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Foreword
Rowan Williams

In the English-speaking intellectual world, René Girard’s work contin-
ues to inspire and exasperate in almost equal measure. But part of the 
diffi  culty in developing a systematic and properly critical reception of 

this extraordinary schema or set of schemata is that only very gradually have 
Girard’s theories been systematically connected with the main currents of 
intellectual modernity as understood in the Anglo-American tradition—
notably the natural sciences and the whole world of empirical social and 
anthropological studies.

Th e essays collected by Pierpaolo Antonello and Paul Giff ord make a 
very signifi cant contribution to this connectedness. In the light of these two 
new volumes exploring Girardian mimetic theory in a Darwinian frame, it 
will be that much harder to see (and dismiss) Girard as an exotic intellectual 
outlier, operating in a milieu where serious scientifi c research is generally 
bypassed.

Th is is not exclusively a matter of the scientifi c basis or lack of it for 
Girard’s theories; in the nature of the case, speculations about the origins 
of culture are not going to be easily “proved” (Darwin’s own “big picture 
theory,” prior to the advent of the modern science of genetics, has, of course, 
something of the same fl avor). Th ere is always going to be, in such cases, a 
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powerful element of heuristic myth, tested not by “discoveries” but by the 
resourcefulness of the narrative in making sense of where we are. And it 
should be clear that “myth”—here and later in these pages—is being used 
in the sense of a comprehensive shared schema for making sense of social 
experience, not in the popular sense of “fi ction.”

It is no derogation from Girard’s genius to say that what he provides is 
something like a “novelistic” version of human origins—a bid for a narrative 
that will allow all of us to “read” our human experience diff erently and with 
greater honesty or truthfulness. And it is important to say—in the light of 
some critical comments in recent discussion—that, like a novel (indeed, argu-
ably like Jewish-Christian scripture as well), this does not of itself endorse, 
let alone sacralize, what it narrates: it seeks to induce a kind of recognition 
that makes possible a diff erent narrative. Girard provides not only a narrative 
of origins but also a narrative—the Christian narrative of a radically nonvio-
lent deity—that equips us to recognize what we would rather not recognize 
because it simultaneously opens a new path.

Pulling together much of the diverse discussion presented in these 
essays, we might try to retrace and re-present the Girardian picture in terms 
something like these. Th e containment of the spiral of competitive desire 
by means of sacrifi cial/sacralized violence is a point of intersection between 
“nature” and “culture.” We cannot understand the rituals of violent sacrifi ce 
(granted that not every ritual sacrifi ce is intrinsically violent, a point that 
Girard does not initially register) either by a fully naturalized explanation 
or by a simple story of cultural history (human speakers constructing a more 
or less arbitrary scheme of meanings designed both to explain and to avert 
disaster).

One of Girard’s boldest claims is that sacral violence precedes and 
indeed generates culture; yet to say this is not to bind ourselves into a 
mechanistic account of what culture and language “really” are. It is more like 
saying that there is a moment in biological evolution when a convergence 
of new material (neuronal) patterns and new environmental circumstances 
produces a crisis whose (slow) resolution moves inexorably toward language 
and culture. Th e vocabulary we need here is hard to fi nd, and Girard’s own 
formulations are oft en far from precise. But the underlying idea is that on the 
one hand, enhanced cranial capacity and the evolution of mirror neurons 
clarifi es and intensifi es the mimetic capacity of human beings, and on the 
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other hand, the extended period of extreme vulnerability and dependency 
in the human young requires means for protecting those young, and thus of 
limiting aggressive behavior in the group. In other words, the cost of violent 
behavior is increased (the possible loss of the vulnerable young of the species) 
at roughly the same time as the occasions for violent behavior are multiplied 
because we are better able to recognize and identify with the desire of the 
other and thus to see our desire “in” the other, and to see ourselves as compet-
ing for what the other desires.

Girard suggests that this is the crisis that is primordially resolved by acts 
of exclusionary violence, the projection of danger onto some member of the 
group who is eliminated and thus becomes the absent, sacred source of har-
mony. Th e repetition of this act becomes a key element in the development of 
properly symbolic behavior: an action is recalled by means of another action, 
an absent reality is represented in the present. Th e recognition that an action 
is eff ective prompts a repetition in another mode; and thus the belief gains 
traction that acts may stand for other acts, things may stand for other things. 
Language as we know it is being brought to birth—and brought to birth, 
ironically, in a strategy of avoidance, in the refusal to recognize the original 
sacral murder as arbitrary.

But the implication of this is that the origin of culture is irretrievably 
implicated in violence. We learn as humans how to behave “symbolically” 
as a result of the success of a strategy of exclusion and murder; the absent 
reality that language represents is the slaughtered victim, arbitrarily picked 
out to resolve our mimetic tensions. And this means (as several of the essays 
collected here indicate) that attempts to resolve current cultural crises 
without an understanding of the buried mechanism of culture will simply 
reproduce, in one way or another, the same absent reality—one or another 
form of exclusionary violence. In a society like that of Western modernity, 
in which the symbolic as such is so widely ignored or misunderstood, the 
risks are enormous. Our ability in technologically sophisticated mass killing 
is unprecedented. But if we have no symbolic equipment, we have no capac-
ity to make sense of/contain violence; and if we have no symbolic literacy of 
the kind Girard is most concerned about, we remain prisoners of arbitrary 
murderousness, disguised as rationality.

Girard is thus pointing out a double sickness in our culture. We do not 
take symbolism seriously and so are inclined to ignore the fundamental 



cultural fact that our linguistic communication is rooted in the question of 
how we limit the destructive eff ects of imitative desire. At worst we speak 
and act as if there were no crisis of imitative desire, no problem of stopping 
the spiral of mimetic competition. We risk reverting literally to a pre-human 
state in which we have not yet worked out how to contain aggression. 
Equally, we have lost our familiarity with the myth that exposes the arbitrary 
and irrational nature of the primitive symbolic concordat—the myth of a 
voluntary and innocent death that unravels the exclusionary sacrifi cial illu-
sion, the myth (and fact) of Christ’s cross. We deal in discourses about war 
that pretend that technological advance makes war rational; but the analysis 
of what Mary Kaldor and others have called “new wars” shows how the pat-
tern is actually one of vastly increased moral and social confusion, in which 
the question of legitimate authority in the public or political handling of 
violence has become worryingly obscure. Th e refusal to recognize the primi-
tive symbolic character of modern confl ict, the radical un-modernity of our 
warfare, is one of the most dangerous illusions of our time. And the equal 
unwillingness to see the symbolic workings of exclusion in an era of dramatic 
gaps between rich and poor, when unrestrained competition and unlimited 
“growth” are taken for granted as intelligible values, is no less of a time bomb.

It is as if we had gone back to that evolutionary turning point at which 
we fi rst properly recognized each other as centers of desire and found that we 
had no means of negotiating it except by struggles for power. And of course 
unless we begin by acknowledging the need for symbolic resolution, we shall 
not come to the point of acknowledging the necessity of having our initial 
and brilliantly successful symbolic answer turned inside out by the counter-
myth of divine nonviolence.

To make a slightly provocative point: I am aware that there is a dis-
tantly but distinctly Hegelian feel to this way of presenting Girard’s argu-
ment—fi rst the creative error, the “misrecognition,” then the negation and 
reconstruction; but that is no bad thing, especially for those (supporters and 
opponents) who would like to see Girard as simply overthrowing an entire 
philosophical legacy. Girard—reasonably—mistrusts a mechanical, algorith-
mic version of Hegelian dialectic and insists on the conversation (absent in 
Hegel, for a variety of historical and intellectual reasons) with the sciences 
of human origins and development; but the point that the origin of culture 
itself is involved in a sort of symbolic original sin takes us beyond empirical 
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science alone, requiring a phenomenology of some kind. Girard makes no 
sense unless the drastic transformation of the symbolic order off ered by the 
Christian narrative is engaged with some sort of recognized symbolic order 
to start with. Th e contemporary mythology that presents the human subject 
as essentially a will in the void gives little purchase to any adequate grasp of a 
converting alternative to violence. And the labor of understanding this is one 
of the hardest and most interesting aspects of reading, let alone commending 
Girard today.

Girard uses the analysis of contemporary sociopolitical realities to help 
decipher the original drama of our becoming human, in a biologically and 
culturally speciated sense (“hominization”), and he uses the recognition of 
that—still remarkably little understood—evolutionary development to help 
us discern and confront prophetically the ethical perils of the modern age 
and of our human coming-to-be in historical time (our “humanization”). His 
“archeological” and cognitive project and his ethical challenge develop recip-
rocally. Together they constitute a genuinely dialectical enquiry, faithfully 
refl ected in these present volumes on Darwin and Girard (Can We Survive 
Our Origins? and its companion How We Became Human).

In respect of the latter volume, the notion of “heuristic myth” points, 
at least potentially, to an unsuspected fi liation. As I am using it, this term 
connotes an imaginatively constructed paradigm, which serves to model 
and address something not (yet) visible, not (yet) fully known or compre-
hended—a cast of the intellectual line, indicating a direction for genuine 
empirical work, but uncertain in advance of what will be drawn in. A heuris-
tic myth of this type, if it receives consistent empirical confi rmation (and so 
develops self-critically, acquiring further refi nement and further reinforce-
ment as it becomes more specifi c), begins to look and function increasingly 
like a working scientifi c hypothesis rather than simply a useful fi ction.

And the bold question posed by How We Became Human is whether 
we have underestimated the degree of confi rmation that might be available. 
Th e continuity of the phenomenon of victim identifi cation and expulsion 
across the animal-human divide; the role of “religion” as the most basic cul-
tural matrix, antedating settlement and domestication; the distinctions to 
be drawn between animal and human violence; the role of sacrifi ce in the 
earliest forms of “religion”—all these tell strongly in favor of something very 
like Girard’s account as an empirically credible story of cultural origins. Once 



again, remember the history of Darwinism: a “big picture,” inspiring and 
exasperating, gradually fl eshed out by work in unexpectedly relevant fi elds.

Th at is why we so badly need careful work on the frontiers between 
Girardian theory and other currents of critical thought—biology and neu-
roscience, anthropology, war studies, economics, and, not least, the specifi c 
stories of confl ict, scapegoating, self-recognition, and transformation that 
emerge from the confl icts of our time, from Northern Ireland, the Middle 
East, Sudan, and South Africa. As Girard indicates, the stakes are very high 
at present. But it is possible also to see—as he repeatedly points out—that 
the arbitrariness of “sacral” violence is harder and harder to conceal for those 
who refl ect seriously about confl ict in our world.

Th e Christian myth tells us that the most fundamental and generative 
subject or energy or resource we can imagine is beyond rivalry; it demon-
strates this in the enactment of a human life in which arbitrary violence is 
both exposed for what it is and accepted without retaliation, so that we see 
that we do not need exclusionary sacrifi ce aft er all; and it thus establishes 
a form of human solidarity that does not depend on the identifi cation of a 
scapegoat and the closing of boundaries against the stranger.

Th e importance of studies such as the ones contained in this book 
is that they both underline the urgency of the cultural crisis and open up 
impressive possibilities for conversation between Girardians and others in 
the mainstream of our discourse. If Girard and most of the contributors to 
this volume are right, such conversation is anything but a luxury.

xvi Foreword
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xix

Introduction

René Girard’s “mimetic theory” addresses the role of “sacred violence” 
in the constitution of human culture and social order. It has been 
increasingly acknowledged as one of the most striking breakthrough 

contributions to twentieth-century critical thinking: in particular, for its 
power to model and explain violent sacralities, ancient and modern, rang-
ing from Crusade and pogrom to Dreyfus and the Holocaust; from gospel 
apocalyptic and environmental crisis to the religious wars, suicide bombers, 
and culture clashes of our fast-globalizing world.

Th e present volume sets this power of explanation into an evolutionary 
and Darwinian framework. It aims to observe and explore how Girardian 
insights modify our understanding of evolution, at a human and cultural 
level, fi rst of all—but then ultimately also as a total phenomenon retracing 
life-on-earth within an open process of cosmic emergence.

It focuses on the questions: How and how well do we “survive our 
origins”? How may we best hope to do so? In Girardian perspective, these 
large questions can be specifi ed more precisely. We are asking: How far do 
“cultural” mechanisms of controlling violence, which allowed humankind 
to cross the threshold of “hominization”—i.e., to survive and develop in 
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evolutionary terms—still represent a “default setting” that threatens to 
destroy us? How may we transcend them and escape their fi eld of gravity?

Th is central enquiry engages a number of subset questions. How far 
is violence biologically rooted in our human mimetic fabric; how far it is 
socially shaped and determined? How did proto-institutions emerge as regu-
latory principles of violence, both internal to the community or group and 
intercommunal? By which control mechanisms has it been kept at bay in 
prehistorical and historical times; how far has violence been a programmed 
part of the institutions of society and the structures of culture ever since?

How can recent world events be said to have reopened the whole area 
of questioning to which Girard points so insistently: the obscure founda-
tional link, which he off ers for the fi rst time to decipher in fundamental 
and decisive terms, between religion and violence? And what crucial role in 
the understanding and remediation of this deep-laid complicity has, on his 
equally insistent submission, been provided by the Hebrew and Christian 
scriptures?

Are religions intrinsically violent (as is strenuously argued by the “new 
atheists”)? Or, as Girard argues, have they been functionally “rational” instru-
ments to manage and cope with the intrinsically violent runaway dynamic 
that characterizes human social organization in all periods of human his-
tory? Can we discern clear daylight, as Girard suggests—but here perhaps 
more controversially—between Christian and pre-Christian inspirations? Is 
violence decreasing in this time of secular modernity post-Christendom; or 
are we, rather, at increased—and even apocalyptic—risk from our enhanced 
powers of action and our decreased socio-symbolic protections?

It will be seen that the present volume enters a fi eld of concern that, 
oft en enough, resembles a minefi eld—an area, at least, of “lively anthropo-
logical debate.” Most recently, the debate has been relaunched by Steven 
Pinker’s Th e Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (2011). 
Th is work retraces the “ascent of man” read as a function of a phenomenon 
statistically traceable in history: that of apparently diminishing human 
violence—thus giving grounds, so its author hopes, for moral optimism 
invested in civilizing progress and the intrinsic potential for good of human 
moral nature. It may usefully be set side by side with Girard’s theory, which 
off ers a diff erent accountancy of violence, another interpretation of human 
nature and its violent sacralities, and, overall, an alternative and more 
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radical vision of the way in which the theme of survival is related to that of 
“salvation.”

◆ ◆ ◆

Th e contributions brought together in this study derive from a series of three 
interdisciplinary conferences: the fi rst and last of them held at St John’s Col-
lege, Cambridge, the second at Stanford University (California). In the wake 
of the Darwin commemoration of 2009,1 and in the context of the ongoing 
questions generated at the interface between science and religion, this series 
of events sought to assess the signifi cant, yet still uncertainly charted, contri-
bution made by Girardian “mimetic theory” (MT) to our understanding of 
human origins and its importance for social and fundamental anthropology.

Two companion volumes now bring this thinking to a wider public. 
How We Became Human: Evolution at the Th reshold of Cultural Invention 
looks backwards, toward evolutionary origins, in dialogue with the latest 
fi ndings of the relevant empirical sciences. Leading specialists from many 
disciplines (evolutionary biology and neuroscience, animal behavior stud-
ies, social anthropology, culture theory, philosophy, and theology) consider 
Girard’s bold and very cogent scenario of “hominization” (i.e., the evolu-
tionary passage from animal to human); they examine the socio-symbolic 
mechanisms of emissary victimization that, so Girard argues, were developed 
by our species to meet the all-important need—strangely invisible to, or at 
least discounted and minimized by, many evolutionary theorists—of man-
aging the threat of intraspecifi c confl ict and violence; and they assess the role 
of its symbolico-ritual prolongations in the development of language and 
religion, myth, moral codes, law, and institutions, etc. Th ey fi nally evaluate 
the current standing of Girardian mimetic theory as a generative account of 
the origins of human culture as a whole.

Th e other volume, introduced here, moves forward from origins. It 
retraces and assesses the implications of Girardian insights for the most cen-
tral problem that mimetic theory brings so sharply into focus: the fact that 
the enabling spring of human emergence and development was originally, 
and remains continuously, reciprocal to the human capacity to generate 
types and levels of violence that risk bringing humankind to self-destruction, 
both in its constituent communities, and—today, for the fi rst time (Girard 
2007, 47 [2010a, 35])2—as a species.



Th is challenging reciprocity is followed here in some of the variations 
it has displayed over historical time: passing from the archaic and ancient 
through the off er of redemption that Christianity makes, at the opening of 
our own “Common Era,” in substituting, for the immanent evolutionary 
fi nality of survival, the off er of a transcendent salvation operating in-and-
through the historical (and evolutionary) “here-and-now.” Approaching 
the contemporary world, it visits the challenges of peace-making amid the 
violent reciprocities of our own time, and it concludes with a look at some 
“apocalyptic” scenarios that, more than ever, threaten to abridge and abort 
the human future.

Th e problem of origins, as appears most clearly in the present volume, is 
not to be divorced from the problem of meanings and ends. A pivotal role, 
accordingly, is given here also to “religion”: not as understood in the manner 
of archaic-sacral “fundamentalisms”; nor yet as conceived, reactively, by the 
intellectually fashionable dismissal of “cognitivist” (“left  brain”) scientism; 
but rather, in the evolutionary ambiguity proper to it, of which Girard 
off ers a fresh and highly illuminating account. “Religions” are the worst and 
also—insofar as they transcend their own origins divinely—the best of things 
human . . . Yet we also regress, or fall back into the archaic patterns that made 
us human in the fi rst place.

Overall, the aim of both volumes is to set out clearly and strategically, for 
perhaps the fi rst time, a poignant ambiguity defi ning the human condition. 
Th e selfsame mechanisms that allowed humankind to emerge, survive, and 
thrive biologically—and the very inventions that drove forward a new evolu-
tionary phase, engaging the culture-programmed, civilizing social existence 
of Homo sapiens—are also the default mechanisms that mortgage human 
moral progress and threaten to foreclose the human future.

We thus walk the fi ne line between Progress and Abyss.

◆ ◆ ◆

Can we specify the wider antecedents of this agenda? Th e reader who has 
only nodding acquaintance with Girardian theory, or none at all, may well be 
grateful for some guidance in the leading ideas that bring this French Ameri-
can anthropologist and culture theorist to the particular point of insight and 
questioning at which we here meet him.

It is most economically provided by referring to his latest work, Achever 

xxii Introduction



Introduction xxiii

Clausewitz (translated under the English title Battling to the End). Th is book 
treats the crisis of the modern world, read in the perspective of evolution-
ary hominization—in particular, in relation to the changing character of 
modern warfare and the acceleration of history observable in the twentieth 
century of the Common Era.

Girard himself proclaims it to be a “peculiar sort of book.” It presents, he 
says, “things never said before, with the violence and the clarity they require.” 
It envisages “the possibility of an end to Europe, of the Western world and 
of the world as a whole.” Th at these things should today be a real possibility 
makes it, he declares, “an apocalyptic book” (9 [ix]).

His readers, both those who write within the covers of the present 
volume, and their readers in turn, are left  to judge whether such decided 
insistence is an aging theorist’s fevered rant, parting company with reason, 
or a deep-seeing and far-fl ung prophetic vehemence, designed to awaken 
the sleeping—those who observe with complacency, but without joined-up 
understanding, the time of world wars, atomic weapons, multiple geno-
cides, and imminent eco-catastrophe—and the globalizing and cosmic 
reach of an ever-accelerating and increasingly human-shaped and human-
driven history.

We may retain from this work three crucial ideas that run through the 
present volume.

◆ ◆ ◆

Th e fi rst is that of a crisis of the modern world, brought about by an accelerat-
ing rhythm of history, discernible in many aspects and dimensions of human 
life. Th e dimension principally considered here—the signifi cantly alerting 
case, so to speak—is the transformation visible in the area of human confl ict 
and warfare.

Girard reads this phenomenon in dialogue with Carl von Clausewitz, 
the nineteenth-century Prussian military theorist who thought and wrote 
out of an intense love-hate relationship to the genius of Napoleon Bonaparte. 
Th ere is a hidden truth of Clausewitz, Girard argues: something Clausewitz 
glimpsed in terrible longing, but was shy of articulating, and which he hid 
away behind the lesser and perilous half-truth for which everyone today 
remembers him—namely, that “war is the continuation of diplomacy by 
other means.”



Not really, not anymore, says Girard. It is true that warfare was once 
a way of regulating and thereby limiting the violence bred out of human 
rivalries and confl ict. Th is was true in respect of its actors: only those of 
one sex, and of a certain age range, dressed in a certain uniform, and drawn 
from within a specialized professional category, were eligible to participate, 
and then only in restricted numbers. Similarly, its objectives, its permitted 
modalities and legitimate victims, its tactics, its intensity and extent: all 
these factors were, by tacit convention, controlled and managed. So it was 
in all the wars fought between European nations in the period of the rise of 
nation-states—i.e., in Europe: until the twentieth century. It was particularly 
so in the ballet-like, laced and frilled bloodlettings of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Warfare in this period was violence domesticated, passion subject to 
calculation, and compatible with reason, admitting conventional limitation 
and the mitigating play of all contingencies that dilute its essential character 
of violence-to-the-death. Th is is what made it usable as an instrument of 
policy—and even as a tool for deciding, at tolerable cost, confl icted issues 
between nations and states.

Th en came the post-Revolutionary confl ict between Napoleon and his 
Continental adversaries. Th is was something little observed on the English-
speaking side of the Channel or across the Atlantic; but von Clausewitz 
observed it closely and struggled to theorize what he intuited: namely, a 
deregulating modulation of warfare, aligning it ever more closely with its 
essence or principle of reciprocal violence.

Th is modulation aff ected the actors, the scale, and the intensity of 
warfare. Th e French Revolutionary Army began to be identifi ed with the 
civil population of the French Republic; whereas bands of non-uniformed 
partisans sprang up in the countries liberated and/or subdued by them 
and became signifi cant combatants, while the scale of warfare became 
continental, with epic displacements of armies. Above all, the passionate, 
ideologically charged ferocity of the military struggle introduced into 
warfare a new intensity. Warfare began to resemble its intrinsic logic or 
law, which Clausewitz identifi ed as that of the duel to the death: an escala-
tion of violence, according to a structure of tit-for-tat reciprocity, and its 
consequent pursuit toward the extermination of the adversary (rather than 
simply his reasonable and advantageous submission). Th e logic and the law 
became ever clearer in each of the three wars, which, between 1870 and 
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1945, engaged the Franco-German duelists, and increasingly, their conti-
nent-wide alliances. Th e savagery of the war on the Eastern Front from 
1941 to 1945 between ideologically mobilized titans of Nazi Germany and 
Stalinist Russia is the case that unveils decisively the face of de-restricted 
and unlimited warfare.

Th e larger trouble is that today, violence isn’t any longer containable or 
predictable: it overfl ows its supposed constraints; it overtakes and it takes 
over the soldiers who fi ght; it overruns the politicians and their political cal-
culations. It no longer respects conventionally set bounds and patterns. So 
that “war” is more profoundly defi ned today as violence coinciding with its 
own intrinsic law of a montée aux extrêmes—an inherent dynamic of escala-
tion to extremes, or crescendo toward paroxysm.

We have therefore entered a time of generally unpredictable hostilities, 
where adversaries scorn each other and plot their mutual destruction: 
Bush and bin Laden; Palestinians and Israelis; Russians and Chechens; 
Indians and Pakistanis—the combat is the same. Th e fact that we speak of 
“rogue states” proves how far we have exited all codifi cation. . . . Inter-state 
wars are fought under the cover of maintaining international security. Th e 
[younger] Bush administration did what it wanted in Afghanistan, as did 
the Russians in Chechnya. Reciprocally, Islamist terror strikes anywhere. 
(131 [67])

Th is character of unpredictable non-containability is, Girard considers, ever 
clearer in the era of ultimate—i.e., global—imitations and rivalries, the era of 
ultimate weapons: smart bombs, and the poor man’s mimetic riposte to them, 
in point of “shock and awe,” the suicide bomber. Not to mention H-bombs, 
ever with us and escaping the conventionally struck “balance of terror.”

And—here is the message of his book—these developments constitute 
a phase change in the long history of human violence, and one that is properly 
apocalyptic. Not in the sense conceived by a “barmy army” of fundamental-
ists, i.e., as divine retribution wrought in judgment upon an errant human-
kind, but in the sense that claims the most sober authority of the gospels, 
sanely interpreted. Th e apocalypse is human violence escaping its culture-
bound containments, obeying its intrinsic law of escalation, and dislocating 
the cosmos in its crescendo—thus, potentially, destroying humankind itself.



It is clear for Girard that we have to stop thinking in received post-
Enlightenment patterns and begin to come to grips instead with the real—
nodal and originary—character of human violence.

◆ ◆ ◆

For what undoes all modern thinking in the Hegelian mode, Girard consid-
ers, is the failure to grasp a second idea: namely, that the perilous dynamic 
of escalation to extremes is no merely modern aberration, still less an epi-
phenomenon or byproduct of civilizing progress. It is, on the contrary, in 
exacerbated modern form, a repetition or replay of a drama played out at the 
threshold of hominization and programmed into the birth process of culture 
itself, as a “default mode” of human social functioning. Before dashing off  pre-
scriptions for its remediation, we need to take the measure of this consider-
able “given.”

What Girard reads in Clausewitz’s notion of Wechselwirkung—the 
“reciprocal action” uniting adversaries in a tit-for-tat crescendo of retaliatory 
violence—is, indeed, continuous with the original drama of our becom-
ing human in an evolutionary world. He sees the modern phenomenon as 
referring to a very primitive and very fundamental pattern of archaic group 
functioning, which he has described under the names of “mimetic crisis” and 
its “scapegoat resolution” through “sacrifi ce.”

What is Clauswitzian “apocalypse,” aft er all, but

an abstract principle becoming real, reality catching up with a concept; 
and humankind, as we must be lucid enough to recognise, tends intrinsi-
cally toward the annihilation here envisaged. Th is is the relentless law of 
the duel-to-the death which Clausewitz reads in the primacy of defence 
over attack. (55 [19])

By starting from the ideas of “attack” and “aggression,” we commonly mis-
think violence. In fact, violence is almost always-already caught in a structure 
of reciprocity between rivalrous and confl icted parties, and it is the defen-
sive function that is primary (in the sense that it is what causes confl icts to 
endure and to escalate). One of the signs of this is that we never think of 
ourselves as “attacking” anyone except as a way of defending ourselves from 
some threat to which that structure of reciprocity exposes us. Another is 
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that no confl ict has an absolute beginning, but represents always, rather, a 
transformation, at some critical moment of their outworking, of increasingly 
confl icted rivalries. To know that much, indeed, we need only refl ect that the 
same structural reciprocity is everywhere imprinted in ancient law and moral 
precept designed for the controlling of violence, e.g., the law of minimal or 
“just” reprisal (“an eye for an eye”), or the so-called “golden rule” (“do unto 
others as you would be done by”).

Moreover:

Men are distinct from animals, which manage to contain their violence 
within what animal behaviourists call dominance patterns. Humans, for 
their part, cannot contain the reciprocity between them because they 
imitate each other too much, and resemble each other more and more and 
ever-more quickly. (55 [19])

For Girard, mimesis—the power to replicate, copy, or imitate any behavior, 
pattern, or stimulus—is certainly to be observed in pre-human nature, espe-
cially in the higher primates; but it is not developed to the prodigious degree 
allowed by the much larger human brain. Th is is the secret of human diver-
gence and development from animal antecedents, as mapped by Darwin’s 
tree of life-forms, since it both enhances human group intelligence, particu-
larly symbolic intelligence and language-learning, and constitutes therefore 
also the greatest single factor enabling social cooperation between humans.

But that superiority comes at a price, which Girard’s previous work has 
already spelled out with rare consequence and cogency. Human mimetic 
capacity is also the power to imitate what other cospecifi cs desire; to model 
our desires upon theirs; but then also—since we now so vividly represent and 
desire the same objects as they do—to enter into rivalry and hence also con-
fl ict with these Others. Mimetic desire is always potentially acquisitive and 
rivalrous—always caught in a tissue of social relationships and reciprocities.

Moreover, from the earliest origins of humanity, it carries for the group 
the threat of self-annihilation, since mimetically vectored desire turns out 
to be the most contagious or “viral” thing there is. Our common experience 
today of “viral” mimetic phenomena—for instance, the sudden “crazes” and 
convergent Internet “hits” occurring within electronic cyberspace—will 
readily confi rm this observation, as will the sudden mimetic movements 



registered by and between the world’s stock exchanges. Acquisitive and 
rivalrous desire—active within a fi eld of interlinked social relationships and 
creating confl ictual reciprocities—leads, perilously, to generalized violence, 
increasing in intensity and extent and quickly assuming the gravity of an 
“apocalyptic” threat to group survival.

A propensity for escalation to extremes, in other words, is inscribed deep 
in the evolutionary experience and in the cultural DNA of Homo sapiens. We 
know that many human groups, both throughout recorded history and in 
prehistorical times, did in fact fail to survive. Classic rationalist ethnography 
and evolutionary anthropology have been reluctant to give this fact any very 
signifi cant—i.e., nodal and originary—place in human development. Th ese 
sciences have always invoked preferentially ecological and climate factors, 
together with defi cient technologies or other failures to adapt to the chal-
lenges of environment. But an equally cogent and far less visible candidate 
in the causal order—a factor much closer to home, consistent with human 
singularity in nature, entirely inferable from the well-documented history 
of human confl ict—is the exceptional character of cospecifi c violence among 
humans, which can indeed result in intra-group implosion, or intercommu-
nity devastation or wipeout.

Th e very fact that we have “survived our origins” perhaps makes our sur-
vival all too “obvious”; it takes away from us the recognition of what we have 
survived, and thus also the perceived need to explain how and why we are 
indeed “survivors.” Yet it is, at least, deductively clear that the management 
of self-generated intra-specifi c violence must have been, in respect of human 
origins, just as it remains today, the number one imperative of all evolving 
and evolved human societies everywhere. It is logically the case that hominid 
groups could not have crossed the threshold of hominization, or survived and 
progressed as humans in an evolutionary world, had they not devised some 
“soft -wired” (i.e., cultural) means of containing their own intrinsic capacity 
for self-destruction.

Girard’s major thesis, brilliantly developed in Violence and the Sacred 
(original French edition, 1972) from the attesting documents supplied by 
world mythologies and by Greek tragedy, is that this number one condition 
is in fact met by the very mechanism that historically inaugurated and still, 
in part, secretly founds all social life, and everything we call “culture.” Th is is 
the “victimary process” or “scapegoat mechanism.”
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We recognize the phenomenon of scapegoating elementarily from the 
many vestigial forms it still takes in the modern world: “taking it out on” the 
dog or the wife aft er a stressful day in the offi  ce; sacking the manager because 
the press are “howling for blood” aft er a run of poor performances by the 
national team. At the extreme limit of its virulence, we may even dare to rec-
ognize the paradigmatic instance-in-principle of this phenomenon, which 
is supplied, precisely, by “civilized” twentieth-century Europe: namely, the 
Holocaust of European Jews during the Second World War.

Girard asks us to attend, however, to scapegoat violence in its archaic 
form. Where the adversaries originally wanted diverse things—to appropri-
ate the same woman, to seize the fi rst place, to exact retributive justice, and 
so on—they end up polarized quite irrationally upon a single adversary, 
arbitrarily designated to the common fury by a single rage-modeling leader. 
In other words, any gathering crisis of generalized violence tends to simplify, 
at its apex, into a polarized and unanimous antagonism of the type “all-
against-one.” Th e collective blood-rage is at this point defl ected outwards 
and discharged against a single, arbitrarily chosen—and consequently “inno-
cent”—victim, who is expelled or killed.

Th e scapegoat, in fact, acts as a sort of lightning conductor to all the vio-
lently destructive energies gathered within the community. Th e mechanism 
of emissary victimage may here be compared to the disjunctor switch that 
breaks the circuit and prevents that gathering and perilous electricity of 
mimetic desire from consuming the human house. It also sets up the fi rst and 
founding equation of collective identity-bonding: all are one . . . against, and 
by virtue of, the scapegoated Other.

What then? Girard asks us to imagine the victim lying inert before the 
hushed group of hominids or primitive men. He or she appears simultane-
ously and contradictorily as (1) the guilty origin of the crisis: he must have 
been guilty or we wouldn’t have killed him; (2) as the benefi cent provider of 
the miracle of renewed peace and social harmony. Th is moment of confl ict-
ing persuasions and surpassing awe is the beginning of a process of sacraliza-
tion; the dead victim will come to be seen as the potent bearer of a power of 
life and death, as the Power capable of reversing the current of life energies 
from negative to positive: such terrible wrath, such amazing benefi cence!

Th e fi rst perception will suggest in retrospect that the sacrifi cial victim 
must surely have willed his own death; the second, once the corpse has been 



disposed of, will come to suggest that this exceptional and departed Visitor 
must indeed have been a god in disguise. At which point, the god becomes 
the center and focus—indeed, the attributed origin—of all social and moral 
codes developed against the return of crisis and catastrophe.

No one, even belonging to our own “evolved” here-and-now, easily 
admits responsibility—least of all for acts of collective murder committed 
in hallucinatory states and belied, to all seeming, by the benefi cial eff ects 
they appear to procure for the community. Primitive man did, and we still 
do, offl  oad guilt and shift  the blame, disguising the inadmissible violence com-
mitted. Th is is well known in the language of the tribe (or at least of our 
Western tribes):3 it is called “maquiller le cadavre” (putting makeup on the 
corpse), “passing the buck” (cf. Fr: “le bouc émissaire”). Th e Sacred, with its 
entire logic of ambivalence and its transferred blame, its disguises and delega-
tions—its sacrifi cial logic—starts here.

Girard’s originality as an anthropologist, and his abiding claim to dis-
tinction, is to have shown how this neglected factor of self-generated or 
intrinsic scapegoat violence, together with the culture-founding response 
it generates, can be held to unlock all the “unresolved enigmas” of human 
origins as registered by post-Enlightenment anthropologists and ethnolo-
gists under the name of the “mimetic crisis”; together with its resolution in 
the mechanism of emissary victimage, it is shown to be the generative nerve 
point commanding the entire system of archaic (or “primitive” or natural) 
religion—and hence also of all culture (Th ings Hidden, original French edi-
tion, 1978).

His golden key is used fi rst to prosecute decisively the “stalled” decipher-
ments of nineteenth- and twentieth-century ethnography. Girard deciphers, 
in and through the panoply of its diverse forms, the functional logic of the 
principal components of the entire system of primitive religion-and-culture, 
namely: prohibition (taboo, interdict), something that evolves over time into 
moral codes and laws; ritual (in particular, ritual sacrifi ce), which evolves to 
give all the institutions of social government; and myth (or identity storytell-
ing), which binds a community and its culture together, off ering a narrativ-
ized rationale for its cohesion.

Prohibition tends essentially to deny access to all the objects at the 
origin of the rivalries that originally degenerated into the traumatizing-
and-unnamable founding crisis. Basically, the entire system of taboos and 
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interdicts prolongs the original movement of expelling the scapegoat, in 
the—illusory and ever-vain—hope of closing down all recurrences of the 
founding crisis.

Th e set of ritual behaviors and practices instituted by early man follows 
an inverse path, albeit one that is also pre-sketched in the inaugural crisis—
this time in the identity-defi ning unanimity of the all-against-one by which 
the original crisis had found its resolution. Ritual sacrifi ce installs at the 
heart of the common life a reenactment or replay of the founding murder 
itself. Th e ritual slaughter of a surrogate victim replicates as exactly as pos-
sible (here is another brilliant Girardian leap of understanding) the original 
scapegoat murder—of course, with the arrière-pensée of re-creating its paci-
fying, reconciling, identity-bonding outcome. Th e victim is chosen—oft en 
from a purpose-specifi c reserve (as in the case of the Aztecs from among the 
marginal, the weak, or the vulnerable—e.g., children, the sick, prisoners of 
war).4 Th is rite is triggered by the incipient signs of returning mimetic crisis; 
these are indeed solicited and prepared by a time of license (or “festival”), 
which, signifi cantly, frames the sacrifi ce. Th e sacrifi cial climax of the festi-
val “resolves” once more this staged renascence of contagion, or at least it 
exorcises the anguish of its feared return—but now ritually, which is to say, 
repeatably.

Th e rite’s collective, strongly participatory, and essentially theatrical 
character comes to be ceremonially regulated and aesthetically enhanced 
over time, delivering a no doubt spellbinding potency of emotional 
charge—such as we readily still understand from the later homologies of 
theme and the aff ective echoes it fi nds in Greek tragedy. (We understand 
here, perhaps, how Greek tragedy became for Girard an echolocating Ear 
to the hearing of lost human origins. In the path of this discovery, he has 
had, of course, to lay, if not to slay, the ghosts of both Nietzsche and Freud 
(Girard 1972, 1978, 2008).

Myth, fi nally, is the telling of the Story—the story or collection of stories 
that fashions and undergirds the identity of the group or tribe by represent-
ing in epic narratives its own founding events, its provenance, traditions, and 
special character. What identifi es myth for Girard—and gives this concept a 
rather singular infl ection or signature proper to Girardian hermeneutics—is 
that the mythological story told indefi nitely rehearses the founding mimetic 
crisis and scapegoat murder; yet it does so, crucially, in a disguised, allusive, 



artlessly artful way (it is, as the French version says, “mystifi é-mystifi ant” in 
its very pertinence).

Th e brief formula of this self-deceiving deceptiveness is “the story as seen 
from the perspective of the victimizers.” For example: one South Sea island 
myth says: “the god fl ew away over the cliff  toward the islands he had come 
from”; we have to learn to decipher the real subtext: “we advanced toward 
the scapegoat, cudgels in hand, no one daring to strike the fi rst blow; but his 
distress was such that he threw himself over the cliff  to his death on the rocks 
below.”

If archaic culture can be deciphered thus—and the structural patterns 
Girard tirelessly adduces from mythologies all over the world bring impres-
sive confi rmation—then another strategic point of “anthropological” insight, 
much coveted and hugely seminal in its implications, lies within reach.

Is not the victimary process also the missing link that gives us access 
to the “lost” and forever invisible interface between the animal world and 
the human world: the principle that explains the “hominization” of the pri-
mates—and, more generally, the process of “humanization” (i.e., the develop-
ment of self-cognizant human culture and civilization) as such? From Th ings 
Hidden since the Foundation of the World onwards (from 1978, date of the 
French original) Girard pursues this hypothesis with vigor.5

Is this entire evolutionary excursion an unnecessarily long way round 
when it comes to understanding contemporary violence and its risk of apoca-
lypse? Not so, replies Girard in Battling to the End: it is the shortest way 
home. “We do have to go back several thousands of years. Th e discovery of 
a principle of violence is set at that price” (2007, 59 [2010a, 21]). And he 
insists: “Humanity was only able to come to birth and to progress, both these 
things in tandem, because religious prohibitions emerged early enough to 
ward off  the risk of self-destruction” (122 [62]). “I think that the two great 
institutions of archaic religion, prohibitions and sacrifi ce, played an essential 
role in the passage of pre-human to human societies, precisely in preventing 
hominids from destroying themselves and each other” (123–24 [63]).

Pointing to human emergence as an outcome fraught with cognitive and 
moral ambiguities, he confi rms and signs:

Th ey invented sacrifi ce without knowing it, unconsciously, by channeling 
their violence against an emissary victim, the arbitrary designation of which 
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was necessarily hidden from them. Th ey had, each time, in order to eff ect 
an exit from crisis, to transform their mutual violence into a force emanat-
ing from all, polarized against one. Each time, an “external” appreciation 
(which sees reciprocity) had to coincide—while remaining distinct from 
it—with a perspective arising from within the group (which only wishes to 
see diff erence). At which point, all turned against the one. (56 [19])

Here, then, is the originating point of the long shadow cast by the “ascent of 
man.” It follows that, for Girard, human history, in its nodal point of origin, 
and in its ongoing moral crux, is always, in some sense, an equation between 
that superiority and the darker shadow associated with human emergence.

◆ ◆ ◆

Girard’s third—and undoubtedly most controversial—idea is that Christian-
ity has deprived humankind of its “failsafe” survival mechanism, and off ered 
it instead something more radical, but also still very equivocal in its eff ects: 
namely, the possibility of salvation. “Good in the absolute,” this novelty is, he 
says, “bad relatively speaking” (9 [x]).

Its relative disadvantage is more immediately visible than the absolute 
good it represents in a more ultimate or comprehensive vision of things. If 
we follow Girard’s account, humanity only “made it” over the threshold of 
hominization because it developed a pharmacology of the containment of vio-
lence—this containment being developed, but always also refracted, in all the 
rituals, institutions, laws, moral codes, and myths that make up its “culture.” 
Its very civilizational progress is built on this foundation: more precisely, on 
this mechanism converting the greatest human peril into the major human 
possibility.

“Progress” represents, therefore, a direct expression of the outwork-
ing of the “threshold solution.” Girard, it will be seen, would not wish to 
deny the validity of Pinker’s observational data on the advancing gentle-
kindness of our laws, morals, and manners. In his system of thinking, this is 
one proof among others that the “containment” of violence does work and 
has worked—up to a point, in the perspective of evolutionary survival and 
fl ourishing. What his theory calls into question, rather, is the adequacy of 
Pinker’s basis for interpreting this phenomenon, and the conclusions to be 
drawn from it.



How does Christianity deprive us of the default settings that have allowed 
evolutionary humanity to survive and progress? Girard says: it exposes the 
untruth or make-believe of the mythico-religious pharmacology inherent in 
both our survival and our progress. It disarms the deepest spring of human 
self-deception, and with it our protection against our own violence. Th at is 
its “time-bomb eff ect” (47 [14]).

At this delicate point, it will be well to let Girard explain himself exten-
sively. He is referring here to the notion, applying to archaic religions, of “the 
god” as a sacralized transcendence, emanating from, but immanent in, the 
social community (a notion oft en known by the Latin tag derived from it, 
vox populi, vox dei):

It is with the biblical tradition and Christianity that the supremacy of the 
crowd is overthrown and violent unanimity is put into reverse; and it is 
with this tradition that the principle of reciprocity is clearly designated as 
such. Th e Christ, the last of the prophets, sets humanity before a terrible 
alternative: either to continue not seeing that the duel orders subterrane-
ously the entire set of human activities, or to escape this hidden logic in 
favor of another, that of love and its positive reciprocity. It is striking to 
observe how much negative and positive reciprocity are [i.e., structurally] 
like each other: they tend toward almost the same type of non-diff erenti-
ation, and yet, from the one to the other, the diff erence is the salvation of 
the world! (124 [63])

More precisely:

Consenting to die crucifi ed, Christ brings surging up to the light what had 
remained hidden “from the foundation of the world,” in other words, that 
foundation itself, the unanimous murder which is revealed as such for the 
fi rst time with the Cross. Archaic religions demand for their functioning 
that their own founding murder, rehearsed continually in the form of 
ritual sacrifi ces, and protecting human societies from their own violence, 
be covered up. By revealing the founding murder, Christianity destroys 
the ignorance and the superstition indispensable to these religions; it 
allows the rise of a [scientifi c] knowledge previously unimaginable. (16 
[xiii–xiv])
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Christ came to take the place of the victim. He placed himself at the 
heart of the system to reveal the hidden springs of the system. Th e “second 
Adam”—to pick up St Paul’s expression—reveals to us how the “fi rst” came 
about. Th e Passion teaches us that humankind comes out of sacrifi ce, that 
it was born with the religious. Only the religious order was capable of con-
taining the confl icts which must otherwise have destroyed the fi rst groups 
of humans. (19 [xv])

Here, then, is Christianity’s claim to defy the assault upon it of the great and 
the wise of modern times:

Th e Christian revelation comes and confi rms all religions in a relation to 
the divine denied by the modern world. It confi rms what they glimpsed. 
In a certain way, it is because the Christ entered into the matrix of false 
resurrections that he is truly risen. Th e benefi ciaries of archaic religions 
which bring back calm and order, stood in a relation to the divine that 
was real. Th ere was something Christian in all myths. But in revealing the 
innocence of their victims, the Passion makes positive what in these myths 
was still negative . . . Satan becomes the name of a form of the sacred deval-
ued by the role and action of Christ. For this reason, Vatican II, when it 
eliminated from Catholic doctrine the violence of God, but not the reality 
of evil, accomplished a decisive move. (20 [xvi])

And here is the wider evolutionary signifi cance of Christianity:

Humankind, still in process of education, and not yet fully human, will 
only become so by measuring up to the divine. Comes the moment when 
God can fully reveal himself to them. It’s understandable that Christ 
frightened his apostles. But he is also the only Model, the one who puts 
humans at the right distance from God. Christ came to reveal his King-
dom: not something of this world, but something allowing humankind, 
having once understood the mechanisms of its own violence, to have an 
accurate intuition of transcendence. We can all participate in Christ’s 
divinity, on condition of renouncing our violence. Yet we know, in part 
thanks to Clausewitz, that men will not do so. Th e paradox is that we 
were beginning to grasp the gospel message at the very moment when the 



escalation to extremes has caught up with us, imposing itself as the only law 
of history. (19–20 [xv–xvi])

Th e alternative, for Girard, is thus clear and decidedly stark: either we undo 
the crisis of the modern world by adopting Christ-like values and behavior; 
or the escalation to extremes, developing precisely to those extremes, leads 
logically to the extinction of life on this planet.

Th rough its liberation from sacrifi cial constraints, our society has 
become the most creative and powerful that ever was, but it has become also 
the most fragile and the most threatened. Girard explains more closely how 
this happens:

A scapegoat sacrifi ce is eff ective as long as we believe the victim guilty. 
Having a scapegoat implies that we don’t know we have one. Learning that 
we do have one, is to lose it and to lose it forever; and it is to expose oneself 
to mimetic confl icts without possible resolution. Such is the implacable 
law of escalation to extremes. It is this protective system of scapegoating 
which the accounts of the Crucifi xion end up destroying, by revealing the 
innocence of Jesus, and, little by little, of all analogous victims. Th e process 
of education without violent sacrifi ces is therefore happening, but very 
slowly, in an almost always unconscious way. (17 [xiv])

Th e “cloud cover” of primitive sacrality, with its false transcendence, is burned 
away by our post-Christian—and post-Christendom—ultra-refl exive, ratio-
nalistic, and scientifi c modernity, leaving the defense mechanism of origins 
enervated and useless. Th e fragile and crucial self-spun auto-protection 
against man’s intrinsic violence is “blown.” Meanwhile, the cultural osmosis 
of the values of actual Christian faith—for want of an entire faith-acceptance 
of the Christic model (and the Kingdom “come on earth, as it is in heaven”)—
is, if assuredly active and fruitful, still a very slow and fi tful process; slower, to 
all seeming, than the accelerating rhythm of secularized history.

All manner of confusions abound in the clair-obscur of this “in-between 
time.” Th ey are generated by the free play between those two concepts of sur-
vival and salvation, and by the experienced gap by which they fail to coincide 
in human time. (Girard also says: “Christianity is the only religion to have 
foreseen its own failure. Its prescience is called the apocalypse” (10 [x]).
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Th us, for instance, Christian cultures themselves are perfectly capable of 
regressing to archaic patterns of violence. Here is Girard’s formula for the vio-
lence within medieval Christendom: the violence of Crusade and pogrom, 
Inquisition, and, later, witch-hunting—and of the religious civil wars that 
marked the ending of “Christendom” and the rise of “Europe.” (We may note 
in passing that all today’s “new atheists,” rooted as they are in the Enlight-
enment, are centrally shaped by its abreaction to Europe’s religious wars.) 
“Regression” is also, in the contemporary world, Girard’s formula accounting 
for the fundamentals to which “fundamentalism” reverts, but also for all 
“empires of sacrifi ce,” including the established, morally well-considered and 
trend-setting ones of today.

Moreover, ambiguities abounding, Christianity is mistaken for the “reli-
gion” it supplants and transcends:

Th e trap into which rationalism falls is to confuse Christianity with all reli-
gions. But the God who rises up beside the consenting emissary [and Vic-
tim] is a complete unknown. God, the most external and the most internal 
to common humanity, the most God and the most Man . . . Foreign to the 
social community as ordered by the play of sacred diff erence. (104–5 [50])

Th e Christian faith is, indeed, “misrecognised by its enemies and its support-
ers.” Whereas, all unobserved, “All demystifi cation stems from Christianity. 
. . . [For] the only true form of the religious is that which demystifi es archaic 
religion” (19 [xv]). Just as the only cogent off er of salvation is one that not 
only relays but also corrects-and-transcends the immanent program of “sur-
vival,” there has to be continuity and breaking away.

We need some form of apocalypse-thinking, perhaps even a form of 
apocalyptic thinking. But Girard sees confusion even worse confounded, 
given that

the only Christians who still speak about apocalypse are the fundamental-
ists, [and] they have an entirely mythical idea of it. Th ey think that end-
of-time violence will come from God himself; they can’t manage without 
a nasty God. Th ey don’t, strange to say, recognize that the violence we are 
busy accumulating over our own heads is entirely suffi  cient to unleash the 
worst. Th ey have no sense of humor. (21 [xvi])



Th e confusion of Christians, naturally enough, feeds the confusions of the 
new atheism. (We might, as an interesting test case of this contention, con-
sider the amalgams practiced by Christopher Hitchens in his title God Is Not 
Great: How Religion Poisons Everything.)6

◆ ◆ ◆

Is it perhaps the confusions inherent in the “in-between time” that explain 
the “apocalyptic turn” of the modern age? Contemporary humanity has lost 
the simple art of survival; and it has “blown” its sacred cloud cover—while 
not yet grasping the off er of salvation. And it is, accordingly, frightened of its 
own Promethean and sacrifi cial shadow let loose upon the world.

Girard struggles against pessimism: “More than ever . . . history has a 
meaning; and this meaning is redoubtable; but where peril abounds, there 
also grows that which saves” (23 [xviii]). Accordingly, he does not make his 
own the “apocalypticism” of the progeny of Clausewitz and Hegel, whose 
unthought-out quality he has rethought and thought out “to the end”:

Like Hölderlin, I think in turn that only Christ allows us to confront [our 
contemporary] reality without going mad. Th e apocalypse [in my language 
of thought] does not announce the end of the world; it founds a hope. He 
who suddenly sees reality is not in the absolute despair caused by modern 
un-thought-out-ness, but re-fi nds a world where things have a meaning. 
(16 [xiii])

It will be seen that Girard here explicates his own title (Achever Clausewitz), 
and even justifi es his translator (Battling to the End). Almost certainly, he 
does so in testamentary mode.

◆ ◆ ◆

Th ese are the fi gures of sense to which the diverse and multidisciplinary 
refl ections of the present volume are addressed. Not all their authors are 
specialist Girardians. Not all Girardians understand Girard in the same way. 
Predictably, they do so least in relation to his “third idea”—in relation to 
which readers will hear many voices and detect a defi nite but fruitful tension 
of dialogue. None would wish to think of René Girard—most certainly, he 
does not think of himself—as in any way sacrosanct or incorrigible.
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All are concerned to explore, evaluate, and, in some cases, build on the 
breakthrough account of violence and the sacred that he off ers. Th ey do so 
here in four movements.

Part 1 of our volume deals with the secretly “programming” origins of 
sacred violence and their legacy in our contemporary world. Paul Dumouchel, 
in dialogue with animal behaviorists, investigates the inaugural problem that 
Girardian theory converts into an immense possibility of strategic under-
standing: the specifi city of human violence in relation to that of our nearest 
animal relatives. He shows that the latest empirical research in this area, 
when conscious of its own postulates and master of its own implications, 
points toward the foundational solution Girard off ers us: an important dem-
onstration reproblematizing an area of evolutionary theory where “phyletic 
gradualism” oft en reigns unchallenged. Pierpaolo Antonello then retraces, 
this time in dialogue with social anthropologists, the Girardian resolution 
of this key pointer to human diff erence. He examines the foundational link 
between violence management and emissary victimization; its role in the 
threshold emergence of the human (mind-made) cultural order, particularly 
in relation to the symbolicity that gives us both ritual and language; while 
also noting that what primes our human potentials, and enables our human 
survival, also programs into us default mechanisms for dealing with violence. 
On the one hand, these mortgage human freedom and ensure that we carry 
with us, as we evolve culturally, a violence we have contained, by dint of 
transactional self-mystifi cation, but not yet recognized or addressed in our-
selves. On the other, this invention sets up a space and creates a promise of 
self-fashioning creativity, which is here given its positive—and potentially 
prophetic—due. Harald Wydra picks up the story by examining the legacy 
of the victimary mechanism in all epochs of culture and civilization, and 
the considerable resonance of all its constituent themes for contemporary 
anthropology. Integrating human specifi city into the Darwinian paradigm, 
Girard is seen to account for a legacy of peril and possibility not previously 
present in nature.

Th e detailed cartography of this ambivalent legacy, in all its diversity and 
range, might occupy many volumes. We here illustrate the perennial power 
of this evolutionary self-programming by reference to a single key example: 
that of supposedly Christian America, considered as an “Empire of Sacri-
fi ce.” Th is exercise in Girardian culture analysis by Jon Pahl and Jim Wellman 



shows the reach of Girardian theory; in confounding all innocent simplisms 
functioning on the basis of labels and stereotypes (“religion,” “Christian 
nation,” “sacrifi ce”), it illustrates how deep, pervasive, and far-reaching, in all 
cultures, is the evolutionary programming of the foundational link between 
violence and the archaic sacred. It also represents a distinct challenge, specifi -
cally, to one very major “Christian culture.” It might equally, for this latter 
reason, have fi gured in the following section as an example of a late prolon-
gation into the modern world of the “regressions” more obviously visible 
within medieval Christendom.7

Is the Christian gospel, then, as Girard suggests, crucial? Does its coming 
mark a key point of infl ection in the evolutionary history of human culture, 
human religion, and human violence? Part 2 is devoted to these questions-
in-principle. Wolfgang Palaver explores this proposition in contrasting the 
identity-forming ethic of the gospels with that of previous mythologies. He 
shows that it is, decisively, the Christian gospels that chart humanity’s pas-
sage from a parochial (hence: confl ictual and violent) altruism to a universal 
(nonviolent and inclusive) one—something Girard himself calls “a new 
ethic . . . for these times of catastrophe, these times when catastrophe itself 
must, urgently, be taken into rational account” (64). Paul Giff ord looks at 
the source of this “conversion” by reading the Christian Cross as a game-
changing inversion of the “founding murder.” Th is fi gure of symmetrical 
inversion, he thinks, attests the contribution made by Girard’s fundamental 
anthropology to rebuilding understanding between secular intelligence and 
faith, and to naturalizing the evolutionary paradigm within theology itself. 
Robert Hamerton-Kelly (in this volume) spells out the strategic meaning 
of this game-change, using the Girardian notion of “novelistic truth” (vérité 
romanesque): he contrasts the notions of survival and its attendant apoca-
lypticism (which he follows in contemporary expressions and in the ancient 
Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh) with the Christian salvation, and its attendant 
“eschatological” hope, as caught up and projected in the thought of St. Paul. 
“Both evolutionism and Christianity are, in their diff erent ways, approaches 
to the central fact of violence in nature; but how these approaches are rec-
oncilable and complementary appears only in the light of mimetic theory.”

Part 3 follows the fortunes of “violent reciprocities and peace-making in 
the contemporary world”: both as a way of exploring how mimetic theory 
has in practice been used as a tool in defusing confl ict and building peace, 
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and, more theoretically, in exploring the Girardian ambiguities of the period 
“in between” the protections of archaic sacrality and the vital acceptance of 
a salvational model. Duncan Morrow looks at the inheritance of confl ict in 
Northern Ireland, in terms of political context and in relation to mimetic 
theory. Derick Wilson shows how mimetic theory (MT) has been inspira-
tional as an applied tool in modeling alternative community relations at the 
Corrymeela Community and beyond. Leon Marincowitz (on South Africa) 
and Mel Konner (on Israel/Palestine) then discuss how far these analyses are 
transposable to other contexts of sacred violence. Scott Atran (Talking to the 
Enemy) reviews all these essays and evaluates his own encounters with, and 
divergences from, Girard in respect of practice and theory. All are concerned 
with the Girardian conversion of negative (“bad”) into positive (“good”) 
mimesis. All render some echo to Girard’s later thought: “We are obliged 
to remain within history, to act within the heart of violence, because we are 
gaining an ever better understanding of how it works. Does that however 
mean we can entirely foil its workings? I doubt it” (2007, 80 [2010a, 35]).

Part 4 (“Between Progress and Abyss”) monitors the notion of apoca-
lypse, envisaged as a key concept witnessing to our modernity and to Girard’s 
“in-between time.” Jean-Pierre Dupuy sees the balance of nuclear terror as 
a modern form of the archaic sacred. He goes on to commend the creative 
solution it brings to human violence, and to ask whether Girardian theory 
needs to be revised in the light of its apparent success: a conclusion enter-
tained with reservations by Margo Boenig-Liptsin, but contested by Paul 
Dumouchel and Paul Giff ord. Michael Northcott attempts to clarify the 
notion of apocalypse as applied to the phenomenon of climate change, 
a harbinger of apocalypse analyzed only from afar by Girard, but a prime 
revealer of his theory. Michael Kirwan makes a clarifying overall review of 
the “apocalyptic turn” in Girardian theory, by distinguishing the functional 
poetics of apocalypse in its secular (and “survivalist”) acceptance, from its 
theological reinterpretation and Christian “salvational” meaning.

Our authors diverge on many things. Th ey converge principally, how-
ever, in this: that Girard’s rare combination of consequence and depth, preci-
sion and originality, prophetic pertinence and sheer intellectual brilliance, 
deserve a closer hearing and a more mature exploration than they have yet 
received in the English-speaking world.



Notes

Note: Contributors with native or professional language competence have been invited to quote from 
original French editions, making their own translations, which may signifi cantly diff er from standard 
published translations. Please see, for each chapter, the bibliography “Cited Texts and Further Reading.” 
Th is notice particularly concerns three key works: La violence et le sacré (1972), Des choses cachées 
(1978), and Achever Clausewitz (2007).

 1. Th e bicentenary of Darwin’s birth (in 1809) coincided with the 150th anniversary of the 
publication (in 1859) of On the Origin of Species.

 2. Quotations from Achever Clausewitz in this chapter refer to the French original and are translated 
by the authors. Corresponding pages of the English translation are given in square brackets. See, at 
the end of the present chapter: “Principal Texts by René Girard cited in this volume.”

 3. Girard discusses the diff erence between Western and Eastern cultures in Des choses cachées (1978: 
bk. 1, chap. 5). Th e crystallization of the concept of “scapegoat” in Europe and Japan is developed 
in an interview available at the Imitatio website, given for the fi rst of our Darwin-Girard 
conferences in 2009.

 4. See David Carrasco, City of Sacrifi ce: Th e Aztec Empire and the Role of Violence in Civilization 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1999). As its title suggests, this example represents one paradigmatic 
expression (among innumerable and very diverse variations it is capable of assuming in space and 
time) of Girard’s thesis on the origins of human culture and social functioning.

 5. Girard’s scenario of origins is taken up and evaluated in relation to contemporary scientifi c 
readings of these same processes in the introductory chapter of How We Became Human.

 6. All “religion” is recognized from the undeclared archetype established by this Islamic formula, and 
in a context where the clear reference is to Islamist fundamentalism. It is said to poison everything; 
and this verdict is without appeal, since any attempt to diff erentiate or specify becomes an instance 
of rivalry, hence of violence—hence of the “poison” alleged.

 7. Readers may wish to read this piece in resonance with the statement of Derick Wilson, speaking 
of Northern Ireland: “We always remind ourselves centrally that Girard envisages ‘Christendom’ 
and its off shoots and residues (of which Northern Ireland is one) as entirely capable of regressing 
to unchristian patterns of archaic religion, precisely under the persuasion of falsely sacralising 
mimetic rivalries” (Girard 2007, 149ff . [2011, 79–80ff .). See also Michael Northcott’s section on 
“A late-modern return of the religious?”
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