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FOREWORD

The publication in 2008 of Evolution and Conversion came during a momentous phase in René Girard’s career. Three years earlier he had been declared ‘immortal’, that is, an elected member of the Académie Francaise, a marvellous personal accolade, and a potent recognition of Professor Girard’s intellectual achievement; gratifying no doubt, given the unevenness with which his ‘mimetic theory’ had been critically received, both in France and elsewhere.

With René Girard’s death ten years later, in November 2015, another marker has been reached, at which we acknowledge the loss of a man of ‘immense intellectual holiness’ and undertake the task of assessing his theory in the round. Girard himself cheerfully agrees that there is an obsessional, ‘hedgehog’ quality to his investigations: mimetic desire and scapegoats, as the Introduction to Evolution and Conversion makes clear, are the two ‘big things’ which concern him.

What does the hedgehog tell us? Girard draws attention to the imitative or mimetic nature of human desire, by which we are at once attracted to and repelled from one another, as if caught in a gravitational field. Our longing for what the other has and what the other is binds us to that person by a chain of fascinated loathing. We know this from the master voices of the modern age: Shakespeare, Hegel, Dostoevsky, Proust, as well as countless examples from our everyday lives. Whatever the Romantics would have us believe about the innocence of our desire, there is within us an enormous potential for rivalry and outright aggression, simply because we desire in the way that we do.

Girard came to an awareness of this disturbing home-truth when writing his first book in 1961, a study of five key European novelists (Desire, Deceit and the Novel). However it was La Violence et le sacré (Violence and the Sacred) which attracted widespread attention: a famous review from Le Monde declared that ‘the year 1972 should be marked with an asterisk in the annals of the humanities’. La Violence et le sacré draws on anthropology, Greek tragedy and mythology to explore further the notion of ‘mimetic desire’: whereas the previous work on the European novel had drawn attention to the destabilizing and destructive effects of desire, the latest research enquired into how social groups manage to contain and counteract this destabilization. How do communities hold together and resist the forces which can cause them to disintegrate?

The disturbing answer offered by Girard is that a society achieves equilibrium, if only in the short term, by transferring its aggression upon a figure or group of figures who are part of the society but marginal to it. The victims are either expelled or destroyed, and the community comes now to be at peace with itself. This process of identifying and marginalizing a victim is what Girard calls the ‘scapegoat mechanism’. La Violence et le sacré goes even further in relating this process of exclusion to religious beliefs and practices. Put simply, Professor Girard asserts that the function of religion, at least in pre-state societies where a justice system does not exist, is precisely to contain and control the violence which would otherwise engulf and destroy a community. Beneath the practice of ‘sacrifice’, which involves the deliberate killing of a human or animal victim, lies the community’s fear of its own violence, and the necessity of doing something to assuage it. The argument of the book can be summed up in one quotation from La Violence et le sacré: ‘violence is the heart and secret soul of the sacred’.

We have, therefore, a general, multidisciplinary theory which seeks to explore the relationships between religion, cultural origins and violence. Over 50 years Girard has been asking three big questions: What draws societies together? What causes them to disintegrate? And he asks, along with so many other contemporary theorists: What is the contribution of religion to all this?

It is hard to think of a body of research which has so wholeheartedly engaged with the principal concerns of our time. La Violence et le sacré was greeted with widespread interest, though Girard’s achievements were for the most part overshadowed by those of more prominent postmodern theorists. In 1978 he published what remains the most extended exposition of his theory, Des Choses cachées depuis la foundation du monde (Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World). Essentially a record of conversations between Girard and two psychologists, the book has a threefold structure: cultural anthropology, biblical reflection and ‘interdividual psychology’. One may surmise that the middle third of the book, stressing the superiority of the Christian revelation (‘the logos of John’) over philosophy (‘the logos of Heraclitus’), was a paradox too far for those who had gone along with Girard’s apparent unmasking of religion in La Violence et le sacré. The increasingly ‘evangelistic’ tone of much of his subsequent writing reinforced this unease, and Girard’s ideas receded from the mainstream.

It is now widely accepted that theories of secularisation which once seemed to be all-explanatory are now in crisis: in the first place, because of religion’s persistence, and in the second place because of the virtual impossibility of policing the cordon sanitaire between ‘religion’ and ‘the secular’ which Enlightenment modernity has tried to establish. Hent de Vries acknowledges ‘the “living-on” of religion beyond its prematurely announced and celebrated deaths’: to track this afterlife, ‘new methodological tools and sensibilities are needed’.1 In an axiom that could have come straight from the pen of Girard, he further declares: no religion without (at least some) violence, no violence without (at least some) religion.

It is precisely these tools and sensibilities which both the modernist grand narratives and the postmodernist refusal of those grand narratives have been unable to deliver. One reason for this failure has been an overemphasis on difference and otherness. These are either seen as threatening, or as qualities to be affirmed and celebrated for their own sake. Girard begins at the other end, alerting us to the problem of sameness or undifferentiation. It is when differences are eroded or effaced that problems arise. The invocation of Charles Darwin at the beginning of each chapter of Evolution and Conversion indicates the scale and ambition of Girard’s thinking. If there is a ‘brutalization’ of data in his approach (as has been alleged), it is because he is in agreement with the literary critic Terry Eagleton, who takes issue with postmodernism’s ‘holophobia’. ‘At just the point that we have begun to think small, history has begun to act big’,2 and we need to think ambitiously in order to deal with the grand narratives in which we are entangled. There is a place for hedgehogs once again.

Evolution and Conversion is intended as a reassessment of Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World, 30 years on, with attention to unresolved problems, and an opportunity to respond to critics. This is exactly right, and it is highly appropriate that the same format should be used: René Girard in a three-way conversation with sympathetic interlocutors. There is much to re-examine: the question of the disappearance or decline of religion, for example, now looks very different than it did in 1978. Most importantly, in Things Hidden Girard dismissed ‘sacrifice’ as a pagan notion which should have no place in Christian life or thought. As a result, he suggested that the Letter to the Hebrews, because of its dependence on a sacrificial understanding of Christianity (according to which Jesus is portrayed as the archetypal High Priest), really should have no place in the New Testament. Girard has since modified this view considerably, repenting of his rash ‘scapegoating’, both of ‘sacrifice’ and of Hebrews.

This is the most obvious ‘revision’ of the 1978 text: what Evolution and Conversion makes clear are the other ways in which, over 30 years, mimetic theory has matured, and its fruitfulness become more apparent, even since the initial excitement of Girard’s groundbreaking works in the 1970s. We can mention, for example, the interest Girard has shown of late in the Indian vedas, specifically the brahmanas, as illustrative of the sacrificial mechanism. Another area where mimetic theory seems suddenly to be relevant is in its congruence with current developments in the behavioural and neurosciences (specifically: Meltzoff and Moore on infant ‘intersubjective’ development; Rizzolati et al. on ‘mirror neurons’). We may note in passing the interest Girard shows in Richard Dawkins’ work on mimetics: is it possible that a conversation between this unlikely pair of thinkers might be a way beyond the ‘culture wars’ of scientific secularity versus religion, in which Dawkins is such a prominent combatant?

Perhaps most significant of all: this is (I think) the first time Girard’s theory is formally compared to Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection, an analogy which is underlined with a quotation from Darwin at the head of each chapter. In both thinkers we are dealing with a ‘hedgehog’ intuition which is decidedly suspect because it races ahead of the available evidence. Rowan Williams acknowledges their similarity in the Foreword to a more extended investigation of the Darwinian analogy.3 Each scheme contains ‘a 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 is this quality, no doubt, which gives Girardian theory its ability ‘to inspire and exasperate in almost equal measure’!

Evolution and Conversion was not Girard’s last work. This was to be Achever Clausewitz (translated into English as Battling to the End), an unsettling, eccentric book in which Girard confirms his analysis of mimetic desire through the thought and experience of two prominent nineteenth-century Germans: the military theorist Carl von Clausewitz, and the Romantic poet Friedrich Hölderlin. Their message is not an optimistic one. According to Girard, global mimetic pressure and violence have brought our planet to a tipping-point. Our situation is best described, firstly, in Clausewitz’s notion of the ‘escalation’ or ‘paroxysm’ to extremes, and secondly, in the apocalyptic passages of the Bible. The dark tone of Achever Clausewitz, no doubt betraying post-9/11 anxieties, has led Girardian commentators to discuss whether this is an ‘apocalyptic’ turn in his work, or merely an underlining of themes that were always present.

Without wanting to ignore or sideline Achever Clausewitz, I think there is good reason, nevertheless, for regarding Evolution and Conversion as Girard’s ‘final’ work. There is a sense of rounding-off, of consciously presenting mimetic theory in its broadly finished shape - even as its immense fecundity in all kinds of areas becomes evident. It is as if mimetic theory is settling into final shape, with its ‘inspiring’ strengths and its ‘exasperating’ limitations now laid out once and for all. The title itself, balancing as it were the biological and the spiritual, matches the structure of Girard’s own convictions.

This is why the notion of ‘conversion’ is crucial to Girard’s scheme, and not just a dramatic figure of speech. In Girard’s first book, he charts the intense experience of intellectual and moral transformation which comes about in the life and work of his chosen novelists (Cervantes, Stendhal, Flaubert, Proust, Dostoevsky) as they ‘discover’ mimetic desire – an experience which, for some, though not for all, had religious implications. While preparing this work, in 1959, Girard himself experienced a conversion parallel to that which he detected in the novelists, and this led him to return to the Catholic Church after a long absence. As the Introduction (p. here) puts it, ‘conversion is not simply an existential event, but an epistemic one’. It comprises an explicit critique of the autonomous subject, a rejection of methodological individualism in the social sciences and of a false dichotomy of subject and object. For mimetic theory, the personal experience of the knower is implicated in any investigation. This leads us to characterize mimetic theory as a ‘spiral’, viewing human history as an oscillation between evolution and conversion, between permanence and progression (p. here).

The inseparability of the intellectual and religious aspects of ‘conversion’ is decisive here: it also why the ‘immense intellectual holiness’ for which Girard was commended by a liberation theologian in 1990 is such an apt one. The term encapsulates something of his warm generosity of spirit, as well as the courageous integrity with which he has expounded an unfashionable and (to many minds) eccentric theory. It is gratifying that so many of the obituaries of Girard acknowledged this quality in him.

However, the phrase ‘intellectual holiness’ also tells us something about the content of this theory, and not just the style and character of its proponent. The intensely personal nature of conversion is one of the reasons why Evolution and Conversion is an important part of the Girardian ‘canon’. It takes seriously the role of intellectual autobiography in Girard’s method. Just as in his readings of Shakespeare, Dostoevsky and Camus, the work and the life are allowed to ‘read’ one another, so Girard’s theory must be appreciated in terms of a specific intellectual journey (what the Introduction calls ‘one long argument from the beginning to the end’). This journey is also one of the most dramatic attempts in modern times to align the intellectual struggle for truth, and the adventure which is gospel faith. As one critic describes it, though with some degree of irony: with René Girard ‘the Kingdom of God has become scientific’.

Michael Kirwan

Notes

1.Hent de Vries and Laurence E. Sullivan (eds), Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-secular World (Fordham, NY: Fordham University Press, 2006), p. 7. See also Hent de Vries, Religion and Violence: Philosophical Perspectives from Kant to Derrida (Johns Hopkins University Press, MD, 2002).

2.Terry Eagleton, After Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 72–3.

3.Rowan Williams, ‘Foreword’ to Pierpaolo Antonello and Paul Gifford (eds), Can We Survive our Origins? (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 2015), pp. xi–xii. This collection of essays, and its companion volume, How We Became Human, are the outcome of a series of conferences in Cambridge, UK and Stanford which sought to align the two ‘heuristic myths’ of Girard and Darwin.


INTRODUCTION: ‘ONE LONG ARGUMENT FROM THE BEGINNING TO THE END’

Pierpaolo Antonello and João Cezar de Castro Rocha

Some of my critics have said, ‘Oh, he is a good observer, but he has no power of reasoning!’ I do not think that this can be true, for the Origin of Species is one long argument from the beginning to the end, and it has convinced not a few able men.

(Charles Darwin, Autobiography)1

Roberto Calasso, in La Rovina di Kasch (The Ruin of Kasch), says that René Girard

is one of the last hedgehogs alive today, in the sense of the metaphor which Isaiah Berlin derived from Archilocus’ verse: ‘The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows only one big thing.’ The ‘one big thing’ that Girard knows has a name: the scapegoat.2

Calasso’s observation is correct but partial, since Girard knows another big thing, and its name is ‘mimetic desire’. Over a period of almost 50 years of theoretical exercise, on these two hypotheses, Girard has built a whole intellectual ground of work, ‘one long argument’ beginning with the origins of culture, and – moving from archaic myths and rituals to Greek Tragedy, from the Judaeo-Christian scriptures to medieval texts of persecutions, from Shakespeare’s plays to modern novels – ending on the brink of the apocalyptic feeling emerging in our postmodern and globalized society. This volume attempts to reconstruct, through systematic dialogues, this long argumentative discourse that Girard has woven through the years, starting from his first intellectual steps in France, where he was born in 1923, up to his most recent theorizations on anthropology, philosophy, literary criticism and Christianity. Our aim is to propose a synthesis of his enquiry, trying to spark new theoretical suggestions, new critical challenges and interpretative directions, always under the explanatory umbrella of those two things that Girard knows better than others: the mimetic nature of desire and the scapegoat mechanism.

Stanford, May 1995

The idea for this book, and our collaboration in it, was born on a precise occasion in Girard’s intellectual biography: the conclusion of his long career in teaching at Stanford, in 1995, where we met for the first time. We sensed it was a propitious opportunity to try to recount the life and the intellectual journey of one of the most original, challenging and interesting of European thinkers, especially when interest in his work seemed to be rekindling after the wide discussion stirred in the 1970s by the publication of Violence and the Sacred (1972) and Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (1978), and a subsequent decline in later years. In a period in which the postmodern thinking has gradually exhausted its initial impact and theoretical reach, Girard’s theory was still proposing its challenge, as the last ‘great narrative’ available ‘on the market’ – lacking the widespread scepticism of many competing theories in the humanities. And we think that time has proved us right. While theoretical trends, prominent in the last decades, are only able to appeal to academic audiences, Girard
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