
René Girard's introduction to Edition Grasset's new 1 volume edition of his first four 

books published under the title  

  

From Violence to Divinity 

  

 The present volume brings together my first four books in the order in which they 

were published. It begins, therefore, with Deceit, Desire and the Novel NOTE 1 which 

was published in 1961, almost half a century ago! That book is an essay in comparative 

literature, a composite study of five novelists: Cervantes, Stendhal, Flaubert, Dostoyevsky 

and Proust. My second book, Violence and the Sacred did not appear until eleven years 

later. Here I no longer deal with novels; instead, following in the footsteps of so many 

others, I attempt to resolve the vast enigma of archaic religions. The third book, and my 

longest, is called Things hidden since the foundation of the world. Here again, I deal with 

religion, but this time quite specifically with Christianity. It represents a second change in 

the direction of my research, and it too required a long preparation. Even with the 

invaluable help of Jean-Michel Oughourlian and Guy Lefort, this book was not published 

until the spring of 1978. The last book in this volume, The Scapegoat, appeared four 

years later, in 1982. It is the only one which can properly be described as following on 

directly from the work which preceded it. In it, I persevere in my analysis of Christianity 

and it is this continuity which explains why it only took four years to bring the book to 

fruition.  

 The objects under study in these four books are quite different from one another: 

first of all there are modern novels, then archaic religions, and finally the Bible and 

Christianity. This difference among the objects of analysis is not the only form of 

diversity to be found in the present collection. Yet another is the diversity among the 

analytical instruments, the intellectual tools, that I employ, especially in the first three 

books.  

 These modes of inquiry are three in number, and each of them is explained at 

length in the three first books of this collection. In each case, my critical orientation plays 

such a central role as to become an object of consideration on its own. 

 However, there is no need for me to speak so abstractly. These instruments of 

analysis are not philosophical concepts; nor are they commonly recognized approaches in 

sociology and anthropology. They are instead very simple human relationships that I have 

been the first to point out* and focus on. 

 Those who are unfamiliar with my work will perhaps conclude that diversity is 

essential to these books. I will be seen as an essayist in the traditional sense, discoursing 

upon a variety of topics without being resolutely committed to any one of them in 

particular. However, it would be incorrect to draw this conclusion. Among the four books 

that you are about to read, there are to be sure great differences, but what is essential to 

them all is a question which is still more pressing than when I first raised it, the question 

of violence in its relation to religion.  

 In order to bring out the unity of the four books in the collection that is before 

you, I am going to summarize each one of them separately, while trying to bring out the 

contribution made by each one to the hypothesis which spans them all, and which is often 

referred to as the mimetic hypothesis.  



 I will divide the present introduction into four small chapters, each one bearing 

the title of the book which it concerns. Each of the first three chapters will also bear a 

subtitle where I name the analytical instrument which makes its first appearance in that 

book.  

  

Chapter 1 

Deceit, Desire and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure 

 

Mimetic Desire  

   

 This first book is not the false start that it might appear to be in retrospect; it is not 

a literary study that was later abandoned in favor of religious and social questions. It is 

the first stage in an enquiry whose instruments, as I have said, have varied, but not its 

aims. All of my theses concerning violence and religion have their foundation in the 

understanding of desire which I spelled out in this book. Deceit, Desire and the Novel 

deals with five great European novelists who lived in different societies at different times 

and in quite different social milieus. They shared neither the same language, nor the same 

style, nor the same literary traditions. What they all share, however, is the same mimetic 

understanding of desire, and this leads to similarities among them which are far more 

interesting than their differences.  

 Mimetic desire is copied from another desire. It is a desire which imitates the 

desire of another. If Don Quixote charges at windmills, it is because he thinks "Were 

Amadis of Gaule, the model of all knights errant, in my place, that is exactly what he 

would do." Likewise, Emma Bovary "programs" her desire according to the sentimental 

novels which she devoured in her youth. But the fact that this first book only analyzes 

novels does not warrant the conclusion that this literary genre has any sort of monopoly 

on the revelation of mimetic desire. Some years later, I pursued this theory of desire 

again, but with reference to examples drawn from Greek tragedy. Later still, I wrote a 

book about Shakespeare's exceptional understanding of this very same phenomenon.  

 To actually depict relations of desire rather than to reflect on them abstractly, as 

do philosophers and psychologists, is more likely to lead to the discovery of their mimetic 

character. Even so, this discovery remains extremely rare in both theatre and novels. One 

of the best examples, in its stunning simplicity, is to be found in a poem. It is the famous 

account of the love of Paolo and Francesca in The Divine Comedy. 

 Francesca has married Paolo's brother; she is thus his sister-in-law. Early on in her 

marriage, she is quite untroubled by the presence close at hand of her brother-in-law, and 

neither does her presence trouble Paolo. One fine day, however, these two young people 

are innocently reading together the famous novel of Lancelot of the Lake. And at the 

moment when Queen Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur, exchanges a first kiss with the 

novel's hero, Paolo and Francesca turn towards each other, and mimetically exchange 

their first kiss.  

 The modern world applauds these lovers who continue to love each other even 

when they find themselves in that hell into which the sin of adultery and the vengeance of 

the wronged husband have cast them. All the romantic clichés about the "spontaneity" 

and "authenticity" of desire, about the two lovers' exclusive concern with each other, and 



their total oblivion of the outside world, are applied to Paolo and Francesca. Yet no one 

notices that this is to make Dante say the very reverse of what he does in fact say. The 

clichés allow what I call the romantic lie, unruffled by reality, to project its solipsistic 

definition of desire onto the novelistic truth which Dante brings out, namely, his 

revelation of the mimetic nature of desire note* 2 

 If you stick to Dante's own account of the origin of desire, you have to recognize 

that Paolo and Francesca are less attentive to each other than they are to the book that 

they are in the process of reading. Their passion arises from the same source as Don 

Quijote's madness; it is as bookish as Emma Bovary's. The fact that this desire is 

borrowed or derivative does not mean that it gives the impression of being any less 

intense. If you follow romantic and modern dogma, the most intense desire must, by 

definition, be spontaneous. And yet by imposing on the poem a desire which is 

uncontaminated by the influence of others (and no such desire is to be found in the poem, 

or indeed anywhere else), the romantic lie utterly betrays the poet. The lie cannot see that 

by eliminating the poem's theology of sin, it destroys its evocative power. For where 

indeed does the palpable intensity of guilty desire come from? It comes from nowhere 

else than the one element of information which we have about it: that its origin is 

mimetic. That is the only thing that Dante has to say about this desire.  

 Far from being weaker than spontaneous desire, mimetic desire is much stronger, 

it is the only real desire. This is a strange and fundamental paradox: it is because this 

desire is mimetic that it rings so true to our ears. Dante is such a realist that his text works 

like the real perception of desire. The element of imitation which is in the text escapes us 

because it also escapes us in our own lives. The power of the poet reaches the reader 

through a veil formed by our failure to recognize what is going on. Here Dante is 

denouncing literature's long standing role as a go-between of desire. In our own day, more 

powerful forms of suggestion have taken over from literature in cinema and television. In 

one single stroke of the pen, Dante is both the theologian who condemns the lovers and 

the poet who has worked through to novelistic truth. However the romantic lie which he 

brushed aside keeps resurfacing, buzzing like a swarm of flies around the poem.  

** *  

 Although the first book is limited to the study of a single genre, the novel, this is 

for secondary and indeed almost accidental reasons. At the time of writing it, I was 

teaching literature in an American University, despite being entirely without training in 

literary studies. It was my classes, devoted above all to the study of novels, which 

propelled me to venture upon this book.  

 In order to point up mimetic desire this book resorts to a number of more or less 

interchangeable expressions: desire according to the other, borrowed desire, triangular 

desire, or even mediated desire and mediation. This last term, which comes from Hegel, 

here points simply to the intermediary, the go-between which desire needs to choose its 

object, the model for that desire which is sometimes imaginary but often enough quite 

real.  

 Unlike appetites and needs whose objects are determined by instinct, desire has no 

predetermined object. It is this freedom that makes it something human. There is within 

the human person a "lack of being" which everyone feels obscurely. From infancy 

onwards we desire intensely, but without any assurance of a solid ground for our desire. 



We rely on majority opinion. Often we imitate someone we admire and whom we would 

like to resemble. We then strive to take over the being of this model, to become him in 

fact, without ceasing to be ourselves. In order to attain this goal we endeavor to acquire 

what seems to be most essential in the one we desire, the object of his or her dominant 

passion to which we accord an almost sacramental value.  

 What happens when it is not heroes from some novel who are inciting us to 

desire, but a very real desire, that of a model whom we are imitating? There are two sorts 

of objects which we are likely to desire. First of all there are those which can be shared 

and can be possessed in common. To imitate the desire inspired by these objects produces 

sympathy among those who share the same desire. However, there is a second type of 

object, the sort that either cannot be shared, or which we do not want to share: the type of 

object to which we are too attached to be able to abandon it to an imitator. Here the 

archetypal object is the wife whom the husband reserves exclusively for himself.  

 The convergence of two desires on an object which cannot be shared means that 

the model and the imitator can no longer share the same desire without each becoming an 

obstacle for the other. The obstacle causes for interference that, far from causing the 

imitation to end, reinforces it and makes it reciprocal. This is mimetic rivalry. The 

positive feeling which has up until now drawn the disciple towards the model now yields 

to a hatred which is all the more obsessive for remaining shot through with veneration. 

Mimetic rivalry produces effects out of all proportion to the matter at hand, and these 

spread contagiously, mimetically, and tend to cause communities to break up.  

 At every twist of this spiral the process of rivalry suggests to its participants the 

same strategies by which to triumph over their rival and the same ruses by which to cloak 

their intentions. These antagonists cannot say or do or feel anything without finding that 

their very same words, actions, and feeling are immediately reflected back to them by the 

"satanic" mirror of their rival. Mimetic rivalry is everywhere, but it is only a few writers 

who break the silence which surrounds it and denounce the falsifications it leads to. In 

order to avoid facing up to our own mimetic behavior, we disguise the conflicts which it 

brings about as clashes of ideas, opinions, and beliefs.  

 The essential difference which mimetic rivalries diminish is the distance between 

the model and the imitator. The role of this reduction can be verified at every level of the 

system that is generated by mimetic desire and that is discovered by the great novelists. It 

is first verified within each novel considered in isolation. The closer we get to the 

conclusions, the more the mimetic rivalries multiply and become exacerbated. This law 

can is also confirmed at the level of the complete works of each author. The later the 

novels come in the novelist's career, the more the world which they describe is exposed to 

mimetic conflicts, and tends to a loss of differences. And finally, when we gather together 

all the novels of all these writers in chronological order, making of them as it were one 

single, immense oeuvre, we find that each of the novelists takes up the process of the 

collapse of differences from where his predecessor left off. There is, then, one single 

historical process working itself out before our eyes.  

 The romantic lie utterly misconstrues this history, and this results in a host of 

predictable misunderstandings. Our world, for example, misrepresents the character 

known as Don Quixote, going as far as to make of him a truly "original" hero, an 

"authentic individualist." Leaving aside his madness, of course, the Don is a good and 



wise man; but to make of him a positive hero is to betray Cervantes' novel. In the Spain 

where the Knight of the Sad Countenance wanders along with Sancho, less extreme forms 

of his madness are quite commonplace. Even the innkeepers neglect their kitchens to 

revel in the most outlandish spectacles of chivalry. The mistake we make about Don 

Quixote is exactly parallel to the mistake we make when we attribute to Paolo and 

Francesca a "spontaneous and authentic passion." The real difference between Don 

Quixote and more modern victims of mimetic desire is that the earlier hero runs no risk of 

Amadís of Gaul coming on the scene to dispute possession of his barber's basin or his 

other trophies of knightly ambition. Of all the victims of desire according to the other, 

Don Quixote is the happiest. He is sheltered from mimetic rivalries and, as a 

consequence, from that especially modern disease that Nietzsche glimpsed without 

defining it fully: resentment. In other words, that mixture of hostility and veneration 

which people in our day experience as the metamorphosis of their models into obstacles 

and rivals.  

 Deceit, Desire and the Novel aims to show that desire has a history, one that is 

defined by the constant and increasing proximity of models and their imitators. This is by 

no means an exclusively literary phenomenon; it is easily verified by historical 

experience. The more democratic the world becomes, the more individual freedom 

proliferates, and the more rivalries, the most productive as well as the most sterile, are 

multiplied. All this competition speeds up economic, scientific and technical 

development. However, at the same time it produces individuals who are ill at ease 

amidst the instability of every form of community life, whether at the family, the local, or 

the national level. The mimetic theory of desire has much in common with de 

Tocqueville's thought in the second part of Democracy in America, which I briefly evoke 

in a chapter on Stendhal.  

  

  

Chapter II  

Violence and the Sacred 

 

The Scapegoat Mechanism  

  

 In order to give a brief account of Deceit, Desire and the Novel, the only thing I 

have talked about is mimetic desire. I could hardly do otherwise, for the book is about 

nothing else. The same is true of my second book, Violence and the Sacred, but for a 

simple change. This book cannot be summarized without constant reference to 

phenomena known as scapegoating.  

 When "experts" are consulted on the cause of the ever mounting threat of violence 

in our world, they all give the same patently inadequate one word reply: aggression. The 

cause of violence, according to these experts, would be the aggression proper to particular 

aggressors. In fact, they can get a lot of mileage out of that evasion, since it exonerates 

just about everyone from any responsibility in the increasing role of violence in our 

world. Let us take our "experts" themselves, the cognoscenti in the field of violence. They 

are essentially researchers, thinkers, people who are all reflecting on the same subject. 

Most of them, naturally enough, are never guilty of acts of aggression against their 



neighbors. Does this mean that they are as peaceable as they think? Certainly not. They 

are too ambitious for that, too competitive, too impassioned in their rivalries.  

 Allow me to repeat the mimetic definition of violence. As soon as we imitate the 

model of our desires, we desire the same thing as this person. From then on the two 

desires never cease to irritate and exasperate each other reciprocally and mimetically. The 

result is not physical violence, but a violence of the spirit which is already close to 

physical violence, and always ends up encouraging it.  

 In many fields, we are told, mimetic competition is desirable. And it is true that it 

favors the production of myriad useful things. It should not however be seen as all that 

benign without taking some precautions. For it is also the principal and fundamental 

cause of violence among humans. This reply brings up a new question which Deceit, 

Desire and the Novel does not answer since it cannot be raised within the framework of 

that book. How did archaic cultures protect themselves against mimetic rivalries? It was 

to answer this question that I wrote Violence and the Sacred.  

 According to a friend of mine, Eugenio Donate, who was widely read in religious 

anthropology, archaic religions often demonstrate a concern for thwarting mimetic 

rivalries. Observations such as his seemed to me to be convincing and plunged me into a 

long process of enquiry whose results I discuss in Violence and the Sacred.  

 In order to understand what is going on in the world of archaic religion, I consider 

our principal resource to be its foundational myths. As a general rule these begin with 

fairly transparent allusions to a violent crisis, to the unleashing of rivalries which causes 

cultural differences to break down. The communities in question never hold themselves 

responsible for these crises. They consider themselves the victims of a supernatural act of 

aggression, or a cosmic disturbance, or an overwhelming epidemic, like the plague in 

Oedipus Rex. From the midst of this extreme disorder, a new order finally springs forth at 

the end of a collective drama which brings the crisis to an end. This drama, which is 

never clearly explained, often looks like the unanimous lynching of a single victim.  

 As the rivalries intensify, they tend to forsake the objects under dispute and fasten 

directly on the antagonists. The violence escalates; however, so contagious and fluid is its 

character that with a bit of luck, it eventually builds up towards a unanimity against an 

apparently random group member. As the number of desires polarized against an 

individual increases, the more other desires tend to add to that polarization against the 

same individual; the better chances here that a snowballing effect will build up against 

this unfortunate. This is obviously a mimetic effect. As more time goes by, the more the 

chaos of rivalries tends to the spontaneous tipping point of a peace-inducing "all-against-

one," always at the expense of the same individual. That's the one who gets to be the 

"scapegoat." 

 All violent appetites can be assuaged against this victim with impunity, since no 

one takes his side. Everyone sees him as the person who was uniquely responsible for the 

disaster. The unanimity against such a victim results in pacification for the rest of the 

community. Here is the beneficial effect of this violence: a victim whose punishment will 

not provoke anyone to take revenge is selected unconsciously, and so violence will be 

perpetuated no longer. I think that this is the phenomenon that Aristotle defined in his 

Poetics as catharsis, which means purging or purifying. It is here that the beneficent 

effect of archaic religious behavior is to be found: it purges or purifies violence, and it is 



by violent means that it does so. This is certainly a scapegoat phenomenon. It restores 

against and around a single victim the togetherness of the community which has been 

gravely damaged in a mimetic crisis. Some observers claim to understand nothing of the 

phenomenon in question. However, if the process of "purification" which Aristotle 

postulates really were to have escaped us would we ever have given to the word 

"scapegoat" the very exact meaning which it nevertheless does have for us, namely, the 

polarization of collective violence against a single substitute?  

 Originally the term "scapegoat" only referred to the victim of the well known rite 

of Yom Kippur, the goat which the High Priest expelled into the desert after having 

symbolically laid upon it the sins of Israel. In the modern West, that is to say, since the 

seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, according to our dictionaries, this same term has also 

come to mean the phenomenon which I have just defined. This is something which is 

troubling, certainly, but of great value for all communities involved: the unanimity 

against a victim whose arbitrariness, whose innocence therefore, is obvious to us, but not 

to the community which is blinded by its own unanimity.  

 In short, we are dealing here with a phenomenon which only mimetic behavior 

can make possible, and its role in the genesis of archaic religion seems to me to be 

essential. If scapegoats become divinized, it is because of their capacity to bring about 

reconciliation. That is my definition of the archaic religious universe, and it is the 

principal thesis of Violence and the Sacred. 

 Those archaic religions which survive contain no formal proof of my hypothesis, 

but there are innumerable clues that suggest and confirm its truth. The recurrent 

characteristics of many "hero-victims" suggest that they are selected in an imperfectly 

haphazard way. Often enough these victims are afflicted with displeasing physical traits: 

sicknesses, mutilations, and deformities. It has indeed been suggested, and reasonably so, 

that if all the mythical heroes were to be gathered together in a single place, it would look 

like a low-life scene from Hogarth or Dickens. Alongside the repulsive heroes there are 

also to be found some who are seductive, appealing. We find many kings and princes 

among the mythical heroes, people who are likely to attract the resentment of their 

subjects.  

 All these victims are too remarkable, one way or another, to have been chosen 

entirely at random. Against the nondescript and uniform background of crowds, 

something about them stands out and catches an attention which turns to hostility, either 

because of the fear or disgust which infirm and abnormal people inspire in ignorant 

crowds even to this day, or because of the envy which privilege inspires in those who do 

not share in it. Without being in the majority, those heroes who stand out visibly from the 

norm, Oedipus for example, are statistically too numerous to be lacking in significance. 

 In order make my interpretation more exact, another characteristic of mythical 

heroes must be added to the traits which I have just noted. Though not everywhere to be 

found, it is too widespread to be the result of chance. Certain heroes are presented by their 

myths as "visiting outsiders." This specification suggests, it seems to me, a criterion for 

the selection of victims which has analogies with the ones I have just mentioned, namely, 

terror in the face of the unknown, panicked fear at the unexpected.  

 All the significant traits of mythical heroes are of a kind to polarize against them 

the terrified attention of an ultra-provincial community, one terribly ignorant of the 



outside world. As we wonder how very isolated communities reacted to contact with the 

outside world, we suspect that even if infrequent outsiders provoked at first more 

curiosity than mistrust, nevertheless the least incident, a whisper, a mere nothing, might 

trigger a sudden lynching of the imprudent visitor. If a lasting catharsis were to follow, 

nothing more would be needed for the unknown victim to be divinized.  

 I think that chance plays an essential role in the selection of divinized scapegoats, 

but frequently enough that happenstance finds itself informed by fears and prejudices, 

even in our time. To define the selection of heroes as "imperfectly random" enables us to 

account for  all sorts of clues that, however few in number, are sufficient to warrant 

plausible conjecture on the origins of archaic religions.  

 Communities which are threatened by internal violence understand very well the 

peril from which they are set free by a unanimous lynching. During the crisis, the whole 

population seems threatened, and yet, behold, one victim, all by itself, manages to restore 

order and peace. You could scarcely imagine a more economical solution to a crisis 

which threatened to sweep all before it. You feared that there might be dozens of victims, 

maybe more, and look, just one was all it took to heal the community. Is that not 

miraculous?  

 If you have a scapegoat, you don't know that you have one, because you take him 

to be a truly guilty party. In his death, apparently no more than his just desert, he 

becomes, for purely mimetic reasons, the very real savior of the community. When 

mimetic desire snowballs, it breaks up communities, but as the process intensifies, it 

manages to trigger the mechanism that, at the expense of a single victim, brings peace and 

stability to the community. In archaic religions these scapegoat phenomena are 

passionately embraced by the communities which benefit from them. These phenomena 

appear to be the self-revelation of a saving power incarnated in terrifying deities and yet 

are ultimately seen as the group's benefactors.  

 In archaic societies, then, it was spontaneous scapegoating phenomena which kept 

violence at bay. But this happened only indirectly, through the intermediary of what we 

call ritual sacrifices. These deliberately reproduce spontaneous phenomena; they are 

astutely manipulated imitations. Whenever relationships within a community threatened 

to break down, people sought to protect themselves from violence without waiting for the 

spontaneous triggering of the saving mechanism, which was too haphazard for anybody to 

be able to trust it. Ritual sacrifice imitates the phenomenon of spontaneous scapegoating 

by immolating victims who have been specifically chosen for that purpose. So as to 

weight the scales of chance in its favor, the community frequently simulates, at a first 

stage, the violent crisis which came before the spontaneous catharsis and doubtless 

contributes to its triggering. They want to bring about an artificial catharsis and in order 

to achieve it, they reproduce as faithfully as possible all the circumstances of the natural, 

spontaneous, catharsis.  

 In order to choose their victims, very ancient communities first turned, as 

suggested by a countless different traces, to human beings who were as similar as 

possible to themselves, from whom they were seeking to ward off violence; but they had 

to be human beings of lesser value in the eyes of the community, victims who could be 

sacrificed: outsiders, slaves, prisoners of war, or even orphans. Over time human victims 

were replaced by animals, and this was a great progress in the struggle against violence. 



This is the change that the Hebrew Bible commemorates in the famous scene in which 

Isaac is almost sacrificed, and is replaced at the last moment by a ram.  

 In the religions which it brings about, the scapegoat mechanism only gets to play 

its role because its true nature remains misunderstood. The better the faithful understand 

the true purpose aimed at by their sacrifices, the more these sacrifices lose their 

effectiveness. The impression which is produced is no longer strong enough to fool 

violence. Archaic sacrifices age badly. However, in a universe dominated by such rites, 

their very decline provokes new crises that unleash new scapegoating phenomena, thus 

ensuring the renewal of ritual institutions. 

 Alongside sacrifices, the other essential institution of the archaic religious 

universe is formed by prohibitions. Wherever violence has once been unleashed, there is a 

risk that it will break out again. From generation to generation it is always those who are 

closest to one another who feed the flames of mimesis. Neighbors are too close to each 

other and too much alike not to desire the same things. In numerous archaic societies twin 

brothers are in some way exemplary rivals, to be feared because they are identical, and 

often massacred at birth to avoid the risk of never-ending rivalries.  

 By their prohibitions archaic religions separate not only those who are rivals 

today, but also their descendants, probable rivals of tomorrow and long afterward. If the 

prohibitions really were what psychoanalysts and other standard-bearers of the avant-

garde tell us, that is, if they really were useless, or really were rooted in a purely neurotic 

hatred of sexuality, then they would surely have forbidden all sexual activity. The reality 

however was very different. The young female who was forbidden to one sort of 

individual was authorized and sometimes even preordained for someone else. Archaic 

prohibitions--and not only the sexual ones--aspired to distribute in advance all possible 

objects of desire in such a way as to forestall mimetic rivalry. It was not an irrational 

hatred of pleasure which motivated them, it was the thoroughly justified fear of violence 

breaking out in the midst of the community.  

 If rites and prohibitions had not played a protective role throughout human 

history, they would not have lasted as long as they did. In anthropology as in other fields 

the end of twentieth century often gave up on common sense, and common sense paid it 

back by its extended leave of absence. Lucien Scubla is right, I think, to hold that mimetic 

anthropology, far from being the preposterous undertaking which some outmoded avant-

gardistes insist on seeing in it, is a legitimate return to the more open research of the first 

half of the twentieth century, and one which comes with renewed instruments of inquiry. 

  

Chapter III  

Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World 

The Revelation which Destroys the Victimary Mechanism  

  

 In the same way that foundational myths tell us about the origins of archaic 

religions, so do the Gospels give us the genesis of Christianity. In both cases everything 

begins with a violent crisis which sends the community on a hunt for the "guilty" 

party. The initial crisis which lurks behind the myths is real, but we have no written proof 

of its reality. In the case of the Gospels, by contrast, our historical knowledge confirms 



this reality. The crisis is of a piece with the progressive strangling of the tiny Jewish 

theocracy by the Roman occupier.  

 So as to loosen the grip of the Roman vice, the Temple authorities devised a 

means one day of sharing with Pilate, the Roman Procurator, a victim whose death would 

have the effect of calming everyone down without really annoying anyone. This is the 

role of the scapegoat, just as Caiphas defines it when talking about Jesus in the famous 

statement from St John's Gospel: "...it is expedient for you that one man should die for 

the people, and that the whole nation should not perish." 

 Crucifixion functioned as a modernized and state-inspired version of an ancient 

lynching, a step towards the death penalty as it is used by modern governments. It assured 

imperial power's monopoly of violence without eliminating popular participation. The 

crowd which gathers around the cross encourages the executioners by voice and 

gesture. The cathartic effect remains essential, and this, from all the evidence, is what 

Rome as well as Jerusalem is aiming at. After Jesus' death, to Pilate's great relief, 

everyone goes peacefully home.  

 The similarities between the Passion and archaic myths are even more striking, in 

that they extend, or so it would seem at first, to the overall religious effect: in both 

Christianity and in the myths there is a scapegoat which is divinized. Already in the 

second century of our era, the Roman commentator Celsus viewed the Gospels, in the 

light of  all these similarities, as just another myth like all the others. Modern anti-

christianity adopts Celsus' reasoning once again, often enough leaving it entirely 

unchanged. 

 A good example of the continued confusion which conflates the myths with the 

Gospels can be found in the thought of the English philosopher Whitehead. Without 

being systematically anti-christian, he suggests that the Gospels and myths have too much 

in common for them not to be ultimately analogous: "Christianity lacks a clear-cut 

separation from the crude fancies of the old tribal religions." The points of similarity 

between the Gospels and myths are real enough. And, of course, Christianity's despisers 

make sure to underline them by every means possible. Many Christians reach the 

conclusion, mimetically, that they must do everything in their power to deny these very 

similarities. Any resemblance between myths and the Gospels appears as a disastrous 

indictment of the "authenticity" of the latter.  

 This attitude is absurd. Pious lies, far from helping the Gospels, do them a great 

disservice. The superiority of the Gospels is not to be shown by trying to gloss over their 

mythical content, but rather by giving to that content the exact place which is proper to it.  

 What is myth-like in the Gospels, beyond any shadow of doubt, is their dramatic 

content: the unanimous persecution of which Jesus is the object. The process which 

unfolds in the Gospels is the same as in the myths, but the authors do not interpret it in 

the same way. In the myths, the victim is presented as justly condemned and punished. 

Through the myths it is the crowds that speak, crowds that massacre their scapegoats 

because they believe, with granite rigidity, in their guilt. The Gospels, by contrast, 

uncover and denounce the illusion under which the persecutors labor. There is, then, 

nothing simpler, nothing more evident, than the difference between them and mythology. 

Myths never suspect the deceitful nature of the phenomena which they recount. The 



Gospels, by contrast, have grasped the deception and are not fooled by it. They actually 

reveal the existence of scapegoat phenomena.  

 The myths place their trust blindly in the lynchers, with whom they identify 

completely. They have no intention of lying. All they do is passively reflect the 

unanimous mimetic nature of the crowd. They share quite plainly in the lynchers' 

confidence in the solid grounds for the lynching. This is the lie, inherent to the world of 

archaic religion that the myths transmit without ever doubting its truthfulness. Far from 

lacking "a clear-cut separation," as Whitehead suggests, the distinction between the 

Gospels and myth is as clear and sharp as possible. The reason that the lie of the myths is 

still not noticed, even today and despite its obviousness, is the paradoxical nature of 

scapegoat phenomena. The texts which are dominated by scapegoating are those which 

do not tell you about it; they are incapable of pointing out its presence. On the contrary, 

only those texts which have worked free of the illusion upon which scapegoating depends 

are capable of revealing it. These are never mythical texts; they are always Jewish and 

Christian texts.   

 Modern prejudice against the Gospels is so strong that we manage to find ways of 

interpreting against them the very evidence which is in their favor: that they uncover the 

truth and denounce explicitly the sort of persecution about which the myths say nothing at 

all. We manage to see in this a sign of complicity with the famous "ressentiment" that 

Nietzsche saw everywhere except where it was most spectacularly present, which is in his 

own work.  

 In the Gospels, the crowd behaves exactly as in the myths. If the crowd is depicted 

as hostile to Jesus, this is not because the Gospels are hostile to the Jewish people, but 

because this particular crowd, just like every other crowd in the world, is blind in its 

hostility towards its scapegoat. If the Gospels were myths, then instead of condemning the 

lynch-mob they would condemn the victim. For that is what myths do without ever 

wondering whether they might be deceiving themselves. To condemn the Crucifixion is 

to achieve the same miracle of perspicacity which we find in Genesis, where it is Joseph's 

brothers who are blamed rather than Joseph himself, or in the book of Job, where it is the 

community, rather than Job himself, which is condemned. This is finally to do justice to 

the scapegoat against the throng which unanimously condemns him. Among all religious 

texts, it is only the Hebrew Bible, and later the Gospels, that prove themselves capable of 

this skepticism.  

 The Gospels do nothing more nor less than what the Old Testament does before 

them, but they do it within the context of Judaism itself, the locally dominant religion, 

and this makes what they do even more extraordinary. After some defections and 

hesitations, Jesus' disciples dissociate themselves from their own religious institution in 

favor of the unjustly condemned scapegoat. The rehabilitation of scapegoats in the 

Hebrew Bible and in the Gospels is the most extraordinary and most fecund of human 

adventures, and the one which is most indispensable for the creation of a truly humane 

society. It is what I call the revelation that destroys the scapegoat mechanism, and it has 

not yet run its course. It is still on track, coming towards us.  

 In order to formulate their discovery, the Gospels do not, of course, say in so 

many words: "Jesus is a scapegoat." They have recourse to another language, a purely 

religious one. John the Baptist calls Jesus the lamb of God. This phrase has both more 



appeal and more truth than the expression "scapegoat." It links the role of the consenting 

victim to God himself, who raised this victim from the dead so as to firmly underline the 

miracle of his rehabilitation.  

 In the archaic religious world, the gods are present every time the scapegoat 

mechanism saves a community from its own violence by procuring victims to substitute 

for the group. However in the Hebrew Bible already, and in the New Testament in its 

wake, God is present exactly where this same mechanism is prevented from working. The 

lie which undergirds the process is thus revealed. Instead of unfolding in the shadows, in 

secret, as it is in archaic religions, the almost unanimous persecution of Jesus is the object 

of the longest and most detailed narrative of the New Testament, the most modern in its 

craftsmanship, and the one where there is least variation among the four versions in the 

Gospels.  

 There is an abundance of revelatory formulations around the Passion. To give but 

one example: in John's Gospel Jesus applies to himself a very apposite sentence from 

Psalm 35: "they hated me without cause." To hate someone without cause is to choose a 

victim blindly, without knowing what one is doing, and this is indeed how scapegoats are 

chosen. A particularly dazzling allusion to the founding murder comes in the phrase from 

Matthew (13, 35) which I chose as the title of my third book: Things Hidden since the 

Foundation of the world. It is a quote from Psalm 78:  

My mouth will pronounce parables 

It will reveal things hidden since the foundation of the world.  

What has been hidden since the foundation of the world is nothing other than the 

foundational act itself. What is always hidden is the founding murder, the outcome of the 

victimary mechanism. And it is Jesus who makes all of this visible by undergoing a quite 

visibly unjust violence in his crucifixion, by exposing it to the gaze of everyone through 

the four Gospel narratives, and thus depriving it of its foundational power.  

 Slowly but inexorably the Gospels destroy our ability to come up with new 

archaic religions which are analogous to those which, before Christian revelation, had 

always protected humanity from its own violence. Myths remain trapped within scapegoat 

mechanisms, but the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels extricate themselves from them, and 

allow us to extricate ourselves as well. They make bloody sacrifices loathsome to our 

eyes. They destroy the archaic religious universe forever.  

 If the Bible seems more violent than the myths, it is because it makes explicit the 

violence that the myths hide. The Passion narrative is necessarily a great deal more 

realistic than the lynches of mythology, which are barely evoked or completely covered 

up. Indeed, we should never forget that it is violent people, not books containing 

violence, who kill.  

 How should we explain the way in which crowds tend to gather unanimously 

against so many victims who are falsely perceived as guilty? What manages to bring off 

this tour de force is nothing like the gradual accumulation of observations arrived at 

independently, and whose concordant information bears the stamp of accuracy. It is 

mimetic contagion of course. Hatred of the scapegoat is caught like a contagious disease, 

through contact with an already hate-contaminated crowd. The four Gospels each contain 

a scene that is marvelously revealing in this respect: Peter's famous denial. It is no act of 

chance that has placed this scene at the beginning of the Passion narrative. It shows just 



how powerful violent mimesis is, even in its effects on Jesus' disciples, even on one of 

the least fragile among them, the one whom Jesus himself had chosen as his successor.  

 Poor Peter has rashly immersed himself among the crowd of servants of the High 

Priest. These are not particularly wicked people, just a crowd, sheep who are easily led, 

like all crowds. And for almost professional reasons, their scapegoat can only be Jesus. In 

order to make himself acceptable in the midst of a suspicious crowd, in order to 

"assimilate" into this foreign milieu, it is easy to imagine the most effective recipe. It 

consists in loudly adopting the scapegoat of those he wishes to placate. This is what poor 

Peter does, overwhelmed as he is by his isolation. The scene shows us just why, and just 

how, the most disparate gatherings can fuse together seamlessly into a single mass over 

against the most innocent of victims.  

 If the crowd at the Passion is depicted as unanimously hostile to Jesus, this is not 

because the crowd is Jewish or because the authors of the Gospels despise the Jews. It is 

because the crowd is a crowd, and it is the mimetic way in which crowds work that is 

being revealed by the Gospels, the mimetic way of designating unanimously persecuted 

scapegoats.  

 Instead of succumbing, as the myths do, to the lie concerning the guilt of 

scapegoats, the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels subvert that universal delusion and 

inaugurate a new era in the history of humanity. The revelation which destroys the 

founding lynch is completely at one with the Christian interpretation of the biblical God 

throughout, who is inseparable from the consenting victim. This is what justifies the 

Trinitarian understanding of this God. While in the myths it is violence which makes the 

victim into a god, in the Gospels it is God's love for humans which makes itself known in 

the Crucifixion.  

 Here I have just defined the third major anthropological element of the mimetic 

hypothesis: the revelation which destroys the scapegoat mechanism. This is what 

dominates the interpretation of Christianity set out in Things Hidden since the 

Foundation of the World. According to our dictionaries, it took seventeen or eighteen 

hundred years after the Crucifixion for the Christian and modern sense of the term 

"scapegoat" to acquire its currency among humans.  

 In the universe of myth, divinity is a pure product of the mimetic violence upon 

which it remains founded: "Violence is the heart, the secret soul, of the sacred." In the 

New Testament the revelation of the victimary mechanism shows through not only in the 

Passion, but also in the numerous passages of the Gospel text which define Jesus as the 

innocent scapegoat of the whole of humanity. John's prologue concerning the Word is 

especially rich in this respect:  

The light shines in the darkness, 

And the darkness did not overcome it; 

 

He was in the world,  

and the world was made through him, 

yet the world knew him not; 

he came to his own, 

and his own received him not.  



Another example of the explicit formulation of the founding expulsion is when Jesus, just 

before his Passion, calls attention to a remarkable statement from Psalm 118: "The stone 

rejected by the builders has become the cornerstone." Jesus challenges his listeners to 

interpret that phrase, and as far as I know, no one has tried since. Only the mimetic 

hypothesis, it seems to me, is capable of taking up that challenge. The stone rejected by 

the builders: there you have the expelled victim, universally rejected by the very same 

people who discover in the end that their community cannot be built without it. The 

mimetic hypothesis alone makes sense of this paradox.  

  

  

Chapter IV  

The Scapegoat 

  

 The fourth book in the present volume continues with the analysis of Christianity 

begun earlier. I have not too much to say about it here, but is not because I judge it to be 

inferior to the books which came before it. Quite to the contrary, it is because it is able to 

make use, from the outset, of the three analytical tools whose elaboration occupied its 

predecessors: 1) the mimetic nature of desire; 2) the scapegoat mechanism; and 3) the 

revelation which destroys the latter. The Scapegoat has at its disposal all the exegetical 

resources which I analyzed previously, and perhaps it uses them in a less stiff and clumsy 

manner. If I had to choose the best executed, or perhaps the least defective, of the four 

books, then it is without doubt The Scapegoat that I would choose.  

  

 

 The only thing which remains for me to say is how much joy I take in the present 

edition. That my first four books should be brought together in a single volume is 

justified by the fact that each emerges from the other and they genuinely constitute a 

single theoretical ensemble. Or, if you like, a single system; I am not frightened of this 

word when its use is justified. For the first time all the elements which mimetic theory 

spells out are to be found between the covers of a single tome.  

 Ultimately, all these works are really a single work, and seeing them together for 

the first time is somewhat intimidating for me perhaps, but much more an occasion of 

rejoicing and even of elation. On reading the material again, I have been struck by the 

coherence of the whole, which is what I have been at pains to evoke in this introduction. I 

have done this in a way that is sometimes similar to what I have done in the past, and yet 

sometimes fairly different, fairly distinctive by comparison to my previous formulations, 

and a little more convincing, I hope. 

I have also been struck by certain mistakes in the books, and certain blunders, notably in 

the theory of sacrifice. (The most important of these is corrected in the long footnote on 

page 1001) note3*. The defects in these books are only too evident to me, but I am 

nonetheless convinced that, in dealing with the essence of what religions are all about, 

they manage to accomplish something that had not previously been formulated.  

 As is the case with most authors caught up in polemics, I am not at all resigned to 

the automatic prejudice that in our times resists any book treating matters religious in a 

favorable light. I seek to argue my own case as effectively as possible. In order to assure 



that effectiveness, all the pieces of the argument must always be available for potential 

readers.  

 What pleases me immensely about this volume is that it contains all those of my 

works that were devoted to my first working out of the mimetic hypothesis, and, for good 

measure, a bit more besides. Before this edition, the mimetic hypothesis did not exist in 

the form of a single volume. Each one of the books collected here could only be found as 

separate works. With this present book, mimetic theory receives for the first time a 

unified, free-standing existence, which is what I have always wanted for it. This edition 

fulfils that wish, and yet it is not I who took the initiative in this. I am grateful to those 

who conceived of the possibility of this book and saw to its production, Olivier Nora, 

Christophe Bataille, and Editions Grasset.  

  

  

R.G. September 2007  

( translated from the French by James Alison and Andrew McKenna) 

 

1 Throughout the French books are referred to by their English titles, but I ask the reader 

to bear in mind that the chronology which Girard provides here is that of the French 

originals, not the English translations. (Translator's note) 

 

2 Girard's italics here allude to the original French title of Deceit, Desire and the Novel. 

Were that title, Mensonge Romantique et Vérité Romanesque, to have been translated 

literally into English, the book would have been called "The Romantic Lie and Novelistic 

Truth" (Translator's note). 

 

3 of De la violence à la divinité (translator's note). 


