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The work of theorist Red Girard M the origine of religion aud on the 

fty. in Which rel~io~ has been responsible for the cooe8iveness of groups 

leade hlm' to conclude ,tbat Society w1.thout relJ.gion 18 not viable. Glven the 
, .... 

" 

secular1sm that characterizes che modern Western world, Girard 's theory 
, ' 

constitutes, in part, a slgni,ficant Cr1t~ of tOOdernl ty. By first isolating \ 

hi& treatment of moderni ty ,fran the res t of his theory, this thesis then 
Q • , 

... 

applles his critique of modernity as a heuristic device to demtBtify the 

dlsguised tra,nscendence of the existentlal mtif in thrée modern worka of 

l1terature. However _, when Girard' s treatment of modern! ty 1s then evaluated 
./ 

ou~âide the context. of pure exi8tentia1ism, 1t 18 found to be lacking '1 n 
~ 

historjcal perspecti.:veO" Modernity is examined f.rom a static perspecti~e ln 
. 

which only its pathologica! manifestations cane to l1ght. Flnally, Girard's, 

!dealistic tTeatment of, IQOdernity and his Christian solution to !ts IX'oblemè 

are found to have the ~nt of, fore~l081ng the éo~tinuing dl sc ourse ·db , 

llterary theory. 
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• , Les travaux du thêoricien RenE Girar-.sur les origines de la religion 

- -
ainsi que sur l'imwrtance de la religion dans la cohésion des groupes/l'ont 

amené A' conclure à la non-viabilitE d'une société sans religion. ~t8nt donné 

le c8ract~re iatque de l'Occident moderne, la tMorie de Girard constitue, 
, -" . 

dans une certaine mes~re, ~e crltiquè importante de la modernit~. La 
'\ - '\ ,Ir-

prêsente th~se cOOlmenèe ~par isoler de l'ensemble de sa thEorie la façon' dont\ 

Girard traite 'ae·la modernit~, et utilise ensuite cette critique de la 
.l'," \ 

, , 
modet:nitE comme un dispositif he';lristlque permettant de d~ystifier la 

transcendance masquée -du motif existentiel dans ~~oeuvres lltt6raireè 

modernes. Toutefois, l'litude de la conception de la modernité selon Girard, 
, 

en dehors du contexte de l'existentialisme pur. révèle les faibles ses de cette 

" conception du point de vue de ,la perspective historique. La modernité y est 
, , 

en effet litudtée dans une pers pecti ve stat iq ue qui n'en fai t res sortir q ue l~s 

manifestations pathologiques. Enfin, la façon idlialiste dont Girard traite de , 

la modernité, ainsi que S8. solution chrétienne aux pr.()bl~mes posés, 

_ f.inissent par constituer une tentative dont .le résultat 'serait de mettre fin 

-au dialogue permanent sur la théorie lltt6raire. '. 
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To confront Ren~ Girard' s theory is to confront an imposi Dg ,body of 

work. The initial res1stance lies ln the Insecurt'ty of any cr1tic Who hàppens 

,/ nçt to think himself an expert in anthropology, ethn~logy, theology, 

psychoanalysis and 11 terature. The" as toundl agly comprehensive demanda of h ls 

theoryare quite dmply intlmidating. However, these demands should not have 

tl1e effect of Beding his theory off fran analysis. Flratly, findlngs in the 

human, as in a11, sciences are surely open to question. Secondly, 

demC;lDs trated expertise in one field does not ensure synthesis 800 the maki ng 

of àppropriate as~oc1ations between one ar~a and another. When Man 'ls the 

subject of d1scussion w,e are a1l just as knowledgeable and al1 Just as 

" 
iguorant. The critic should not be intimidated by \tIat _faHed to intimidate 

the theori st.' 
, . 

Any project of this type Is, dUlned not only by what it dO,es, but by' wba t 
J 

1 t does not \do. The reade r will no d~bt he awa re of my fa il ure to ad dres s 'J 

, 
. one of the central issues of modernism: The rise of the femJ..nist movement, 

and its place ln Girard's ,heory. lt was no acc14ent. My ~wareness of the 

èen,tra11ty of feminism ls strong, and the quallfied optim1sm of my conclusion 

can no doubt be attributed to a woman's seMe of the benefits a;J well as the 

"'<f 
disast~ous consequences ,of moderI}ism. However, l felt that because of th~ 

enormity of' the subject l had to limit myself to lssl.)eS that Girard himself 
~) 

addressea. Thua, che absence of a discussion of femin1.sm stands here as a -conspicuous absence. 

l would 'l1ke ·to thank my advisor Profes8or Michael' B1'iatol for re,cuing 
. , 

an idea from the clutches of cl rcumstlmce and Linda Rozmov1ts, my fri.end am 

my critlc, for being b~ 80 in:re,dlblY welle 

\ .' 
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"nte ultimate meaning to which all s tories refe-r/~o ,faces: The 

conti.n~ty of lUe, the inevitability of death."l So proclalms the seventh 

re~der in Italo Calvino"s If on a Winter' s Night a Traveller... • Theprist 

René Gi rard, were he the eighth, would l1kely add, "and the ult imate funct ion 

of llterature is to expose the range of potential perversions in the all-too-

human attempt at the resolut 10n of this dou.»lE'-faced mystery ... 2 The funet ion 

relegated to great l1terature emanates directly from the heart of Girard t B 

multidisdpl1nary investigation into the ways in which Man has dealt w1 th the 

ùlysteries of human enstence in the past and -in the present. He surfaces from 

his ventures i nto Il terature,_ anthropology, ethnology, psychoanal ys is, rand 

theology with a two"'part conclusion. The antithetic part 1s the perversion 

and ultimate destructiveness of secùlar attempts at transcendence. The 

synthetic part of his t;heory is the necj!ssi ty of rel1gious _bell ef 8 for 

" 
i-mivldual aoo social health. 

.. 
In the predominantly se_cular contèxt of Western civiliZation in the 

twentieth century, any reproach on secularism dmounts to a cri~1que of 

\ 

modernity. When accompanied byan attempt to recuperate the work1ng 

propositions of the past, it ~s a critique of modernity fram a conservatlve 

viewpoint. The tradition of critiques of modernity dates baek, lI)08t notably, 

to the French Revolution and the ineulhbent poUtieal r1se of the status of the 

individual in society. lt i8 a tradition that SU8,peCtS that' spiri tuaI 

. authori ty in the hands of the individusl leads to an eQSlavement far mo re 

restricti ve than that of the State or the Church. CrH ics of moderni ty 

sharlng this common concern for freedom and fulf1!lment are spl1 t into two 

camps witb- different approacbes toward re801ution. On the one band, there are 



2 

CritiC8 8uch as Edmund Burke who ral1y for a quick return ta the values and 

norme of traditional society by e'Xposing the foillee of individualisme 

We are afraid ta put men ta live and trade each his own 
1 

private stock of reason; because we suspect that this 
stock ln each man ie small, and that the individuals would 
do better to avall- themselves of the ~eneral ba nk and 

- capl tà! of na t 10ns a nd of ages. 3 

This recommendation i8 similar, in TOOre than spirit, ta 'r .S. Eliot' s 

8uidellnes for tHe Ideal society. However, with the possibili ty of a return 

• 
to traditional sode ty much less likely in the 1920' s than a fdw years after 

the French Revolution,' Eliot, unl1ke Burke, tempe rs his conservs tiam wi th 

'new' approachea to traditionsl idess in his formulation 40f a 'new' Christian 

Society .. 4 It i a an a tt,empt to conserve what once functioned through 

interpretive remodelling. 

\ 
Alexis de Tocquevill~ and Emile qurkheim (to choose anothe,:- two cri tics 

from -centuries respectively correspdliâing to Bu,rke and Eliot),- are critics of 

(' 

modernity who, frOOl the same founding impulse, emerge with very different 

. 
suggestions from those .of their more conservative counterparts. Alexis de 

Tocqueville eloquently warÎls of the despotlsm Inherent in democracy. However, 

perceiving it to be a t'ide that could not be st~pped, he concentrates on ways 

ln which to stem Its dangers. 5 Emile Durkheim unequivocally attributes snanie 

to a range of factors, most of them emanating from the lack of social 

Integtation of the individusl in modern society. However, he is emphatic· 

about the fact that a return to traditional methods of Integration that have 

stopped funct;ioning i9 not possible. 6 De Tocqueville and DurkheJ.m are ctitics 

of modernity who believe that revolutions on a grand scale, polltical or 

8oci4llogi~al, spring frOID irresltible need and not fran the machinations of a 

group of people. 

Î 
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Rent! Girard's del1beratlons on the destructlveness of secular and thus 
/ 

indivijJual attempts st transcendence place hi';U comfortably 'Withln the 

tradition of critiques of modernity. His orthodox religlous solution to the 

111s of lnodern society place him llIOre 6 pec1flcally in a conse rvatl ve tradl t 10n 

mucn- akin to that of Eliot. Like Eliot, he re-lnterprets the basIc teneta of 

Christiani ty in the hope that the application of twentieth century 

modifications to essent ially tradi tional -ide as will render them the 

functionali ty they have appeared to have lost. 

With the Holocaust a recent memor-y aM the omlnous threat of nuclear 

QI 

destruction everpresent, attempts to understand what happened to traditional 

--' 

society and the use of this understanding toward the fontiulation of blueprints--

<> for a more palatable future are, at the very leaat, pe rtinent. Renê Girard' s 

theory is an ambitious attempt, as aIl such attempts necessarily are, ta come 

ta terms with the splrall1ng problem of modernity. lt 19 the intention of 

this thesls to evalua\e Girard's critique of modernity as it Is reflected in a 
\ 

selection of modern literature and as it affects l1terarv theory. The 

strategy ls to outline' his critique, make heuristlc use of It, examine hls 

interpretation of the modern condition, and, most importantly, evaluate Its 

practical significance to the continui ng dil;Jft'ourse on li terary theory. Is -his 
, < 

diagnos1s adequate? Are his recommendations practlcable? Their founding 

impulse la not ln question. 

( 

" 



c 

. .,.~ 
(rf_ ;; 

4 

INTRODDCrIOIi MOrES 

1 It~o Calvino, If on a Winter' s Night a Traveller, trans. by WU 11 am 

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, ii 

(1978), p. 29, lIe states, "1 really feel that great literary works, and in 

particular the novel, mirror this adventure of the modern subject, or, if you 

prefer, this 'deSt1tstlon l
, to use a Heideggerian word, and they alone mlrror 

1 t truthfully because they always show us the would-be god turnlng into a 

non-entity and a victlm in al1 his encounters with other human beings ••• " 

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

Sons, 1951), p. 84. 

4 see T.S, Eliot' s The Ideal of a Christian Society and Notes Toward a 

Defini tion of Cul ture • 

5 See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America. 

6 See EmUe Durkheim, Suicide and The Elementary Forma of Rel1giôua Life. 
c 
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CBAPTEIl ONE: 

ORTOLOOICAL SIcnŒSS AND XTS CURE 

One characterlz1ng feature of the critiques of modernlty withln t-he 

tradition of the past two hundred years ls the idea of thelr belog a Great 

Divide between the past and the present. The general feeling ls that the 
JO 

transition between traditional society and modernity was lesR evolut ionary and 

occurred over a shorter perlod of rime than that: of other his torieal uphellvals 

of culture. The concern Is that, having leapt over the conceptual chasms of 

State/Church authority and individuaUsm, religion and seeularism. Man la not 

yet seeure in this new territory and is ln danger of alipplng back Into the 

nothingness in between. Hartin Buber aetually s peaks of moderni ty as the 

"crisis of the in between".l The propositions of the past are no longer 

functioning and the new ones not yet firmly establ1shed. Thus, with very few 

exceptions, discussions about mode l'nit y , fram whatever ideologieal stand poi nt. 

are more often than not di scussions about the problem of moderni ty • .. 
To Ren~ Girard the problem of moderni ty is the problem of unfulf1l1ed 

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

deslre and his observations about the different ways in which Man goes about 

attempting to fulfill H. He bridges pase and present with the constant that 

Man ls barn deslr1 ng transcendence and w1 th the elabora tian of this des ire as 

mimetic in nature. He demonstrates how this des ire was fulf1l1ed with varying 

degrees of success in the past and how the conditions of the present inhlbit 

, its fulfl11ment and lead to violence. Girard at tempts to res2~ the present 

wi th the proposition of an all-encompassing o~to lO8Y tha t alleged ly 

understands the true nature of desire and prq'[ides the conditions for its 

consummatio~. Thus the key elements frOID which his cri tique of !IOdernity 

r 
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r-
emerges are l) the un!versal desire for transcendence, 2) the mimetic na ture 

of de.ire, 3) how it potentially learS to sacrlf1clal violence, and 4) the 

provision of 9a curative ofltology. H~S~gument Is reconstructed here as 

follows. 

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

transcend the physlcal reall ty of his ex! stence. Consciousness, toge ther wi th 

',\alng an awareness of one's existence,. 18 also the real1zatlon of one's 

Inevitable death. Man's first moment of existential awareness coinc1des with 

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

metaphyslcal deslre. 2 The centrall ty of this idea of transcendence emanates 
. 

from'the core of Emile Durkheim's s,tudy, The Elementary Forms of Religious 
\ 

!!!!, where It ls established that "50 far as we are able to judge frŒD the 

data of ethnology, the idea of the sou1 seems to have been contemporaneous 

with humanity'itself.,,3 D~rkheim further clarifies that, hhtortcally, this 

desire for transcendE!'nce has not been grounded in the bellef that the 

indiviual could escape his down death but rather that he wou1d contribute to 

the contlnuing lUe of a 1arger enti ty. 

' ••• the bellef ln the !mmortal1ty of the soul ls the ooly 
WB)' in which men were able to explain the fact wh1'elt could 
not faU to attract their attention; this fact is the 
perpetuity of the life of the group. Individuals die, but 
the clan survives. s~ the forces which gi~e it llfe must 
have some pe rpe tu! ty • 

~.an'8 attempts to a11y himself with the forces that contribute to the 

'l.-
continuity of life were h!storical1y attempted 1dthin the realm of religion. 

Girard 1 S argument i9 that in order to satisfy a des 1re to transcend himself, , 

Man looks outward in his search for fulflllment. He refera to sources other 

than his Unite and unJulfllled self. He imitates the directives of another 
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source which he perce1ves to be endowed vith knowledge abo~ the a,tta1œent -of 

fulfillment. l}We must understand that destre itaelf la essentially mlmet1c-a."1 

Girard further tells US that, in the past, the fulflll1ng so~rce was wlthout~ 

exception religion. Man' s o.utwa rd route to tran.scend~nce was a ve rt lcal Gne 

toward the heavens am a god. 

With the advent of secularism, the tradi t ionally vert ical route toward 

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

the desire for transcendence or proposed tha t the individual was i ndeed 
1,. 

capable of fulfilling it without outside references. According to Girard 

however, the cons tants remained - Man desir,es transee ndenee, Man seeks 

fulfillme,nt outslde of h1mself. The search, however, had been misplaced. 

"Denial of ,God does not el1minate transcéndency, tiut 1t 
diverts it from the au-dela to the en"':deca"(DD. 59). 

According to Girard, seeularlsm understands neither the undeniabill ty and 

force of metaphysical desire,nor the mimetic nature of desire itself. 'In 

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

nature and effect of a thwarted desire for transcendence. , Hè term&"" the . .. 

condition that develops from th~s unrequited des1re ontologieal slckness. 

Presenting them as examples of modern Man, Girard èxamines tne various 

manifestations of ontological siekness befal11ng the heroes' of Pro~t:' 
v.. 

Flaubert; Dostoievski, SteOcthal, and Cervantes. They ar~ aIl unhappy • 

• 1) o~sp;--te ~e dIfferent circumstances of these heroes' respective dlscontents, 

Girard sees a common source - the faUure to fulf1l1 the desire for 
1 

transc,endence. He a1so sees a eommn manifestat~on of thei!' discontent .... the 

proliferation of mimet1c desire. Mimetic"'desire 'i8 desire in'loked by 

something or someone other than the alleg.ed object of des1re.. It i8 the 

-------imitation of someo,ne elae's deslre and lts perpetua·tion depends wholly on the 
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hero's 1jnotance of ~he mechanism and its hold on him. The hero 18 unhappy 
. ". , 

because he 1tas not sat18fied his ~eed for transcend~nce. Not recogniz1ng the 

source of his unhappiness and t~e fact tha~ every other human being is in 

search of the' same goal, he imagines achers to have attained it and im1tates 

\ 
them in order to share in their imagined happiness. thE: systematic metaphor 

.L) , 

that Girard \Jses ta lllustrate the dynamics pi mimetic des1re is the 

triangle. The three points of the triangle are the hero, a model, and an 

object. The hero essentially is not satisfi ed 'with himself. He wanta ta 

a\hieve what he perceives ta be the perfection embodled in someone else - a 

'1 
chosen modeL As he capnot metamorphose himself into this "perfect" being, he 

subconsciously ddes the nexll bf,!st thlilg. He starts actually desirlng what he 

think.s hris model desires and consequently.attempts to appropriate his model 1 S 

abjects of destre wi th the incognizant hope that fulfilllnent will ensue. 

The route to transcendence f{)llowed by these secular heroes is a 
1 

horizontal one •• No longer able or will1ng ~o seek fulfillment vl~ the 

vertical route of religion, happlness ls sough,t horiz'ontally in the 'lmage of a 

percehed-to-be fulfil1ed Other. Accord'ing to Girard the search ls doaned by· 

tw6 basic misconceptlons at the metacenter of a secular ontology. Th~ first 

of these ts the beltef that Man can transcend the human reali ty of his 

o • 
existence without going beyond hlmself or bis nelghbo\Jr. It 18 the ~ttempt tQ 

satisfy metaphysic81 demanda ln a human <:ontext, ln the 'beli ef tha t :ian is 

daetaphyslcally autonomous. The ~econd m18concept~~n_ ls the absolute 

separation of Self an::!. ather. The modern hero Qperates frOID an Imagined 

.. 
underground in constant fear of either belng trampled byan Indifferent D1aS8 

of Others or denounced as a tbreat to the Cœloon well-being of th1s uss. 



. / 

o 

" 

, , 

1 

~ 
9 q 

The roa:aan~lc6 la a prisoner of the Manlchean opposition 
be~ween the Self and Othera and thue alwaya worka on one 
plane oo1y. Opposite the empty and faceleae het:.O who aays 
"I" is the grinn! 1'18 IIl8sk' of the Other. Ab801ute 
Interiority is opposed to absolute interiority. !~D ... 
146) 

( 

This opposition of Self and Other ls most evident ln the inabillt>: of th~ hero 
, 

to unlversalize the experience of his discontented ego. He does not cOOfelve 

of the 'possibil1ty that the Other ma)' suffer from the same mal.aise as hlm. He 

cannot imagine that the praniee of metaphysical autonany may have fai!ed 

4lnyone else. 

r , 

Each individual discovevs in the 'soUtude of his 
c'onscio\1sness that the promise ia false but no one i9 able 
to universal1ze his experience. The promise remains true ~. 
for Others. ' Each one believes that he alone is excluded 
from the dlvine inheritance and takes pains to hide' thie • 
udsfortu'ne. Original sin ls no- longer the truth abo~t a11 
men au in a ,rellgious universe but rather each 
irdividual r e secret. ,DD., 57) (., 

, ~ 

Thus., Girar~ arg'ues that although the secularism typifylng modernity depart.ed 

from religIon ~rt the grounds that the latter did not adhere to new demande for 

. verifiable e~perience, secularlsm has proven to be !l0 harbinger of, truth. On 
~. ~ 

the contraiy, it has .deluded Man lnto bel1eving that he can find fulf'Ulment 

where it 19 not:. to be found. It has also engulfed him ln an lntenninable 
., • ,. " 1 

rouru;l of mlmetic desire tha t consistentiy separa tes o~e man from another and 

Inhlbi ts a, cons tru<;t ive se,nse of comtnun~,ty. 

l 
At firet conslde.ratlort, the impulse toward mimetlc ~aes1re appears to be a 

. highly unattrahive attribute but a o re1atlvely innocQOus one - ltke the 
""1 _ .' 

affliction of many a Restoratlon Comedy 'character. Howe~r" Girard sees in 

.. mimetlc desire -and the on(:ologlcal base fran wh1ch lt 8pri~rJ the seed for 

'potentlally apocalyptic violence. Throu,8P the novels in oq uest!on 'ln Decelt, 
1 

Desire and th~ Novel, Girard demonstrates' how the debil1tatiog effects of the 
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ontological faJ,aehooda on the hero' a sense ot judgment: am reali ty ,lead to a 

p.ychic violence chat threatens the hero, his peers, and the lik~lihood of , , 

harmonious interaction be tween them. In a world of deviated transcendence, 
• 

men become gods either in their own eyes or 1n the eyes of each other. Their 

inabil1ty to fulfill the exacting raIe turns into a frusJ:ation and resentment 

that(18 more often 'than not projectecl-onto Others. 

God Is dead, man must take his flace •• ~_ The more deeply 
it'18 ~ngraved in our hearts the more,violent 18 the 
contrast. between this marvelous promise and the.brutal 
disappoi ntment . inflicted by' experi ence • (DO., 56) 

Instead of confronting his inability to fulfill his own metaphysical 

needs, the hero develops an ,underground mentali ty in which he perceives Others .lJ 

as the shackles of an dtherwise m.etaphys ical, aut@nany. lt ie. the 

unenl~ght~ned mass that p~event8' him fram fulfilling his metaphysical 

potent!al. In order to fully internl1lize this bel1ef the hero pr'oceed8 to 

openly alienate an athernae Indifferent ID8S8 throùgh blatant acts of 

provocation. Soclety's corxJ~~nation of ther and of -theh" perpetrator in turn, 

reinforces the 'romantic hero's s-elf image of vict,im-at-'large. However, hi~ 

sense of identiey is chained to' the perceptions and reactions of others and -
.~ 

thus he remains entangled in the web of mimetlc deslre, although the imitation 

18 a _negat~ve one. 

The ranantlc 19 always falli ng on his knees. before the 
wrong altar; he thlnks he ls sacrificing the wo~ on the 
altar of the Self, wh~reas the real object' of his .. wr~hip 
ia the Other. (DO., 87) 

• 

Making an altar out of the Self ~r the Other '1s, 'for Girard, a perversion 

of tranacendence that 'leada to' an ultimate1y cataatrophie cultivation of 

. -
dlff.~ences. In a primitive soalety an e~ldemic of ontologieal siekness would 

.. 
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lead to physi\!al violence 800 the eveniual annihila tion of the group. In the 

modern world where foree'has lost it~ preyious p~estige on t~e personal level, 

the result of ontologieal siekness manIfests itself in the open combat of a 

multitude of coqsc~ousness's in the fonns of dlsoonesty, hypocrisy, vanlty, 

lack of empathy, and hatred. As evidence of this modern warfare Girard 
~ , 

offers, among others, Flaubert's and Stendhal's vaniteux, ?roust's snobs and 

Oostolevskl's paranolaes. By,way of i"nduction. Girard also exposes what he 

bel1eves to be the dangers ln the institutional manifestations of ontological 

sickness - indi,viduaUsm, equality, democraey, and aIl IdeQlogy. In 

individual1sm he sees the potential fo~ the aUenation of' every Man from his 

fellow. "Hatred is indlviduallstJ.c - ft nourishes fiercely the n'iusion of an 

absolute diffèrence between Self and Other from whieh nothlng -geparate(it." 

(OD., 73). In equal1ty he sees petty cOOIpetition and pretention. "Snobbism 

beg1-ns wi th equal1 ty" (DO., 70). In deroocracy he 'sees lack' of law. 

"Oemocraey Is one vast middle-class court where the courtiers, are eV"erywnere 
l " , , 

, , 
and th~ king i9 nowhere" (DO., 119}. AU Ideologies are interpreted to be a , 
serles of negative imitations that are mere1y different manifestations of one 

and the same metaphysicill deslre. "Ideology 18 merely a pretext for fetocious 

oppositions whieh are secretly in agreetne'nt" (DO., 225). 

When Girard writes that, "Modern society is no longer anything'but 8 

negative imitation and the effort to leave the beaten path forces everyo\e 

inevitably into the same ditch" (DO., 100), he is not ~rely expressing an 

aesthetit! disl1ke of modernity. Unlike T.S.' Eliot, mediocri ty is not thi~ 

cri tic of moderni t1's main concerne Girard' s concern 18 the potentlal for 
. 

violence Inherent. in a society chat has institutional-ized conceptual roa4<~' 

blocks t~warckthe fldfillment of Man' 8 1nnate and polota..-ful désire for 

> • , 

" 
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transcen:lence. The blocks do not èliminate' the desire but rather enforce "1 ts 

mimetic mapifestations. And Girard assures us that mimesis .in a world wichout 
~ 

a god leads unequivocally to violence • 
. 

Girard charts the progression from desire to violence as such: Once 

Man's basic needs are met, he desires, and sinee àesire is intrinsically 

mimetlc and mimetic des ire pita one man against another, then Man, in 8 

godless world. la' intrinsically violent. Paradlgmatically, there ls a 'flrst' 

c<?n!lict reaultlng from mlmetic desire - the convergence of the respective 

desires of a model and a aubject on the same .object. This conflict leads to . 

the 'firElt' 'or 'original' murder which, i~ turn, leads to a oecond retall.atory 

murder potential~y leading to infini tely repetitlve veng~ance aix! the ultlmate 

annihillâtlon of the group •. Girard' s prime object of study ln Violence aru;l 

the Sacred fa the prevention of the always Jmminent' poasibility of rampant 

rec1procal violence. The a9sumption i9 'that as long as Man desirea, Man will 

be involved in potentially violent conflict. The oo1y recourse is tlhe 
i'iI' , , 

prevention of ita natural gravitation toward total destruction. 

, 
'. 
,. , 

If primitive societlés have no tried and tr_ue remedies for 
dealing.with an outbreak of violence, no certain cure once 
the social equillbrium has been upset, we can assume that 
pr~entlve measures will play an esaential role (VS" 17). ". 

_____ . Giran! groups the' varioqs methods that have been èIDployed by man to 
,.. -

clrcumvent' an :i,nterminable round of revenge into t hree general categories: 1) 

sacrificJ.a1 ri tes in whith the apirit of revenge is diverted into 0t..her 
,--" , 

channels; 2) the harnessing of vengeance through'trials of combat; 3) the 
'" '-() 

establishment of a judlcia1 system_ Although he claims that his list is 

or8a~lzed ln 8scending order of effectl veness,. he ls moSt interested ln the 

leut. ef,feetive method - aacrlfic:ial, ri tuaI (VS., 20-21). The impl1c1 t rèâaon 
-q 

for this choiee la that the most primitive and least sophls~içated preventive 

'. 
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. 
messGre will bes t reveal the role COII)lDOn to his -three ca tegoriea. "In the 

\ 

final analysis, then, the judic1al s,1stem and the InsFi tut Ion of sacrifice 

share the same functIon ••• " (V .S •• 23). 

In sacrlficial r~tualJ the function i8 revealed through the mechanis1D of 

the s,urrogat.e victim. A return to the paradigm of the 'Uret murder t ls 

helpful here to investigate the flUlctioning of 'the mechanism •. t.f that first 

murder is retaliated by the reciprocal murder of the Brst murderer, an 
-------

endlessOchain o~ rèvenge i9 induced. However, if the retal1ation for that 

firs t murder i9 performed on a victlm who 19 not gullty of the crime, the next 

link in the chain of revenge i8 cut and the violence stops with the death of 

tt,te victim. In order for the victim~ to succe8sfully servè this purpose th( 

victim has to resemble the guilty party on ~ome level, although not 000 

, 
closely, so that the'connection between the ritual and the crime 18 not, 

completely lost. The victim a1so has to be a social outcast of sorts so that 
t..,.. 

no one seriously eares about
r
hi9 dea,th. In addition, in order to disperse the 

, 
guilt over the murder of the victim, the act has to be perfo~ed, if ooly 

metaphofic~llYJ unanimous1y by the entire group. ~ast1y, but Most 
, . 

1mportantly, the group has to be completely ignorant ,of the real fund: ion of 

the mechanisllh They have to believe that the rituel ls an offering to a 
, 

highef dei,ty that W'i1l. thus be .appeased and wi,thdraw the scourge of viOlenc~1. 

There are then four e1ements key to the success of the surrogate yictim 

mecha~ism in putting'an end to, repetltive violence: 1) there must be a 8Oc1al 

link missing between the victim and society; 2) the vfctim must resemb1e the 

.gullt~ party; 3) the sacriflc1al act must be unanlmously performe<l and; 4) the 

group must remaln ignorant of how and why the mèchan1s1D worka (VS., 1-38). 

<!> • 
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. And 80, the surrogate victim mechanism attemptjl ta terminate endless 
, J. 

reelprocal vlolence with the el1mlnatlon of 8uilt ln a single sanctified act 

of violence t although violence nonetheless. Accordl ng tQ Glrard t there is no 

other way. "Oo1y violence can put an end to vidlence t and tha t i8 why 

violence is self-propagating." (VS., 26). The paradox of violence as the only 

antidote to violence can oo1y b~ t;ruly understood and exped1ently used when a-

distinction ls made between the right type of violence and the wrong gee of < 

violence. Whether the preventive method in question ia sacrificial ritual or 

the judic1ru.y system, there has to he an underlying agreed-upon or enforced . 
distinction between 'good violence' and 'bad violence' - between gpod and 

evil. Enter rellgion. 

As 800n as the essential quality of transcendence -
rellgious, humanistle, or Whatever - ls 10st, there are no 
longer any tenns by which ta define the legitl~ate form of 
violence and to recogni'ze it among the multi tude of 
11liclt forms. The definition,of legitlmate and 
illegitimate forms then becomes a matter of mere opinion 
wi..t.b each man free ta reach his own decis'ion... Only the. 
introduction of some transcendentàl quallty that wU1 

1 persuade me of the fundamental difference between 
sa~rlfice and revenge, between a 'judlcial system and 
vengeance can succeed i n bypass~ng violencè (VS. t 24). 

Althoush Girard here makes a passi'ng"mention of humanism 'or whatever', It Is 

clear that his critique of modernity is largely a denunçiation of 

humanlst-based attempts a t transcendence. The major point reiteratèd thereln 

la that religion is the only known' successful deterrent of violence and the , 
potential annihUiation of the entire human race. 

It ahou1d now become apparent that humsnity's very 
, ex18t~nce 1s due prlmarl1y ta the operation of the 

surrogate victim... There lé no sad et y w1 thout re11gion, _ 
---.... becauae w1thout reUgion socle ty cannot enat (VS. ~ 221) • 

• 
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Girard's unequivoca1 statement about the viability of society without 

religion clearly indicaees that he does not view modernity to be a working 

proposition. Raving elaborated on the reasons why this is so, Girard then 
p 

offers a solution, at which point his theory moves from tne observation of 

phenomena to the defence of an onto10gy. The ont010gy 19 an old one that 
~ 

Girard argues has been gros91y misifiterpretéd thus attributlng its previous 

fallure to human error and not to the ontology Itself. Thé onto10gy Is 

Christianity. In his last two worka, Des choses cach~es depuis la fondation 

du monde and Le bouc emmissaire, Girard explains why Christianity, properly 

, , 
understood, provides the egress from the guagmlre of mimes:ls 'and violence that 

," 
chsrscterizes modernity. 

In Deceit, Desire and the Novel, Girard expresses fNstration with the 

novel' s u1timate cowa rdice in unequi vocally exposing' the mime tic nature of .. 
.... human desiJ:e. Violence and the Sacred faults anclent Greek drama from 

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

in Des choses cach~es "and Le bouc emmissaire, GIrard engages in a detal1ed 

re-interpretation of the Bible as the only text that confronts and reveals the 

function of the surrpgate victlm and thuB the truth about Man's' Inherent 

violence. Furthermore, and IDOst importantl'y, it offers the solut 10n to 

violence once and for aIl. 
, 

The ~inite world of the Bible lends Ltself perfectIy to the Ulustration 

of Glrard's t·heory of rampant redprocal,violence ëmanating from a 'first 

murder'. Withln a Bibli.c!)l cont'ext, Gira~d's Urst murder 18 no longer a 

conceptual $pringboard but an identifiable event in which the murderer and the 

murde.red have names - Cain and Abel: Accordi ng to Girard J the Bible raisea\ , 
above all other literature ln Its treatment of thls murder and the others tbat 

fol~~w by consistently siding with the victiœ. 
o -
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••• si le mythe, en somme, est la vision r~tr08pect1ve des 
pers6cuteurs sur leur propre persécution~ nous ne pouvons 
Pas -traiter comme insignifiant un changement de 
perspective qui consiste a se ranger au côtê de la 
victime, a proclamer son innocence il elle et la 
culpabil1tê de ses meurtriersJ 

To side with the murdered is to real1ze that the murdered 19 a victim and not 

the gw.lty party. To acknowledge that the murdered i9 a victim ia to 

acknowledge that his death is the result of human er~r or decelt and not an .. 
act of wrath of a bloodthirs 7y delty. 'To side with the victim ls thus to 

understand and reveal the true function of the surrogate vlctim mechaniam. 

Because of this revelatlon, Girard attributes to the Gospel a conceptual 

revolutian that, has never been clearly understood or apprecltJted. He explains 

how no prevlou9 l1terature haâ dared to reveal the fact that the surroga te 

victlm was innocent for fesr of unleashing the violence that ignorance 

/nfined to one unhappy soule Oedipus, unknow1,ng of his crimes' as he la' when 

l,he commts them, 1s ~11 bel1eved responsible for society' s l1la-qThe 

survival of the city Vhebea 1s contingent on the collective bellef of its 

citizens, and even ita forlorn king, ln his gullt. The Gospel ia proclaimed 

" 

by Girard to be the firet text to absolve the Oedipus's by revealing the 

arbi trary nature of their selection as a1leged harblngers of evl1. 

Une~'foi8 repêr~s ces mécanismes ne jouent plus; nous 
croyons de moins en moins la culpabll1tê ,des victimes 
qu'ils exigent, et privêes de la nourriture qui les 
sustente, les institutio,ns qerivêes de ces meca-nismes 
s'effondrent une a une autour de nous. Que nous le 
sachions ou non, ce sont les Eva!:18lles qui sont 
responsable- de cet effondrement.8 

Once the Goépel has revealed the surragate victim m~chanism, thereby 
,') 

haltlng lts functloning, the question remains, 'wl th what 1 s this admi~tedly 

i.peda'ct antidote to rampant reciprocal violence replaced? f Girard' s answer 
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i8 that the death of Jesus Christ and the phil090phy on which this death 18 
. ~ 

founded Is the radical and lasting violence-free solution. 

In Violence and the Sacred, Girard states that "the alm is to achteve a 

1 
radically new type of violence, truly dec1s1ve and self-contained, a fom of 

violence_that will put an end once,..and for aIl to violertce Itself" (VS., 27). 
, - , 

- In Des choses cach~es, Girard argues that the ~eath of Christ Is the violent 

act deslgned to end aIl violent acts. 

Il faut d'abord insister sur le car~ctère non sacrificiel 
de la mort du Christ. Dire que Jêsus meurt, non pas dans 
un sacrifice, mais contre tous les sacrifices, p~ur qu'il 
n', ait plus de sacrifices, c'est la m~me chose que de 
reconnaitre en lui la Parole de D'leu elle-m~me: "C'est la 
misericorde que je veux et non les sacrifices" (DC., 234). 

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

s~crlfié.e. It is not a sacrifice because, being divine, Christ ls not tdnted 

with the human violence Which even the lesst guilty of sacrificial victims i9 

tainted. He i8 so innocent th~t he cannot serve a sacrlf1c1al mechanism that 

has to believe at least in a certain amount of guilt. 

C'est a dire que Jêsus va fournir â 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 m@me temps, 
est la plus innocente (DC., 232). 

It is not a sacrifice because Christ i8 the son of an unvengeful god who does 
>1" 

not require blood to ensure a plentiful harvest. 

.. 
Pour lui (Jêsus), la pa role qui suggêre de n' imi ter nul 
autre que ce Dieu, ce Dieu qui abstient de toutes 
reprlisailles et qui fait brille r son soleil Ou tombe r sa 
pluie ind1fferêment sur les 'bons' et sur les 'mechants', 
cette parole pour lui, reste absolument valable, elle 
reste jusqu'à la mort, et c'est de toute ~vldence ce qui 
fait de lui l'Inca mation de cette Parole (DC., 230). 

() 
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lt 1& not 8 sacrifice because the Gospe~ s8y9 it i9 not a sacrifice. 

,Il n'y a rien, dans les Evaogllej., po_ur sugg~rer quecla 
mort de Jbus est un sacrifice,' quelle que soit la 
definition qu'on donne ••• Jamais dans les Evangiles, la 
morte de Jêsus n'esC definiê comme un sacrifice (OC., 
203-204) • 

Thus, through Christ's perfect suitability ta the raIe of the last 

victim, Christian! ty reveals che surrogate victim mechanism and Man can no 

longer kill with the intention of attaining peace. In terms more directly 

relevant ta moderni ty, Christiani ty provides Man wi th a model (Christ) in whom 

the search for transcendence i8 satisfied, thus precluding the violence 

endemic ta failed attempts. The model of Christ ca';'6e imitated without the 
, 

fear of violence and the moral bankruptcy to Which aIl other types of mimesis 

lead. "Suivre le Christ, c'est renoncer 8,U deslr mimetique ••• " (DC., 453). 

Furthermore t Christian! ty replaces sac rif1cial l'HuaI wi th Christ' 8 phil080phy 
~ 

of love. It Is through a strict ad~erence ta the Christiaa maxim of 'love-

your enemy' made possible bya new understanding of the Gospel, more faithful,,/ 

to Hs intent, that modernity can escape the violence that plagues it. 

Pour dêtruire toute violence, 11 suffirait que tous les 
hommes dêcident d'adopter cette regle (la regle du 
Royaume). Si tous les hommes tendaient l'autre joue, 
aucune joue ne serai C frapper. Mais pour cela, il faut 
que chacun, sêparemenc, et tous" tous ensemblent, se 
donnent sans retour ~ l'entreprise commune (DC., 234-235). 

Barri08 a new and large-scale adherence ta the teachings of the Gospel, 

Girard bel1eves moderni cy to be headed towa rd an escalat ion of violence 
( 

poss1bly leading co world destruction. He argues that if two thousand years 

of Christiani ty have not brough t about the péace promised, i t is only because 

Christ1anity has been mislnterpreted. Chr~st's death has been hlstorically 

v;lewed as a sacrifice and lts intended effect annulled. The apocalypse that 
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potentially awa:lts i8 not divine vengence but the result of man's refusa! to 

understand and adopt the word of the Gospel. 

Nous voulions que notre demeure nous soit laissée, eh 
bien, elle nous est laissh (OC., 284r. 

This short review of Ren~ Girard's theory limits itself to those basic 

aspect 8 of his theory frem which he launche9 his cri tiq ue of mOfl~Hnl t1' , 

together with his conclusion as to how the modern condi t Ion can be Improved. 

The rnovement of his theory and of his cri tique of modernity ls fran a human 

sc1ences-based observation of Man to the development of an ontologiesl 

8ynthesis. Rf.s observations of human behaviour lesçf him to state tha"t, once 

Man' s basic needs are met J he is subject to ~n intense des 1re. wh ich 18 

metaphysical in nature. It is essentially a des ire for transcendence. 

Furthermore, Girard gathers from -bis investigations that all deslre 18 

mlmetic, the des ire for transcendence bei ng no exception. This means that 

when Man experlences desires, he turns to external referents in the hope of 

f!Jlfillment. If these external referents happen to be other IIten, then Man 

competes witn others for fulfillment as If the seaFch for transcendence were a 

zero-sum game in whlch the other's 109s ls your 'gain and vice versa. The 

result i8 violence. 

Girard demonstrates how; his'torica~ly, the violen~é Inherent in the 

mimetic nature of the desire for tran9cendence was curbed by religloq. ./ 

. Religion offered divine external referents for Man's desire whlch k.ept men 

more or less from killing each other. When an outbreak of violence in fact 9 

~ 

occurred, Man thought 1t to be the wrath of a dlvinity and offe red the 

l 

occasional surrogate vlctim to appease lt.· Violence remained but it was 

contained. Man' s desire for tra08cendence was met to a c\egree wh lch ensurecr· 
\ , 

the continui ty of ,society. 

, 

\ 
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Enter modernit",and, more speclfically, a cen~ury that beg~ns with 

N1etz8che's epitaph for God. Accordlng ,ta Girard the epitaph would·have.be.en 
l 

more suitably written for mddern society. Girard attempc.s to demonstrate how .. 
Man, without religion, la doomed to a life of vaIn attempts at fulfUl1ng his 

desire for trar!8cendence. His failure turna into reseotment and hatred» in 

turn leading ta violence. in mod~rnity, Uan ,decided to fuÙUI his desl.res 
~ 

wffhout divine reference and-the evidence of his failure is littered around 
, , 

, 
him in the global form of two world wars, the Holocaus.t, urban violence» ahd 

the threat of nuclear destruction. Girard mà~ntain.à that, despite the great 

changes thàt. moderni ty has experienced, religion remllins the ooly way, to 
" 

fulfi11 Man's desire for transceodence while curbing its violent lmpf.'seso 

Furthermore, onry Christlarity'"can end violence once and for al1 through its 

philosophyof love and through the direction of the mimetic,impulse toward ~he . 
im1t,!ltion of th~ only personage who se imitati~n does 1)0t lead to conf1~ct 

( 1 

-Jesus Christ. 

----nenê Girard deve10ps hi'9 critique. of moderni ty primarily w1 th reference 

to observations made of' primitive eodeties, anc1ent Greek tragedy, the Bible" 

and the nineteenth century novel. With the intention of testing the 

,fUll'ctlonallty of Girar,d'.Q theory about are1igious ~tempts at transcendencë, 
, , 

thia thests will next make ,heuristic,. use of Girardian precepts in the 

~ , ---
l1terature most dlose'ly fitting Girard's per'ception of modernity - exis-tential 

li téra tt,lre. 

- . , 
1 , 

~. t 
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1 Màrtin Buber, !etween Man and Man, (New York: The MacMillan Co., t965), 

p. 37. 

2 Renfi' Girard, Decelt, Desire and the ,Novel, transe by Yvonne Freccero 
/,-

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 196.5.), p • 
. 

*All furthèr references to, this text' in this t hesis will he annotated withl n 

the text by the in1tia1s 'DO' plus the page number wi thin brackets, f~ 
the r~ference. 

3 EmUe Durkheim, The'Elementary Forma of Religious Life, transe by Joseph 

Ward Swaln (London: 'George Allen & Unw1n Ltd., 1964), p. 240. 

4 ~Ue Durkheim, The Elementary Forma of 'Rellgious Life, p. 268. 

05 Renfi Gira rd, Violence and the Sacred, trans. by Gregory Pa trick 

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1972), p. 146. 

itAlI further references to this text in this thesis wUl be annotâted wlthi n 
.) 

the text by the l,nitials 'VS' pl~a the page number withln'brackets', following 

the reference. ' /. 

6 Throug~out Deceit; 'DesJ.re and the Novel, Girar uses thé tetm 'raDantic' 

. interchangeably with the tem 'modern.' 

7 1 \ 

Reœ Girard, Dea choses c8chjéa depuis la fondation du monde, (Parls: 

Bernard Grasset, 1918), p. 171. 

itAlI further references to this text in this thes1s ,will he annotated 'Wi.thin 

the teltt by the initiaIs 'DC' plus the page number within brackets, fo~lowing __ -' 

the reference. 
\ 

8 Renfi Girard, Le M2'c emmissa1re, (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1982), p. 149. 
9 

itAlI further references ~o_ t_his text in thh thes1,S wi~l be annotated with1n 

, 1 

the text by the initials "BE' plus the page number within brackete, fol16w1ng 

the r'eference. 

,/ 
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-CBAPttR 'l'WO: 

TBE. BXISTElfTIAL SACRIPICÈ 

The analys18 of the Iheroes of Cervantes, Stendhal, Proust, Plaubert and 

~o8toievski in Deceit, Desire and the Novel 1a ·informed by two postulat'ês st 

the metaèenteJ; of Rent! Girard' s theory of Man: The first i9 that rel1gious 

'patterns ,of beh~viour outl1ve doctrinal rel1gious b~l1ef and subsequently, 

that re~igious patterns of behaviour in a secular schema' resule in violence • 

Th,e resistance of religious behaviour -1908 after a specifie orthodox'y has been 

d18csrded' i8 att>rlbutable to what Girard bellev.es to be Man's Innate need foot 

transcendence: The r~jectlon Qf religion i9 an lntellectual dec1sion that 

doe8 not el1mlnate transcendency: It merely diverts lts focus from thlnga 

divine co thinga human. te redirects i ts mome,ntum fram the centri fugal 

tefdency of religion towar,d the- he'aveos_ to the centripetal tendency of )he 

secu!ar toward the Self. T'hus, aince religlous behaviour 15 barn of an ionate 

impetus towards transcendence, religioùs béhavlour pe rsls.ts no matter how 

inte1lectual1y coherent and virulent" the rejectlon of religion happens to be. 
"" 

~owever~ Girard considera the introver~ion of the trahscendent impulse ln a 
, 

secula'r àèhema to be a dattgerous and potem:1ally violent phenanenon. He does 

not beUeve the Self and Othera able ta tSrtfill·the destre for transcendeoce. 
" 

The Im{K>tence turns to frustration and resentment. ln turn leadlng to, 

violence; both psychic and physlçal. 

The heroes of the ~ineteenth century nove! certainly g1ve credence ta 

~ . 
Girard' a p08 tula t es about rél1gious - behavlour in' a secuila r world., ,but a 

aign1flcant volume of the l1teraturè _of the hol1stlcaH.y 81;.heistic ~wentieth 

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

aecular œ):meaia •. His theory provea p~rhap8 n_owhere as acc.urate aa' in the 

" , 
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, , 

literature emanati~ fran the phUosop~ical movement wh1ch posltioll6 itself at 

the dtametrlcal pole of religion - exis~ential1.~m. A Glrardian an~lysis of

the literature representative of an ontologics1 system whlch professes nothl~ 

if'not atheism and ind1.vidualism reveaJ,.s chat ~~e ex:l.8tencial reaUty' 19 

fraughc w{th man1fes~atlons of religio\1s behaviour provo~d by purely mimetlc 
t ~ 

,~ 

impulses. The ·~an .. ti" in the anti-1<lerp of existential works s1mply repr,es~nts 

\ 

thf! negatlvely imitaFive nature of an e9s:.da1,lY cOOl~n a~tempt to f\,l;l,f1l1'8 

purely conventiona! and universal des1re ~ transcendence. The'1~potence 

expetienced by the antl-hero reveals the- ~hasm between the edstential, promise 

of metaphyslcal nutonomy nnd dts practieal t'eaU ty, a'nd lends hlm to behave ln 

ways i'ndicntlve of a strong des1re for trans'7endence desplte his assertions to 

the eontrary. Aceording to Girard,. the resul~, Is the substitut ion of one 

rellgious system by another whlch ~enles !ta own re11glos1ty. 

, 

Uslng Girard's par~digm of mimetiC' clestre and its metaphysleal , 
mamfes ~atloris, this chapter wil'1 focus on t;hree li terary works a t the - , 

~ - , 

1 , 

va'nguard ~f exiatentialism~,~ Albert Camus' s The Outsider, Edward All?ee' s thé ~ 

l' Zoo Story, and,~e8n Anoullh's Antigone. The lntent ta to demonstrate the 

rel1g10ua and even sacrificial nature of Camus's and Al'bee's works' and to 
~ . . 

diseuss Anouilh' s ,exposition of the saeriflclaJ. 'tende nei es of the ed stentisl 
.}~ -

~ti-hero by way of Antigone.1 
... 

" ft The three wO'rks in question feature heroes who perèeive themselves or are 

'. 

'", r 

- \ 

perceived by the.author to be outs'ide. the maiœl!r'eam of society and who clalm , 

at'best Indifference to this Wl1nstream and at worst contempt. Camus's , , 

-Meursault i.s a' young -clerk in Algiera who lives a la ~ely unevent fu! and 

conventional life eoo~ hls evening meal ln hijJ small fat after a day' s 

'work, haV'ing sex with b1"s girlftieod on ,weekends, -going to t'he beach on' Sun~y 
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aad so on. Wha( separatet Meursault from those around him 18 the fact,.'çhat he. 
>~. 

.. »'-./;" 

lives as Cyril Connolly states "w1, thouÇ arudety in a continuo\uf present, 'and 

-
,has no need to think or express h1mself ... 2 To live ln a continuous present is 

to live without the e~otions provoked by ~he past: Bucil as regre-r-, suilt, 

mournfulnes~, nostalgia and without the emotions invoked by I;!:te future -

ambition, fear, anticipation. Mèursault is painfully oonest about his lack of 

emotion and clearly Indifferent about Its effect on thof;le around him. He 19 
• 

the outsider. 
, 

Albee's Jerry is more tangibly a- cha('actet on the frloge of society. In 

his own words, "1 am a permanent transient And my home ls t;he slckening 

roanhouses.on t"e West Side of'New York 'city."3 In his encounter with Peter, 

a Middle class pubUshing executive readlng on a park bench, Jerrf/ uses the 

ugl1ness fran whence he comes as a podium fran whlch to lecture those who have 

found comfort ln conventionality. His tone is contemptuous and 

condescendlng. Unhappy as Jerry Is, It Is Peter's life ~ich 18 under attack 

throughout the plày •. 

Ànouilh's Aq,tigone ls a prin~ss who has contractee! Sartre's 'La naus~e' 

and turned ,it into d'-:&~tred of Others. She perceives the trials and ~, 

tribulations ot her uncle, Creon, her slster, Ismene and her lover, Haemon, as 

pétty and "spits" on' thelr version of happiness. She ;18 ,convinced th~t, 
, \ 

un1ike ,them, she wants everything of lHe and the thought thàt they. should 

,settle for anythip8 le9S sickene her. 

And' so, d~ault's ~ack of'emotioll, -1erry's cult of ugllness and 

Antigone's Ideal of uncomprOmised life are what allegedly set these characters , , . 
,,j 

apart fram the malnstream cf Soc1et;y. The t,hree are cœuniJtted to their image' 

of the di~ference between themselves and Othersj the threoe are secure in thetr 

• , . 

, , 
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.. 
belief ~hat they do not destre what.Othen desire. However, The Outsider, The, 

. 
Zoo Story and AIitigone 411 end in a violent confrontation bet\olleen the haro and 

Others entirely provoked by the supposedly deslre-l:ess hero. Meursault pumps 
~ 

four bullets lnto~ an Arab on a beaeh for no adlIiitted reason other than the 

sharp discomfort caused by the scorching Algerlan sun; Jerry bipales h1msel f , . 
on a knife he has forced a confuged Peter to hold; and Antigone tt'angresses an 

edi.ct ca rrying the death penalty in order to give a burlal to a brocher ahe , 

never knew nor' cared about. 

, But how does a desire-Iess individual get h1mself in 60 much trouble with 

the coilectivity? The meta-argument in these works is Girardian. The argument 

is that the desirelessness of t-hese heroes poses a -threat to a generally 

mimetically desirous ~ociety. ,By virtue of cheir desirelessness they expose 

the mimetic nature of soclet:y's desire and thus its metaphysical bankrupcey. 

This leads to a violent confrontation ln which the hero i9 sacrificed for tbJc 

purpose of mainta:Î.n1ng t'he uneasy peace that relies on an ignorance of. 

mimesis. 

The historieal mutilation ,of mimesis, the su'ppresslon'of 
lts conflietual dlmensll'!\ was no error. Real aw~rene88 of 
mimetic desire threatens t!te flatterlng deluslon we 
ent~rtaln 'about ourselves as Indlviduals and the nature 
and orig!n of the collective. 4 ' 

The hero 19 thus posltioned as surrogate victim and the ~urrogate victlm 18 

el~vated to the status of a purveyor of moral values passi~ elaborate 

judgments on his exeeutioners aIl the way co the sacr1f1:1al altar. 

Someth!ng, however, ls wrong. The meca-argument und.er1y1~ chese works 

neglects the li~er81 rea11 ty Chat each of t;he heroes imposes himself on the 

èonselousnes8 of Othen by committlng an unprovoked cJ;illle. 'There 18 no 

J 

text~l evid~nce in e1ther 1!:!! OutSIder, The Zoo Stor>: or Antigone that these 
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Il 

beroe. pose any tbreat to society untll they el ther murder, 'trick S01Deone to 
- J , 

lBu~deJ) them or ,break a law which does not affeèt them but ha~ some concrete 

purpose in their society. In short, the discrepancy between the meta-argument 

. of these works and"their textual reaUty puts into ~uestion the valldity of 
•• 

this type of existential work and argument. Are 'çhese heroes truly different 
i 

frœ Others? Do they real1y not desire in a mimetic fashion? ,And furtherDDre 

18 the final confrontation really the act of' an ignorant collectivity 

threatened by the dangerou8 truth of one individual? 

. . 

The Outsider begins with the death of Meursault's mother. lt has been 

SaDe yeara sinee he sent her to a seni9r citizens' home eitner because he 

could not af ford to keep her or because they'were not good companio-ns for each 

other - this point is never ols' rified. Upon receiving the telegram fran trhe 

Hom~ announc:in~ his m6ther's death, Meursault -ia unequivocally urunover;l. The 

.only'emotion that 8'Urfaces during the èourse of the vi'gU and funera! is one 
\ 

of mlld aggravation at the. inconvenlenc::~ of his fina~ obligations as a 9On. 

He, has not vislted his Mother for a year becauBe it "meant l08ing my Sunday -

- f 

not to mention the fa ct of going to t.he bus, getting my ticket, and spendi ng 
, , 

twC? flours on the journey ~ach' way ... 5 While walldng to the buri~ site he 
.. 

catches hlmself thinking, "what an agreeable walk ! mlght have had, if lt 

hadntt been ~o; Mother."6 l~ the absence of any details about h'is mother's 

chal'actet o,r behavlour one has to assume tha t Meursault has no feeU ng . 
p 
, / 

whaçaoeve r: for his mother sfmply bec:ause he does not. As he himself mentions 

.re~atedly. lt is not his fault. 

Meurs8ult l s lack'"of emotion for his mother may or may not differentiate 

hi. frOID Othen. lt would be pointless to speculate as to how,much true , , 
, 

feeling DlOSt people have for their, mothers. More importantly, however. there 
'-

\ 

., 

o' 
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18 no evidence in the text to indicate, that his demonstrated lack of ~tlon 
1 

threatens anyone. 'When Meursault tries to lIIake exCUSe8 to, the toIarden for 

hav1.ng sent h:fts !Dother to a home, the Warden replies,' "ThereJs no need ta' 

exéuse yourself, my b{)y. l've looked up the record and obviously you weren't 

in a position to see that she w~s properl~ cared for."7 When Meursault saks 

the Warden not to open t:he coffin, he gently says, "1 understaod .... a In 

o essence no one cares that Meursault does. not eate for his mother. It is only 

. , 

made an issue of by a clever prosecutor after Meursaultt,\has kllled a man. " , ' 

When Meursdult ls offered a promotion and an accompanying move to Paris, 

he turns lt down becauae 1 t makes no dif ference to him ei tber way and inertia 

..... 
wins out. His confused superior asks'if a change of life does not appeal to 

, ~ 

him and Meursa,ult narrates his reply as follows: "1 answered that one never 

'c,hanged one's rea1 life; anyho'!ol, one life was' as good as another am my 
, 

present one su1ted me quite T.Jell. ,,9 Meursault then facet iously informs the 

reader that this lack o,f ambi tion 1~ perceived as a grave defect by Others. 

Perhaps. But a threat? Not at aIL.. Meursault: does not l.ose his job and his 

superior's surprise st ois ref1.l5dl is Inc'onsequential. 

In another of the fev,instancés worthy of note in Meursault' s. Statlc 

S'"~x:f.stence,lhis glr~frlend ssks him if he would marry her. lUth aq much 

dis1nterest as he can muster he says that he would not miod. A lit Ue 
1 

confused by ~ls lackad~isical. attitude to what shé cons ide rs an important 

matter, she then,asks him if he loves her. 

o .' 

1 rep'lied, much as bèfore, éhat her que8t~on meant nothing 
or next to n9thing - but l suppose 1 dldo/'~. 

'If chat's how you feel,' she 8a,ld~ 'Why marry me?' 
1 explained that le had no ill\portanc~ really but, i,f 

lt would g1ve her pleasure., Wè could get married right 
àway.10 

o • 

\ -

" 

(' 
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Again Meursault manifests a lack of emotlon over questions that Others Hnd 

important such as love a~ marriage. However, his refusa1 to aclmowledge the 

value of fe.elings 0thers lay claim to, either If incerely or hypocri tically, 18 

of Uttle consequence in terms of the' effect lt has on Others. Marle hanily 
/ 

f 

makes, an issue of his dlsinterest and eoos cheir discussion by murmur'ing that 

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

you." 11 They will continuE! to have sex on weekends and if one day she insist9 

on IMrriage she will tUt his indifference Cowa rd her desire and they wUl 

marry. 

TQe other person ln Meursault' s life is Raymond -Sint~s, a seedy neighbour 

who ia thought to be a plmp althouSh he claims to be a ~arehouse man. His 

partlc,ular predicament is tftat à W'oman he has been keeping has supp.osedly , 

cheated on him. "He'd beaten her till the b100d came," but he does not fee! 

that he has / punished her enough .1.2 He aake, Meursault for advice on how to 

forcher t'venge her deception. ~t OCCl.lfS to Raymond that Meursault should 

wr.1te her a letter qn his behalf _0 "a real sHnker, that'lI get her on'the 

raw, and at: the s8IIIe time make her repent of what she'd done."l3 Then wh,en 

Ihe goes back to hlm he would' go to bed with her and at the height of their ... 
IGual activlty, he would splt in her face and throw het;" out of the rocm. 

Meursault's r~sponse: "i agreèd i,t wasn't a bad plan; i·t would puntsh her all . ' 

• 
" 1'1ght. "14 And so Meursault, Writes an of fens!ve letter on behalf of a sordid 

• and violent character and later testifies for him after anotl1er brutal 
, , . 

beau'ng, all dut 'of sheer 1txUffereoce. Furtherm~re, when Raymond, Masson ~nd 

Meursault see the woman's brother and his two friends approaching them on the 

b.ach, Meursault makes no a ttempt to diffuse the situation. Ina tead he . ' , 
paee1vely, accepta Raymond' 8 ordérs 8S to who 1s g01ng to· figh,t each Arab. 

• i 
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-MeurlJault puts his life tnda.nger for people he doe8 not esre about 8il'llply 

because thelr desire Is more powerful a force than hls lack of das1re. 

Yi th the exception of .a deep appreciation of the 11 ttle sens ua1 pleasures 

of life, Meursault 19 essentia11y a chara~ter who feels nô strong emotlon 

about anything and refuses to pretend he does. But what makes hlm dU fe rent 

from Others? The fact that he does not feel anythlng or the fact that he does 

not fake It? Clearly If he la positioned as <l threat to society 1t la 

because, unlike athers, he is not a hypocrite about what Camus obvloualy 

believes to be a genera! lack of feeUng in everyone. The man without desire, 

other than the odd spontaneous urge for a smoke and a cafê au lai t, puts into 

question the slncerlty or spontaneity of the desire of an institutiona1ized 

society of Others. However, Meursault' s supposed \Bck of desire clearly fa 11s 

ta threaten the Yarden of the Home, Marie or Raymond •. -It doea not even 1ead 

t;hem toward reflection of any issue. The diffel:'ence between Meursault and 
, . 

Others, wh'atever that may be, ia unlmportant. , He 18 neither a philosopher nor 
t 

~ re.volutionary. He Is a li~tle Algerian bureaucrat whose life affects no one 

until h~ kills someone., In a 1964 essay entitled "Camus' Straoger Retried" 

Ren' Girard states, 

Let a million devotees of l'absurde copy Meursault'g ~ay 
of life down to the last.dregs of his caf~ su 1att; let 
them bury thèir entire familles without shedding a si~le 
tear am not one of them will ever die on the guillot ine 
fot'the simple reason that their imitatl0 absurdio wUl 
Dot and should not include the accidentaI murde r of an 
Arab .15 

An analysis of how Jerry in The Zoo Story perceiveè himself and la 

p-êrcetved by Albee to l)e different fraD Others requires l1ttle efforce The 

,'-êntire play 18 a dramatization of what James Allen Sloan labels "the modernist 

~e1~-consciousness'8 quest for persona1ity throug~ public perlotDlance,,16 - or 
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in more Glrardian terme, the quest for dlfferentiation through negative 

imitat ion. 
~ Jerry 18 described by Albee i~ the directions for the players as, 

A man ln his late thlrties, not poorly dressed but 
care1essly. }1hat was once a trim am lightly musc~ed body 
has begun to gq to fat; and while he is no longer 
handsome, lt is evident that he once was. His fall from 
physical 'Srace should not suggest debauchery; he has, to 
come closest to lt, a great wearlness. 17 

He i8 clearly not intended to come across as a vsgrant but rather as a man 

whose descent into the underground of New York life was, If not a IOOra! , 

decislon, a nat~ral development in the life of a man Who sees through the 

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

early forties. neither fat nor gaunt, neither ~andsome nor homely."18 In 

other words he is bland and colourless - the everyman of Lmquestioned and 

unreflected-upon middle olass ....existence. 

Jerry starts a dialogue with a stranger by yell1ng, "MISTER, l'VE 'BEEN TO 

. 
THE ZOO ... 19 He could just as wel1 have started. by yeIllng "MIS TER, l AM 

, 

DIFFERENT." From thc{se first words on, Jerry del1neates the difference 

between himaelf am Jeter Urs tly by deseribl ng in de taU the sordidness of 
'\ 

his run-down tenament existence, deriving a perverse pleasure from its soock 

'" value, and secondly, by eorlstantly piocldng Peter's suburban set-up. Jerry's 

descriptions of his oW'n neighbours - the eGloured queen with t'otten teeth, the 

lady on the third floor who cries incessantly, .. his landlady, "a fat, ugly, 

mean, stupid, unwashed, misanthropie heap of garbage,r20 and her infeeted dog 

.w1th the perpetuaI erection - are chH~ng portrayais of des titute lives. 
Q 

They shock Peter.' They,shoek the reader. That one should not be complacent 
n 

in one' s privllege and that one. should be sensitive to the plight of those 

less fortunate. is worthy enough a point to make, but Jerry actua!ly manages to 

,malte Peter's life sound as undesirable as his own. Pe'ter's Buburban lUe with 
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a wife, a job, two daughters, a parakeet for each, and a cat for each parak.et 

ia portrayed by Jerry a8 a cross between a l1fe1e89, mechanized tableau and a 

variation of the Mad Hatter's tea party. If Jerry's own life lB unpleasant, 

he certainly sees more meanl ng ln 1 t than ln Peter' s when he proudly exc lalms, 

l don't live on your block; l'm not marrled to two 
parakeets, or whatever your setup Is. l Sol a permanent 
translent, and my home i8 the sickeni ng roomhouses on the 
West Slde of New York Clty, which 19 the greatest clty ln 
the world. Amen. 21 

Whether or not Jerry's miserable existence, the highl1ght of ~lch 18 

ca:amunicating with a near rabid dog; is imbued wi th more meanlng than Pe ter's 

quarantl!led split-level life 19 a question that la debatable, but the 

important fact la that it la Jerry who 19 overwhelmlngly unhappy ln this 

"play. lt 18 Jerry who accosts a stranger on a park bench, scares hlm, make8 

fun of htm, and then frames him Into killlng him. If ln fact Peter ls so 

incredibly meaningless why does Jerry even want to comIDWllète w1 th him? If 

JeTry or Albee or both beli-eve that a truly slncere exis tence w1 thout the 

o hypocrisies of status, wOrldly soods and fake emotloni leads to a decision 

that life 19 just not worth i t, then suicide seems the reasonab le thing to 

do. But Jerry does not kili himself. He forces h18 way into an l~.d1fferent 

and unaware Dther's llfe aOO makes him 'murder' him. Perhap8 1 t 18 because 

Jerry could not bear the fact that unless he provokea them, Othe ra would ,never 

lâlow or csre about the philosophical nuggetB of wisdom he has found ln the 

8e~er8 of New York. Desplte his apparent dlsregard for the opinions of the 

'Peters' of life, Jei:ry needs to make them an audience for what Girard calla, 

"an abetract protest of a discontented ego ... 22 

Anoul1h',s An'tigone i8 a very unhappy princ~ss. She #' described by the 

Chorus as a "tense, sallow, w1l1ful girl whose family woul~never. take ber 

t' ) 
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8eri.ously."23 She ia a1ways a1one; taking walks at the break of day, sitting 

outside the dance hall with her arma clasped 'around her knees. A1though ber 

80lemn demeanour in -t_he play can be partly attributed to the fact that she has 

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

her uncle Creon, it is obvious that Antigone has been unhappy for some time. 

She is not as beautifu1 as her sister lsmene and she has doubts about her 

attractiveness as a woman. On one occasion she puts o,n one of rsmenels 

dresses and uncharacteristically makes her face up with rouge in order to 

appeal to her ffancêe Haemon. 

1 wasn 1 t very sure that you loved me as a woman; and r did 
1t - because 1 want ed you to want me. l was try! ng to be 
more 1ike other gir1s. 24 

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

hurts her terrib1y. In a conversation with her sister she exclaims, "How easy 

it must be never to be unreasonable with.,all that smooth sUken hair so 

beautifu11y set around yo~r heacÏ ... 25 4ter, when lsmene tries to talk 

AnUsone out of her plans to bury Po1ynices, her general feeling of impote~ce 

18 clearly expreased: "Haven't l spent;n'f life cursing the fact that r waB a 

In essence, Antigone was been cursing all the realities or ~ r' 

existence. She "does not want to understand" and she "does not want to be 

right" - she wants to be dU ferent, she wallts to ,do whatever she feels li1(~' 

doing. without giving any weight to even the .most sensible considerations. 

When Creon forbids anyone to bury her slain brother, Polynices, for sound 

poli tical reasons, Antigone la tches on to the cause and decides to bury him 

desp1te Creon's warning of death to anyone who tries. She defies his order 

i... 
vith the full expectation of being executed for it. When she is caught and 

'. 
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\ .... 

brought before the King, Cre~n tells her the -ugly 'truth about this corpse ,he 

ts wllling to die fo~.. ~lyn~ces was a debauched trljit?r who, made various 

attempts on her father's life, cared for no one and most a~suredly did not 

" ~re for her. Creon then ask.s her to go back to her rOOm and promises tha"! 

the matter will be forgotten. No longer able to d€ceive herself or Creon 

about the worth of her causé, Antigone starts express1ng the real Cause of her 
" 

unhappi ness and her death wls h. 

1 spit on your happineasl 1 spit on your idea of life -
that IHe must go on, come what maye You are all like 
dogs that lick everythlng they smeli. You with your 

ii 

J 

. promise of a humdrum happiness - provided a peraon doesn~t 
ask too much of life. 1 want eve rything of life, 1 do; 
and l want i t 'n<?w. 1 want it total and canplete: 
otherwise 1 reje<it tt. 1 will not be moderate. 1 will 
not be satis Hed_. w1 th the bit of cake you offer me, if 1 
promise to be a good li ttle gir .... 1 want to be sure of 'C 
everything this very daYi thàt everything wUl be as 
beauttful as when l was a e g1 rll If not, 1 want to 
die 127 

Antigone obvlously thinks that ahe is the only one who wants an unc~sed 

.. 
1ife: Others are quite satisf1ed with the obstacles. In her doomed ultimatum 

between death and the impossible, death wins out and she hangs herself in her 

mortared celle But why does she hang herself in ja 11? 1 f the real cause of 

her unhappiness is life itself and not Polynices' s rott,ing corpse, why does 

she not hang herself Ln her bedroem before committing a crime and attempti~ 

to attribute a more public purpose to wha't is c1ear1y a suicide? Desp1te her --supposed hatred of Others, she dies in order to evoke a reaction frem then. 
~ 

Ber actions are perhaps beat expressed by Eliot' s.-Beckett in Murder in the 

cathedral, who is blessed wiçh more self-awareness than Antigone despite the 

stmllari ty of their motives, when he postulates, 

• 1 

;,. 
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The last ~ptation 18 the greatest treason: 
rlgbt thing for tbe WTong reason. 28 

-

" "-
'10 do the 

Essentially then, Meurs8\!lt, Jerry and Antigone are three heJ;'oes unab1e 

" 
to universallze the-eltperiènce of ,their discontented egos. At the metacent'er 

. 
of thet,r camlllOn ontological system lies the 111usion of an absolute separation 

between Self and, Othe ra. Their concept of Self becomes a parody of 

IndivlduaÙsm where!n "not one rèdeeming quality Is -attrlbuted ,to the notion of 

'communi ty and wherein even the alightest 1 nfluence of Othe r,a on the Self' s 

pat.terns of desire are entirely unacknowledgèd. Others are perceived as a . ' 

faceless and ignorant maas teeming with mlmetic desire,end simultaneously 
.: 

threatening our apontaneous 'heroea wi th their imposition of a comprcmised 

existence and beins threatened by their 'deslreles sness.' In short~ the Self 
" .., 

la good .. Others are evi!. The world of The Outsider, The Zoo Story a~ 

Antigone la a world where gullt and f.nnocence are flxed es sences despite 

evldence to the contrary in "thè ,textual reality of the works. Meursault ls a 

spokesmsn for values despite baving murdered a man; Jerry i9 the tru1y 

seJll1itive individual in the play des pite showing no consideration fOr tbe 

specifie, although different, p-roblems of a felloW' mlln ~nd furtherllX)re forcing 

the lat:ter to kil! hi~; and Antigone dies for what Thebes will believe to be 

Il 
ber righteousness when in fact 1,t ls clearly her ha tred for Creon and her own 

- , 
IHe, that takes her to her dèath. "The self-absorption of these heroés ls 80 

intense t}lat they are blinded to the fsct that they live aIIlÔng human beings 

" ancf not aymbols of confl1cting ontologiesl systems. In Being, and' Nothingness, 

.jean Paul Sartre speciflc4;lly warns agalnst the existential tendency of 

"congea11ng other men into- tbings.,"29 l'he herQes in question have Clearly 

doue j~8t that. 
-~_ .. ~ 

Il • 



, \ 

. 35 
r 

.. Howeve-r, in order for the contrast between the good ind1vi"d\fal" and the 
y 

" 0 
bad Others to surfa~e, a ...confrontation is necessary~ J'he text.ual reali ty of 

• J 

these warks ,attesc-s to .the fact that, prior to the ,canfrontatlon. che heroes 
~ 

go entirely unnociced by Others. <The contrast between themselves and athera 

i9 promoted ta the st'atus of. a serious metaphysical problem wholly wlthi'n 

thelr own "psyches. Before the cortfrontation, lt 18 difflcult for the rellder 

-,;to cons!der Meursault, Jerry or Antigone leg! t!m"ate spokespeople fa r a 
, , 

philosophicai cause. In a discussion of Sartre's heroes. all very simlLar ta 
q 

those under review here, critlc Philip Tnody states, 

,\ ••• the trouble (w!th Sartre's heroes) is chat they are 
deplcted as being sa Inadequate in che~r 11 feuyles and 
pet'Sonal relatiorurhlps that lt 19 often very difficult to 
take the philosophical atti tude which they represellt with 
the seriousness Sartre tntends. 30 , 

James Allen Sloan speaks of their anxiety manIfesting itself in "~ll-ease, 

af fectat.ion, self-contempt. resehtment, etc. - none of them the 9igns of a 
1 

willeJi and exploring self-awareness but of 8 self-awareneS9 that has impaired 
" 

the will, the ego and the ~Self ... 31 Clearly these largely Incompetent ~roes 

pose' a threat ooly to themselves until they commit a crime which has no direct 

relation ta their real confUct with society. To perceive them as a threat ta 

anyone but their own persan is ta fall prey to the illusIon of a collect Ivi ty 
.... 

intensely concerned with the individ,ual"and an ind1vldual Indifferent to the 

collectivity. In his discussion" of The Outsid.er. Girard emphaèlzes the 

falsehood of this percepti.on. 

A lonely ind!vi.dual is presente" as completely Indlf feren t 
to the collect1vity whereas the collectivity 1s supposed 
to be intensely concerned with hia daUy routine. This 
picture 18 !aIse, we aIl know it. Indifference belongs to 
the collectivi ty and intense concern 1s the lot of the r 

10ne1y and miserab1e hero. 32 
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"'tn order to briog the falsehood of the Intensely concerned collect1vlty 

to 11(e and tHen fom a philosophiea! argument around i t, the heroes force 

Others to nQtiee them through unàdulterated provocation. ~Y simply do the 

prohibited - not the threa~enin~ and ontologieally subversive but the 
( 

prohibi ted. Meursault murders. Jérry frames aomeone to murdêr h1m and 

Antigone breaks a law that has no bearing on her beUefs but a grest dea! of 

importance to the harmony of the eollectivity. lt is quite simply a ca$e of 

negat:ive imitation. If these heroes are truly i ndif ferent to the behaviour of 

Others, why 19 it that their,behavlour is"s mlrror image of the behaviour of 

Others? Their bellefs are not éomplex or sophisticated cqnstruct9 consisting 

of a w1.de -range of cOns ide rations; they are simply the oppoai te of what they 

be 11 eve to be wro ng • These' h~roes exist in a Manichean world of people t~at 
}. 

cry at their l\Iothers' fUIleraIs versus people that do not, people who 

8uccesafully hide from l:1!fe in the comfort of conventionali ty versus people 

that confront injustice and ugUnesa with re11gious fervour, people that 

compromise entlrely versus people that never do. The behaviour of Meursault, 

Jerry and Antigone Is thus, despi te their intense assertions to the contrary, 

dic~ated by Others. 'What they do, we wUl not' ,ia theix: ba~tle cry and it is 

8S mimetic a phencmenon as straight imitation. Th~ motivation of the 

enstential hero :1a a tria ngular sentiment nourished b~ hatred of Othe r8 who 

are perceived to be obstacles to his hsppine8s: 
" 

The tautologicsl trick of The Outsider, The Zoo St;ory and Antigone occurs 
. 

once the heroes have trespassed sound socletal conventions, such as the 

prQhib1tlon against murder J armed with their personal aagat. At tha t m~ment, 

thé c:ollectivity reacts s troogly ta the tbreat of a serious breach in the 
, , 

norae of communal life, but the bero and/or autoor actually bel1eve ç~t the 

;. 
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eolleetivity is reaeting to the 'ontologiesl difference and not to the, crime. 

The meta~argument of -The Outsider is that the judge and jury in~ the trt'al of 
, ~ 

Meursault condemn him bec:ause he did not ery at his mother's funeral. .. ' 

, 
Likewise in The Zoo St'ory, Peter' s erttirely natural confusion and fear a t 

>' .fi: , 
1 " 

beiog accosted by a hysterical stranger in Central Park 19 conveyed 8S 

eomplaeency and stupldi ty. Finally, Antigon!! -is convinc-ed ahe ls bei ng put to 

death becau.ge she has a _more passionate love of an uncanpranised 11 fe t h~Q 

Others and not because...she has broken t)le law. The wa rped pë rs pact" ve of The 
.... -

Outsider and The Zoo Story and of the héroine in Antigone consists of the facto 

-
that the provocative nature of the final 'confrontation between the hero and 

Society ls never truly ackrtowle~ged by the suthorâ in the first two works and 

by the her,oine. in Antigone. The reprisais of Socle ty agai net Meursault are 

preJ)ented as unprovoked aggression, Peter's reaction as representative of ~ 
" ~~ -

s0';111ess collect1.vity and Antigone clearly believes Creon to be a ,murderer.l 
, ' , 

So despi te the fact that these heroes mur de r and t~espass, the supposed' 

yillains are Meursault ~ s judges, middle-clsss publlshing executi ves and Creon 
, '. l' 

fotJaring to c~ndemn th~. However, it i9 only when then the heToea are 

condemned that they shed their previous impot:ence and, bafore death, pour 

their resentment, hatred .and judgment on their judges. They hate their jud~s , 

for eon~emning them and yet only when condemned are they free, to do wha t they 

have been trying to do aIl along without sUccess - to be noÙcect and to éhed 

the blame for the1r unhappiness unto Others- . As Ci,rard clearly states, the 

héroes' s argument suffers fran a Bedous case of 80 Upsism. 

S1 les juges sont coupables de t'l-er et de juger, 11 en va 
du même du "bon criminel," coupable lui aussi, de Ûleurtre 

'et de jugement puisqu' 11 a tuê et puisqu' 11 n'a tuê que 
pour donner' aux juges une bonne occasion de le cOl;lda,er, 

~ pour se mettre e'n posture de juger ses propres juges_ 3 

/ 
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Mauraault~jer~ .~~ Antigone 8eek their own deaths lfII&<:ause the promise 

" of_taphysical autonomy'has falled t-hem and rathet than confront the failure 
'. r , 

88 either an ontologica! falsehood or a l'et'Sonal. iMbill'ty. to cope with it . .. ~ 

l" 

they blame it on'Others. lt i8 insincere and it 1s vengeful. 
1 l \' , 

They turn ~heir 
, \ 

unhappines8 into BQ ontologica~ crusade in the hop~ of fimilYJ 
, \ 1'(" 

• 
~ meaning thèy could not Und in life. lt la an tmacknpwledged 'Iast atte.llpt at 

1)' • , 

transcendence through a negative,mani~estation of mimetlc desire. In 
~ 1 

Dùrkhelmian term~, it is an egoistic suicide'trying 'ta pess for an altruistic 

suicl~e.34 lt 18 a suicide under, the guise of martyrdom. 

, The secular, belief system of a Meursault, a Jerry or' an Antigone 
L ~, 

functions in a ~ay very siml1ar to that of religion. The exLstential hero's 

bel1èf in metaphYEJical autonany; his particular 'engagement', is intended to 

8~rve the sa me purpose as religion is intended to serve "in the life of the 

, -
collectil\fity - lt is aupposed ta protect him fran the 'potentlally destructive 

knowledge of his own impotence and mimetica1ly desirou9 n~ure~ Despite the 

fact' that existentia1ism p~ports to look the meaninglessness of life,in the 
~ ... - . 

face t its literature 1s fraught' with instances in wil.ich beroes find meaning ln 

tbe1r life oilly by att;empting to force everyone e~se to see how meaningless 

life ia. The absurdity of existence becomes a banner under Which religlous 
.. 

behaviour floutlshes. The 11terature that emanates from a burnlng passiqn to 

apread the word of absurdity ls full of uÎlqueQtioned mystery (Meursault's 
, " 

murder Qf the Arab) J ft sacrifices (Jerry impal:ed on the sword of 

conventionality~ and would-be-martyra (Antigon~ dying in an attempt to save, 

her brother'a soûl). 
..,~ 

The 'engagement' of the~exLatent1al hero transports the previously' social 

need for an acceptable onto,logy into the private realm of ~he individusl. 

-, 

Il' 
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Il - ... 
However, the re1igiou8 behavioûr o~ the individual implicates ~ hast of 

, 
unknowing others into a privafe r1t~a1 with no publié p~rp08e. lt a:mount9 ~o 

a modern sacrifice conaisting of' a wi1ling vict!m 'Per~ormlng a persona! dtual 

which neceasari1y demanda the participation of un~Uling Qr Indifferent 

-elÇecutionera who are framed i~t,o their roles on1y to be condemned for thelr 

pa rti.ci pat ion. As in primit~ve rituai t the existential hero in the role of 

victim is sacred because it 18 criminal ta kili hi:m but he 18 sacred 81so'-

"bt!cause'he ia to be killed. He la sacred because he la different. Glven this 

r 
perc~pt1ont a1~ events that occur ta him are immediate1y imbued with 

extraordinary significanceo' There are no accidents. A curt response from a 

" ca8hier at a grocery i9 a reproach fran society and not jt,Jst an Insignif1cant 

encoun1:er with either an unfriendly person Ol;" someone with problems of his 

,pwn. If the eKiaterytial hero i8 not ~d, he remains an u~noticed 'Algeria~ 
" ' 

bureaucrat or New York vagrant. lt ia their d~aths thatlJle'hd them purpose and 

meaning. But unlike i'n primitive ri tuaI, the put"pose i8 in no way public and 

the s8creâness of the eKistential victim is something on1y the victlm 

percelves. 

Sacrificial rituai in prJmitlve society serves the amooth functionlng of 
J 

society. Destruction is used t'o constructive eruls. In Its eKistential 
) 

mutations, its only purpose ia the attempt to communicate the ides that 

confroriting the absurdity of existence ia a good and sincere thing to do. The 

who cares about the 
l~ 

who has deci~ed to die -
-

on1y person idea :La a per90n a 

dead person. Furthermore, the motivation for cOII1munlcating the idea i8 not an 
!, 

altruistic onê but one filled with hatred for' Othera. It servea a purely 

. ,," , 
p~rsonal ~urpo8e and it ls offensive toward a group who has been cast ln the 

rol~ of 'villa!n either without knowing it', l1ke Meursault's jury, or \mowing 
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~,1t a11 too weIl, Uke a distraught Creon forced to kill a "hiece he loves. It 

.18 a rituel whose destfUctive means are used purely for d~tructive ends., 
, , 

\. 
Existentiel 11 terature i8 determined to 

J '-
highlight the social basis of the act, 

, ' 

but thls d~terminatio~ Is manipulatlve and filled with self-deception. It 

blinds, st times author and at times hero, to a circular line of reS'soning 

-which defeats their own 'argument of metaph~ ical autonomy. There Is no social 
" 

basis for the existentia1 sacrifice. 

ln ,a 1945 essay entltied Pessim1sm and Courase, ':t\lbert Camus writes, 
, . 

For the co-ex1stence in certain minds,~ of s p'hilosophy of 
neption and a positive IOOrality 'illustrates, ,in facti the 
gL'.eat problem' that i-s painf~l1y disturbing oUr epoch. 5 

8eing a proponent of existentialism and a thinker intensely concerned with 

1DOral issues, Camus clearly hoped that thié co-existence was indeed 

achieVable., However, his novel, The OutsIder, is no testament to Its 

achlevabiU ty. Along wi th The Zoo Story, and Antigone, it is a work about . 
:v:alues, and a work about valu~s that manifesta an indifference'to human life 

and the feelings of Dthers haa be to proclaimed a failure. But does that 

necessarily mean that there la no hope for the co-existence of a phUosophy of .. 
negation, or even a secular philosophy;, and {Jo p~sitive oorality? René Girard 

" clearly bel1eves 1t ls so. To Girard, whose paradigm of mimetic des!r~ i8 

instrumental in reveal1ng the incompatibili ty pf existentialism and IIDrali ty 

, in thése worka, the failure of exist;en~lal "literature 18 ju~t one easUy 

anaIyzable 'Segment of the larger and, according to h;1.m, oore destructive 

faliure of an entire century' of thought •. That br1ng~ U8 'to the question of 

Gl~ard'8 perception of the twentieth century. Is the existentiel argument 

'II&nlfested in th~se works rea11y representa'tive of mod~rn Western , 

clvl1ization? la Girard'e tteatment of modernity adequate? 
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CJlAPTBR NO HQT!S 

, 
1 A distinction 18 here made between The Outsider and The Zoo Story on the 

one hà,nd and Ant1gon~ on the other because in the Urst two work': -the authors , . 

very clearly side with the hero while Anouilh rewrites the anc1ent Greek 

classic precisely wlth the intention of revealing the flawed argument of hls 

existe'ntia1 heroine. In Critique dans un aouterrain, Girard dist1nguishes 

between two types of works; those ln whlch "l'obsession mattrlse l'oeuvre" and 

those in which "1'oeuvre·maitrlse l'obsession" (p. 23). ~t1gone 18 1'ouevre 

qui mattrise l'obsession" while The Outsider and The Zoo Story a re the 

inverse. 

2 Cyril Connolly, "Introduction to The Outsider" in A. Cam.us, The Outsider, 

transe by Stuart Gilbert. (New york: Penguin Books, 1974), p. 8. 

3 Edward Al1;lee, The Zoo Story, (New York: Signet Books, 19"60), p. 37. 

'\ 4 René Girard, "Introduction", in To Double .Business Bound, (Baltlmre: John 

-- -\-

Hopkins University Press, 1978), p. x.ii. 

5 Albert Camus, The Outsider, transe by Stuart GUbert. (New York: Pengu1n 

Books, 1974), p~ 15. ~, 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Camus, The Outsider, p,. 21. 

Camus, 'The .Outsider, p. 14. 
c 

Camus, The Outsider, p. 16. 

Camus, The Outsider, p. 48. 

10 Camus, The Outsider, p. 48. 
"-
Il Camus, The Outsider, p. 49. 

12 Camus, :t'he Outsider, p. 38.' 

13 'Camus, The Outsider, p. 39. 
5 

14 Camus, The Qutsider, p. '40. 
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15 .. na Girard, "Camus' Stranger Retried,~ in To Double Business Bound, p. 14. 
: 

16 Jame. A11e~ ,510an, "Self-CO~s~1ou8neSs and the Modernist Temper," Georgia 
" 

, Review 33 0979) p. 619 • 

~ 

• ' 1 .. 

,:17 '. Albee, The Zoo Story, p. Il. 

18 Albee, 'nie Zoo Scorl' p" 11. 

19 Albee, The Zoo Storl· p. 12. 

20 Aibee, The Zoo Storl, p. 27. 

2~ Albee, The Zoo Storl, p. 37 : 

22 Gi rard, "Camus' Stranger Retried, " p. 20. 

23 Jean Anouilh, 
. 

Anciaone, tranSe br Lewis Galant1ere (London: M~thœ.n & Co. , 
• 

1960), p. 9. 

24 Anouihl, Antisone, p. 28. 

25 A,nouihl, AnUsone, p. 18 •• 

26 Anouihl, Ant1sone,- p. 21. 
~ 

27 Anouihl, 
~ 

Antisone, "- 58. p. 

28 T.S. EU.C>t, Murder in thf;! Cathedral, (London: Faber & Faber, 1968), p. 47. ' 

29 Jea~Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans" .. by Bazel E.:'- Barn~s (New 
... 

York: ~a8hln8ton Square Press, 1956), p. 302. 
o 

30 Philip Tbody, "The Anti-heroes of Sartre am Camus: 
~ 

SO!l~ Problems and 

Definitions," Studies in the Literary Imasination 9 (~76) p. 111~ , 

~l Allen, "Self-CoDSciousne~8 and the Modernist Temper, If p •. ' 606. 

32 Girard, "Camus'- Strange~ Retried- ,,"' p. 31. 

33 Ren' Girard, Critique dans un 'Souterrain, (Lausanne: Ed! tions l'age 

cl .' hOâuDe, 1976 ,. , p. 14. 
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34 Emile Durkhei_, Suicide, tratis. by John A. Spauldi~ and Geor,e Sll1lpeon 

~ -
(Glencoe: The Pree Press, 1951), p. 12. Therein Durkheim describes three 

types of s~c1;de,' two of whkh are egotsUc 'and altruistic. Egoistlç suicide 

- . 
resules from lack of Integration of cbe indi"vidual into socle ty. Altru1a-l: lc 

JI' 
suicide is when the individual takes his own lUe beC8u~e of hlghe r 

commandments (relig{ous sacrifice,or unthinking polltical al1eglance). 

35 Albert Camus, "Pess1mlsm and Courage," ln Resistance, Rebellion and Death, 

transe 'by Justin O'Brien (New York: Random House, 1974), p. 58. 
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AB IN VITRO ACœurrr OF KODBRRI'l'Y 

CritiC8 of moderni ty who approach the present with a firm notion of how 

things should be a8 per the prOlTerbial lessons of history invadably view the 

present in terms of the medlcai use of the W'ord '<:r!sis,' as elaborated by 

Jurgen Habermas. 1 The problem w! th mode ratty becomes .a problem of life and 

death. Modern Society (the organlsm) is dlseased. The Critic (the doctor) 

observes and measures the deviations experienced by the orga ni am fran i ts 

normal, healthy state. He then prescribea a cure W'hich he tells U8, if 

unheeded, could reault in the death of the organisme 

Over Glrard's unequivocal "man cannot exist without religion" looms the 

growing shadow of an lrreverent twentieth century. If Man cannot exiat 

without religion, then what ia Man doing DOW? Dying ia Inevitably Girard's 

response. Dy bi nd~ ng li fe to religion he haa suspe nded the present somewhere 
• 

outslde his theory' s percelved chain of reali ty. The suspension, however, 

cannot he austained as the present fast becanes the past and directIy 

confronta the theory_. The critic then inevitably finds himself in a race , 

Apinat time, concentrating on the pathological aspects of the present's 

divergence from real1ty and forced to predict destruction, barring a ~ange in 

direction_ 

Glra-rd' 8 ~reatment of the modern -condition 'ia characterized mas t 

pr4ldomlnantIy by a 'concentration on extreme definitions and ap~lications of ) 
( 

".ecular Ideas - on a type of pure and applied secularism. An '1!valuation of \ 

the accürèlcy {lf 'bis attacks on indivldualiam, autonany and sclentlsm 8S the 

8v11. of modern! ty is contingent on how these concepts are defined. It Is 1 

here poàited that Gir~r4 's definitions are stUted. In diacussing these 
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concepts he addre9ses himself excluslvely to pa thological manifes tationa of 

.... Individualism and extreme sclent1flc viewpolnts. Therein his cri t lq ue 19 

-accurate and insigbtfu1. , But the ques tion remai na 'ls Gi rard presenting an 

adequate version of modernity ~ concentrating solely on Its pathology?' Is 

Camus's Meursault really the modern man or just a caricature? The argument 

agalnst a concentration on the pathology of a movement i9 that it provtdes at 

" best oo1y half the plcture. The other half may contain the elements necessary 

to the confinement of the pathology and t~~ prevention of ita 

contagion. 
t 

Philosopher Martin Buber clalms that "crlticlsm of the IndlvlduaUstic 

method starts usually fram the standpolnt of the collect Ivlst tendency. ··2 

Girard' a insistence on the necessl ty of religion places him firm1y withln a 

collectivlst framework, as he clearly believes that the collectlvity cannot 

function without religIon. But Girard belleves that thé individual Is a180 

incapable of functioni~ without reference ta a rellgious system. As 

testaments ta his theory about the peril:s of :Lndividualism, he of fers, amng 
" 

others,· Sterdhal' s vaniteux and Dos toievski' s pa ranoiacs. A cons iderable 

number of heroes from the canon of existential l1terature dao provide 

examples of the destructiveness of Individualism. Girard's definitlon and 

criticism of individualism emanate from hls exam.1nation of these llterary 

characters. But àre these heroes_exemplary of the destructiveness of 

individualism or rather exemplary of a destructive type of individualism? 

~ Girard's defin'ftlon of individualism appears to be more ln line with that 

of an oider term - 'egoisme.' With the term 'lndivld~lisme' having been ln 

rare usage ln France ooly sinc~ the early 1820's. in 1840 de Tocqueville 

clarifies, ··Individualisme la a word recentIy colned to express a new idea. 

Our fathera oo1y knew about egoisme."4 Deapite hie reservations about 
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indivlduali8.1ll, de Tocquevl1u emphas1zes that i t 18 something more pr"udent 'and 
o 

reflective than 'egolsme' which he descrlbes as, "A p8ssionste and exaggerat'ed 

love of self whlch leads a man to think of aU things in tems of h1mself. ,,5 

..... 
Girard' 9 exposition of the self-obsessed anties of a des perate group of 

" 
characters ia elearly more an exposition of 'egoiame 1 th,an of iniivlduaUsm. / 

There la no eJC1stlng polit lcal or philoaqphieal treatise on indhridual1am 

which coooones an abaolute separation of Self and athers. Rousseau himself 

would join Girard in condemnin~ thls extreme manifestation of individualiam. 

But ls indivldual1sm not more than the free expression of the Id? Emile 
, 

DurkheJm complains that the condemnation Qf individualism is always 
~/r , ~ 

facUltated by narrow definitions and sees little value ln the attempt~ 

It la not hard, in effect, to denounee as an Ideal w1 thout 
grandeur that narrow comtœrcialism which reduces society 
to nothing more than a vast ~pparatt of production and 
exchange, and i't ia ,only too clear at all social Ure 
would he Impossible if there did no exist Inte~ests 
aupe,rlor to the interest of the Individuals.6 , 

\ 

<~ 
Without~ fool1ahly attempting to here prov~e a deflnlt10n of indlvldualism, 

, 

let It juat be atated, again in Durkheim's w:ords, that, "In troth, if 

lndividualism ~ad no ather representativesvlt would he quite polntless to 

move heaven and eartQ in this way to canba t an enemy that i8 in the ,process of 
À 

quietly dying a natural, death."7 

Within the perceived-to-be hlghly lodivldualistic modern world, Girard 

clai,ms evidence to the growth 'of a neo-primitiv1sm that establ:1shes a new set 

of gOds aoo an lnverted religion. Although the religlous nature of the new 
1 

ballefs temporarlly fulfills Man'a need'for transcendence, ,Girard argues that 

the inversion la' daogerous. 

D 



o 

o ---

'" 
47 

o 

Men bosst of having' d1sca'~ded their old supersticlona but 
they are gradually sinldng into s underworid ruled by 
illusions whlch become lncressingly obyious. But 'as the . 
goda 'are pu1Ied down from heàven the .. iscred flow over the 
>eatth; lt separatea the individüal fram a11 earthly goods r 
lt crestes a ,gulf between 'him arld- the worid of ici-bas far 
greater than thae whlch used to separate him fran the 
au-dela. The earth's surface where Others live becomes an 
Inaccessible paradise (nn .. , 62). 

The 'new ~tlgion' tRat Girard bel1'eVe9 Is. transformlng our wotid into an 
\ , ' 

inacce8s1b ~. paradise ls deacrlbed as scientisme He claim8 that the 

antithetic part of thls new ontology conslsts of a lack of respect for the 
.,ço 

mechanlsms whlch previously ensured the smooth functlonlng of society, and a 
... 

negation of the arbitrary or randam aspects of existen~è. The syn_hetlc part 

i8 characterized by a belief that verifiable ~owledge will bétte r solve the, 

problems of the human condition and ln less violent ways that: those 

characterizing rel1giou8 attempts at resolut ion. Girard i neists on cal 11 ng 

this intellectual movement a religion because 1t i9 a1so based_ on an ignorance 

of Man' s innate violence. It 18 a much more dangerous rel~gion, t hough, 

becnuse ra ther than acknowledg~ yi threatening omniscience o~ viole nce, even 

. 
if it Is attributed to -a higher deity as in primitive religIons, It pays no 

heed ta i ts existence at a11. Girard' s argument is that 1 t 'i~ thus much more 

vulnerable to :lts destructive prolireration. 

, In the realm of religion, to be sur'e, error preva ils. But 
even here we are not deal1ng with anything lœagl rtary or . 
gratui tous, as the modern rationalists arrogantly assume. 
Primi'tive religion is not given over to the' phantorQs.' 
fantasiea, aM aberr~nt impulses chat modern, man thlnks he~ 
alone has discard~d.· 'Rather and qui te simply, religion > 

faUs to ,grasp the' m}!chanlsm of the' surrogate vlc~im, jus t' 
a8 we still faU ta grasp' lt. Tois perpetuation of the 
same error is what links our own thc;>ught to primitive 
thought, aoo wha~{ paradtSxically, compels uS to. 'regard ~hé 
latter as Very' dlfferent fram our own, even thqug1} tM two 
modes of thought are very similar. :This condes,ceddi ng 
attItude toward the primitive 18 nothing more than an 
extension of a primitive attitude .... It 18 this same 
primit1vism that prevents us from rèCognizing that 

\. 

, , 
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falsehood in rellgioua thought is something qui te 
different fram met'e error; chat falsehood has protected 
mank1nd frodÎ self-destruction (VS., 236-237) •• 
- ! , -

Girard appears to bè a8s\DDil18 that not beil18 able to beliëVé1n rellglous 

ritua1 or dogma due to the natura1 and unavoidable' procees of psychic 

4'!volutlon imp1iea conde9cend-on or a lack of respect. This 18 clearly not a 

facto It may be true that the firat zealous Darwinists 1aughed ~er19ively at 

the B1b11c1a1 version of creation, but ta has beeo a long time aince rél.~gion 

wa9 laughed at by thinkers of aoy repute. Close to a century ago, Herbert . ' 

Spencer wrote, "We too often forget that not only Is t'here a 'soul of goodness 

ln thinga evll', but generally also a 'sou1 of truth in things erroneous' ... 8 

Fran this bel! ef grew his examination of religious ideas wi th the i ntent ion of 

f 

disc~vering that element of truthe that has given religion its persistence as a 

mejor fo rce in the deve10pment of history. The vi rulence of Nietzsche' a 

~ ,'\ 

actac1ts on religion ,a~e approximated on1y by that of his denunclatioos of the 

fa1s1flcatioll8 of science. 

There may even exist puri tanica"I fanatics - of conscience 
who ~ould rather Ue down on a sure nothing than on an 
unce~llln 80meth~ng. But this ~s nlhUlsm and the 9ign 

. a despalring morta1ly wounded' soul, however brave the 
beari ng, of such a virtue may appear.9 " 

George Salltayana sconas "the enllghteanent éomlOOn to young w1 ts and wonn-eaten 

satirists, who, piume' themselves on detec~ing the scientific Ineptitude of 

re1~gion - somethlng whfch the blindes t half see - but leave unéxplored the 

habits of thought from ,wlch those ténets. sprang. their original meaning and 

their true f~cti~n."lO The list of thlnkers who express this type of 

-------
impatience, with sclentifrical~y 91mpl1stic approaches to religion grows long as . . 
the twent:ieth century matures. In short, it seems somewh~t {nachronisUc for' 

G1rard to .eompla1n of selent1fle ano~nce on questions of religion when 

:) 
" 

\ 
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perhaps thà t last traces of that tntellectual t endency disappeared w1 th some 

of the early writings of Bertrand Russell Bome fort y years aga. Few 8coolars 

of the 1980's will arg'Ue-~th Girard 'that religion was far more than a 
, 

fa-nciful tale of phantasms, howeyer, Girard continues ta fight the bÈlttle Rot 

"having realized that on this particular point, he no longer h,as any 

slgnificant enemies. 

Out of the depths of science, Girard,. ciaims that another dls,turblng 

tendency has qeveloier - a negation' of ,the arb! trary as pects of exis tence • 

.... This s~ientiflc angelism _springs from a deep-rooted reluctance. phil osophlcal 

. 
and even religious in Qrigin, ta admit that truth can co-exis t with the 

arbi trary and perhaps even derive frem i t" (VS., 233). Th,at rel1gio!!.-

" \ funcéioned largely ta help Man cape with indeterminancy, there is no 

question. 'That early scientists attempted to ignore the possibil1ty ,of 

meanlng ln what was arbltrar1 and beyond their explanat~o-ns la a1so a facto 

But again, i t has been many years since di sorde r ~a~ not been confronted 

directly by science. The death of classicsl physics happened st the turn of 

the century and aince then disorder has been a fundamental component of 

science.11 Edgar Morin, Pa,st Director of the National Center for Scient,iUc 

Research in Paris writes, ( 

The development of aIl the natural sciences was achieved 
since the middle of the lsst century, through the 
destruction of the old determinism and by fac-iog the 
difficult relationship between order and disorder. The 
natura! scftences are discoverlng'!IncI trying to integrate 
randomness and disorder although they 'were de,~erm1nlsçlc 
at firat and by postulation, whereas the human sciences, 
more complex by virtue of their abjects, but behind the 
times by vlrtue of tlleir conception'of-sc1entif1dty, are 
trying to expel disorder. l2 

Edgar Morin exp~e88ed this thought at the 1981 Stanford International 

Symposium on Disorder and Order. Girard, another contrlbutor ta the . . 
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~onfer.nce. was there surrounded by a number of scholars fran ,èii.scipl1nes 

withln both the hard sciences ahd the human sc1ences,. There Is not one paper 

1n the proceedings o~ the symposium that manifests the sCientiftc a~e11sm 

that ao concerna Girarch In the introduction to the'te-xt, Pai81eY,L1v1n~ton 

wrltea, 

What becomes of knowledge aM i ts rela tion to certainty 
when the' class1cal methods and disciplines are challenged 
or "metamorphosed"? Is the discovery of "disordet"" to he 
added to the- explanations of .arder already achieved, or 
does fully confronting such a concept le ad , on the 
eontrary, to a IIlOre profound reconsideration of çhe sta tus 
of our knowledge? lt is in regard to these basic problems 
that there exists a great deal of un.certainty and 
contention .13 

These problems are c1early being seribusly iIlVest1gated by every brancll "'. , ,of, learning in the 1980's, so to whom exactly is Girard attributing scientific 
t 

~ j 

angellsm? Perhaps what is more di9turbing to Girard i9 the~"uncerta1nty and 

conten~ion" of the solutions, solutions which by the very nature of the 
. 

eubject to be resolved (disorder) will necessarily be perpetua!ly changeable. 

tt 1a po~s1ble that the 1OOn19111 )of Girard' s t;heo~y "8 IWre uncomfortable with 

. ,...the concept of indeterminancy that the hard sciences which at one point har! as 

the1r ailll ita el~m1nation •. Girard does not negate the element ·of 

arbi trariness but he believes that violence 1s wai ting in the wings, ready to 
. 

enter when a moment of weaknes8 prevails. To Girard this moment of weakness 

i. uncertainty. Ideal!y', the know!edge that bl"ought 'religion down. soould have 

been synthetlc - along w1th lts teal1zation of the error of religion should 

h ••• ~e.ulted .o~.t!ons to r'lPlace the relig!o •• one.. It 10 a great deal to 

apect of the speed of lntellectual development·,' but Girard clearly thinles 

that critique witoo\lt 1œmedlate res toration i8 a luxur'y man cannot afford. 

- . 
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. 
The act of demyst::l.f1cation rètains a sacriflclal qual1ty 
and 1:'emai08 essentie11y re1igious in characte.r for 8t ' 
1asst as-long as lt fails to C~è to a conclusion ~ 8S 
long, that 1s a~ the proces's purports to be a non-violent 
one or 1ess violent that the system itaelf. In fact, 
demystification leads to constant1y increasing violence, a 
violence lea&, hypcrcritlca,l than' the violence it -seek-a to 
~xpoae, _but tDOre energetic, 100re virulent and the 
harbinger of somethiqJ far worse - à violence that knowa 
no bounds (VS., 24). 

Girard treats the demystific,ation of religion aa if it nad been a 

conscious cholce made at a sPE:clfic point in 'Qistory (am a bad one at that), 

rather than one of the results of our intel;ectu~l a nd social evolutlon. This 

brings into q1,Jestion Girard 's depiction of generative structures aoo the 

origin' of social phenomena. What i'8 the cause and what is the ef fect? To 

Girard the cause i8 inquiry, the effect violence. Emile Durkheim, despite 

latttl~utlng one third !lf a11 suicides to lack of religious integration, has a 

, very different perception orthe causal relationshlp between 'i~ui ry 'am the 

problems of' mo de r.ni ty: 
, 

Let us understand this relationship correctly. F~ee 

inquiry Itself is o~y t'he ef.fect of another cause. When 
it appears, when men, after hàving long rèceived the1r 
teady lDSde faith fran tradi tion. cla'im' the right to shape 
it for themselves, this ls not becauae of the In'trinsic 
desirabil1ty of free inquiry, for the latter involves 8&1 
much sorrow'as unhappiness. But it 'is because men 
hènceforth need this l,iberty. This very need can oo1y 
have one cause: the overthrow of traditional bellefs. If 
they stUl asserted themselves Wtth equal energy, tt wouid 
never OCCU!; to men to criticize them. If· they .lit ill had 
the s'ame authority, men wou1d n,ot demand the rlght to 
verify the·source of this authority. ReflecLiqn devèlops 
oq,ly if tts development becanes,imperative, that ls. if 
certain ideaa and instinctive sentiments wich have 
hitherto adequately guided conduct are foun4 to have lost 
the1r efflcac1. Then reflection lntervenes to fill the 

,gap that has appeared, but which lt has not created .14 

. , 
Girard's approach to the origins of modernlty ~s clearly not an 

evo1utfonary one, but upon closer Inspection~ neither i8 his approach to ~he 

--
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origine of rèliglon. In art y dl~usaion of ot'lglns, there aré three possible 
. . 

. approaehes. One approaeh 1s the evolutionary one take'n b~ Durkbeil\l ln ~ich a 

development 1s traced li terally or, chro'nologlea11y fran i ts embryologieal J 

manifestations to lts maturation. A second, IOOre ideal1stie, approach ls tjhat 

which e1aims everpresent causes wlth no evid~nt. starting point and no 

foreseeable end. The third and most ideallstic approach is mythical. That 
1 

is, the origin of a specific phenanenon i8 attributed to a specifie event. 

-Girard' s approa,ch to the nature of origins appear8 to be a combinat ion of . , 

everpresent 'cause'S and mythical perceptions of events. The everpresent cause 

1a the mimetic nature of desire. Although manifestations of mimetie desire 

eertain1y abound, the overall mimet1c nature of des1 re i8 not a ve ri f1ab le 

·plJ.enomenon. The eomp~ehens1.veness that Girard c1aims regardt'ng' the nat~e of 

desire remains an idea1. According to Durkheim, ta position mi~es1s as a 

sclentif i'c: princlple 1a ta fell bsck on, metaphysical explanatlons of sodal 

phenanena: 

••• it lias never been shown that imitation ean amount' for 
a defin1te order of social faets, and, even less, that it 
alone can account fo,r them. The proposition has mere1y 
been atate'd as an aphor1sm, resting on vaguely 
metap'hysical co~ide-rations .15 

, 
The mythical event, in G1rard's study of orlg~ns i8 his deplct10n of the origin , 

of religion 8S an actusl first attempt' to arre,st th~ reciProcal violence 

or.1gtnated by a first murder., Accord1n.g to Girard, religion or1ginat~ in the-

first coofl1ct resulting from the convergence of the respective desires of a 

model and a subject on the Same object.' He, of course, does not da te or 

loc.Uze the 'first confllet which allegedly gave r1se to religion but he very 

cl •• riy ,peaks of a start1l18 point. 

~ 
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Although he does not speclfy the origin of modernit:~ within one event, he 

does not attempt -to ac~ount for what happened between traditional society and 

'modernity. Modernity is consistently,portrayed as a bi nary opposite of the 

pasto He applles the laws of tl-le purpose and effeet of ritual and religion ln 

primi tive socleties ta the ':wentieth ,century 'wi th hard ly 8ufflcient 

consideration of the movement or ideas that has aeparated onè group from 

another. The fact that the ontologieal problem of Man' s existence la the same 

for primitive man as it i9 for modern man la no reàson ta neglect the effect 

of the1r very different ways of thinking about it. That the death of religion 

spelt the extinction of the Kaingang cultul'e is Uttle proof that it wUl 

spell the death of ours., The use ?f sClcrif1cial ritusl as a root metaphor 

representi ng a repertoire' of ideas by analogie' means of -W'hich we can better 

understlind the present situation is no doubt useful, but Girard's direct 

, ' . 
application of pritnitive phenomena to the modern world falls prey to that 

dangerQus ares of which-Max Black warns, where "the more persuasive the .oot 

metaphor, the IOOre chance it has of bec ami ng' a self-certHying myth, sealed 
\ 

off from empir!cal disproof .,,16 Victor Turner, another anthropologist wlth a 
, , 

specif~~ interest in r1t~al, also useà rités of passage and l1minal1ty as root 

metaphots f~r understarding the' present', but unllke Girard's, his u~e of th~ 

meeaph~r ls active. 17 Its interaction, and not static compariâon, Io71th the 

p'resent gives r!se to a new terminology that combines valid poi nts of 

cOD1Par~son with the past with the nece!Jsary points of departure specific' ta 

the présent. He claims that the modern manifes tations of tribal rHual are 

-.optionsl and much lDOTe within the domsin of the i ndivldual than that of the 

community. In order to formal1ze the distinction he introduces_'the tem 

'lim.inoid' - the equivalent of lim1.nal in a twentleth century contexte Turner 

concludes that the sodal crit~ci8lD8 of the pre-lndustrial liminal havé becœe .. 
situationally central and hol~8tical1y developmental. fa . 
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Girard not oo1y portrays mode rnity as a bi nary opposite of the past but 

.lw.ys 8S the darker side. Because he does not perce! ve the secularism of 

-
1I0dernity to have grown out of the evolution of an Irresistible need, he feels 

fl'ee to judge the development as if he were jud.ging an actual choice betwee'n 

alternatives. 

) 

Because modern man clings to the belief, that knowledge 19 
in itself a "good thing",' he grants lit tle or no 
importance to a procedure, ,auch as the,one Involving the 
surrogate victim ~hat on1y serves to conceal the existence 
of man' s violent impulses ••• i t Is possible that the 
surviva1 of aIl hUlDE1n societies of the past were dependent 
on this lack of ~nderstanding (VS" 82). 

Judgments as to the worth of this eyolution, positive or nes~tive, are at best 

lrre1evant and at worst defeatist. EVèn if we accept Girard' s precept that 

the knowledge that incapaci tated reli8ion 19 not gOing ta make l1:a~'s existence 

anyeasier; even if we accept that desplte this knowledge, Man remains 

ignorant of other .more i~portant facts, ta speak' of know1edge il,l"Manichean 

terms - good know1edge versus. bad knowledge - is to engage ln a d;lstincti~n 

that, unl1ke ritualist1c ones, se.rves no pur,po"se whatsoever in the past, .the 

present or the future. To say as V1~dimir d~es in Beckett's Waiting for 

Godot, "It !s too muèh for one man ••• We ~hould i\av~ thought of lt a million 

y:ears ago, in the nineties, .. 19 can only be a wish'ful aftertnought, the ~I'lf.et 
. 

aching of lost inn<;?cence. GiraJ;'d, however, clearly speaks of 0' subve rsi1J'e 

lcnow1edge," and Vladimir·s pining b.ecom.ec Girard t's repr~ach ta a century tha t 

has da"red to lesrn .eno~gh to dlscard religion but not enoogh to solve the 

problems ~hat religion solved (VS':, 318). He plts intellectual inquiry 

'.gainst man' s survival and 'n.egates the possibllity of positive cha~e: growing . ' 

out of what he perceives, to be disorder. 
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A partir du moment ou la connaissance du m6canisme se 
r6pand. il n'y a pas de retour en arrière ••• Il a'agira
toujours d'une tentative pour etouffer ce savoi r par la 
violence (De., 151). 

/ Girard c1:early portrays the twentieth century as a modern 1 nferno 1 n 

whlch men compete agalnst each other, in an endless battle for nothingness. He 

claims that envy and jealousy flourish because of increased interna! mecf.Lat Ion' 

(the imitation of the desire of someone close to the subjeet) and .Bctua11y . 

'terms the se emotions, 'modern emotlons' (00.,14). But how does GIrard knOIol 
, 

that,there ls,more envy am jealousy in the modern world than ln Bny 'ocher' 

world? What i8 his basis of compari son? Perhaps 1 t ls an imaglned atemporal 

structure of GiJ."ard's, a utopia that he has-ënvisioned. Surely there arfJ 

pathological manIfestations of individualism and eq ua li ty in our world, .lut;" f 

individualism and equality are investigated from a statie ~orld view in which 

they have been proclalmed harmful, it is only their pathological 

manifestations that., will COOle to light. As Raymond Williams states ln Culture 

and Society, ..... if, in fear or vis ion, Iole are now all determlned tQ 1ay our 

hands on life and force It into' our own image ••• it Is then no go-od to dispute , 

( on the merits of rival images."20 Even T.S. Eliot, who has as Uttle faith ln 

Man as Girard a.nd a similar vision of the Ideal society, warns against 

defeat1sm. 

\ 

Any' human scheme for socle ty 18 realized only when -the 
great mass of humanlt;Y has ~ecOO1e adapted, to It; but this 
adaptation becomes also, 1 nsensibly, an adaptat 10n of the 
scheme itself ta the mass on which lt operates. The 
overwhelming ptesBure of mediocrity, sluggish and 
Indomitable as a glacier, will mitigate the mofJt violent,' 
and depress the most exalted revolution, and what is 
realized 1s sa unl1ke the end that erithusiasl1l conce'lved, 
that f01'."eslght would weaken the effort.21 , 

" 

Even if lie are to accept Girard' s dismal opinion of the potenti~ ot 

ma nid nd , what is the purpose of 'foresight that weakens the ef fort'? tt 
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negatel the poa8ibility of change for change cannot occur without a belief in 

autonomy, be it illusion or facto Autonomy Is the realization that there are 

at laast some choIe es to be made ln life - that the way one lives i8 not as 

predetermined as the fact that one ls golng to die. Wlthout a bellef in 

, autonomy cha ng~ 18 not pos s lb le • 

..r The question that looms over Girard' à theory at this point i~_ how çhen, 
\ " 

if Man' s very survival i8 dependent 0'11 uninterrupted structure, do es change 

occur, even if change is change in to anottter structure,? lc' cannot happen 

'wit'hout the __ element of dl!3orqer or as Turner phrases H, "Man grows through 

anti-structure and conserves through àtructure.,,22 No' one is sign1:ficantly 

... 

putting into quest:l~n the need for s t'ructure, but Girard def~r.wls i t as if the / 

prevalent ont010gy were that of Dadaïsm. In h18 recanmendations to man, the 

likes of wh!ch fill the pages of Des Choses cach~es d~puis la fondation du 

monde, it is his choice to advise that it is wise to forfeit change for fear 

of unleashing the violent mons ter wi thin Man. but when doi og research he fails 

to de~nstrate how positive change has come about and the role of disorder in 

the process. Turner reminds us that, 

When ideas move from one level to another there has to be 
an interfacial region - an interval or limen when t he pas t 
18 suspended -and the future has ,not begun- - an instant of 
pure pot~ntiality when everything trembles in the 
balance. 3 

lt Is the movement of ideas that Girard consistently ignores. The fact 

that violence has not yet des troyed moder~i ty 18 a fact that even he expresses 

confusion about. He speaks of the modern world's 'mysterioùs immunity' ·to' 

violence (VS.,, 33), a,nd writes, "If we are stUI strangers to this law (the 

lav of retribution), i t is not because we have managed to traoscend it, but 

becauae the application to the IIIiOdern world h~s been indefinitely postpop.ed, 

" 

\ 
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for reasons unknown to us." -<VS., 260). If the main difference between 

prim.1tjve societies and our own ls the fact that the law of re.trlbutlon 18 not 

dominatlng our society, then any study of- the modern world should be a studv 

of why this Is so - a study of these 'reasons unknown to us." It ls not 

acceptable to say 'thls is the way things were, indicatiqg, without a shadow 

of a doubt, that this is the way things should be now, even though they are 

not and 1 do not know why.' If the present Is not adherlng to the rules that 

governed, the past and still surviving, perhaps they no longer apply. Perhap9 

there are new outlets of violence and desire. Cri tic ,Eric Gans suggests that 

maybe consumerism, unattractive aS it may be, ia one of these outlets. And 

what about the positive 

wrltes, "Ainsi il voit 

ove ries of the twentieth century? As Gans agaln 

bombe H mais non l'informatique."24 In short, the 

factors that are delayi and hopefully negatiog Girard's vision of "the future 

are not given one page's worth of consideration in the body of his work. Eric 
, 

Gans i8 one of the few crit1cs who finds this unacceptable. 25 

La creation du sys t~me signifiant mode rne m~ri te un~ 
, attention plus s~rieuse"l QUi il nous suffise ici 

d'affirmer que seule un tMorie originaire de la 
representation peut iÏefinir le choix de l 'homme moderne, 
qui n'est pas un simple alternative, mais une voie a 4 
tracer dans un vaste rêseau d' :(.nteractIbns 
significantes .26 

Beeause of Girard'e lsck of attention to the process that became 

modernity, it is no surprise Chat he news thb present in terms of cris1s. 

"lndeed the phrase 'modern world' seems almost 1ike a synonym for sacrificia! 

criais" (VS., 188). However" his Ideallstic portraya! of bqth traditionsl 

society and modernity brlng into question the val1ditY' of 'h.1s sl?plicatlon of . , 

the word 'cris1s.' le ts Ind1sputable that ln a post-Edenie world. man ha8 to 
~ , -.. 

or8anlze structurally to -exlst I1l8terially at al1;' This tact bel ... a given, 
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there have al~ys been two temptatroos; a total subordination to structure or 

an opting out of structure altogether. The dialectic ttween these two 

temptations ls the heart of philosophical inquiry frcm 'Arlstotle to Neitzsche 

and- beyond. It has many names; Turner defines 1 t aa cœununitas versus 

structure, Northrop Frye speaks of the myth of concern versus the myth of 

freedom. 27 The perennial human social problem ls to di scover the right 

... relation, the appropriate tension, between theae extremities .at a apecific 

tlme and place. That the pursuit of this balance in modern society ia a much 

more complex affalr that ln an isolated village with a population of five 

hundred, therè ls no question, but our resources, intellectual and otherw.Lae, 

are also more developed. If àearchil'lg for the right canbi nation of orde r and 

disorder constit,utes a crisis, then it ia beat to state as John D'Malley does, 

, ln his Sociology of Meanina that "dialectic ls a perpetua! but habitually 

resolved crisi8 .,,28 'Other uses of the word 'criais' when applied to the human 

conditlon tend to instill the rese,aLc.'1 with an urgency that easlly lends 

Itaelf to both formulaeic solutions and diatort,ed perceptions of time. 

The 'other' sacrificial crises that Girard investlgates happen wi thin 
,. 

primitive 8Oc1etles, mythology, ar:tclent Greek drama and the Bible. The length 

of the crises in primitive societies is not discussed and the crises w1 thin 

literature happen out~ide time, but they all have one characterist1c in common 
'-

- they have a11 ended. lUth the canple ted story-boards of these crises in 

hand, Girard draws the conclusion that sacrifie! al cri ses can end in only one 
< ' 

of three ways - a return to order through the re-energization o~ the sacred, a 

wholehearted adoption of Christian1.ty or annihilation. Instead of concluding 

th~t all 8acrific1al crises end in this faahion, 18 it possible that Girard ls 

addreas1ng himself exclusi vely to 'failed' crises, to crises 1.n which the 

-isaue that gave rise to them 18 not ,resolved? If a situation reaches a climax 

" 
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the type of which a crisis by definition consista, there must have been 

something wrong with the previoua status quo. If crises never produce~any' 
.. 

change but rather result in a return to an -obvioualy faulty system could one 

not safely say that ,the crisia will perpetually reaurface? If 80, this 

alternative is only superficially less nihllist than the idea of total 

_ destruction. And total destruction J.s what Girard foresees barri ng a radical 

chang~. 

We have managed to extnicate ourselves fran the sacred ••• 
but we are now about to red.1scover it. The essential 
violence returns to use in a spectacular manner - not oo1y 
in the fOnD of a violent history but in the fom of 
subversive knowledge (VS~, 318). 

r-~, ::: ~(' 

, 
And so, Girard's diagnosis of modernity 1s that i.t ia ontologically il1. 

lt ta o'ntologlcally ill becauae 1t Is based on the illusion of Man' 8 
, 
1 

autonany. To believe that Man is capable of attain1ng metaphysical 

fulfillment wit;out the aid of a model is to bel1eve in the existence of 0 

spontaneous de~ire, a deslre independent of the desires of others, be these 

others divine entieies or one's neighbours. A society that bel1eves in the 

\ spontaneous desire of lcs members 18 a SOciety that bel1wes ite own slDOoth 

functioning relies, in principle, on the free interplay of these desires. 

itis type of society thus believes that a11 men are different fran each other 

and, by virtue of the universali ty of this dif ference, that all men are 

equal. The belief in spontaneous deslre thus becomes an Inalienable rlght , 

institutional!zed as democracy and manifested ln the allegedly free ,expression 

of the different visions of different spontaneou8 desires - Ideologies. --According to Girard, autonomy and spontaneous desire and the 'di minores' of 

individualism, egal1tar1anbm, and freedom are the illusions of the modern day 

'religion." 
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Subjectivisms and objectivisms, ranancicisms and realisms'; 
individualisms and positivisms appear to be in opposition 
but are secretly in agr~-ement to conceal the presence of 
the mediator. AlI these dogmas are the aesthetic or 
phUoSQphic translation of a world view peculiar to 
internal mediat ion. They all depend directly or 
lridirectly' on the lie of spontaneoup desire. They a11 
depend on the same illusion of autonomy to whlch modern 
man is p8ssionate1y devoted (00.,16). 

. ' 
Because Girard beU.eves that desire is wi thout exception mimetlc, he 

~ 
consequently sees only des truction ln the modern inst;L tutionalization a~\rven 

.. l 1 

enshrlnement of idelis- that negate what he beUeves to be the essence of h~n 

nature - m1Q1~tic desire. In indlv:1duaUsm he sees resentœnt and hatred; the 

absolute separatio'n of Self and Other. The Incli viduali st fails to 

universalize the experience of his discontented ego and blames the perceived 

bU ssful ignorance of Others for his malaise (DO., 146). Equali ty is seen as 

---
the dangerous approach of the mediator, giving rise to a keen riva1ry 

prevlous1y kept in check by concrete although arbitrary distinctions made 

between one group of men and another (DO., 136). The more equal men are 

percelved to be, the more snobs that appear, employing every psy~hic gueri1la 

tactlc at their disposal to delineate their superiori ty over others • 

Democracy Is 'one vast middle class court where the courtiers are everywhere 

and the ki.ng 18 nowhere," (DD., 119) implyi ng' unbridled pretension and lack of" 

.. 
1aw, a lack of law whlch 1.s "reaponsible for the tensions and alienations 

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

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

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

of- aeaning. 

On ne se dêfait d'un puritanisme, dans le mOMe moderne, 
que pour tomber ,da118 un a~tre. Ce n'est plus de sexualitê 
qu'on veut priver les hommes, mais de quelque chose dont 
l1a ont plus besoin encore, le sens ... La pensêe actuelle 
c'est la castration 8upreme, puisque c'est la castration 
\tu slgnlfiê (DC.,' 463-464). 

,} 
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And so, wh,'at 19 the prognos 18 for a W'orld that 'has los ç. i ta grasp on 

meaning? Girard couples a prophecy of doom with. a·ve,ry optim1atlc and even 

naive solution. The prognosis ia apocalyptic. For the firs t time ln h1stoÉ'y~ 

It Is wholl} within our power to ensure that the human race continues to exlst 

and hopefully prospèr or to ensure that lt reach an untlmely and violent end. 

Dire que nous sommes en situa tion d'apocalypse objective, 
ce n'est nullement 'prêcner la fin du monde', c' es t dire 
que les hommes, pour la première fois, sont vraiment les 
materes de leur destin. La. planète entière se retrouve, 
face ~ la violence, dans une sic1,14tion ccxnparable A celle 
des groupes humaIns les plus primitifs, il ceci pr~9, cette. 
fois, que c'est én cont;taissance, de cause; nous n'aVons 
plu8 de ressources sacrifici elles et de malentendus sacrf!s 
P9ur dêtourner de nous cette violence. Nous accêdons A un 
~egrê de conscience et de re6 pons1.biUtê jamais encore 

latteint par les, hom~s qui nous onl. prlicêdés (DC., 284) • 

• 's.a tbi,s 1s our moment of 'pure potentia1ity when everythi~ trembles in the 

. balance.' However, Girard clearly beUeves tha t we are leani ng towa rd 

des tructi on. 

Ce qui est 'effrayant, aujourd 'hui, ce n'est pas le sens 
nouveau qui n-ous appelle J c'est l' évi tement: kafkaesque de 
tout sims. C'est le, nihilisme cogni tif au'tuel aboutissent: 
toutes les pensêefl actuelles. C'est le refus panlq ue de 
jeter le"'lUOindre coup d'oeil dans la seule ~rection d'oil 
le sens pourrait ~ncore ve1\ir '(De., 284). 

The d·1rection in which this 'coup d'oeil' should go is Christianity. Desplte 

his d1smal portrayal of Che modern capabllhy for cooperation- ~nd 

underatand1.ng, Girard's solution 18 the G08pel. The salvation of modern 

soeiety consists in finally undeTs tandi ng the non-sacriflc1a1 nature of 

Christ' s death ànd in adopting the Christian max1m of 'reconciliez-vous.' lt 

! 
1s a sCllut:l0,n (that 1s di Uicult to reconc11e w1 th Gira rd '8 observations about 

, 
human nature, and even IIJ)re problematic from the point of view of collective 

action. 

. , 
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Fl"t of ~ll, if desire"is intriosically mimet1.c, the only way to avert 

vl-olence la to channel all our desir~s toward the imitation of Jesus -Christ. 

The pro~lem involved ln this suggestion i9 that Jesus Christ, as we know hm 

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

means ernbodies the entire range of desire in a person's life. What about 

physical desires, what about romentie desire, what about hunger? As 

Dos toievski' a Grand Inq ui sitor angrll y tells Jesus, 

Il 

"Feed them fi rs t and then demand vi rtue of them" -" that is 
what th'êy will inscribe on their banner whi.ch they will 
raise agains t you and which will des troy your temple .29 

Secondly, how ca.l Girard be so confident in, the fa ct that everyone will 

Interpret the Gospel in the same way? If, as he claims, it has been 

m1.sinterpreted for two thousarid years, then 1 nterpretation is obviousl'y a > 

tenUQua matter. Finally, what 18. the practical slgnlficance of Girard' 8 

solution? How 19 an entit;'e c1vil1zatlon suddenly going to ad?pt and 

lnternal1.ze Christianity? Maas conve rsions? Educat ion? Girard' s failure to 

elaborate on how his solution traœlates into collective action ls 

" r 
characteristic of his ideal and even mythical percept ion of how social 

phenanena origlnate. Pe rhaps i t ls on1y normal that, given hls Christian 

perapec:t1 ve, he is negleetful of the concept of evolution. 

le 18 in his neglect of the processes that lead to massive upheavals of 

culture that this crltiq ue finds the root weakness ln Renê Girard' s crit ique 

of modernity. When causes are neglected, effects can very easily be 

Interpreted to be patho~og1es. And when causes are neglected, the solutions 

found are at best temporaryand at wors t impracticable. In -arder to ensure 

that modern thought does not ln fact.lead to a dead-end, it 19 Important that 

ft understand ,where lt came from and why it has evolved 8S lt hase Ignorance 

Il.Y have kept U8 frOID destruction in the past but ln modern1 ty !ta raIe has 

... 
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been re"ersed. Emile Durkhe 1m' s recœmenda tiona to • then young century 

remain our on1y real choie •• -, 

, ---

Once .est ab 11 shed bel1efs J:tave been earri ed away ~y the 
current of affaire,. they., cannot be artificially 
establ1shed; only reflectlon~ <:aide us in li fe after 
this. Once the soda! instinct blunted, .intelUgence 
1s the only guide 1eft us and e have to recons truet a 
conscience by 1 ts mea~. Dangerou8 as t,he unde rtaklng 19, -
there <:an be no hesitation, for we have no choice .30 

• 
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la DEPENSE OF DISOOuaSE 

\ 

In a 1913 interview François Aubral says to Renê Girard, "On ~olt ~tre 
't 

Integralement avec vous, on ne peut pas l,.'être à moitiê.'· Gi:rard responds, 

"Il Y a peut~~tre des moyens termes, mais il est impossible pour moi des l~s 

penser."l 4ithough a theorist' s di rectives, pronounced outside his works, 

regard~ng the use of his theory are s~bject to the same critical apprehensi~n 

8S an autnor's expressed inte~tions of his novel, it is no surp~ that 

Girard 19 unable to ,imagine parl=ial applications of his theory.' There ls 

l1r.t1e equivocation to be found i·n his entire body of work. His c'ritique of 

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

sense, is neither situational nor historical. ln Des choses cachées dêpuis la 

fondation du monde, Jean-Michel Oughourlian addresses Girard wi th, '~Si l'on 

suit votre raisonnem'ent, le veritable sujet humain ne p'eut êmerger que de la 

r~gle du Royau:me; en dehors ~e cette r~gle il n'y a ja1tw.is que du mlmetisme et 

de l'interdividuel." Girard's response: "C'est exact."2 

The application of a certain aspect of Girard,' s theory, such as the 

, 'principle>of mimetic desire, with ~the aim of enlightening a specifie subject 
\ " .. ~ \ 

or situation is no doube useful. Girard does it himself const~ctively in his 
,. 

'e8'88y "Camua's Stranger Retried" and in Decei.t, Desire and the Novel, and 

Girardian eriticism ls full of examples of suecessful partial applications of 

bis tbeory to specifie topics. However, the principle of mlmetic desire ls 
1 

tberein us~d as a model by met~phoric means of which ,the actions of specifie 

beroes are shown tq be metaphysically moti~ated. Yet, Girard believes the 

princlple of mlmetic desire to be n~ither a model nor a metaphor but rather an 

Inalienable truth about human nature. Thus, if the cri tic using Girardian-

-' . 



,< 

• 

69 

- (J 

theory to explain a particular phenomenon d~e9 not espouse the vlew that the 

theory appl1es just as accurately ta all human endeavours, as GIrard clearly 

be1ieves it does, the responsible eritie .. need elarify that he la using 

Girard's 'truth' as a model ln 'par~ial de'fiance to the theory's objective. 

The critic must ~pecify that he i~_eonserving the value of Glrard's theoryas 

a heurist.ie deviee while disassociating himself with the ontoJ.ogy. Otherw1se) 

the theorist's appl,ieation of Glrardian theory will run a double risk. It 

will risk either belng interpreted as an induction that stnee, for example, 

existential heroes are mimetlcally motivated then there la only mlmeais 

outside 'la regle du Royaume,' or it will r1sk mis-representing Girard's 

theory as a model for use toward the unders tandi ng of some phenœena and not 

as cTitic Eric Gans emphasizes, an all-comprehensi ve philosophy • 

•.• a force de vouloir présenter son hypoth~se comme 
expression partielle d'une véri té abso lue plutot que eOl1lme 
pur mod~le phénoménologique, Girard pouvait encourir le 
reproche ••• d'avoir voulu fonder un logos la ou il ne 
pouvait exister qu'une structure ••• Dans pes choses 
cachées depuis la fondati9n du monde, le titre affirme 
déjà l'existence d'Wle vérité autre que celle d'un 
"modele." Vérité qui implique existence d'un 10gos •• .3 

Despite serious doubts about the usefulness of a 'logos' ln the study of the 

human sciences, this thesia maintalna that the partial and qual1fied 

application.of Girard's theory of mimetie deslre ta specifie phenomena remaina 

a worthwhile heuristie exercise. More signlfieantly, however, this thesis 

posits that the phenomena within which Girard's theory of mimetic deslre le 

most ueeful heuristically tend to have one chataeteristlc in eommon - they 

, repr'esent pure antltheses to his thesls, or more s1mply, they are complete 

inversion of his truths. In Decelt, Desire and the Novel, Girard hilDself 

states, 
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The 111lpulse of tbe soul toward God 1'19 Inseparable fran a 
re~re8t Into the Self. Inversely, the turnlng ln on 
Itself of pride 18 Inseparable fraD a movement of panic 
toward the Other (DD •• 58). 

Opposite the Christian model of total reconcUiation with Others is the 

\ se1f-obsessed· exh tentia! hero full of hatred for hls fellow man. Opposite a 

respect for' the function and incognizant wisdom of religion 19 the arrogant 

and deluded cyniclsm of sclentlsm. Although lt ls not the position of this 

thesis that modernl ty consists of a series of blnary oppositlons, Girard is 

partlcularly useful ln exposiog the destructlveness of vlews at the 

diametrical pole of his. Neither Jerry, Meursault or Antigone are here 

coq,el~e red representative of modern Indlvidual1sm nor scientlsm as the 

_prevalent ontology. These existential heroes approximate a destructive parody 

of Individualism and sc1entlsm represents the ignorl!nce of those unaware that 

-science is ~o longer as aeç~e in fact,1clty as it once thought itself to be. 

That Is not to say that these phenanena do not exi st and do not deserve 

Invest'igation, but obseasive individuallsm and sclentism are pathological 

aspects of world vlews 'that are not otherwi se necessarlly fanatical or 

destructive. lt la thus ln the study of the pathology of modernity that 

Glrard1.an theory and critique ia mos t useful. 

However, if one stands back, away from the 'by-products' of the princlple 

of IIlimetlc desire snd sacr1ficial ritusl, and looks at the macrocosmc schema 

of Glrard'S theory and Hs implications to the continuing study of the human 

sciences, and more specifieally to li terary theory, Its usefulness Is more 

problematic. The slne qua non of the anUthetlc part of Glrardian theory ls 

presented, as a series of absolute trutha about human nature: Man ls born wi th 

a desira for transcendence; all deaire 18 mimetlc; mime81s leads to violence; 

any ontological system whlch d08S not take into account tbese three 'truths t 

.- -
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, 
condeulns maJ;lld.nd to a proliferation of this violence and. in a twentleth . 

century context, to the potential annihilation of the human race. Thus far, 

Girard's the ory has offered some absolute 'truths' that aim to seal the 

discussion of what Man ls and iB oot, and has left open to discussion ooly the 

ways in which Man cart cape with these 't rutha' - that 19, which ontôlogy 1 s 

most effective ln escaplng violence. Girard has thus defined the search for 

an, acceptable ontology as the investigation of preventive measures agal08t the 

everpresent threat of eonfllet between one man and another. lt la a 

definition that grows out of a perceived potentlal for destruction and no 

consideration for the passlbili ty of growth. At this stage 10 the develaprœnt 

of his theory, it is a survivalist defin1tion of human IB:J.u1ry. 

, The s'ynthetic part of Girard' a theory essentia1ly consist;s of his 

conclusion as ta Whieh ontology ia most effective in the perennial struggle 

w:f.th violence. Through his etudy of ritual, he attempts ta delOOnstrate how, 

hlstoricàlly, it has becn religion that haB stemmed the tide of violence by 

meaos of carefully eontrolled cathartic releaBes of the ~iolent impulse on 

surrogate victime in sacrificia! rites or exerc1seB. However, the preventive 

measures of primitive religions, although generally succe8aful in avoidi na 

epidemic outbreak9 of violence, nonetheles9 continued ta use violence as 'i ts 

own antidote. Girard, admirably ln search of a canpletely violeoce-free 

world, then turne ta a oon-sacdfic1al Interpretation of Jesus Christ arxl the 

Gospel for what he bel1e,ves ta be the only non-violent way of combotting 

violence once and for aIl. Christianlty i9 procla imed ta he the only religion 

that sides with the surr,ogate victim and directs the o;1metic impulses of Man 

toward the imitation of the only personage whose imitation does not lead ta 

confliet - Jesus Christ. In a truly Christian world, chere are no more 

surrogate victime and there le no more mimesis-induced violence amoog IIMID. 
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Tout.e violence dhormais r6vêle ce que r6vêle la passion 
du Christ, la ge068e imb6cile des idoles sanglantes, de 
tou. les faux dieux des religions, des poU tiques et des 
idéologies. Les meurtriers n'ent pensent pas moins que' 
leurs sa'crif1ces sont mAritoi res. Eux non plus ne savent 
pas ce/qu'ils font et nous devons leur pardonner. L'heure 
est venue de nous pa rdonner les uns les autres. S1 nous 
attendons encore, nous n'aurons plus le temps (BE., 295). 

Girard' s theory thus swi nga from a pesslmism about the potentiall ty of Man' 

that draws Ha intensiey frOOl allégedly absolute and undeniable trutha about 

human nature to an equally intense optlmism about Man' s abili ty to fi tart 

suddenly loving his fellow men in the Ideal of Christ. Girard thus locates 

the problem of the human condition in very specifie shortcomings of human 

nature and lu solution ln a benign divinity. Within the on-going study of 

the human sciences, any claim ta uncontestable knowledge either about human 

nature or a divini ty is 1 ndicative of an idealism that excludes fran further 

discourse or investigation anyoiff? who does not espouse the Ideals of the 

theory. The option of contestiog the sciéntiflc va1rdity of tl}e Ideals in 

question is equally problematic as 1 t wUl no roore be able to suootantiate its 

claims than Girard does his. The option 18 not to contest Girard' s Ideals 

with mirror-image Ideals but ta question the extent to which ideal1stic 

approaches ta theory are useful - ta question" the function of the fatalism to 

~ich Girard condemns aIl for whom Christiani ty is no longer a matter of . 

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

. regarding the validi ty of judgments in general, Nietszche posiWons the 

problem ln such, 

The question Is ta what extent it (the judgment) Is 
ll.fe-advane1ng, l1fe-pre8erv1~, spec1es-preserving 
pemapa even spec!es breeding. 

~ .. -
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Girard bimsel~ uses this a~ument in defense of religion against the attacks 

of scientism. The question appl1es as w~11 to Gira rdian theory. To wha t 

extent Is lt life-advancing, or more preclsely in the context of acholarly 

investigation, to what extent ia lt discourse-e<lvancing? 

The purpoae of this thesis's investigation of Girardlan theory's 

treatment of 10dernity was not intended to be an evaluatlon of Girard's facts 
li 

about human nature but rather an evaluatlon of hls approach. That la, It does 

not seek to dispute whether or not all desire la mlmetlc or whether or not 

society can.exist peacefully without religion. The question this stu~y poses 

18 whether or not it Is useful to approach human endeavour with Girard'a 

glvens. The alm of this atudy 1'a thus admittedly uti11tarian - what 18 the 

prac~ical significance of his theory? la his theory uaeful? This question, 

perhapa appropriate at thia point to further elaborate on the concept of 

practical significance as a guiding princ1ple both ln the evaluation and 

fo'rmulation of theories within the human sciences. 

An evaluation of 'facts' or 'knowledge 1 in the nebulous a rea of the human 

sciences Is highly problematic. lt is here avoided ln the, bellef that 1 t 

would inevitably lead to a circular pattern of argumentation or to 8 coilleton 

of Interpretations. This betief ia Informed by two assumptions drawn trom the 

• 
on-golng development of a theory of knowledge. The Urst, flogged by Marxlsm 

~ 

if not Urst generated thereln, ls that knowledge ls Inherentlyand 

ineecapably subjective. lt ia the product of an investigation mad~ byone 

human belng in a specific, hlstorical and situational time and place Into the 

behaviour of other human beings with dlfferent historie8 and situatlona. 'nt. 

.' 
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1nvestigation 19 inevi tably affected and a t times even de tenni ned by the 

h1.to~1c:1sm of the investigator as Is his conclusion and claim to knowledge. 

Crlfic David Bleich writes, "Receive<f knowledge can only cane frOOl 

authorltar1~n sources; revealed knowledge comes from mystics, seers and gods. 

Negotiated knowledge i8 created by us ordi nary people when we de ci de to reduce 

our common ignorance ... 5 In the human sciences there can be no 'received t or 

'revealed' knowledge as the tem 'human sciences' denotes investigation and 

research. Thus, 'know,ledge that is neither received nor revealed but 
1 

negotiated or active, in the sénse that it puts on"exhibit its methodology and 
./ 

data toward tlle aim of convin'ciog others of its valid1ty as knowledge, cannot 

escape its own historicity and Bubjectivity. And so, the 'knowledge', with , 

~whlCh Girard emerges from his expl~rations into anthropology, h!sto~y and 
.. 

l1terature is that, for example, aIl desire Is mimetic. He ls no IOOre able to 

J?I"ove that point beyond the limitations of his bIas thao a disputi Dg reader 
, 

would be able to prove the">contrary beyond the limitations of the reader's 

billS. Furtherrriore, since Girard do'es not once acknowledge his bias, it would 

seem racher poi ntless to argue" about 'facts' when the parties involved do not 

share the same apprehensioù about claims > to objectivi ~y. { , 

. ,The second asst?ion respo~ible for this study' s clear evasion of 

fact-fitlding exercises 1/1 dI'awo from British philosopher, A.J. Ayer's 

> ~d18CW8s,1~n of knowledge.6 The aesumptlon 19 t1!at wlthin one'e own subjective 
l! 

formulation of. knowledge, one cannot be afJked t9 do what ls oot in ooe's' power 

to do - one cannot be asked to know ':.t.at one cannot know. For example, before 

encountering' ~nê Girard'a work. a hypothetical reader has no knowledge of the 

principle of rdme~,lc desire. He reads Dece1t, Desit:e and the Novel and 

'1',; 'Violence and the Sacred and 1s conv1.nced through Gitard's exp~ition of other 
, 

people'. behav10ur tbat, in fact, œslre does for the !IOst part tend to be 

" 

, \, , 
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mimetic. The reader now 'knows' about mimetic desire. lt 19 a concept that 

ie either complementary w1 th the reader' 8 subjective formulation of real1 ty or 

it has successfully challenged and cha~ed his formulation. However, Girard's 

theory then ssks thls reader to 'lmow' thst Christian! ty 19 the 801ut ion to 

the violence that mimesis oreeds. Let lt be supposed that, no matter how 

convincing the argument' for the ef fect! veness of Christianl ty in ensuring 

pesce !S, the reader simply cannot Integrste 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 1 that, though lt 

can be rhetorically spoken about, cannot become part of his perception of 

rea1ity? To 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 is attempting to develop systens 

for accumulatlng knowled~e with the aim of attaining some measure of 

scientlfici tIf need be COOlmitted to continui ng investlga tion, as OOlni~cience is 

not within the realm of human possibility. On-going investigation in turn 

requi res commtmication - a discourse in which the inves tiga tors can shsre 

findings in the belief that numbers enrich the effort. Thus, it W8S here not 

considered useful to dispute about 'fact s'am 'knowled ge' because, unde r the 

clrcumstances of unacknowledged subjectlv1ty, It would have led to an impasse, 

. 
it would have cut short the discourse, i t would have put an end to this 

investigation of Girardian theory. And 80, the guiding principle of 
\ 

u8efulness or practical significa nce 1s here defined as "conducive to 

d1scourse and further investigation in the bellef that discourse 1s a good 

thing am that investigat1.on 18 infinite and thus necessarlly an en! in 

o. 
itself". The question put to Girard' 8 theory is "18 it conduci va to d1ecourse 

and further investigation?" 

, 
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Red Ci rard' s theory 18 not alone in faUi ng to acknowledge i te own 

lubjectiv1ty. The very problem of subjectivity in approaches to l1terature 
.. 
l' hait recently been a subject of much debate. In the last few decades, 

Iignif1cant efforts have been made in the field of language and literature to 

formula te empirically based methods of inquiry. A number of these efforts 

have been Informed by a perceived need to give language-based lœowledge 

authority comparable to that characteristic of mathematical1y-based 

knowledge. Other efforts have been animated by a percêived need to place 

l1terature and Hs study within che realm of material practice. Rowever, 

these efforts have been complicaced by what David Bleich views as 1) "a 

widespread belief that binding authority and absolute truth shall never be a 

feature of lingu1stically articulated knowledge" and by 2) "~he fact chat when 

any liD8uistically formulated proposal of knowledge is scrutinized long enoogb 
~ 

and thorougblyenough, even the m08t familiar and reliable knowledg~ can come 

to seem l1ke a supersÙtton ... ,7 The complications of the impulse towa rd 

8dentifiei ty within the amorphous are a of language has led professionals in 

the study of literature to some very basic questions about self-definition. 

What is this phenomenon we calI literature and thus what is literary theory? 

These basic questions have in fact been found to be very complexe The 

recelved notions of literature and l1terary theory are being fundamencally 

challeD8ed wi th questlons such as 'why is one text worthi'er or more important 

than another?' 
, 

Crltic Peter Widdowson responds, 
() 

Any answer to such questions based ex:c.lusive1y on 
~foDllal1stlc criteria ls no answer st all. And sny crltic 
who acknowledges the force of these questions must beg1n 
to suspect and analyse the received tradition of 'great' 
literary works ••• 8 

Terf Eagleton concludes. • 

1 
i 
J 
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What we have uncovered so far, then, 10 not only that 
llterature does not exist in the sense thst insects do, 
and that the value-judgments by- whlch it la cons tituted 
are hlatorically variable, but that the se value-judgements 
themselves have a close relation to social ideologies.9 

And so, with T.S. Eliot's 'Tradition' scrutinized to the point of rendering i.t 

an illusion, the next question has to be "if the received body of worka that 

has been labelled 'Li terature t is an illusion, then what i s 11 terary theory?" 

, Eagleton belleves it i9 also an illusion: 

It is an illusion first in the sense that literary theory 
••• is really no more than a branch of social Ideologies, 
utterly without unit Y or identi-ty W'hlch 'would adequately 
dlstinguish i t from phUosophy, li nguistics, psychology, 
cultural and sociological thought; and secondly in the 
sense that the one hope it has of distinguishing ltself -
cllnging to an abject named litera ture - is mtsplaced .10 

These questions and answers have al·ready had a signifiesnt impact on the 

ways ln whlch we study literature and, more immediately, on the ways ln which 

professionals teach It. They are questIons that challenge the authority of 

university curricula and the ways in whlch these curricula are presented. 

However, even if the canon of litera ture tha t has been pas sed down to U8 1 s 

indeed ideologically selectlye, having exclu~~d works which we wIll now never 

know, there Is llttle we can do about the past except leanl from It. We 

cannat resurrect literary works of whose existence we are not aware. We ean 

oo1y study and tesch existing worka with a communicated awareness of the 

ideologieal selectiv~ ty responsible for the work' 8 endurance, the work' 8 own 

historicity, and ours in examining it. As to the present and future, the hope 

is that this new awareness will not only work towar.d a more historlca1ly based 

comprehension of old works but a !l)?re pluralistic approach to new ones. 

Perhaps this hope 1s vailÙy optimlstic but it 1s necessarily posited in the 

bellef that the acknowledgement of 8.ubjectiv1 ty cannot spell the end of human 

;; 
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1Dquiry. No matter how much of an illusion l1terature and l1terary theory are 

proclaimed to be, It is an activlty we continue to be engaged in. To question 
( 

the usefulness of the aetivi ty itself 18 to be engaged in the activity and 

thus a solipsisme The remaining relevant question is directed toward the ways 

in which we engage in the activity - our methodology. An acknowledgement of 

the subjectivi ty inherent in our participation in the acti vi ty of studyi ng 

literature should not be the death-knoll of 11terary theory, as some Marxists 

and Most post-structuralists proclaim, but rather a new and enl1ght~ned phase 

of lnqui ry. 

Rent! Girard' s indirect response to the recent focue on the question of 

subje'ctivity in the human sci ences Is fomula tecl wi thin Des choses cachêes 

depuis la fondation du monde: 

Je crois que la veritê n'est pas un vain mot, ou un simple 
"effet" eomme on dit aujourd'hui. Je pense que tout ce 
qui peut nous détourner de la foUe et de l~ JD)rt, 
d~sormai8, a partie lHe avec cette ver! tê .1,1 

Acknowledging the power of subjectivity is not necessarlly proclaimi~ that 

truth ls "un vaIn mot." lt slmply questions the strength of any one per80n's 

clalm to H. But the questioning itself is based on the belief that truth 1a 

not quite an empty concept but rather one th4n never be quite full. To be 

concerned with the subjectivity of claims to truth rev'eals a greater respect 

for the concept than approaches which take the definition' of truth for 

grantecl. However, it Is not here coosidered a useful concept because its 

cJriotations of final! ty and objectivity are incanpatible with~investigatlon 
To speak of absolute truth 18 to ascribe to an ideali sm. that 

laya c!aim to a position canpletely devoid of the effects of history and . 
situation. In essence, lt claims the abUl ty tc5 stand outside of human 

h;iatory and look down upon it. lt ls necessarlly 80lipsistic beclluse i t 

•• 
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cannot include itBelf in its own theorizing, much l1k.e Gans's anal08Y of "la 

theorie d'un physicien nucleaire qui ne pourrait paa etre formulée par les 

atomes eux-mêmea."12 In other worda, how does (}irard reasonably account for 

the fact that only he has been privy to 'des choses cachées depuis la 

fondation du monde?' This type of solipsistic idealism summarlly pe rfoms a 

double act of exclusion incompatible with diacourse. lt excludes Girard from 

the forces of historicity and subjectivity that affect the people he apeaks 

about and it excludes the people he speaks about from further discourse if 

they' happen not to think him an ahistorical observer. Idea1ism thus presents 

ltself as revealed knowledge - a knowledge not open to inquiry as lt comes to 

UB from an a11egedly ahistorical and objective source. In a 1979 article in 

Which David Bleich analyzes a printed discussion among six l1terary theorists, 

he reports, "The more subjective .sense of truth yields more negotiation, the 

more objective sense, more argumentation and personal defensiveness."l3 

Girard, however, maintains, 

Toute pensée vigoureuse doit parvenir un jour ou l'autre, 
a ses propres fondements: elle finira donc par le 
reductionnisme... La phobie de la reduction risque 
d'emasculer toute pensee critique.14 

His insistence on si~ularlty is a partly justified reaction to the trin 

theoretica1 impulse at the diametrlcal pole of ideal1sIU - pure relativisme 

He Is not alone. The impulse behind much of contemporary l1tery theory 18 a 

reaction against the fragmentary approachea of relatlv1 sm. Pure tlieoret ical 

relativism, manifested in sorne aspects of hermeneutlcs and reception theory, 

malntaina that there la nothlng at all determinate about litera ture, that 4. 
Il. ..... _ .... 

l1terary text ia no more than one or aIl Interpretations of it. Any 

Interpretation 1s just as valU as any other. This theoretlcal perspective la 
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no morej cooduclve to discourse than Idealisme Firstly, it does away enUrely 
"" 

wit.h the l1terary text as a point of reference and if there is no point of 

reference in a discourse, no matter how l009e1y.defined It is, the result is a 

theoretical Tower of Babel. Although there is llterally no end to the number 

of Interpretations of worde with which one can cane up, the text remaina a 

point of reference. Shakeepeare's MacBeth ta not, Heinrich Bo11's Group 

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

~s, the literuy text has a definite range of possibillties. 

For such texts be10ng to a language as a \Jhole, have 
intricate relations ta other linguistic practices, however 
much they might also subvert and violate them; and 
language is, not in fact something we are free to do what 
we lUœ with. If 1 cannot read the word 'nightingale' 
Without imagining how bl1ssful 1t would be to retreat fran 
urban society to the solace of Nature, then the word has a 
certain power for me, or over me, which does not magically 
evaporate when l encoWltèr it in a poem. This is part of 
what 18 meant by sayi118 that the l1terary work constrains 
our Interpretations of it~ or that its meaning is to some 
extent 'immanent' in it. l 

Anot he r reaso n why pur e rela t ivi sm i s not cond uc! ve to di BC ours e 11 es in 

the fact that relatl vism la as 80lipsistic as Idealisme If l read MacBeth and 

it '-means X to me, on what grounds shouid It matter to me t'hat It_m~ans Y to 

you? Your Interpretation aupposedly arises frOtn your own specifie set of 

circumstances and MacBeth ia anything you or l choose it to be. CompariqJ 

notes about different Interpretations would be aldn to ahowing each other our 

respective blrth marka - interesting but irrelevant. - If anythill8 is 

meaningful then nothlng Is and If nothing 1s there Is no point to discourse 

and investigation. Moreover, why do pure relativists contirue writ1~ and 

engaging in a diseourae they have deemed polntless? 

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

d18co\irse ln ,.nich they are e1ngaging. Idealism la character1aed by 
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unacknowledged subjectivity and historicity which exc1udes fran the discourse 

a11 those who cannat conceive of the possibl11 ty of abject ivi ty. Furthe rmre» 

by virtue of i ts insistence on the attainabi1ity of absolute, timeless trutha, 

lt views discourse and investigation as meana ta a definit-e end or series of 

ends and not as an end in ieself. Every idealiatic position 18 thus, ln this 

sense, an attempt ta foreclose investigation into whatever part icular area the 

position is addressiog. So that when Girard proclaims tha t a11 desire ia 

mimetlc, the aim is ta close the discourse on the nature of desire and, open a 

sub-discourse that ia confined to i nvestiga tion into the va riety ",of mime tic 

manifestations of desire. On the other hand, pure relativism essentially 

posits chat ,there ia rea11y nothing over whic~ ta have a dlscourse ainee a 
~ 

llterary text ls whatever you happen to interpret it to be. Both idealism and 

pure relativism are aallpsistic by virtue of the fact that the very existence 

of the cheories poses a serious question ta their own internaI logic. In the 

case of Girard' the question ls, "if all desire i8 mimetic, why should his 

theory be considered the truth and not just another attempt to appropriate the 

abject of someone else' s deslre?" In the case of the rela tivists, the 

question :Ls "if there ls indeed nothing to ealk about, why are you stUI 

$. talk1ng?" Given the definition of usefulness to which this study adheres, 

neither ideali'sm nor pure relativ1sm are thus eonsidered useful approil'ches to 

the study of literature. 

Sa what is in fact here considered a useful approach ta the 8 tudy 0 f 

l1.terature? lt essentially consists of the formulation of a direction which 

attempts to avoid the tw1n paralyses of deterministlc constraints and 

boundless l1beralism in the hope of an1màtiog discourse. 

First and foremost, theorists must agree to acknowledge the1r 

aubjectivity to the beat: of their abil1 ties. The acknowledgellent 8hould 

1 
~ 
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furthermore be maintainecf as a holistic part of their findiogs at every stage 

of their investigations and Dot as a short qualifier to be qul-ckly dism1ssed 
, 

onçe the dlaeourse 18 in full progress. Haviug 'adm1tted their respective 

biases, the theor1sts must agree that. despite subjectiy1 ty, there 18 

somel:hlng to talk about, no _matter how 1008e1y deflned this s01lle,thl~ happens , 

to be. Then, indlvidually, each theori8t has a responsibil1ty to state his 
, , 

goals, aa there are many different goals in the study of li terature. That is, 

the theorist should be expl1c1~ about ~ ia being studied, why, and to what 

end. If this i a not explic1 c1y sta1:ed, the rheoria t 1s ln danger of creati~ 

the illusion that his find~ngs were àtumbled upon in an ideal1stic Séarch for 

Truth. Flnally, theorists should atrive for what Keats telllled "Negative 
1 

Capability" and deflned as that state of mind in ~lch "Man 1s capable of 

being in uncertaintles, Mysteries, doubts, withol'lt any irritable reachi~ 

after fact & resson."16 Negative capabiUty is a realit.ation that Infinite 

Investigation 19, the fate of humank1nd am an end in itself. It 18 thus 

poslted that these four conditions are .the minimal requirements for' 

discourse. 

The fallure of Renê Gira rd' s theory to meet three of them leads to the 

conclusion that Girardian theory 18 Dot discoursè-advanc1ng if considered 1n 

Its entlrety as It 18 clearly Intended ta be considered. A profile of 

modernlty that emanates frœ a theory that Is not discourse-advsnclng Is 

consequently prophetie. The paat 18 reeounte4, the present called attention -

to, the future foretold. However, the present 1s never a8 subservlent to a 

theorist' s designs as the past - the future, rebell1ous. 

" 
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