
girard violence and the sacred
girard violence and the sacred is a profound exploration of the intricate relationship
between human violence and the cultural manifestations of the sacred. In the realm of
social theory, René Girard’s insights reveal how violence is not merely an aberration but a
fundamental aspect of human existence, deeply intertwined with the formation of societies
and their sacred values. This article delves into Girard's theories, particularly focusing on
concepts such as scapegoating, mimetic desire, and the role of the sacred in mitigating
violence. By examining these themes, we will uncover how Girard's perspectives offer a
lens through which to understand the complexities of human behavior and cultural
practices. The discussion will also touch on the implications of his work for modern society,
making it relevant for scholars, theologians, and anyone interested in the dynamics of
human relationships.
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Understanding Girard's Theory
René Girard, a French philosopher and literary critic, proposed a theory that fundamentally
connects violence with the sacred in human culture. His work spans across various fields,
including anthropology, theology, and literary criticism, revealing how violence often
emerges from mimetic desires—where individuals imitate one another's desires, leading to
conflict. Girard's analysis posits that this cycle of desire and rivalry is a central aspect of
human existence, and it is within this context that the sacred emerges as a means to
manage violence.

At the core of Girard’s theory is the idea that human beings are inherently mimetic. We do
not desire objects in isolation; rather, our desires are influenced by the desires of others.
This interconnectedness can lead to rivalry and violence, as individuals compete for the
same objects or status. Girard suggests that societies have developed mechanisms to
contain this violence, one of which is the scapegoating mechanism, which plays a crucial
role in the establishment and maintenance of the sacred.



The Concept of Scapegoating
Scapegoating is a pivotal concept in Girard’s work, describing how societies often project
their violence onto a single individual or group, thus alleviating communal tension. This
process serves to unify the community against a common enemy, redirecting the violence
that could threaten social cohesion. The scapegoat is typically an innocent party, chosen for
their perceived differences or vulnerabilities, which makes them a target for communal
aggression.

Girard illustrates this phenomenon through various cultural and religious narratives,
emphasizing how myths and rituals often reflect the scapegoating process. The scapegoat
is subsequently expelled or sacrificed, leading to a temporary restoration of peace within
the community. This cycle reinforces the sacred status of the community, as the act of
scapegoating is often ritualized and imbued with religious significance.

Identification of a scapegoat often involves:

Social tensions that need resolution

Perceived deviance from societal norms

Ritualistic practices to enact the scapegoating

Through scapegoating, Girard argues that societies can maintain their cohesion but at the
cost of justice and morality, as the innocent scapegoat is sacrificed to uphold social order.

Mimetic Desire and Its Implications
Mimetic desire, a cornerstone of Girard's theory, elaborates on how human beings learn to
desire not by their own innate preferences but through imitation. This imitation can lead to
rivalry and conflict when individuals seek the same objects or status. The implications of
this concept are profound, affecting social dynamics, interpersonal relationships, and even
cultural narratives.

In the context of violence, mimetic desire creates an escalating cycle where one person’s
desire provokes another's, leading to conflict. This cycle can escalate to violence, as
individuals become locked in competition. Girard’s work highlights the destructive potential
of unbridled mimetic desire, suggesting that it is a significant factor in the emergence of
violence within human societies.

Key implications of mimetic desire include:

Increased conflict and rivalry

Social fragmentation

The potential for violence as a means of resolving disputes



Understanding mimetic desire allows for a better comprehension of social conflicts and the
importance of addressing underlying desires rather than merely the symptoms of violence.

The Role of the Sacred
The sacred plays a critical role in Girard's exploration of violence. He argues that the sacred
is not merely a benign force but often emerges from the need to control and contain
violence. Religious practices, rituals, and myths serve as mechanisms to channel human
violence into more structured forms, thereby preventing societal collapse.

Girard suggests that the sacred is rooted in the historical necessity of managing violence
through collective rituals and shared beliefs. These sacred practices reinforce community
bonds and provide a framework for understanding and mitigating conflict. However, the
sacred can also perpetuate cycles of violence, particularly when it supports the
scapegoating mechanism, as communities may become entrenched in their beliefs and
practices, leading to exclusion and further violence against perceived outsiders.

The role of the sacred includes:

Providing a framework for understanding violence

Creating communal identity through shared rituals

Establishing moral boundaries that can both protect and exclude

Thus, while the sacred can serve to alleviate violence, it can also perpetuate cycles of
exclusion and aggression, making it a complex element in the study of human behavior.

Modern Applications of Girard’s Ideas
In contemporary society, Girard’s theories on violence and the sacred remain remarkably
relevant. Issues such as social media dynamics, political polarization, and cultural conflicts
can be analyzed through the lens of mimetic desire and scapegoating. For instance, social
media can amplify mimetic rivalries, as individuals imitate and react to one another’s
desires and opinions, often leading to online harassment and mob behavior.

Moreover, understanding scapegoating in modern contexts, such as in political discourse or
social movements, can provide insight into how communities manage conflict. Girard’s
insights can help address issues of social justice, as recognizing scapegoating practices can
lead to more equitable approaches in resolving conflicts and fostering inclusivity.

Modern applications of Girard’s ideas include:

Analyzing social media interactions and their impact on conflict

Understanding scapegoating in political contexts

Addressing issues of exclusion and violence in social movements



By applying Girard’s theories, society can develop strategies to mitigate violence and
promote understanding, ultimately leading to healthier interpersonal and community
dynamics.

Conclusion
In summary, the exploration of girard violence and the sacred offers profound insights
into the nature of human conflict, desire, and the mechanisms that societies employ to
manage violence. By understanding the concepts of mimetic desire and scapegoating, as
well as the role of the sacred, we can gain a deeper appreciation of the complexities of
human relationships and social structures. Girard’s work remains an essential framework
for analyzing contemporary issues of violence and community, encouraging a critical
examination of how societies can navigate the delicate balance between desire, conflict,
and the sacred.

Q: What is the main thesis of Girard's theory regarding
violence and the sacred?
A: The main thesis of Girard's theory posits that violence is a fundamental aspect of human
existence, deeply intertwined with mimetic desire, which leads individuals to imitate each
other's desires, resulting in conflict. The sacred emerges as a social mechanism to manage
and contain this violence, often through scapegoating rituals that unify communities at the
expense of an innocent victim.

Q: How does Girard explain the concept of
scapegoating?
A: Girard explains scapegoating as a process where communities project their violence onto
a single individual or group, thereby uniting against a common enemy. This expulsion or
sacrifice alleviates social tensions temporarily and reinforces the sacred status of the
community, even though it often involves injustice against the scapegoat.

Q: What role does mimetic desire play in human conflict
according to Girard?
A: Mimetic desire plays a crucial role in human conflict by demonstrating how individuals
learn to desire through imitation. This can lead to rivalry and escalation of conflict as
people compete for the same objects or status, often resulting in violence when desires
clash.

Q: In what ways can Girard's theories be applied to



modern society?
A: Girard's theories can be applied to modern society by analyzing social media
interactions, understanding scapegoating in political contexts, and addressing issues of
exclusion and violence in social movements. His insights provide a lens through which to
evaluate contemporary conflicts and develop strategies for resolution.

Q: How does the sacred serve to mitigate violence in
Girard's framework?
A: In Girard's framework, the sacred mitigates violence by providing rituals and cultural
practices that channel aggression into more structured forms. These practices help
maintain social cohesion and provide a communal identity, although they can also
perpetuate cycles of exclusion and violence against outsiders.

Q: What implications does Girard's work have for
understanding social dynamics?
A: Girard's work has significant implications for understanding social dynamics, as it
highlights the interconnectedness of human desires and the potential for conflict. By
recognizing the mechanisms of mimetic desire and scapegoating, individuals and
communities can work towards more equitable and peaceful interactions.

Q: Can Girard's theories help in addressing issues of
social justice?
A: Yes, Girard's theories can assist in addressing issues of social justice by providing a
framework to identify and challenge scapegoating practices. By understanding how
violence is managed through exclusion, advocates can promote inclusivity and equitable
solutions in social conflicts.

Q: What are some critiques of Girard's theories?
A: Some critiques of Girard's theories include the argument that they may oversimplify the
complexity of human motivations by focusing heavily on mimetic desire and violence.
Additionally, critics suggest that his emphasis on scapegoating may not fully account for
structural inequalities that contribute to conflict.

Q: How can understanding Girard's concepts lead to
personal growth?
A: Understanding Girard's concepts can lead to personal growth by fostering self-awareness
of one's desires and motivations, promoting empathy towards others, and encouraging



individuals to break free from cycles of rivalry and conflict in their personal relationships.

Q: What is the significance of Girard's work in the field
of anthropology?
A: The significance of Girard's work in anthropology lies in his analysis of the cultural
narratives surrounding violence and the sacred. His insights challenge traditional views of
violence as purely destructive, instead framing it as a complex social phenomenon that is
integral to understanding human societies.
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