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Girard Violence And The Sacred
Girard Violence and the Sacred René Girard’s work on "Violence and the Sacred" stands as a cornerstone in
understanding the complex relationship between human desire, violence, and religion. His theories explore
how mimetic desire—the tendency of humans to imitate others' desires—can lead to conflict and societal
upheaval, and how cultures have historically used the sacred and sacrificial rituals to manage and channel
these tensions. This article delves into Girard’s key ideas, the significance of violence in the sacred, and the
implications of his theories for contemporary society.

Understanding René Girard’s Concept of Mimetic Desire

What Is Mimetic Desire?
At the heart of Girard’s philosophy lies the concept of mimetic desire, which posits that human desires are not
purely individual or innate but are imitated from others. Unlike basic needs such as hunger or thirst, desires
for social status, possessions, or relationships are learned through observation and imitation. Key points about
mimetic desire: - It involves imitation of others’ desires, leading to competition. - It often results in rivalry,
envy, and conflict. - It creates a cycle where desires become contagious, escalating tensions within
communities.

The Consequences of Mimetic Desire
This imitation can lead to escalating rivalry, which Girard describes as a fundamental source of violence in
human societies. When multiple individuals desire the same object or status, conflict becomes inevitable. Over
time, these conflicts can threaten social cohesion and stability. Examples include: - Family disputes over
inheritance - Political rivalries - Social competitions for prestige

The Role of Violence in Human Societies

Violence as an Inevitable Outcome
Girard argues that violence is an intrinsic aspect of mimetic desire because rivalry often culminates in
destructive conflicts. This violence can be overt—such as wars or riots—or covert, manifesting as social
exclusion or psychological tension. Types of violence associated with mimetic rivalry: - Personal conflicts -
Communal violence - Structural violence embedded in societal institutions

The Scapegoat Mechanism
A central theme in Girard’s work is the scapegoat mechanism, a process by which communities channel their
collective violence onto a single individual or group to restore order. This sacrificial act temporarily relieves
communal tension but often leads to cycles of violence and repression. Steps in the scapegoat mechanism: 1.
Rising tension and rivalry within the community. 2. Identification of a scapegoat—someone perceived as the
source of disorder. 3. Unification of the community against the scapegoat. 4. The scapegoat is expelled,
sacrificed, or blamed. 5. Temporary peace is restored, but underlying tensions remain.



The Sacred and Its Relationship with Violence

The Origins of Sacred Rituals
Girard posits that the sacred emerges as a response to the violence inherent in human societies. Early rituals,
myths, and taboos serve to control and contain violence by transforming it into symbolic or sacrificial acts.
Functions of the sacred include: - Creating a communal identity - Reinforcing social norms - Managing mimetic
rivalry through rituals

Sacrifice as a Cultural Foundation
Sacrificial rituals, especially those involving victims, are fundamental in Girard’s analysis. They serve as a
mechanism to channel collective violence safely, often through the myth of the sacred victim. These rituals
reinforce social cohesion by uniting communities in shared sacred practices. Examples: - Ancient animal
sacrifices - Rituals of atonement - Mythic stories of gods and heroes who sacrifice themselves

Girard’s Interpretation of Myth and Religion

Myth as a Reflection of Scapegoating
Girard views myths as foundational narratives that encode the violence and scapegoating processes. Myths
often conceal the violence of the original sacrifice, presenting it as a divine or natural order. Characteristics of
myth according to Girard: - They mask the violence of the origin of the community. - They justify the sacred
victim and the rituals surrounding it. - They serve to reinforce social cohesion by perpetuating the scapegoat
myth.

Religion as a Means of Managing Violence
Religions, in Girard’s perspective, evolve from mythic origins to become institutions that help communities
confront and transcend violence. Sacred texts and rituals serve to acknowledge violence without perpetuating
it, often through moral codes and symbolic acts. Key points: - Religious prohibitions (such as "Thou shalt not
kill") aim to curb violence. - Sacraments and rites symbolize the community’s acknowledgment of violence and
desire for peace. - Certain religious figures, like Christ in Christianity, exemplify the transcending of violence
through sacrificial love.

Implications of Girard’s Theory for Contemporary
Society

The Persistence of Violence and the Need for Reconciliation
Girard’s insights shed light on how mimetic rivalry continues to underpin many modern conflicts.
Understanding these dynamics offers pathways for conflict resolution and social reconciliation. Applications
include: - Addressing cycles of violence in communities - Promoting non-violent conflict resolution -
Recognizing the destructive potential of envy and rivalry

Reevaluating the Sacred in Modern Contexts
Girard’s analysis encourages a reexamination of how modern institutions, including media and politics,



© sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com Girard Violence And The Sacred 3

perpetuate cycles of rivalry and violence. It suggests fostering a culture of empathy and mimetic moderation to
break the cycle. Strategies for societal change: - Promoting empathy and understanding - Challenging
scapegoating practices - Supporting rituals or practices that emphasize reconciliation and forgiveness

Conclusion: The Relevance of Girard’s Insights Today
René Girard’s "Violence and the Sacred" offers a profound framework for understanding the roots of violence
and the role of the sacred in human history. His theories highlight how mimetic desire fuels rivalry and
violence, and how sacred rituals and myths serve to contain and channel these forces. Recognizing these
patterns in contemporary society can inspire new approaches to conflict resolution, peacebuilding, and the
cultivation of empathy. Ultimately, Girard’s work reminds us of the importance of transcending mimetic rivalry
through love, understanding, and the rejection of scapegoating, paving the way for a more harmonious
coexistence.

Girard Violence and the Sacred is a foundational concept in the study of human culture, religion, and social
dynamics, offering profound insights into how societies have historically coped with violence and the need for
social cohesion. René Girard, a French historian, literary critic, and philosopher, developed a comprehensive
theory that explains the origins of violence, the role of sacrifice, and the sacred's function in maintaining
societal order. His work challenges traditional views by proposing that mimetic desire—the tendency to
imitate others' desires—leads to conflict, which societies then manage through mechanisms rooted in the
sacred and sacrificial practices. This article offers a detailed exploration of Girard's ideas, their implications,
and their relevance to understanding human history and contemporary society.

Understanding Girard's Central Thesis
René Girard's theory revolves around the idea that human desire is inherently mimetic—that is, individuals
desire objects because others desire them. This mimetic desire fosters rivalry, conflict, and violence, which
societies have historically sought to suppress or channel through various mechanisms. Girard argues that the
sacred and sacrificial rituals are societal tools that serve to contain and channel this violence, preventing it
from erupting into chaos. The Role of Mimetic Desire - Definition: Desire that is imitative, not innate or purely
individual. - Implication: When multiple individuals desire the same object or status, rivalry intensifies. -
Outcome: Escalating conflict that, if unchecked, can lead to collective violence. From Rivalry to Violence
Mimetic desire inevitably leads to rivalry, which can spiral into violence when individuals or groups perceive
their interests as incompatible. Girard emphasizes that this cycle of escalating rivalry is at the core of human
conflict across cultures and history.

The Mechanism of Scapegoating and the Sacrifice
To prevent the destructive potential of collective violence, societies develop mechanisms to redirect and
diffuse tensions. Girard's theory highlights the importance of the scapegoat mechanism, a process where a
community projects its collective violence onto a single individual or group, often innocent, thereby restoring
order. The Scapegoat Mechanism - Process: When tension reaches a breaking point, the community unites
against a scapegoat. - Function: The collective violence is focused on the scapegoat, who is then expelled or
sacrificed. - Outcome: Social cohesion is temporarily restored, and violence is channelled into a single act.
Sacrifice as a Societal Tool Sacrificial rituals, both religious and secular, serve as formalized versions of the
scapegoat mechanism. They function to: - Purify society: Cleansing it of disorder and violence. - Reinforce
social bonds: Through shared participation in rituals. - Declare sacredness: The victim becomes a symbol of
the sacred, embodying societal values. Examples of sacrificial practices include: - Ancient religious sacrifices
(e.g., animal or human sacrifices). - Rituals of purification and atonement. - Modern practices such as
communal mourning or national memorials.



The Sacred and Its Role in Societal Cohesion
For Girard, the sacred emerges from the need to manage violence and maintain social order. It is intertwined
with the sacrificial process, serving as a symbol that unites the community in shared reverence and fear of
chaos. The Sacred as a Social Construct - Origins: The sacred arises from collective attempts to contain
violence. - Function: Acts as a symbol of societal unity and moral order. - Manifestations: Religious icons,
rituals, myths, and sacred texts. The Transition from Sacred to Profane Over time, societies may secularize,
transforming sacred symbols into secular ones, yet the underlying dynamics remain similar. Modern
institutions—laws, national symbols, cultural rituals—can serve as secular sacralizations that uphold social
cohesion.

Girard’s Interpretation of Myth and Religion
Girard’s analysis extends to the role of myths and religions in perpetuating or transforming the scapegoat
mechanism. Myths as Societal Narratives - Myths often encode the story of a community’s origin rooted in the
expulsion or sacrifice of a scapegoat. - They serve to legitimize social hierarchies and moral codes by
mythologizing the sacred. Religion as a Moral and Ritual Framework - Girard views religion as an
institutionalized form of the scapegoat mechanism. - Religious rituals reenact the sacrifice, embodying societal
values and maintaining cohesion. - The crucifixion of Christ, for Girard, epitomizes the ultimate scapegoat
sacrifice—innocent yet sacrificed to restore societal harmony.

Implications of Girard’s Theory for Understanding
Violence
Girard’s insights have broad implications for analyzing violence in both historical and contemporary contexts.
Recognizing Mimetic Rivalry in Modern Society - Political conflicts, social movements, and even consumer
behavior can be driven by mimetic desire. - Understanding these mimetic dynamics helps explain phenomena
like riots, terrorism, or social polarization. The Cycle of Violence and the Need for New Mechanisms - Girard
suggests that traditional sacrificial mechanisms are no longer effective or acceptable in modern secular
societies. - The challenge is to find alternative ways to channel rivalry and conflict without resorting to
violence or scapegoating. Non-Scapegoating Approaches - Promoting empathy and understanding to break the
mimetic cycle. - Creating institutions that mediate rivalry without marginalization or violence. - Encouraging
narratives that de-mythologize violence and scapegoating.

Contemporary Relevance and Critical Perspectives
Girard’s theory remains influential but also invites critique and debate. Strengths of Girard’s Framework -
Offers a unifying explanation for the universality of sacrificial rituals. - Highlights the deep roots of violence in
mimetic desire. - Provides a lens for understanding religious conflicts and social cohesion. Criticisms and
Limitations - Some argue Girard’s focus on scapegoating oversimplifies complex social dynamics. - The theory
may underemphasize the role of economic, political, or psychological factors. - Critics question whether all
violence can be traced back to mimetic rivalry. Applications in Modern Discourse - Interfaith dialogues and
reconciliation efforts often draw on Girardian insights. - Understanding the roots of violence can inform
conflict resolution strategies. - Recognizing mimetic desire can foster empathy and reduce rivalrous behaviors.

Conclusion: Embracing Girard’s Insights for a Peaceful
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Future
Girard Violence and the Sacred offers a compelling framework for understanding the roots of human conflict
and the cultural mechanisms that have evolved to manage violence. By recognizing the mimetic nature of
desire and the scapegoat mechanism at the heart of societal cohesion, we can better understand the origins of
myths, religious practices, and social rituals. More importantly, Girard’s work challenges us to find new ways
of mediating rivalry—through empathy, dialogue, and institutional innovation—aiming toward a society that
can transcend cycles of violence rooted in mimetic desire. As we confront contemporary conflicts, economic
disparities, and cultural divisions, Girard’s insights remain vital tools in the ongoing quest for peace and
understanding.

Questions & Answers About girard violence and the
sacred

No Question Answer

1 What is the central thesis of Girard's
'Violence and the Sacred'?

Girard argues that human violence is rooted in mimetic desire,
leading to conflict, and that sacred rituals and myths serve to
channel and contain this violence through scapegoating
mechanisms.

2 How does Girard explain the origin
of sacrificial rituals in 'Violence and
the Sacred'?

Girard suggests that sacrificial rituals originate from the need
to resolve collective violence by projecting it onto a scapegoat,
thus restoring social order and peace.

3 In what way does Girard connect
mimetic desire to violence in
'Violence and the Sacred'?

Girard posits that mimetic desire leads individuals to imitate
others' desires, causing rivalry and conflict, which can escalate
into collective violence if unchecked.

4 What role do myths and religious
stories play according to Girard's
analysis in 'Violence and the
Sacred'?

Girard sees myths and religious stories as cultural mechanisms
that mask the violence inherent in human society and serve to
reinforce the scapegoat mechanism to maintain social cohesion.

5 How has 'Violence and the Sacred'
influenced contemporary studies in
anthropology and religious studies?

The book has significantly influenced understanding of the
origins of religion, violence, and social cohesion, inspiring new
approaches to the study of myth, ritual, and the scapegoat
mechanism in various cultural contexts.

Girard, mimetic desire, sacrificial violence, scapegoat mechanism, religious violence, imitation, sacrifice,
mythology, religious symbolism, social cohesion
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