of -

'tl"cis type of existential work and argument. Are ‘these heroes truly different

Y

-

from Others? Do they really not desire in a mimetic fashion? .And furthermore
is the final confrontation really the act of an ignorant collectivity

threatened b; the dangerous truth of one individual?

’

The Outsider begins with the death of Meursault's wmother. It has been

some years since he gent her to a senior citizens' home either because he
could not afford to keep her or because they were ﬁo\r. good companions for each
other - this poinF 18 never clarified. Upon receiving tine telegram from the
Home announcing his mother's death, ‘Meursault 1s tmeqx;ivocally unmoved. The
'only'emoti’on that surfaces during the tourse of the vigil and fur\1eral is one
of mild aggravai:ion at the(inconveniem;'e of his final obligations as a son.
He~‘has not visited his mother for a year because it “meant losing my Sunday - ~

' - ¢
not to mention the fact of going to the bus, getting my ticket, and spending

" two hours on the journey éachhway."s While wallci‘ng ta the llmria_]. site he
catc{les gimsélf thinking, "what an agreeable walk I might have had, 1f {t ‘
hadn't been t;'ot' Mother."® In the absenge of any details about his mother's
character or behaviour one has to aaaulme t}}?at Meursault has no feelin'g'
wha;éc')evex; for his mother simply because he does not. As“helhimself mentions
.repeatedly, it is not his fault. ° (

He;_xrsault‘s lack’of emotion for his mother may or may not differentiate

him from Others. It would be pointless to speculate as to how _much‘ true

feeling most people hyvé for their mothers. More importantly, however, there '

(J A

~
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0 ‘ 1s no evidence in the text to indicate: that his demonstrated lack of exotion
| threatens anyone. ' When Meursault tries to make excusgses to_the Wardén for
having sent hiss mother to a t;om'e, "the Warde‘n repiies,‘ “There’s no need to
exéuse‘yourself, my boy. I've looked up the record and obviously you weren't
in a position to see that she wt;s properlé' cared for."! When Meursault asks

the Warden not to open the coffin, he gently says, "I understand."8 In

egsence no one cares that Meursault does not care for his mother. It is only

¥
-

made an issue og by a clever prosecutor after Meursaulfp.has killed a man.
When Meursdult is offered a promotion and an accompanying move to Paris,
he turns it down because it makes no difference to him either way and inertia
wins out. His confused superior asks ' if a change of life does not ap‘peal to
. . - him and‘ Meursault narr;f;tea his ;:eply as follows: "I answered ttlxac or:e neve;'
‘c}langed one's real 1life; anyhow, one life was as good as z;nother and my
present one suited me quite t»;ell."g Meursault chc'en facetiously informs the
reader that this lack of ambition 15 perceived as a grave defect by Others.
Perhaps. But a threat? ‘Not at ali. Meursault does not lose hig Job and his
) superior's surprise at nis refusal 1s inconsequential.
In another of the few instances ‘worthy of note in Meursault's étati_c
6-:exisl:ence, his girl'friend asks him 1f he would marry her. With a8 much
1 disinterest as he can muster he says that he would not mind. ‘A Letle
confused by his lackadaisical attitude to what shé comsiders an important
matter, she then.as'ks him 1{f he lo;es her. . -
I replied, much as before, ﬁhat\ her questjon meant nothing
s - or next to nothing - but I suppose I dido/'t. )
) o~ ' * 'If that's how you feel,' she said. 'Why marry me?'
: ' I explained that it had no importance really but, 1if

~r it would give her pleasure, we could get married right
avay . .

%



Again Meursault manifests a lack of emotion over questions that Others find

’

important such as love and marriage. However, his refusal to acknowledge the
value of feelings Others lay claim to, either gincerely or hypocritically, 1is

of little consequence in terms of the ef fect 1t has on Others. Marie hardly
° s

—

makes an 1ssue of his disinterest and ends their discussgion by mumuring that ]

he i8 "a queer fellow" and by adding, "And I dare say that's why I love

you."11 They will continueé to have sex on weekends and if one day she insists

on marriage she will tilt his indifference toward her desire and they will

marry.

The other person in Meursault's life is Raymond Sintés, a seedy neighbour
who 18 thought to be a pimp although he‘claims to be a warehouse man. His
particular predicament {8 that a woman’ he has been keeping has supposedly
cheated on him. "He'd beaten her till the blood came,” but he does not fee‘l
that he has /punished ‘her erxough.l—2 He aske,Meurséuit for advice on how to
further avenge her déception. It occurs to Raymond that Meursault should’

write her a leiter on his behalf =" "a réal stinker, that'll get her on'the

raw, and at the same time make her repent of what she'd done.”!3 Then when

_she goes back to him he would' go to bed with her and at the height of their

S -

sexual activity, he would spit in her face and throw her out of the room.

Meur_sat:llc's response: "I agreed it wasn't a bad plan; 1t would punish her all

- tighc."”’ And 80 Meursault .writes an offensive letter on behalf of a sordid

and violent character and later testifies for him after another brutal
beating, all sut of sheer indifference. Furthermore, when Raymoné, Masson and
Meursault see the woman's brother and his two friends approaching them on the

beach, Meursault ml':ea no attempt to diffuse the sitnation. Instead he

passively accepts Raymond's orders as to who is going to fight each Arab.

T Rl 14
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‘ O " Meurgault puts his 1life i‘n danger for people he does not care about simply
because their desire :Ls'more p;werful ; force than his lack of desire.

With the exception of a deep appreciation of the little sensual plea.surea
of life, Meursault is essentially a character who feels no strong emotion
about anything and refuses to pretend he does. But what makes him different
from Others? The fact that he does not feel anything or the fact that he does
not fake 1t? Clearly if he 13 positioned as g threat to society it {s
because, unlike Others, he 18 not a hypocrite about what Camus obviously
believes to be a general lack of feeling in everyone. The man without desire,
other than the odd spontaneous urge for a smoke and a café au lait, puts into
question the sincerity or epontaneii:y of the desire of an institutionalized
gsoclety of Others. However, Meursault's s{;pposed lack of desire clearly fails
to threann t‘:ihe Warden of the Home, Marle or Raymond.- -It does not even lead
them toward reflectior; of any issue. The difference between Meursault and
Others, whatever that may be, is unimportant. He is neither a philosopher nor
; a revolutionary. He 1is a lits\tle Algerian bui:;aucrac whoge life affects no one

until ’he kills someone. In a 1964 essay entitled "Camus' Stranger Retried”
René Girard atéat:es,
Let a million devotees of 1'absurde copy Meursault's way
. of 1ife down to the last.dregs of his café au laft; let
them bury their eantire families without shedding a single -
tear and not one of them will ever die on the guillotine
for°the simple reason that their imitatio absurdio will

not and should not include the accidental murder_ of an
Arab.l5 : 1

- An analysis of how Jerry 1;1 The Zoo Story perceives himself and is

perceived by Albee to be different from Others requires little effort. The

.“entire play is a dramatization of what James Allen Sloan labels "the modernist

o self-consciousness's quest for personality through public perfomance"16 - or

e f - .
.
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in more Girardian terms, the quest for differentiation through negative

imitation. Jerry {'s described by Albee in the directions for the players as,

A man in hig late thirties, not poorly dressed but
careleggly. What was once a trim and lightly muscled body
has begun to go to fat; and while he is no longer
handsome, it is evident that he once was. Hig fall from
physical ‘grace should not suggest debauchery; he has, to
come closest to it, a great weariness.

He 18 clearly not intended to come across as a vagrant but rather as a man
whose descent into the underground of New York %1fe was, 1f not a moral
decision, a natyral development in the life of a man who sees through the

4

: /
hypocrisy of society.. Peter, on the other hand, is described as "a man in his

" early fortiea, neither fat nor gaunt, neither handsome nor homely."18 In

other words he 18 bland and colourless - the everyman of unquestioned and
unreflected-upon middle oclasg.existence. |

Jerry starts a dialogue with a stranger by yelling, "MISTER, I'VE BEEN TO
THE 200."!9 He could just as well have started by yelling "MISTER, I AM
DIFFERENT."” From th [ e first words on, Jerry delineates the difference‘
betweé;l himgself and Beter firstly by describing in detail the sordidness of
his run-down tenament exlstence, deriving a pervvers;:pleaeure from its shock
va;iue, and secondly, by corstantly mo cking Peter's su'%urban set-up. Jerry's
desgcriptions of his own neighbo;xrs - the celoured queen with rotten teeth, the
lady on the third floor who cries incessantly,=his 1ar\d1aciy, “a fat, ugly,
me'an, stupid, unwgehed, migant hropic heap of garbage"zo and her infected dog
.with the perpetual erection ~ are f:hilling portrayals of destitute lives.

s

They shock Peter. They shock the reader. That one should not be c&nplacentf

crl

in one's privilege and that one. should be gensitive to the plight of those

less fortunate.is worthy enough a point to make, but Jerry actually manages to

.make Peter's life sound as undesirable as his own. Peter's suburban 1life with

-
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a wife, a job, two daughters, a parakeet for each, and a cat for each parakeet
is portrayed by Jerry as a cross between a lifeless, mechanized tableau and a
variation of the Mad Hastter's tea party. If Jerry's own life is unpleasant,
he certainly sees more meaning in it than in Peter's when he proudly exclaims,

I don't live on your block; I'm not married to two

parakeets, or whatever your setup is. I am a8 permmanent

transient, and my home is the sickening roomhouses on the

West Side of New York City, which is the greatest city in
the world. Amen.2l

)

Whether or not Jerry's miserable existence, the highlight of which is
conmmunicating with a near rabid dog, is imbued with more meaning than Peter's
quarantined split-level life 1s a question that is debatable, but the
important fact is that it is Jerry who is overwhelmingly unhappylin this
play. It is Jerry who accosts a stranger on a park bench, scares him, makes

fun of him, and then frames him into killing him. 1If in fact Peter is so

T 1incredibly meaningless why does Jerry even want to communi€ate with him? If

Jerry or Albee or both believe that a truly sincere existence without the
hypocrisies of status, worldly goods and f{ike emotiogm” leads to a decision
that 1ife is just not worth it, then sulcide seems the reasonable thing to
do. But Jerry does not kill himself. He forces his way into an 1indif ferent
and unaware Other's life and makes him 'murder' him. Perhaps it is because
Jerry could not bear the fact that unlegs he provokes them, Others would .never
Kidow or care about the philosophical nuggets of wisdom he has found in the
sewvers of New York. Despite his apparent disregard for the Opi;xions of the

'Peters' of life, Jetry needs to make them an audience for what Girard calls,

“"an abstract protest of a discontented ego."22

Anéuilh"s Antigone is a very unhappy princess. She "degcribed by the

Chorus as a "tense, sallow, willful girl whose family would“never, take her

-
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seriously."23 She ia\always alone, taking walks at the break of day, sictnir'tg
outside the dance hall with her arms clasped around her knees. Although her

solemn demeanour in-the play can be partly attributed to the fact that she has

just decided to bury her slain brother against strict orders from the King,

her uncle Creon, it {s obvious that Antigone has been unhappy for some time.
She is not as beautiful as her sister Ismene and she has doubts about her
attractiveness as a woman. On one occasion she puts on one of Ismene's
dresses and uncharacteristically makes her face up with rouge in order to

appeal to her ffancée Haemon.

I wasn't very sure that you loved me as a‘ woman; and I did
it - because I wanted 30\1 to want me. 1 was trylng to be
more like other girls. 4 o

Not accustomed to seeing Antigone in such feminine attire, Haemon laughs and

hurts her terribly. In a conversation with her sister she exclaims, "How easy

- it must be never to be unreasonsgble with all that smooth silken hair so

: , Y
beautifully set around your head."23 Lyter, when Ismene tries to talk

Antigone out of her plans to bury Polynices, her general feeling of impotence
i8 clearly expressed: "Haven't I spent my life cursing the fact that I was .a
gir1l.~26 |

In essence, Antigone was been cursing all the realities of her’
existence. She "does not want to understand” and she "does not want to be
rigﬁt" - she wants to be different, she wahnts to do whatever she feels like’
doing without giving any weight to even tl:e most sensible considerations.
When Creon forbids anyone to bury her slain brother, Polynices, for sound
political reasons, Antigone latches on to the cause and decides to bury him

despite Creon's warning of death to anyone who tries. She defles his order

with the full expectation of being executed fori'”it. When she 1g caught and
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0 brought before the King, Creon tells hef the uglyl'cruth ab’m;t thid corpse she
is willing to die for. Polynices was a debauched trgitor who ma;!"e various
attempts on her father's life, cared for no one and most ae{suredly did not
care for her. Creon then asks her to go back to her roo:n and promises .chat
the matrter will be forgotten. No longer able to d€celve herself or Creon
about t;e worth of her cause, Ant{gone starts expressing the real cause of her

unhappiness and her death wish. -
o< &

I spit on your happiness! I spit on your idea of life -
that life must go on, come what may. You are all like

i dogs that lick everything they smell. You with your

. . promige of a humdrum happiness - provided a person doesn‘t
agsk too much of life. I want everything of life, I do;
and I want 1t 'now. I want it total and camplete: b
otherwise I rejeqgt 1t. I will not be moderate. I will
not be satisfied with the bit of cake you offer me if I

P promise to be a good little gir]l.. I want to be sure of
everything this very day; sure/that everything will be as
beautiful as when I was a 1ligtle girl! If not, I want to
dlet 27

- A

Antigone obvi;auslj} thinks that she 18 the only one who wants an uncong®®mi sed
1ife: Ot:l;era are quitensatisfied with th;z obstacles. In her doomed ultimatum
betwe;zn death and the impossible, death wins out and she hangs herself in her
mortared cell. But why does she hang herself in jail? TIf the real cause of
her mhlagpinesa is life itself and not Polynices's rotging corpse, why does
m she not hang herself {n her bedroom before committing a crime and attempting

to attribute a more public purpose to what 18 clearly a suicide? Despite her

3

e

supposed hatred of Others, she dies in order to evoke a reaction from them.

L 4
Her actions are perhaps best expressed by Eliot's -Beckett in Murder in the
Cathedral, who 13 blegsed with more self-awareness than Antigone despite the

similarity of their motives, when he postulates,

-
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The 1last r?;_:mptacion 1s the greatest treason: To do c\he '
right thing for the wrong reason. )

‘
Esae'ntially then, Meui'saglt, Jerry and Antigone are three heroes unable
to univergalize ahe-experien::e of their diséontented egos. At the metacenter
of t‘heir co‘mmon ontological system lies the illueion of an absolute sepa‘ration
between Self and Others. Their conc‘ept of Self becowes a parod); of /

1ndividualism wherein not one redeeming quality is -attributed to the notion of

‘Z:ommunity and wherein even the slightest influence of Others on the Self's

patterns of desire are entirély unacknowledged. Others are percelived as a

faceless and ignorenc‘mass teeming with mimetic desire and simultaneously
threatening our spontaneous heroes with their imposition of a compromised
existence and being threatened by their 'desirelessness.' 1In shott’: the Self

18 good = Others are evil. The world of The Outsider, The Zoo Story and

'Antigone 18 a world where guilt and jnnocence are fixed essences despite
evidence to the contrary in-the ,textua1' reality of the works. Meursaultf is a
s pokesman f:)r values despite having murdered a man; Jerry; is the truly
sepaitivé {ndividual in the play despite showing no consideration for the
sﬁeéific, a}though dif ferent, problems of a fellow mian g;1d furthermore forcing
'the latter to;kill him; and Antigone di:es for what Thebes will believe to be
her r'ighteou.snees ”when 1n.fact it is8 clearly her hatred for Creo.n and her own
1life that takes har to her déath. "~ The t;e‘lf-absorption of these heroes 1s so

intense that they are blinded to the fact that they live amdng human beings

and not symbols of conflicting ontological systems. In Being. and'Nothingness,

Jean Paul Sartre specifically warns against the existential tendency of

"corigealing other men into things.\"29 The herqes in qw;tion have clearly

done just that. .

e

i
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However, in order for the contrdast between the good individual and che
& 0 ‘
. bad Others to surface, a -confrontatfon is necessary. The textual reality of
these works \ar.t:esc!s to the fact that, prior to the.confrontation, the heroes
&

v

go entirely unnoticed by Others. The contrast between themselves and Others

[ 4 !
- %

is promoted to the status of a gerious metaphysical problem wholly within
their own psyches. Before the counfrontation, it is difficult for the reader
+to consider Meursault, Jerry or Antigone legitimate spokespeople for a
philosophical cause. In a discussion of Sartre's heroes, all very similar to
those under review }:ere, critic Philip Thody states,
' ++s the trouble (with Sartre's heroces) 1s that they are
depicted as being so inadequate in their 1ifestyles and
. personal relationships that it is often very difficult to
take the philosophical attitude which they represent with
the seriousness Sartre intends.30
James Allen Sloan speaks of their amxiety manifesting itself in "ill-ease,
af fectation, self—contempt, resentment, etc. — none of them the gigns of a
] . .
willed and exploring sel f-awareness but of a self—awarene'as that has impaired
the will, the ego and the Self.31 Clearly these largely incompetent heroes
pose a threat only to themselves until they commit a crime which has no direct
relation to their real conflict with soclety. To perceive them ag a threat to

anyone but their own person is to fall prey to the 1illusion of a collectivity

N R4
intensely c¢oncerned with the individual -and an {idividual indifferent to the

« collectivity. In his discussion of The Outsider, Girard emphasizes the

falsehood of this perception.
A lonely individual is presented as completely indif ferent
to the collectivity whereas the collectivity 1s supposed
to be intensely concerned with his daily routine. This
picture is false, we all know it. Indifference belongs to
the collectivity and intense concern is the lot of the’
lonely and misersble hero.3Z . .

¢




» "In order to bring the falsehood of the intensely concerned collectivity

to _life and then form a philosophical argument around it, the heroes force

¢

Others to nqtice them through unadulterated provocation. T}Ley simply do the
prohibited - not the threatening and ontologically ‘subveraive but the

’
prohibited . Meursault murders. Jerry frames someone to murder him and

Antigone bredks a law that has no bearing on her beliefa but a great deal of

)
T

importance to the harmony of the collectivity. It 18 quite simply a casge of

nega'tive imitation. If these heroes are truly indiffextent to the behaviour of
Others, why 1s it that their behaviour 15 a mi'rrc')r image ;>f the behaviour of
Oéhers? Their beliefs‘are not ¢omplex or sophisticated comnstructs consisting
of a‘wide range of considerati‘ons; they are simply the opposite of what they

believe to be wfong. 'ﬂmes?’ héroes exlst in a Manichean world of people that

cry'at their mothers' funerals versus people that do not, people who

+

successfully hide from life in the comfort of conventionality versus people

that confront injustice and ugliness with religious fervour, people that

compromigse entirely versus people that never do. The behaviour of ‘Meursault,‘

Jerry and Antigone is thus, despite their intense assertions to the contrary,
dictated by Others. 'What they do, we will not',is their battle cry and it is

as mimetic a phenamenon as straight imitation. The motivation of the

existential hero {s a trisngular sentiment nourished by hatred of Others who

o,

are perceived to be obstacles to his happiness.

The tautological trick of The Outsider, The Zoo Story and Antigone occurs

*

once the heroes have trespassed sound societal conventions, such as the
prohibition against murder; armed with their personal angst. At that mqmené,
the collectivity reacts strongly to the threat of a serious breach in the

norms of communal life, but the hero and/or author actually believe that the



37

o ~
collectivity 18 reacting to the ontological difference and not to the crime.

The meta-argument of The Oursider 1s that the judge and jury in,the trdal of
‘ 3

I3

Meursault condemn him because he did not cry at his mother's funeral.

t

Likewise in The Zoo Story, Petet'e‘ entirely natural confusion and f%ar at )

n

beh:xg accosted by a hysterical stranger in Central Park is conveyed as
. ‘ . ' 3

complacency and stupidity. Finally, Antigone-is convinced she is being put to
death because she has a more pasgsionate love of an uncompronised 1ife than
rd

Others and not because.she has broken the law. The warped pérspecﬂve of The
: . —

Qutsider and The Zoo Story and of the heéroine in Antigone consists of the fact

that the provocative nature of the final ‘confrontation between the hero and
i} * .

Socliety is never truly acknowledged by the authors in the first two works and

by the heroine in Antigome. The reprisals of Society against Meursault are

!

presented as unprovoked aggression, Peter's reaction as representative of a

'

soulless collectivity and Antigone clearly believes Creon to\ be a,\murderet.i
So desp‘ite the fact t':hat: these heroes murder and treepass, the supposed:
villains are Meursault 8 judges, middle-class publishing execucives and Creon
fo(}aring to condemn them. However, it is only when then the heroes are
condemned that they shed their previous impotence and, before death, pour

thelir resentment hatred and Judgment on their judges. They hate r.heir Judges

for condemning them and yet only when condemned are they free to do vhat they

have been trying to do all along without success - to be noticed and to shed
. the blame for their unhappiness unto Others. "As Girard clearly states, the
heroes's argument suffers from a serlous case of solipsism.

Si les juges sont coupables de tuer et de juger, il en va
du m&me du “bon criminel,” coupable lul aussi, de meurtre
‘et de jugement puisqu'il a tu€ er puisqu'il n'a tué que )
pour donner "aux juges une bonne occasion de le conpdamper,
\pour se mettre en posture de juger ses propres juges.

B
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Heurnault:'".ler;ry and Antigone seek the.ir own deaths Mecause the prom’ise

" of metaphysical autonomy has fatled them and rather than confront the failure

-+

as either an ontological falsehood or a personal inability to cope with it
. » <

.
"

they blame it on’ Others. It is\ insincere and it is vengeful. They turn their

5,

’ : \ . o
unhappiness into an ontological crusade in the hope, of finding 1n death the

\ 3
N

meaning they could not find in life. It 1s an unacknpowledged last attempt at

transcendence through a negative manifestation of mimetic desire. In
Durkheimian termsg, it is an egoistic sulcide’'trying to pass for an altruistic

AN

auicfde-“ It 18 a suicide under the guise of martyrdom.

:

- '

+ The secular belief/ system of a Meursault, a Je{fty or an Ant:lgone

)

f;mct:lons in a way very similar to that of religipn. The existential hero's
belief in metapﬁysical autonomy,; his parti‘cular 'engagement', is intended to
serve the same purpose as religion is intended to serve in the life of t}:é
colle;:tiwity -~ 4t 18 supposed to ptot;cé him f‘r.om the potentially ciestructive
knowledge of‘l hié own impotence {md mimetically desirous nature. Despite the
fact that existentialism purports to look the meaninglessx;ess of life in the
face, its literature is fraught with instances in which heroes find meaning in
their 1life only by ’att;empting to force everyone else to see how meaningiess
1ife is. The absurdity of existence becomes a banner under which religious
behaviour flourishes. The literature that emanates from a burningapaesio'n to
spread the word of absurdity is full of ui;questic;ned mystery (Meursault's
murder of the Araﬁ)," éacrifices (Jerry impaked on the sword ;>f )
convantionalit:y)/{ and would-be-martyrs (Antigone dying in an att:empt't:o save
her brother's soul). ’

The 'engagement' of the-existential hero m;.ranspo/rt:'s the previ'ously‘ social
need for an acceptable ontology into the private realm of the individual.

© Il -
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. ? Hoéever, the religf;us behavioiir of the individual implicates a host of g
unknowing others into a private ritual wiih no public¢ pyrpose. It amounts to
a modern éacrifice consisting of a willing victim performing a personal ritual

which necessarily dgmands the participation of unwilling or indifferent
-executioners who are fgémea iﬁcg their roles ;nly to be condemned for their
participation. As iA primitive ritual, the é;isteﬁiial hero in the role of
victim is sagred because it is cfiminal to kill him but he is sacred also--
'because}he is to be killed. He is sacred because he is dif ferent. Giveﬁ this
petcgptié%, all events that occur to him are immediately imbued with |
extraordinary significance.  There are no acéidents. A curt response from a
cashiler at a grocery is a reproach from soc¢clety and not’jusc an ingsignificant
encounter with either an unfriendly person or someone with problems ;f his
Pvne. If the existential hero is not lilled, he remains an uﬁnoticed~Algerian
.bureauctat or New York vagrant. It is theirﬁdgaths that le'nd thém purpose qnd
meaning. But unlike fn primitive ritual, the purpose is in no way public and
the sacredness of the egistencial vicéiﬁ is something only the victim
percelives. - &

Sacéificial r{fual in primitive soclety serves the smooth funccion;ng of
soclety. Destruction is déed to constructive ends. In {ts existenciai
ﬁﬁtgtions, its only purpose is the attempt o ;ommunicate the 1éea that
confto&ting the ‘abgurdity of exissehce is a good and sincere thing to do. The
only person who cares about the 1dé:'ba a person who has decided to die - a
dead person. Furthermore, the motivation for'communicating the idea 1s not an
altruistic oné but one filled with hatred for:Others. It seréeé a p;rely
ppfkonhi purpose and it is offensive toward a group who has been cast in the

role of villain either without knowing it’, like Meurssult's jury, or knowing

»
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’mit all too welli like a distraught éteor} forced to kill a ‘niece he loves. It
.i)a a ritual whose destructive means are used purely'for degtructive ends.
Exis;“ential literature is determined t:: highlight the social basis of the \act,

| bu; this dqterminatior; is manipulative and filled with self-deception. It
blinds, at times author and at times hero, to a circular line of reasoning
v'hichAdefeacs their own ‘argument of metaphysical autonomy. There is no social

o

basis for the existential gacrifice.

i \

In a 1945 essay entitled Pessimism and Courage,"ﬁlbert Camus writes, .

: For the co-existehcé in certain minds,” of a [;'hiloBOphy of
negation and a positive morality "illustrates, in factj'sthe

& great problem that {s painfully disturbing our epoch.

1

Being a proponent of existentialism and a thinker intensely concerned with
moral issues, Camus clearly hoped that this co-existence was indeed

achievable. However‘, his novel, The Outsider, is no-testament to its

achievability. Along with The Zoo Story and Antigone, it is a work about

+values, and a work about values that manifests an indifference to human 1i fe
and the feelings of Others has be to proclaimed a failure. But does that

necessarily mean that there 1s no hope for the co-existence of a philosophy of

°

negation, or even a secular philosophy, and a positive morality? Ren& Girard
. cleai'ly believes it is so. To Girard, whose paradigm of mimetic desire is

instrumental in revealing thelincompatibility of existentialism and morality

1

.1n theése works, the failure of existential 1iterature 1is just one easily

analyzable 'segment of the larger and, according to him, more degstructive

.\

failure of an entire centiry of thought. ,That brings us to the question of

Girard's perception of the twentieth century. Is the existential argument
. ) ’ ! %,
manifested in thegse works really representative of modern Western

!

civilization? 1Is Girard's treatment of wodernity adequate?
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CHAPTER TWO NOTES

»
’

1 A distinction is here made between The Outsider and The Zoo Story on the

one hand and Antigone on the other because in the first two works the authors
very clearly side with the hero while Anouilh rewrites the anclent Greek
classic precisely with the intention of revealing the flawed argument of his

existential heroine. In Critique dans un souterrain, Girard distinguishes

' between two types of works; those in which "l'obsession maftrise 1l'oeuvre” and
those in which "l'oeuvre 'mditrise 1l'obsession” (p. 23). Antigone is 1'ouevre

qui maftrise l'obsession” while The Qutsider and The Zoo Story are the
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trans. by Stuart Gilbert. (New York: Penguin Books, 1974), p. 8.
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) 0 i .
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34 gatle Durkheim, Suicide, trans. by John A. Spaulding and George Simpson
(Glencoe: The Free Press, 1951), p. 12, 'rhete?ln Durkheim describes three
types of suicfde, two of which are egoistic ‘and altruistic. Egoistic suicide

results from lack of integration of che 1ndividual into soclety. Altrulgtic

yan

sulcide 18 when the individual takes his own life because of higher

’ commandments (religious sacrifice or unthinking political alleglance).
‘ .4

-

35 Albert Camus, "Pessimism and Courage,” in Resistance, Rebellion and Death,

trans. by Justin O'Brien (New York: Random House, 1974), p. 58.
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CHAPTER THREE:

+ AN IN VITRO ACCOUNT OF uonxmin

Critics of modernity who approach the present with a firn; notion of how
things should be as per the proverblal lessons of history invariably view the
present in terms of the medicél use of the word 'crisis,' as elaborated By
Jurgen Habermas.l The problem with modernity becomes a problem of 1life and
death. Modern Society (the organism) is diseased. The Critic (the doctor)
observes and measures the deviations experienced by the organism from its

normal, healthy state. He then prescribes a cure which he tells us, if

unheeded, could result in the death of the organism.

Over Girard's unequivocal "man cannot exist without religion” looms the
growing shadow of an irreverent twentieth century. If ;dan cannot exist
withoug religion, then what is Man doing now? Dylug is inevitably Girard's
tesponse; By‘bindv‘ing 11 fe to religion he has suspended the present somewhere
outside his theory's perceived chain of reality. The su;3pension, however,
cannot be sustained as the present fast becames the past and directly
confronts the theory. The critic‘ then inevitably finds himself in a race
against time, concentrating on the pathological aspects oi‘f the prlesenc's
;livergence from reality and forced to predict destruction, barring a change in
direction. '

Girard's 'creatment of the modern condition is characterized most
predominantly by a concentration on extreme definitions and applications of
‘secular ideas - on a type of pure and applied secularism. An &valuation of
the accuracy of his attacks on individualism, autonomy and scientism as the

evils of moderuity is contingent on how these concepts are defined. It is -

here posited that Girard's definitions are stilted. In discussing these
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concepts he addresses himself exclusively to pathological manifestations of
individualism and extreme scientific viewpoints. Therein his critique 13
accurate and iPsigbtful. But the question remains 'Is Girard preaentingng-’—
adequate version of modernity ¥y concentrating solely on its pathology?' Is
Camus's Meursault really the modern man or just a caricature? The argument
against a concentfacion on the pathology of a movement is that it provides at
best only half the picture. The other half may contain the elements necessary
to the confinement of the“paéhology and cﬁé/;;neral prevention of its
contagion. f

Philosopher Martin Buber claims that "criticism of the individualistic
method starts usually from the standpoint of the collectivist t:endency."2
Girard's insistence on the necessity of religion places him firmly within a
collectivist framework, as he clearly believes that the colléctivity cannot
function without religion. But Girard believes that the individual is also
1n;apab1e of functionigg without reference to a religious system. As
testaments to his theory a?out the perils of individualism, he ofkera, among

N

others, Stendhal's vaniteux and Dostolevski's paranolacs. A copsiderable
number of heroes from the canon of exis:;ntial licerature also provide
examples of the destructiveness of individualism. Girard's definition and
criticism of individualism emanate from his examination of these literary
characters. But are these heroes exemplary of the destructiveness of
individualism or rather exemplary of a destructive Eype of individualism?

* Girard's definttion of individualism appears to be more in line with that
of an oider term - 'egolsme.' With the term 'individqalisme' having been in
rare usage 1n France only since the early 1820's, in 1840 de Tocqueville

clarifies, "Individualisme i3 a word recently coined to express a new idea.

Our fathers only knew about egoipme."“ Desplite his reservations about
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individualism, de Tocqueville emphasizes that it is something more pgxdent'and
reflect:ive'than 'egoisme' which he describes as, "A passionate and exaggerated
love of self which lgada a man to think of all things 1in tems of himself."2
Girard's exposition of the self-obsessed antics of ajdesperate group of
characters is clearly more an exposition of 'egoisme' than of {ndividualism.
There is no existing political or philosophical treatise on individualism
which condones an“absolute separation of Self and Ot:hersq.b Rousseau hi:mself
would join Girard in condemning this extreme manifestation of individualisgm.
But 18 individualism not more than the free expression of the Id? Emile
Durkhgim complains th‘at the coundemnation of i’ndividuauem is slways

facilitated by narrow definitions and sees little value in the attempt.

It 18 not hard, in effect, to denounce as an ideal without
grandeur that narrow commerclalism which reduces soclety

to nothing more than a vast gpparatug of production and
exchange, and {t 1s only too clear zZat: all social 1life ;
would be impossible if there did not exist interests ’

A superior to the interest of the individuals.b .

LN

. Chy
Without™ foolishly attempting to here prov}ze a definition of individualism,

let it just be stated, again in Durkheim's words, that, "In cfm:h, if
individualism had no other representativesvit would be quite pointless to
move heaven and‘eart:h in this way to combat an enemy that is in the process 05\

quietly dylng a natural. death."’

Within the perceived-to-be highly individualistic modern world, Girard

‘claims evidence to the growth 'of a neo-primitivism that establishes a new set

- of gods and an inverted religioxn. Although the religious nature of the new

beliefs temporarily fulfills Man's need for transcendence, Girard argues that

the foversion 1is dangerous.
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Men boast of having” discarded their old superstitions but
they are gradually sinking into a underworld ruled by
illusions which become increasingly obvious. But 'as the
gods ‘are pulled down from heaven the..sacred flows over the
earth; 1t gseparates the individual from all earthly goods;
it creates a gulf between him and the world of ici-bas far
greater than that which used to separate him from the
au-dela. The earth's surface where Others live becomes an
inaccessible paradise (DD., 62).

The 'new Zﬁ\gion' that Girard believes 1s transforming our world into 4n
N . ’ N .
inaccessible paradise is described as sclientism. He claims that the

anti.ghetic part of this new ontology consists of a lack of respect for the

mechanisms which previously ensured the smooth functioning of society, and a

-

negation of the arbitrary or random aspects of existen‘cé.' The syn;hetic part
18 characterized by a belief that verifiable knowledge wi:ll better solve t;he‘
problems of the human condition and in less wviolent we;ys that those
characterizing religi‘ous attempts at resolution. Girard insists on calling
this intellectual movement a religion because it 18 also based: on an ignorance
of Man's innate violence. It is a much more dangerous religion, though,
becaugse rather than acknowledgg‘}h{threatening omnisclence o‘f violence, even
if it 1s attributed to 4 higher deity as in primitive religlons, it pay; no
heed to 1ts existence at all. Girard's argum‘ent is that ic-is tr;us ;nuch more

vulnerable to i{ts destructive proliferation.

. In the realm of religion, to be gure, error prevails. But
even here we are not dealing with anything imaginary or .
gratul tous, as the modern rationalists arrogantly assume.
Primitive religion is not given over to the phantoms,
fantasies, atd aberrant impulses that modern man thinks he,
alone has discarded. Rather aund quite simply, religion -
fails to grasp the mechanism of the surrogate victim, just
as we still fail to grasp it. This perpetuation of the
game error L8 what links our own thought to primitive
thought, and what; paradexically, compels us to regard che
latter as very different from our own, even thqugly the two
modes of thought are very similar. This condesceriding N
attitude toward the primitive is nothing more than an )
extension of a primitive attitude... it is this same
primitivism that prevents us from recognizing that



falsehood in religious thought 18 something quite
different from mere error; that falsehood has protected
manki nd frogﬁ self-destruction (VS., 236-237). .

AN

‘.q_~.

Gj_..rard appears to be assuming that not being able to beliavé 1n religious

- ritual or dogma due to the natural and unavoidable'proces:s of psychic
evolution 1mpliesl condescencion or a lack of respect. This 13 clearly not a
fact. It may be true that tt'xe firgt zealous Darwinists laughed derisively at
the Bibliqial versioq o-vf creation, but is has been a long time since rél:\tgion
was ‘lm-x-ghed at .by thinkers of any repute. Close to a century ago, Herbert
Spencer wrote, "We too often forget that not only 1s there a“sc‘)ul of goodness
in things evil', but generally also a 'soul of truth in t\hinge erroneous’."8 |
From this belief grew hi:e examination of religious ideas with the intention of
discovering that element of truth: that has given religion 1ts persistence as a
ma jor force in the development of history. The vifrulence of Nietzsche's

hY

attacks on religion are approximated only by that o"';f his denunciations of the

falsifications of sclie‘nce.

Y There may even exist puritanical fanatics of conscilence
who would rather lie down on a sure nothing than on an
uncertain something. But this is nihilism and the sign of

- a despairing mortally wounded 'soul, however brave the
bearing of such a virtue may appear. .

George Santayana scorns “the enlightemment common to young wits and worm—eaten
: - satirists, who piume‘themselvee on detecting the scientific ineptitude of
religion ~ something which the blindest half see - but leave unexplored the

"habits of thought from which those ténets gprang, their origin‘al meaning and

their true function."l0 The 11st of thinkers who express this type of

impatience with scientifdically simplistic approaches to religlon grows long as
' the fwenr,‘ieth century matures. In short, it seems somewhat )‘{nachroniatic for:

\ ¢

é Girard to complain of scientific arrogance on questions of religion when

\



perhaps that last traces of that Incellect\ial tendency disappeared with some
of ghe early writings of Bertrand Ru~sse11 gsome forty years ago. Few scholars
of the ‘1980'8 will argue with Girard ‘that religion was far more than a

fanciful tale of phantasx;as, \‘mweyer, Girard continues to fight che. bat tle not

“having realized that on this particular point, he no longer has any *

significant enemies.

Out of the depths of sclence, Girard claims that another disturbing

~

tendency has Qevele@- a negation'of the arbl trary aspects of existence.

- “"This sclentific angelism springs from a deep-rooted relucte{nce. philosOphical
and even re]_.igious in c;rigix‘\, to admit that truth can co-exist with the
arbitrat\’y and perhaps eve;x derive from 1t” (VS., 233). That religion

' func;fioneci largely to help Man cope with indeterminancy, there is no
question. -That early scientists attempted to ignore the possibility of
meani;lg in what was arbitrary and beyond their explanations is also a fact.
But again, it has been many years since disorder has not been confronted
directly by sclence. The death of classical physics happened at the turn of
the century and since then disorder has been a fundamental component of
sclence.ll Edgar Morin, Past Director of the National Center for Sdent_‘ific

Research in Paris writes, {

. The development of all the natural gciences was achieved
since the middle of the last century, through the
destruction of the old determinism and by facing the
difficult relationship between order and disorder. The
natural s@flences are discovering and trying to integrate
randomness and disorder although they ‘were deterministic
at first and by postulation, whereas the human sciences,
more complex by virtue of their objects, but behind the

* times by virtue of their conception of-scientificity, are
trying to expel disorder.l2

‘

Edgar Morin expressed this thought at the 1981 Stanford International

Sympogsium on Disorder and Order. Girard, another contributor to the
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conference, was there surrounded by a number of scholars from disciplines

within both the hard sclences ahd the human sciences. "There 18 not one paper
in the proceedinéa of the symposium that manifests the scientific angelism

that so concerns Girard: In the introduction to the text, Paisley .Livihg_st,on

writes,

\4

What becomes of knowledge and 1ts relation to certainty

' when the classical methods and disciplines are challenged
or "metamorphosed™? Is the discovery of "disorder” to be
added to the-explanations of order already achieved, or
does fully confronting such a concept lead, on the
contrary, to a more profound reconsideration of the status
of our knowledge? It is in regard to these basic problems -
that there exists a great deal of uncertainty and
contention.

These problems are clearly being seritusly investigated t;y every branch
of ;earnin.g in the 1980's, so to whom exactly is Girard attributing sciemtific
gngelism;} Perhaps what 18 more disturbing t:o’ Girard is the)"uncertainty and _
contention” of t;he solutions, aolut:’ions wvhich by the very nature of the '
subject to be resolved (disorder) will necessarily be perpetually changeéble.
It 18 .pos,sible. that the monism ,of Girard's theory is more uncomfortable ;rith

. .the concept of ‘indetenninancy that the hard sciences which at one point had ae;
) .

their aim its elimination. : Girard does not negate the element of

arbitrprin'ees but he believes that violence 1s waliting in the wings, ready to

enter ;vhen a moment of weakness p?evaila. To Girard this moment of weakness
is uncertainty. Ideallx‘, the knowledge that brougl';t"re;ligio'n down should have
a been synthetic - along with its realization of the error of religion should
HE; ‘ ftave esulted aolgtions to replace the religious ones. It is a great deal to
expect 'of the speed of intellectual development, put Girard clearly thinks

! that critique without immediate restoration is a luxury man cannot afford.

,
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The act of demystification reétains a sacrificial quﬁlity
) and remains essentially religious in character for at -
0 ’ least as- long as it fails to come to a conclusion - as
long, that is ag the process purports to be a non—-violent
, one or less violent that the system itself. 1In fact,

SN demystification leads to constantly increasing violence, a
violence lesg hypocritical than the violence it gseeks to Vot
expose, but more energetic, more virulent and the
harbinger of something far worse - & violence that knows
no bounds (VS., 24).

~

Girard treats the demystification of religion as if it had been a
conscious choice made at a spgcific point in history (and a bad one at that),

rather than one of the results of our intellectual and social evolution. This

N
k»&

brings into question Girard's depiction of generative structures and the
origin of social phenomena. What is the cause and what is the ef fect? To
Girard the cause is inquiry, the effect violence. Emile Durkheim, despite

attributing one third of all suicides to lack of religlous integration, has a *

i

very different perception of “the causal relationship between inquiry'and the

problems of modernity.

Let us understand this relationship correctly. Free
‘ ) : inquiry itself 1is only the effect of another cause. When
’ . it appears, when men, after having long received their
ready made faith from tradition, claim the right to shape
it for themselves, this 18 not because of the intrinsic
desirability of free inquiry, for the latter imvolves ag
- much sorrow as unhappiness. But it ‘'is because men
) ' henceforth need this liberty. This very need can only
have one cause: the overthrow of traditional beliefs. If
they still asserted themselves with equal energy, it would @‘“
never occut to men to criticize them. If they gtill had
- the same authority, men would not demand the right to
. . verify the source of this authority. Reflection develops
' only i1f its development becomes imperative, that is, if
certain ideas aud instinttive sentiments which have
hitherto adequately guided conduct are found to have lost ¥
their efficacy. Then reflection interwvenes to fill the
.gap that has appeared, but which it has not created .14

' Girard’s approach to the origins of modernity is clearly not an s

«

o ‘ evolutionary one, but upon cloa’gr inspection neither is his approach to the
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origins of réligiori. In any discussion of origins, there are three possible

! approﬁches. One approach is the evolutioriar} one taken by Durkheim in which a

development is traced literally or chronologically from its embryological
manifestations to its maturation. A e'econd, more idealistic, approach is t;ﬁat
which claims evex‘preéenc caugses with no evident gtarting point and no

foreseegble end. The third and most i1dealistic approach is mythical. That

/ A
is, the origin of a specific phenomenon 1s attributed to a specific event.

-Girard's approach to the nature of or}gins appears to be a combination of

everpresent ‘caugses and mythical perceptions of events. The everpresent cause

is the mimetic nature of desire. ‘Alt:hough manifestations of mimetic desire
t \

14

certainly abound, the overall mimetic nature of desire is not a verifiable

"phegnomenon. The compi‘ehensivenees that Girard claims regardi’ng' the nature of

\
desire remains an ideal. According to Durkheim, to position nimesis as a

scientific principle 18 to fall back on metaphysical explanations of social

~

phenomena. . . - d

/

+es 1t has never been shown that imitation can amount for
a definite order of social facts, and, even less, that 1t
alone can account for them. The proposition has merely
been stated as an aphorism, resting on vaguely

. metaphysical considerations.

]

The mythical event. in Girard's study of origins is his depiction of‘the origin
of religion as an actual first attempt’ to arrest the reciprocal violence

first conflict resulting from the convergence of the respective desires of a
model and a subject on the same object. He, of course, does not date or

localize the first conflict which allegedly gave rige to religion but he very

clearly speaks of a starting point.
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.optional and much more within the domain of the individual than that of the

' 53

.

Although he does not specify the origin of modernity within one event, he

does not attempt -to account for what happened between traditional society and

‘modernity. Modernity is consistently.portrayed as a binary opposite of the

past. He applies the laws of the purpose and ef fect of ritual and religion in

primitive socleties to the “wentieth century with hardly sufficient

‘consideration of the movement of ideas that has separated one group from

another. }'he fact that the ontological problem of Man's existence is the same
for primitive m;n as it is for modern man is no reason to neglect the effect
of their very different ways of thinking about it. That the death of religion
spelt the extinction of the Kaingang culture 1is little proof that {t will
spell the death of ours’., The use of gacrificial ritual as a root metaphor.
representing 'a‘repertoirei'of ideas by analoéic' means of .which we can better
understand the pr;esent s’ituation 13 no doubt useful, but Girard's direct ’
appli;:acion of primitive phenomena to the modern world falls pi'ey to that
;iangerous ared of which Max Black “warns, where "the more persuasive the root
metaphor, the more chance it(hhas of becoming a self-certifying myﬁh, sealed

\
off from empirical disproof."16 Victor Turner, another anthropologist with a

specific interest in ritﬂpal ,‘ also uses riteés of passage and liminality as root

metaphors f<\>r unde rs tanding the'prese‘m:‘, but unlike Girard's, his uge of the

. metaphor is active.l? 1Its interaction, and not static comparison, with the

present gives rise to a new teminology that combines valid points of
combar;son with the past with the necessary points of departure speci fic to
the present. He claims that the modern manifestations of tribal ritual are
community., 1In order to fomalizé the distinction he introduces. the tem

'liminoid' - the equivalent of liminal in a twentleth century context. Turner

cconcludes that the soclal criticisms of the pre-industrial liminal havé become

situationally central and holistically developmencal.r8
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Girard not only ;'Jort:tays ri:odernit:y as a bfnary opposite of the paé£ but
alway; as the darker side. Because he does not perceive the secularism of
mode—rnity to have grown out of the evolution of an irresistible need, he feels
free to judge the development as if. he were judging an actual choice between

alternatives. . .

Because wodern man clings to the belief that knowledge 1is
in itself a "good thing”, he grants little or no
importance to a procedure, such as the one involving the
surrogate victim that only serves to conceal the existence
of man's violent impulses ... it is possible that the
gurvival of all human societies of the past were dependent

on this lack of understanding (VS., 82).

’

Judgments as to the worth of this evolution, positive or negative, are at best

I'd

irrelevant and at worst defeatist. Even if we accept Gi;ard's precept that

the knowledge that incapacitated religion is not going to make Man's existence
any' easier; even 1f we accept that degpite this imowledge, Man remains
1gnorant of other more important facts, to speak of knowle;lge in Manichean
terms - good knowledge versus bad knowledge - 18 to engage 1‘n a d;l:stinctign

that, unlike ritualistic ones, serves no pur\po_sé whatsoever in the past, .the

present or the future. To say as Vladimir does in Beckett's Waiti'né for

Godot, "It is too much for one man... We ghould have thought of it a million
years ago, in the nineties,"19 can only be a wishful afterthought, the qulet
aching of lost inngcence‘. Girard, however, clearly speaks of 7subversive

knowledge," and Vladimir's plning becomec Girard's reproach to a century that

has dared to learn enough ‘to discard religion but not enocugh to solve the

problems that religion solved (VS:, 318). He pits intellectual 1nquir§

‘against man's survival and ‘negates the possibility of positive changefgrqwitg

out of vhat he perceives to be disorder.



55

A partir du woment ou la connaissance du mécanisme ge
répand, i1 n'y a pas de retour en arri2re... I1 s'agira-
toujours d'une tentative pour etouffer ce savoir par la
violence (DC., 151).

Girard clearly portrays the twentieth century as a modern inferno in

J

which men compete against each other in an endless battle for nothingness. He

claims that envy and jealousy flourish because of increased internal mediation-

' (the imitation of the desire of someone close to the subject) and .actually.

1

terms these emotions, 'modern emotlons' (DD., 14). But how does ﬁcirard knaow
that there 1s more envy and jealousy in the modern world than i{n any 'bcher'
wo;'ld? What is his basis of comparison? Perhaps it 1is an imagined atemporal
structure of Girard's, a utopia that Qe has "envisioned. Surely there are
pathological n};nifestatione of’individualism and equality in our world, »sut if
individualism and equality are investigated from a static world view in which
they have been proclaimed harmful, it is only thgir pathological

manifestations that.will come to light. As Raymond Williams states in Culture

and Society, "... if, in fear or vision, we are now all determined to lay our

)

-

hands on life and force 1t into our own image... it is then no good to dispute

on the merits of rival images."zo Even T.S. Eliot, who has as llttle faith in

A

Man ag Girard and a similar vision of the ideal society, warns against )

defeatism. - - "

Any human scheme for society 1s realized only when -the
great mass of humanity has become adapted to it; but this
adaptation becomes also, insensibly, an adaptation of the
scheme itself to the mass on which it operates. The
overwvhelming pressure of mediocrity, sluggish and
\ indomitable as a glacler, will mitigate the most violent.
: and depress the most exalted revolution, and what 1is
realized is so unlike the end that esdthusiasm concelived,
that foresight w0u1d weaken the ef fort.2l :

Even if we are to accept Girard's dismal opinion of the potential of

mankind, what 1s the purpose of 'foresight that weakens the effort'? It
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negates the possibility of change for change cannot occur without a bellef in
autonomy, be it illusion or fact. Autonomy is the realization that there are
at least some choices to be made in life — that the way one lives 1s not as

predetermined as the fact that one is going to die. Without a belief in

A e p e w——.

- autonomy change 1s not possible.

« The question that looms over Girard's theory at this point is how then,
\ ¢ "

pted structure, does change

occur, even if change 18 change into another structure? It cannot happen

if Man's very survival 1s dependent on uninterru

‘without the element of disorder or as Turner phrases it, "Man grows through
anti-structure and conserves through s;truct:ure."22 No one 13 significantly
putting into question the need for structure, but Girard defends it as if the ~

prevalent ontology were that of Dadaism. In his recommendations to man, the

likes of which fill the pages of Des Chases cachées dépuis la fondation du

monde, it is his choice to advise that it 13 wise to forfeit change for fear
of unleashing the violent monster within Man, but when dofing research he fails
to demonstrate how positive change has come about and the role of disorder in

the process. Turner reminds us that,

1

When ideas move from one level to another there has to be

an interfacial region ~ an interval or limen when the past

is suspended and the future has not begun-- an irstant of

pure potsndallty when everything trembles in the

balance.?3

It is the wmovement of ideas that Girard consistently ignores. The fact

that violence has not yet destroyed modernity is a fact that even he expresses
confusion about. He speaks of the modern world's 'mysterious immunity'.to-
violence (VS., 33), and writes, "If we are still strangers to this law (the

law of retribution), it 18 not because we have managed to tramscend it, but

becauae\ the application to the modern world has been indefinitely postpoped,

-

1
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for reasons unknown to l;B-" (VS., 260). 1If the main difference\ between
primitive socleties and our own 18 the fact cha\t che~ law of retribution is not
dominating our soclety, then any study of- the modern world should be a studv
of why this 13 s0 - a study of these 'reasons unkn;wn to us.” It is not
acceptable to sa‘y 'this 13 the way things were, indicatir;g. without a shadow
of a doubt, that this is the way things should be now; even though they are
not and I do not know why.' If the present 1s not adhering to the rules that
governed, the past and still surviving, perhaps they no longer apply. Perhaps
there are ;1ew outlets of violence and desire. Critic Eric Gans suggests that

maybe consumerism, unattractive as it may be, {s one of these outlets. And

what about the positive digfoveries of the twentieth century? As Gans again

writes, "Ainsi il voit bombe H mais non l'informacique."zl‘ In short, the
factors that are delayi
are not given one page's worth of consideration in the body of his work. Eric
& I v
Gans 1s one of the few critics who finds this unacceptable.25
La creation du systéme signifiant moderne mérite une
‘attention plus sérieuse. Qu'il nous suffise ici
d'affirmer que seule un théorie originaire de la
representation peut definir le choix de 1'homme moderne,
qui n'est pas un simple alternative, mais une voie 3 e
tracer dans un_vaste ré&seau d'interactions
significantea.26
Because of Girard's lack of attention to the process that became
modernity, it i8 no surprise that he views the present in terms of crisis.
"Indeed the phrase 'modern world' seems almost like a synonyn for sacrificlal
crisis” (VS., 188). However, his idealistic portrayal of both traditional
society and modernity bring into question the validity of his agplication of
the word 'crisis.' It is indisputable that in a post-Edenic world man has to

orgaﬁize structuraili to -exist ma:etiafly at all.’ This fact being a given,

and hopefully negating Girard's vision of the future
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* there have aiymys been two temptaffons; a total subordination to structure or
G an opting out of structure altogether. The dialectic fé’tween these two
temptations is the heart of phi'losophical inquiry from ‘Aristotle to Neitzsche
and’beyor;d. It has many names; Turner defines 1t as communitas versus
structure, Northrop FPrye speaks of the myth of concern versus the myth of
‘fre“edom.\” The perennial human social problem 1s to discover the right
»relation, the appropriate tension, between these extremities at a specific
time and place. That the pursuit of this balance in modern soclety is a much
¢ more complex affair that in an isolated village with a population of five
hundred, there is no question, but our resources, intellectual and otherwise,
are also more developed. If searching for the right combination of order and
disorder constitutes a crisis, then it is best to state as John 0'Malley does

.in his Sociology of Meaning that "dialectic is a perpetual but habitually

resolved cgiéis."za 'Other uses of the word 'crisis' when applied to the human
condition tend to instill the research with an urgency that easily lends
itself to both formulaeic solutions and distortgd perceptions of time.
’ The 'other' gacrificial crisges that Girard investigates happen within
A T . primitive socleties, myt'hology, anclent Greek drama and the Bible. The length

~ s

3 of the crises in primitive socleties i8 not discussed and the criges within

literature happen outside time, but they all have one characteristic in common
- they have all ended. With th; completed story-boards of these crises in

hand, Giratq draws \t:he conclusion that sacrificial crises can end in only one
of three ways - a return to order through the rg—ener_gization of the sacred, a
wholehearted adoption of Christianity or annihilation. 1Instead of concluding
‘tha.t atl sacrificial crises end in this fashion, 1s it possible that Girard is
addressing himself exclusively to 'failed' crises, to crises in which the

. Q ‘issue that gave rise to them is not resolved? If a situation reaches a climax

s
‘ v
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the type of which a crisis by definition consists, there must have been

I

something wrong with the previous status quo. If crises never produce any’

Q ]

change but rather result in a return to an -obviously faulty system could one
not safely say that the crisis will perpetually resurface? If so, this

alternative is only superficially less nihilist than the idea of total

__destruction. And total destruction is what Girard foresees barring a radical

change.

—

We have managed to extricate ourgselves from the gsacred...
but we are now about to rediscover it. The essential
violence returns to use in a spectacular manner - not only
in the form of a violent history but in the form of
subversive knowledge (VS., 318).

[

And so, Girard's diagnosis of modernity is that ’i£ is ontologically 111.
It is ontologically i1l because it is based on the fllusion of Man's
autonomy. To believe t:§hat: Man 1s capable of attaining metaphysical
fulfillment witbout: the ald of a model 18 to believe in the existence of °

spontaneous desire, a desire independent of the desires of others, be these

others divine entities or one'—a neighbours. A soclety that believes in the

\ spontanecus desire of 1ts members 138 a soclety that believes its own smooth

functioning relies, in principle, on the free interplay of these desires.
@\1'8 type of society thus believes that all men are different framn each other
and, by virtue of the universality of this difference, that all men are

equal. The belief in spontaneous desire thus becomes an inalienable right
institutionalized as democracy and manifested in the allegedly free expreseion

of the different visions of different spontaneous desires — ideologies.
/

" According to Girard, autonomy and spontaneous desire and the 'di minores' of

) individualism, egalitarianism, and freedom are the illusions of the modern day

'religion.”



7

60

Subjectivisms and objectivisms, romanticisms and realisms’
individualisms and positivigms appear to be 1in opposition
but are secretly in agreement to conceal the presence of
the mediator. All these dogmas are the aesthetic or
philosaphic translation of a world view peculiar to
internal mediation. They all depend directly or
indirectly on the lie of spontaneous desire. They all
depend on the same 1llusion of autonomy to which modern
man is passionately devoted (DD., 16).

Because Gira;d Believes that desire 1is without exception mimetic, he
consequently sees only r-iestruction in the modern institutionalization arfxf_-ven
enshrinement of icfeas-that negate what he believes to be the essence of h\@én
nature - mimetic desire. In individualism he sees resentment and hatred; the
absolute separation of Self and Other. Th\e individualist fails to
universalize the experience of his discontented ego and blames the perceived
bli ssful ignorance of Others for his malaise (DD., l46). Equality is seen as
the dangerous approach of the mediator, giving rise to a keen rivalry R
previously kept in check by concrete although arbitrary distinctions made
between one group of men and another (DD., 136). The more equal men are
perceived to be, the more snobs that appear, employlng every psychic gueril\la

£

tactic at their disposal to delineate thelr superiority over others.

—— 5’

Democracy is 'one vast middle class court where the courtiers are everywhere
and the lﬁ;\g is nowhere,” (DD., 119) implyingb unbridled pretension and lack of’
law, a lack of law which is "responsible for the tensions and alienations

besetting modern man” (VS., 188). Girard's final claim in regard to modern

~

beliefs is that by leading man to search for meaning in the Self where it is

not to be found, the modern 'religion' has completely stripped human existence

of -meaning.

[ad

On ne se d&fait d'un puritanisme, dans le monde moderne,
que pour tomber dans un autre. Ce n'est plus de sexualité
qu'on veut priver les hommes, mais de quelque chose dont
ils ont plus besoin encore, le sens... La pens&e actuelle

_ c'est la castration supreme, puisque c'est la castration
fdu signifi& (DC., 463-464).



And so, what 1s the prognosis for a world that has lost its grasp on

meaning?

Girard couples a prophecy of doom with a -very optimistic and even

naive solution. The prognosis 1s apocalyptic. For the first time in history

it is wholly within our power to ensure that the human race continues to exist

and hopefully prospér or to ensure that it reach an untimely and violent end.

Dire que nous sommes en situation d'apocalypse objective,
ce n'est nullement 'pré&cher la fin du monde', c'est dire
que les hommes, pour la premidre fols, sont vraiment les
maltres de leur destinm. La. plandte entidre se retrouve,
face 3 l1la violence, dans une situation comparable 3 celle
des groupes humains les plug primtifs, a3 cecl prés, cette.
fols, que c'est dn connalssance de cause; nous n'avons

plus de ressources sacrificielles et de malentendus sacrés
pour détourner de nous cette violence. Nous accédons 3 un
degré de conscience et de responsibilité jamals encore

/atteint par les hommes qul nous ont orécédés (DC., 284).

R ‘So this is our moment of 'pure potentiality when everything trembles in the

"balance.' However, Girard clearly beli eves that we are leaning toward

destruction. T N

The direction in which this 'coup d'oeil' should go is Christianity. Despite

Ce qui est effrayant, aujourd'hui, ce n'est pas le sens
nouveau qui nous appelle, c'est 1l'évitement kafkaesque de
tout sens. C'est le. nihilisme cognitif auquel aboutissent
toutes les pens€es actuelles. C'est le refus panique de
jeter le 'moindre coup d'oeil dans la seule direction d‘od
le sens pourrait encore veiir ‘(DC., 284).

his dismal portrayal of the modern capability for cooperation and

understanding, Girard's solution is the Gospel. The salvation of modern
society consists in finally understanding the non-sacrificial nature of
Christ's death dnd 1in adopting the Christian maxim of 'reconciliez~vous.'

is a solutio’n(t{mt is di f£ficult to reconclle with Girard's observations about

!

»

s

It

human nature, and even more problematic from the point of view of collective

action.
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Firat of all, if desire is intrinsically mimetic, the only way to avert

violence is to channel ‘all our desires toward the imitation of Jesus Chris%.

The problem involved in this suggestion is that Jesus Christ, as we know him

. through the Bible, is hardly representative of the average man. He by no

means embodies the entire range of desire in a person's life. What about
physical desires, what about romantic desire, what about hunger? As

Dostolevskl's Grand Inquisitor angrily tells Jesus,

4
"Feed them first and then demand virtue of them”™ - that is

what th2y will inscribe on their banner which they will

raise against you and which will destroy your temple. 9
Secondly, how can Girard be so confident in the fact that everyone will
interpret the Gospel in the same way? If, as he claims, 1t has been‘
misinterpreted for two thousand years, then interpretation is obviously a .
tenuous matter. Finally, what ialthe practical significance of Girard's
solution? How 13 an entire civilization suddenly going to adopt and
interﬁalize Christianicy?' Mass conversions? Education? Girard's failure to
elaborate on how his solution translates into colle/ct ive action is
characteristic of his ideal and even mythical pefcx;pt ion of how social
phenomena originate. Perhaps it i{s only normal that, given his Christian
perspect'ihve. he 18 neglectful of the concept of evolution. )

Itl: is in his neglect of the processes that lead to massive upheavals of
culture that this critique finds the root weakness in René Girard's critique
of modernity. When causes are neglected, effects can very easily be
interpreted to be pathologles. And when causes are neglected, Fhe solutions
found are at best temporary and at worst impracticable. In order to ensure
that modern thought does not in fact lead to a dead-end, it 1s important that

we understand vhere it came from and why it has evolved as it has. Ignorance

may have kept us from destruction in the past but in modernity its role has

A
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been reversed. Emile Durkheim's recommendations to a then young century
remain our only real choice.-—

Once established beliefs have been carried away by the
current of affairs, they cannot be artificially
established; only reflection can ide us in life after
this. Once the social imstinct blunted, intelligence

is the only guide left us and ye{éve to reconstruct a
conscience by its meags. Dangerous as the undertaking 1is, -
there can be no hesitation, for we have no choice.30

1
g,
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CoL CHAPTER FOUR:

1IN DEFENSE OF DISCOURSE 7 X

In a 1973 interview Frangois Aubral says to René Girard;, "On'doit &tre
A
integralement avec vous, on ne peut pas 1'&tre 3 moitié.” Girard responds,

“I1ya peuc*étre( des moyens termes, mais 11 est impossible pour moi des les

penser."1 Ait:hough a theorist's directives, pronounced outside hils works,

i

regatd{.ng the use of his theory are subject to the same cr1t1c31. apprehensiaon
as an author's expressed i;'mer)tions of his novel, it is no surprise that
Girard is unable to imagine partial applications o‘f his theory. There is
lirtle equivocation to be found in his entire body of work. His critique of

modernity is informed by his beliefs about the perennial in Man and, in that‘

sense, 18 neither situational nor historical. TIn Des choses cichées dépuis la

fondation du monde, Jean-Michel Qughourlian addresses Girard with, "Si 1'on

sult votre raisonnement, le veritable sujet humain ne peut &merger que de la
r2gle du Royaume; en dehors Qe cette régle 11 n'y a jamais que du mimetisme et
de 1'1nterdiv1duell." Girard's response: "C'est exact."2

The application of a certain aspect of uGirard.'s theory, sgch as the
pfinc:lple» of mimetic desire, with the aim of en\lightening a s,?eciéic subject

-

or situation is no doubt useful. Girard does it himself counstguctively 1in his

" eggay "Camus's Stranger Retried” and in Deceit, Desire and the Novel, and

Girardian criticism 1s full of examples of successful partial applications of

his theory to specific topics. However, the principle of mimetic desire is

b

+ therein used as a model by metaphoric means of which the actions of specific

heroes are shown to be metaphysically motivated. Yet, Girard believes the
principle of mimetic desire to be neither a model nor a metaphor but rather an

inalienable truth about human nature. Thus, if the critic usfng Girardian-
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-
theory to explain a particular phenamenon dpeus not espouse the view that the
theory applies just as accurately to all human endeavours, as Girard clearly
believes it does, the responsible critic .need clarify that he is using o
Girard's 'truth' as a model in 'partial defiance to the theory's objective.
The cr.l'it;ic must specify that he is\\conse'rving the value of Girard's theory as
a heuri}st_ic device while disassoclating himself with the ontology. Otherwise,
the theorist's application of Girardian theory wilnl run a double risk. It
will risk either being interpreted as an induction that since, for example,
existential heroes are mimetically motivated then there is only mimesis

outside 'la regle du Royaume,' or it will risk mis~representing Girard's

theory as a model for use toward the understanding of some phenomena and not

" as critic Eric Gans emphasizes, an all-comprehensive philosophy.

see & force de vouloir présenter son hypothdse comme

f expression partielle d'une vé&rité absolue plutot que comme
pur mod2le phé&noménologique, Girard pouvait encourir le .
reproche ... d'avoir voulu fonder un logos 13 ou 1l ne
pouvait exister qu'une structure... Dans Des choses
cachfes depuis la fondation du monde, le titre affirme
déjad 1l'existence d'une vérité autre que celle d'un
"modele.” VErité qui implique existence d'un 10305...3

De;pite serious doubts about the ugsefulness of a 'logos' in the study of the
human sciences, this thesis maintaing that the partial and qualified
application of Girard's theory of mimetic desire to specific phenomena remains
a worthwhile heuristic exercise. More significantly, however, this ch;esis
pos‘its th;t the phenomena within which Girard's theory of mimetic desire is

most useful heuristically tend to have one characteristic in common - they

‘ repr’esent pure antitheses to his thesis, or more simply, they are complete

[y

inversion of his truthg. 1In Deceit, Desire and the Novel, Girard himself

'

states,
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.

- The impulse of the soul toward God is inseparable from a

retreat into the Self. Inversely, the turning im on

itself of pride is ingeparable from a movement of panic

toward the Other (DD., 58). ‘
Opposite the Christian model of total reconciliation with Others is the a
self-obsessed extstential hero full of hatred for his fellow man. Opposite a
respe;:t for the function and incognizant wisdom of religion is the arrogant
and deluded cynicism of scientism. Although it 13 not the position of this
thesis that modernity consists of a series of binary oppositions, Girard is

‘particularly useful in expoging the destructiveness of views at the |
diametrical pole of his. Neither ‘Jerry, Meursault or Antigone are here
considered representative of modern individualism nor scientism as the
prevalent ontolgé;v. These exlstential heroes approximate a destructive parody
of individualism and sclentism represents the ignordance of those unaware that
-science 1is :@o longer as secure in facticity as it once thought itself to be.

- That 18 not to say that these phenamena do not exist and dokuot deserve
investigation, but obsessive individualism and scientisin are pathological
aspects of world views that are not otherwlse necessarily fan‘at:ical or
destructive. 1t is thus in the study of the pathology of modernity that
Girardian theory and critique 18 most useful.

However, 1f one stands back, away from' the 'by-products' of the érinciple
of mimetic desire and sscrificial ritual, and looks at the macrocosmic schema
of Girard's theory and its ﬁxplications to the continuing study of th.e human
sel\ences, and wore specifically to 1literary theory, its usefulness is more
problematic. ‘ The sine qua non of the antithetic part of Girardian theory is
presented .as a series of absolute truths about human nature: Man 18 born with

a desire for transcendence; all degire is mimetic; mimesis leads to violence;

any ontological system which does not take into account these three 'truths'

p——
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con_deinns mankind to a proliferation of \this violence and, in a twentieth
century ‘contexc, to the potenti:al anniililation of the human race. Thus far,
Girard's theory has qffeted gome ahgolute 'truthsa' that aim to seal the
discussion of what Man i1s and 18 not, and hasl left open to discussion only the
ways in which Man caun cope with these 'truths' - that is', wvhich oni&logy is
most effective in escaping violence. Girard has thus defined the search for
an. acceptable ontology as the investigation of preventive measures against the
everpresent threat of conflict between one man and another, It is a
definition that grows out gf a perceived potential for destruction and no
consideration for the possibility of growth. At this stage in the development
of his theory, it 1s a survivalist definition of human inquiry.

The dynt:hetic part of Girard's theory essentially consists of his
‘conclueion as to which ontology 1is most effective in the perennial struggle
with violence. Through hisl study of ritual, he attempts to demonstrate how,
historically, it has been religion that has stemmed the tide of violence by
meanis of carefully controlled cathartic releases of the violent impulse on
surrogate victims in sacrificlal rites or exercises. However, the preventive
meagures of primitive religions, although generally successful in avoiding
epidemic 'outbreaks of violence, nonetheless contimued to use violence as its
own antidote. Girard, admirably in search of a completely violence-free
world, then turns to a non-sacrificiai interpretation of Jesus Christ and the
Gospel for what he believes to be the only non—violent way of combatting
- violence once and for all. Christianity is proc.laimed to be the only religion
that sides with the surrogate victim and direc;ts the mimetic impulses of Man
toward the imitation of the only personage whose imitation does not lea(.l to
conflict - Jesus Christ. In a truly Christisn world, there are no more

S

surrogate victims and there 18 no more mimesis~induced violence among men.
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Toute violence désormais révdle ce que rév2le la passion
du Christ, la gen&ge imbécile des idoles sanglantes, de
tous les faux dieux des religions, des politiques et des
idéolégies. Les meurtriers n'ent pensent pas moins que:
leurs sacrifices sont néritoires. Eux non plus ne savent
/ pas ceyqu'ils font et nous devons leur pardonner. L'heure
est vemue de nous pardonner les uns les autres. &1 nous
attendons encore, nous n'aurons plus le temps (BE., 295).

“

Girard;s theory thus swings from a pessimism about the potentiality of Man-
that draws 1its intensity from allegedly absolute and undeniable truths about
human nature to an equally intense optimism about Man's ability to start
suddenly loving his fellow men in the ideal of Christ. Girard thus locates
the problem of the human condition in ;rery specific shortcomings of human °
nature and 1ts solution in a benign divinity. Within the on~going study of
the human sciences, any claim to uncontestable knowledge either about human
nature or a divinity 1is i;mdicacive of an 1dealism that excludes from further
discourse or investigation anyod® who does not espouse the ideals of the
theory. The option of contesting the scientific validity of the ideals in
question is equally problematic as it will no more be able to substantilate its
claims than Girard does his. The option is not to contest Girard's ideals
with mirror-image ideals but to question the extent to which idealistic
approaches to theory are useful - to question the function of the fatalism to
‘}hich Girard condemns all for whom Christiani: ty 18 no longer a matter of .

choice, no matter how effective an ontology it happens to be. In a discussion

regarding the validity of judgments in general, Nletszche positsions the

problem as such, ¢

The question {8 to what extent it (the judgment) is
141 fe-advancing, life-preaervin%, species-preserving
perhaps even species breeding.
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Girard himseJ'.fN uges this argument in defense of religion against the attacks
O’f scieni::lsm. The question applies as well to Girardian theory. To what
extent is it 1life~advancing, or more precisely in the context of scholarly
investigation, to what extent is it discourse—-edvancing?

The purpose of this thesis's investigation of Girardian theory's
treatment of!fodernity was not intended to be an evaluation of Girard's facts
about human g;ture but rather an evaluation of his approach. That 18, it does
not seek to dispu;e whether or not all desire 1s mimetic or whether or not
soclety can.exist peacefully without religion. The question this study poses
is whether or not it is useful to approach human endeavour with Girard's
givens. The alm of this study 1s thus admittedly utilitarian - what i.s the
.pract‘ical significance of his theory? ‘Is his theory useful? This question,
in turn, begs yet another. Useful in what sense, useful toward what end? The
angver has to be "ugeful in ensuring that twentieth century thought does not
lead to the blind alley toward which Girard fears it may be headed.” It is
perhaps appropriate at this poir:t to further elaborate on the concept of
practical significance as a guiding principle both in the evaluation and
formulation of theorles within the human sciences.

An evaluation of 'facts' or 'knowledge' in the nebulous area of the human .
sclences 1s highly problematic. It s here avoided in the belief that it
would ineyitably lead to a circular pattern of argumentation or to a coliision
of interpretations. This belief is informed by two assumpcion;; drawn from the
on—-going development of a theory of knowledge. The first, flogged by Marxism
if nBt first generated therein, is that knowledge 18 inherently and
inescapably subjective. It is the product of an investigation made by one
human being in a specific, historical and situational time and place into the

behaviour of other human beings with different histories and situations. The



investigation 13 inevitably affected and at times even detemined by the
hisﬁtoEiciam of the investigator as 18 his conclusion and claim to lnowledge.
Critic David Bleich writes, "Received knowledge can only come from
authoritarian sources; revealed knowledge comes from mystics, seers and gods.
Negotiated knowledge 1is creaged by us ordinary people when we decide to reduce

our common ignorance."5 In the human sciences there can be no 'received' or

o

*revealed' knowledge as the tern'l 'human sciences' denotes imvestigation and
research. Thus, ‘knowledge tha/c ixs neither received nor revealed but _
/negot:iated or active, in the ;sénse that it puts on exhibit its methodology and
data tc;ward the ainm of convin‘cing others of its validity as knoWwledge, cannot
egcape its own 'historicicy and gubjectivicy. And so, the ikuo’wledge', with
/which Girard emerges from his explérations into anthropology, his totiy and

literat.ure i1s that, for example, all desire is mimetic. He 18 no more able to
prove that point beyond the limitations of his bias than a disputing reader

3

would be able to prove t;heacont}ary beyond the limitations of the reader's

bias. Furtherﬁiore, since Gir_ard does not once acknowledge his blas, it would

gseem rather pointlegs to argue“about 'facts' when the parties finvolved do not

share the same apprehension about claims to objectivity.

' ’ . The second assunptiion respon;iible for this study's clear evasion of

? L fact-fihd;[ng exercises/is drawn from British philosopher, A.J. Ayer's

\ ~°diacu'ps\1c:n of knowledge.6 The assumption {3 that within one's own subjective
formulat fon of, knowledge, one{ cannot be asked to do what is not in one's power

) ., to do - one cannot be asked to know vhat one cannot know. For exan;ple, before

& " encountering kené Girard's work, a hypothetical reader has no mowledge of the

principle of mimet}c degire. He reads Deceit, Desire and the Novel and

P

' “Violence and the Sacred and is convinced through Girard's exposition of other

( ‘ people's behaviour that, in fact, d_esix;e does for the most part tend to be

14
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mimetic. The reader now 'knows' about mimetic desire. It is a concept that
1s either complementary with the reader's subjective formulation of reality or
it has successfully chal lenged anci chariged his fomulation. However, Girard's
theory then asks this reader to 'know' that Christianity is the solution to
the violence that mimesis breeds. Let it t;e supposed that, no matter how
convincing the argument:' for the effectiveness of Christianity in ensuring
peace 1s, the reader simply cannot integrate it into his formulation of
reality, be the reasons what they may. What would be the point for this
particular reader of discussing the merits of a 'knowledge' that, though it
can be rhetorically spoken about, 'cannoc become part of his perception of
reality? '1‘9 a reader for whom Girard's Christian solution is not a matter of
‘choice, a discussion of why it should be would be a meaningless game of words.
Any area within the human sciences which 18 attempting to develop systems
for ac;.umulating knowledge with the aim of attalning some measure of
scientificity need be committed to continuing investigation, as omnigciience is
not within the realm of human possibility. On—going {nvestigation in turn
requires commumication - a discourse in which the investigators can share
findings in the belief that numbers enrich the effort. Thus, it was here not
considered useful to dispute about 'facts' and "knowledge' because, under the
circumstances of unacknowledged subjectivity, it would have\led to an impasse,
it would have cut short the discourse, 1t would have put an end to this
investigation of Girardian theory. And so, the guiding principle of
usefulness or practical significance ig here defined as "conducive to
discourse and further investigation in the belief that diécoutse is a good |
thing and that investigation is infinite and thus necessarily an end in

itself”. The question put to Girard's theory is "is it conducive to discourse

and further investigation?”

i
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s
René Girard's theory 18 not alone in failing to acknowledge its own
subjectivity. The very problem of subjectivity in approaches to literature
has recently been a aubjecc:"o‘f much debate. In the last few decades,
significant efforts have been made in the field of language and literature to
formulate empirically based methods of inquiry. A number of these ef forts
have been informed by a perceived need to give language-based knowled ge
authority comparable to that characteristic of mathematically-based
knowledge» Other efforts have been animated by a perceived need to place
licerature and its study within the realm of material practice. However,
thegse efforts have been complicated by what David Bleich views as 1) "a
widespread bellef that binding authority and absolute truth shall never be a
f:aature of linguistically articulated knowledge™ and by 2) "Fhe fact that when
any linguistically formulated proposal of knowledge is scrutinized long enough
and Qt:horoughiy enough, even the most familiar and reliable ldlowledgé can come
to seem like a supetst;{tion.".7 The complications of the impulse toward
‘ scientificity within the amorphous area of language has led professionals in
the study of literature to some very basic questions about self-definition.
What is this phenomenon we call literature and thus what is literary theory?
These basic questions have in fact been found to be very complex. The

received notions of literature and literary theory are being fundamentally
chal lenged with questions such as 'why 13 one text worthier or more important
than another?’ Cricic’Peter Widdowson responds,

Any answer to such questione based écc_lusively on

-formaligtic criteria is no angwer at all. And any critic

who acknowledges the force of these questions must begin

to suspect and analyse the received tradition of 'great'

literary works...

Tet\?:y Eagleton concludes, . T
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What we have uncovered so far, then, is not only that
literature does not exist in the sense that insects do,
and that the value—~judgments by which it is constituted
are historically variable, but that these value-judgements
themselves have a close relation to social ideologies.

.

And go, with T.S. Eliot's 'Tradition' scrutinized to the point of rendering it
an illusion, the next questifon has to be "1f the recelved body of works tﬁat
has been labelled 'Literature' is an illusion, then what 1s literary theory?"
"Eagleton believes it 1s also an illusion:
. It 18 an 1illusion first in the sense that literary theory
see 18 really no more than a branch of social ideologies,
utterly without unity or identity which ‘would adequately
distionguish it from philosophy, linguistics, psychelogy,
cultural and sociological thought; and secondly in the
sense that the one hope it has of distinguishing itself -
clinging to an object named literature — 1is misplaced.w
These questions and answers have already had a significant impact on the
ways in which we study literature and, more immediately, on the ways in which
professionals teach 1t. They are questions that challenge the authority of
university curricula and the ways in which these curricula are presented.
However, even 1f the canon of literature that has been passed down to us 1is
indeed ideologically selective, having excluded works which we will now never
know, there is 1little we can do about the past except learm from it. We
cannot resurrect literary works of whose existence we are not aware. We can
only study and teach exdsting works with a communicated awareness of the
ideological selectivity responsible for the work's endurance, the work's own
historicity, and ours in examining it. As to the present and future, the hope
is that this new awareness will not only work toward a more historically based
comi:rehension of old works but a more pluralistic approach to new ones.

Perhaps this hope is vainly optimistic but it is necessarily posited in the

belief that the acknowledgement of subjectivity cannot spell the end of human

e
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inquiry. No matter how much of an illusion literature and literary theory are

proclaimed to be, it 18 an activity we continue to be engaged in. To question
£

the ugefulness of the activity itself is to be engaged in the activity and

thus a solipsism. The remaining relevant question is directed toward the ways

in wvhich we engage in the activity — our methodology. An acknowledgement of
tl;e subjectivity inherent in our participation in the activity of studylng
literature should not be the death-knoll of literary theory, as some Marxists
and most post—-structuralists proclaim, but rather a new and enlightened phase
of inqud ry.

René Girard's indirect response to the recent focus on the question of

subjectivity in the human sciences 18 formulated within Des choses cachées

depuis la fondation du monde:

N Je crois que la verité n'est pags un vain mot, ou un simple
"effet” comme on dit aujourd'hui. Je pense que tout ce
qui peut nous dé&tourner de la folle et de lf mort,
ddsormais, a partie liée avec cette verfité. 1

Acknowledging the power of subjectivity is not necessarily proclaiming that
truth 18 "un vain mot.” It simply questions the strength of any one person's
claim to it. But the questioning itself ig based on the belief that truth 1s
not guite an empty concept but rather one thx@n never be quite full. To be
concerned with the subjectivity of claims to truth reveals a greater respect
for the concept than approaches which take the definition of truth for
granted. However, it is n?t here considered a useful concept because its
coZn'OI:ationa of finality and objectivity are incéxnpatible withesinvestigation
nd discourse. To speak of absolute truth 138 to ascribe to an idealism that;
lays clainm to a position completely devoid of the ef fects of history and
a‘ituation. In’ essence, it claims the ability td stand outside of human

C§ ) history and look down upon it. It is necessarily solipsistic because it

s 4
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cann;t include itself in 1ts own theorizing, much like Gans's analogy of "la
theorie d'un phyai;ien macleaire qui ne poﬁrrai_t: pag etre formul8e par les
atomes eux-mémes.”"12 In other words, how does Girard reasonably account for
the fact that only he has been privy t:o( 'des choses cachées depuis la
fondation du monde?' This type of solipsistic idealism summarily performs a
double act of exclusion incompatible with discourse. It excludes Girard from
the forces of hiscoriéity and subjectivity that affect the people he speaks
about and i;: excludes the people he speaks about from further discourse if .
they- happen not to think him an ahistorical obgserver. TIdealism ;:hus presents
itgelf as revealed knowled.ge - a knowledge not open to inquiry as it comes to
us from an allegedly ahistorical and objective source. 1In a 1979 Jarcicle in
which David Bleich analyzes a printed discussion among six literary theorists,
he reports, "The maore subjective sense of truth ylelds more negotiation, t‘he ‘

more objective sense, more argumentation and personal defensiveness.”13

Fa

1

Girard, however, maintains,

Toute pensée vigoureuse doit parvenir un jour ou 1'autre, :

a ses propres fondements: elle finira donc par le

reductionnisme... La phoblie de la_reduction risque

d'emasculer toute pensee critique.
His insistence on singularity is a partly justified reaction to the twin
theoretical impulse at the diametrical pole of idealism - pure relativiam.
He 18 not alone. The impulse behind much of contemporary litery theory is a
reaction against the fragmentary approaches of relativism. Pure theoretical
relativism, manifested in some aspects of hermeneutics and reception theory,
maintains that there is nothing at all determinate about literature, that a

RS

literary text is no more than one or all interpretations of it. Any

interpretation is just as valid as any other. This theoretical perspective is
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no more conducive to discourse ghan idealism. Firstly, it does away entirely
with the literary text as a polnt of reference and 1f there is no point of
reference in a discourse, no matter how loosely.defined it is, the result 1is a
theoretical Towet.of Babel. Although there 18 literally no end to the number
of interpretations of words with which one can come.up, the text remains a
_point of reference. Shakespeare's MacBeth is not Heinrich Boll's Group

Portrait with Lady. As Eagleton points out, no matter how nebulous language

8, the literary text has a definite range of possibilities.
For such texts belong to a language as a whole, have
intricate relations to other linguistic practices, however
much they might also subvert and violate them; and
language 18 not in fact something we are free to do what
we like with., If I cannot read the word 'nightingale'
without imagining how blissful it would be to retreat from
urban goclety to the solace of Nature, then the word has a
certain power for me, or over me, which does not magically
evaporate when I encounter it in a poem. This is part of
what is meant by saying that the literary work constrains
our interpretations of ic5 or that its meaning is to gome
extent 'immanent' in 1it.

Another reason why pure relativism 138 not conducive to discourse lies in
the fact that relativism 1s as solipsistic as idealism. If I read MacBeth and
it ‘means X to me, on what grounds should it matter to me that it means Y to
you? Your interpretation supposedly arises from your own specific set of
circumstances and MacBeth is anything you or I choose 1t to be. Comparing
notes about different interpretations would be akin to showing each other our
respective birth marks - interesting but irrelevant. If anything is

Q
meaningful then nothing 1s and if nothing is there 18 no point to discourge
and investigation. Moreover, why do pure relativists contime writing and
engaging in a digcourse they have deemed pointlesa?

Thus, both idealism and pure relativism act to put an end to the very

discodrse in which they are engaging. Idealism 18 characterised by
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ulnacknowledged subjectivity and historicity which exeludes from the discourse
all those who cannot conceive of the possibility of objectivity. Furr.he'rmre,
by virtue of 1its insistence on the attainability of absolute, timeless truths,
it views discourse and investigation as means to a definite end or series of
ends and not as an end 1in itself. Every idealistic position is thus, in this
sense, an attempt to fqreclose investigation into whatevetbparticulér area the
position ’is addressing. So that when Girard proclaims that all desire is
mimetic, the aim is to clc;se the discourse on the nature of desire and. open a
sub-discou):se that is confined to investigation into the variety of mimetic
manifestations of desire. On the other hand, pure relativism essentially
posits that there is really nothing over which to have a di scourse@since a
literary text 1s whatever you happen to interpret it to be. Both 1ldealism and
pure relativism are solipsistic by virtue of the fact that the very existence
of the theories poses a serious question to their own internal lo‘gic. In the
cage of Girard the question is, "if all desiré is m’ii.wn;étic, why should his
theory be considered the truth and not just another attempt to appropriate the
object of someone else's desire?” 1In the case of the relativists, the
question {8 "if there is indeed nothing to talk about, why are you still
taiking?" Given the definition of ugefulness to which this study adheres,
neither ideali*s:z nor pure relativism are thus considered useful approaches to
the study of literaturee.

So what is in fact here considered a useful approach to the study of
literature? It ‘essentially consists of the formulation of a direct;.on which
attempts to avoid the twin paralyses of deterministic constraints and
boundless liberalism in the hope of animziting discourse.

Pirst and foremost, theorists must agree to acknowledge their

subjectivity to the best of their abilities. The acknovled gement should

Co
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furthermore be maintained as a holistic part of their findings at every étage
of their investigations and not as a short qualifier to be gquickly dismissed
once the discourse 1s in full progrésa. Having 'admi tted }:heir respective
blases, the theorists must agree that, des;aite subjectivity, there 1is
something to talk about, no matter how loosely defined this something happens
to be. Then, 1ndividually, each tﬁheor‘ist‘ has a responsibility to state his
goals, as t:here‘ are many differentlgoal's in the gtudy of 11 terature. That is,
the theorist should be explicit about what is being studied, why, and to what
end. If this is\not explicitly sta‘ted, time theorist 18 in daﬂger of creaci\tg
the illusion that his findings were stumbled upon in an ideallstic search for
Truth. Finally, theorists should strive for what Keats temmed "Negative
Capability” and defined as that state of mind in which "Man is capable of
being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching
after fac!: & reason."16 Negativé capability .ie a realization that infinite
investigation 18 the fate of humankind and an end 1n‘itself. It is thus
posited :h&at these four conditions are-.the minimal requirements for -
discourse.

The failure °f. René& Girard's theory to meet three of them leads to the
conclusion that Girardian theory 1s not &iscoursé-advandrrg if considered in
its entirety as it ijs clearly intended to be considered. A profile of
modernity that emanates fron a theory that is not discourse—advancing is
consequently prophetic. The past is recounted, the present called attention -

to, the future foretold. However, the pregent 1s never as subservient to a

theorist's designs as the past — the future, rebellious.
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