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1. Introduction to René Girard  (1925-2015) 

-Called “one the most influential men of the 20th century”  
-French born scholar of literature, anthropology, philosophy, and religion 
-Professor at University of Indiana, Johns Hopkins, and Stanford 
-Developed a “Grand Scale Theory” called Mimetic Theory that changed the thinking and 
landscape across the social sciences and has been widely embraced by scholars from 
psychology to anthropology to theology 
-He experienced a conversion from agnosticism to Christianity after reading the Bible in the 
midst of his academic career  

 
2. Mimetic Desire 

-We learn through mimesis (imitation) but Girard realized that desire itself is mimetic 
(imitated) and learned from others– “I desire it because you desire it.”  

 -In other words, desires are cultural and socially learned 
-Example: children will gravitate to and desire the 1 toy out of 100 that another child is 
playing with/desires  
-Rivalry occurs when the object (whether acquisitive or metaphysical) cannot be shared, e.g. 
a piece of land, a spouse, control/power, position, etc.  

 
3. The Scapegoat Mechanism 

-Girard noted that literature, mythology, primitive religion/cultures, history, and 
anthropology all demonstrate a pattern of conflict resolution through the “scapegoating 
mechanism” 
-Once rivalry escalates the parties involved experience a mimetic response of hostile gestures 
towards one another with escalating violence leading to the dehumanization of the “other”  
-Peace is sought by finding a scapegoat (a person or group that is blamed/faulted for all the 
problems/conflict regardless of actual guilt)  
-the scapegoat is viewed as “evil” and the scapegoaters now feel justified to injure, expel or 
kill/exterminate the scapegoat 
-the “death” of the scapegoat leads to peace and unity within the group/family/society that 
united against the scapegoat 
-this causes the scapegoat to be retrospectively viewed as more powerful (even transcendent 
or deified) than they actually were  
-the myths, narrative, and sacred rites that develop around the killing of the scapegoat exist 
to maintain the secrecy and suppression of the truth of the event, hence they are always told 
from the perspective of the victor and not the victim/scapegoat 



-the hidden cost of such temporary “peace” (beyond deception and victimization) is that it 
leads to future and perpetual conflict and violence  

 
3. The Gospel as the “Unveiler”  

-After reading the Bible Girard realized that Scripture, in particular the Gospels, were unlike 
any mythology because, for the first time, the stories were told from the perspective of the 
victim in order to expose the secrets and lies, thus revealing the scapegoating mechanism 
-Jesus is the ultimate scapegoat: the crucifixion mirrors back to us (humanity) our violence 
and scapegoating tendencies, thus revealing the truth about ourselves and giving us the 
opportunity to escape it 
 
 

 
Table Discussion Questions 
 
1. Were you (or were you not) familiar any of the ideas presented tonight? What specifically? 
 
2. What struck you most in the presentation? 
 
3. How have you seen or experienced mimetic desire in your own life? In events in the world? 
 
4. Where have you experienced or seen the Scapegoating Mechanism most at work? 
 
5. How do secrets and silence sometimes help to maintain violence and/or suffering?  
 
6. How might we become better at recognizing Mimetic Theory patterns in our lives or in the wider 
world?  How might this change us? Our families? Our society?  
 
7. What do you hope to learn in the coming presentations related to the Bible and Girardian 
theology? 
 
 
 


