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The first section of this article presents, from a sociological point of view, the problem—raised by Friedrich Nietzsche in the Moral Genealogy—concerning the question if are we living in a society of resentment. The second section reconsiders Nietzsche’s doubts on this problem and takes on the analytic perspective of René Girard’s mimetic theory. Section one and section two provide a basis for section three, which gives a theoretical and preliminary sketch of a dynamic and relational view of the notion of resentment. Section four puts forward a view of the link between resentment and modern institutions—this view is evolutionary, it is not the regressive view which Nietzche’s interpretation of such a link presupposes.

1.  The Problem: The Legacy of the Moral Genealogy

Friedrich Nietzsche’s Moral Genealogy has left a difficult legacy for social scientists
. In his preface to this work, the German philosopher declares that he has discovered a new, general trend in modernity, which might turn out to be a great danger to humanity; it might turn out to be the beginning of its end. In the modern age, humanity runs the risk of falling into an unprecedented, self-destructive decline. Apparently this danger was caused by a formidable conspiracy against successful, victorious men. This conspiracy was led by worthless men and it is a rebellion of the slaves.

For centuries, some prototypes
 of men, namely ill, weak, ordinary men, have been hidden in the underground of the world, where they have been silent victims of any kind of offence and humiliation. In the meantime, however, an evil flower, the beginning of the end, was germinating in the hidden corners of that underground. That flower was resentment (ressentiment). Driven by the reactive force (Deleuze, 1962) of resentment, ordinary people, slaves, people who have always been subaltern—living in prostration—were going to rebel, raising up their heads
.

According to Nietzsche, this rebellion of the slaves has an ancient history (Moravia, 1993)
. The revolt begun with the Israeli people who have always been trapped in their history of victims, and could not take revenge on their persecutors, so that they had feelings of hatred and grudge. Christian love is the realisation of such a deep resentment. According to Nietzsche, the figure of Christ both embodies and prefigures the revenge of the weak, the oppressed, fragile people. Nietzsche believes that, due to the Messiah, these people abandoned the cupboards, the cellars of the world, in order to take revenge, and called their revenge “forgiveness”. According to Nietzsche, the new—mainly destructive—aspect of this revenge of the Judaic-Christian morality—where hatred takes the place of its opposite—lies in the fact that, in the modern age, revenge has the secular forms of democracy and socialism
. Resentment disguised itself as love for its own enemy—as compassion and self-sacrifice—, and thereby disguised people’s egoism as purported altruism, and then transformed itself into humanitarianism and into solidarity, that is to say, it transformed itself into the world of rights which modernity has disclosed. In other words, the transformations taking place in the modern age are secular forms of Christianity and, for this very reason, they are both a flower that has germinated from the resentment of ordinary people and a justification of their desire for revenge
.

From this “discovery” made by Nietzsche, the Twentieth century inherited a burden that has raised several questions, not only of philosophy, ethics, theology, but also of sociology and anthropology (Cf. Cassano, 1993, 1996). One of these questions is core to the present essay. This theoretical model raises against social scientists a challenge that cannot be met, namely, the challenge that one never loses sight of the underground of the bright constructions of modernity (Cf. Cassano, 1993), for, the model reminds us that anybody—even people who seem to be clearly weaker than we are—can hide in themselves feelings of hatred and desires for revenge. In other words, Nietzsche’s analysis of the link between resentment and modernity displays the dark side of democracy, i.e., of the principles of equality and solidarity of the modern age, which run always the risk of justifying feelings of hatred, envy, and fierce rivalry—as Alexis de Tocqueville (1835) had already understood.

Nevertheless, if social scientists are to meet this challenge by Nietzsche, they are forced to face the very consequence that Nietzsche himself draws, namely, that the set of principles and rights which characterise the modern age are to be morally condemned, for they justify our resentment. Nietzsche’s model seems to uphold a perfect, immediate and necessary coincidence of taking the part of week people and taking the part of a culture, of morals, of a society of resentment; the model seems to exclude the possibility of making any appeal to the principles of equality, solidarity and fraternal love, due to their purported and fatal collusion with our weaknesses, our defeats, our mediocrity, in short with our resentment.

Our essay assumes that both challenges are to be met: the challenge that one never loses sight of our mean actions, which we perform as human beings, and the challenge not to forget the extremely antidemocratic consequences which would follow from our mere condemning such mean actions.

2.  The Distinguishing Marks of Nietzschian Resentment

In his Moral Genealogy, Nietzsche has given the creative action of resentment a key role in the processes of secularization of Christianity, which are a distinguishing mark of the modern age, and has transformed this emotion into a fundamental theoretical instrument, by means of which one can understand the social, institutional and cultural transformations taking place in the modern age (Cf. Deleuze, 1962)
.

In this work, Nietzsche carries out a systematic analysis of resentment, and of the socio-anthropological aspects of its link with the Jewish-Christian tradition. One can summarise the distinguishing marks of the Nietzschian model of resentment in three points: the prototype of the weak-reactive people, the explosive force, the process of overthrowing due to Christianity. 

The Prototype of the Weak-Reactive People. From the very beginning of the Moral Genealogy, Nietzsche emphasises that there is a substantial difference between the morals of masters and the morals of slaves. He emphasises that the morals of slaves are “reactive”, for they stand always in need of impulses coming from the outside, so that they can define themselves. 

Nietzsche suggests that morals originate from an open contrast between two prototypes (or classes, “races”) of man: masters and slaves. The former are supposed to be founders of morals that are originative, i.e., that are the product of the masters’ will of power, which is founded upon “fullness”, “force”, “will of life”, the masters’ “bravery”, their “trust” in the “future”. The latter are supposed to have promoted the morals of resentment (ressentiment), which was the first strategy to be followed in order to react to the power of the former.

On the other hand—according to Nietzsche—the morals of the nobles establish themselves by undertaking autonomous and “active” forms: noble men, men of power first and foremost define themselves and their own actions as “good” and, therefore, they define as vulgar and plebeian both the men and the actions which are opposed to them.

According to Nietzsche, this difference between disguised morals on the one hand, and autonomous morals on the other, is rooted into the historical rise of a well-defined prototype of man, whose way of being in the world is well-defined. This man is the man of resentment. It is a fragile man, a man of the underground—who enjoys hiding himself—a slave who is unable to take his revenge. 

This kind of man does not have a genuine existence and does not take part to life in its deep meaning. According to Nietzsche, these people do not have an identity, they are faceless, they are ready to obey any master, ready to act under anybody’s flag. They are men who feel comfortable when they are slaves, subaltern. It is the very fragility of these people, their intrinsic weakness and meanness that triggers resentment in them as a “reaction”, which is a “destructive, explosive substance” for the noble and strong people.

 The Explosive Force.  The destructive arrogance of resentment amounts to the desire for revenge of these weak people against strong men. Such a desire for revenge is a “bad” desire—which is kept hidden even from self-consciousness—taking the false name of “good” justice, when it puts forward arguments and moral justifications. 

According to Nietzsche, Socrates is a representative of this category of people who are able to foster their own desire for revenge. Socrates is the prototype of decadence choosing irony and dialectic. These are the last resource of people lacking any kind of means to contrast their enemies and to enforce their desire for tyranny.

Socrates was a plebeian, he was a man of the common people, a “typical crook”, he was “décadent”, decadent. According to Nietzsche, the decadence that Socrates embodies is related to the tragic transition from the noble-sacrificial order to the plebeian-democratic order—such a transition took place in the polis
, where rationality is both something which exorcises the will of power, and a complete manifestation of the will of power (Vattimo, 1974, pp. 43-68).

The Overthrowing of Morals.  According to Nietzsche, the above-mentioned transition from the social order of the nobles to the morals of the slaves has caused an overthrowing of morals. Christian morality is supposed to be a direct result of this complete overthrowing. A gradual process of overthrowing of morals—started by weak and mean people, who were full of resentment towards the strong, noble people—is supposed to have ended up with the Christian morality. The Jewish-Christian tradition is supposed to announce the revenge of the weak, oppressed, fragile men, i.e., of all the people who cannot succeed by using their own talent only—by joining Christianity, these people can think of defeating their “evil enemy”. Nietzsche believes that—thanks to Christian love, and thereby thanks to the appeal to forgiving our own enemies—the claim “I cannot take revenge” can take over, for, it is disguised by the claim “I do not want to take revenge”.

Thus in the Moral Genealogy, Nietzsche sets a system of ideas and values that underlie a well-defined theoretical model of the relation between resentment and Christian secularisation. Resentment is seen as a negative emotion, for, it is related to a prototype of the average people, whom Christ has made noble—and by so doing he has conferred to them the same dignity as other people. Resentment is an emotional reaction, i.e., it is the revolt of the “sufferers against the successful people, the winners”: It disguises itself into compassion, love and desire for justice, but Christian benevolence is only a mask for the weak people’s intention to react, i.e., their desire for revenge which has remained buried for a long time.  

3. René Girard’s analytic Perspective

The mimetic theory of René Girard
 (1961, 1972, 1978, 1982) and the following theoretical and epistemological investigations made about it (Dumouchel, 1982; Dupuy, Dumouchel, 1979; Dupuy, 1982; Dupuy, Teubner, 1990; Tomelleri, 1996; Fornari, 1998) provide us with a starting point in order to take—in a way that is both critical and constructive—the challenges that are made by the Moral Genealogy. This theory shows to the scholar in the social sciences a promising research path: thanks to the notion of a mimetic desire, the theory gives prominence to the sphere of affections within human relations, together with the relational aspect of such a sphere.

Without losing sight of the “underground” of the modern world, the mimetic theory has dealt straightforwardly with the issues raised by Nietzsche’s work (Girard, 1984, 1999). According to Girard, Nietzsche was the first person who realized that the essential, distinctive feature of modernity lies with an expansion of resentment and that this expansion is a legacy of Christianity (Girard, 1984).

Both Girard and Nietzsche believe that, in the history of the Western world, Christ’s figure has made the epoch-making move which has radically transformed the relations between violence and the sacred, giving rise to the fall of the well-established order of the sacred, of the figure of the God-hero of myths an rites
. This break of the closest bond between violence’s ordering power and the sacred, which is due to Christian revelation, has given rise to the process of secularisation, which is the distinguishing mark of modernity (Vattimo, 2000)
.

The message of Christianity has undermined those sacrificial institutions which, since then, were necessary in order to keep the prohibitions required by the social order
. As long as these institutions became more and more ineffective—as far as the controlling and stemming of our violence are concerned—in the modern age the human agent runs the risk of remaining unarmed facing his own violence, reciprocal hatred and resentment. The weakening of the mythic-ritual order, which takes place during the modern age, allows resentment to develop into new forms of oppression, unconstrained massacres, and to be both a source of danger and a threat of persecution. From this point of view, the history of the Twentieth century—with its tragic expressions of hatred, resentment and violence, which have been its distinguishing mark—could become a frightening confirmation of Nietzsche’s analyses.

However, the French thinker does not draw the same conclusion as the German philosopher. After giving credit to Nietzsche for unmasking the tragedy of the secularization processes, Girard puts forward a harsh criticism of the theoretical presuppositions underlying Nietzsche’s analysis, and thereby gives a completely different diagnosis of the link between resentment and modernity.

According to Girard, the problem is that Nietzsche “sees resentment not only as the child of Christianity, which is certainly true, but also as its father, which is certainly false” (Girard, 1984, p. 825)
. According to Girard, Nietzsche has condemned the message of Christianity and its secularized forms, namely modernity, for he has not detected another fundamental aspect of such a revelation i.e., that the fundamental aspect is that Christ’s message has given human agents also the opportunity of reconciling themselves to each other. This way of reconciling leaves no excuse for violence, that is to say, the violence which human agents do to each other, and displays new modalities whereby human agents can relate to each other.

The Christian revelation has disclosed the logic of violence, of exclusion and of the persecution of innocent victims; it has shown to every man both that he is unable to reconcile himself without excluding the other, and that he is totally guilty of any kind of violence
. According to Girard, Christ gave people the opportunity to see the others as identical with them, i.e., as people sharing the same constraints as they do; Christ has also given people the opportunity of achieving reconciliation by means of a gesture of love, rather than by means of exclusion and violence. Thanks to his pivotal scientific investigation into what Simon Weil has defined “the theory of man”—which one can find in the Jewish-Christian tradition of both the New and the Old Testament—Girard ends up changing the Nietzschean perspective. The investigation is carried out, in turn, starting from the strict theoretical model of human relations, which has been mentioned above, namely, the model of mimetic desire, or mimetic theory. It is upon this very model that we shall focus our attention, in order to criticize Nietzsche’s view of the relation between the modern age and resentment. The most innovative aspect of Girard’s theory is the hypothesis concerning the mimetic nature of human desire. According to Girard, our desires are not a private, individual phenomenon taking place in the back of our shop, so to speak: rather, they are a task in which many people are involved, a task that exists only within the relations with other people, and in virtue of them. Our desires’ life is a life that is shared by the desires of other persons and is ruled by a logic of desire which is essentially relational.

Our desire, Girard believes, is always a desire to be according to the other. The mimetic agent is moved by a passionate admiration of the other, who plays the role of a mediator. The life of everyone of us is the story of our models, of the people whom we have deeply admired and thereby imitated in their gestures and in their style. Now this is not a simple, repetitive, passive imitation of the other: rather, it is an active, mutual—and often even conflicting—imitation
. Girard suggests also that the unconditioned admiration of our fellow men involves the possibility of competition and of a violent clash. The persons we admire the most might be also the persons we deeply hate the most, for we would like to be in their place, which is precluded to us by their own presence
. According to Girard, in order to understand the deep meaning of the relationship between resentment and the social changes in the modern age, one needs to endorse this anthropological reading of human relations, namely, a reading that is both mimetic and relational. Such a reading has to render that new, radical image of the man that the Gospels involve. 

The difference with Nietzsche is clear. Whenever one sets himself the same theoretical goal as Nietzsche did, i.e., making a diagnosis of the health state of the principles of equality, solidarity and democracy—which are typical of the modern age—, Girard suggests him/her to step back somehow, so that one can thereby reflect upon the importance of the relation of mutual dependence into which anyone of us stands to the other. Such a reflection is fundamental to anybody and only the text of the Gospels has highlighted it both from a good point of view, and from a bad one.

4.  The Relational View of Resentment

Without losing sight of the dark picture of the modern world which is drawn by Nietzsche’s model of resentment, René Girard’s mimetic theory has faced the issues raised by the Moral Genealogy and by Nietsche’s works in general (Girard, 1984, 1999; Cf. Fornari, 1999b).

The analytic perspective suggested by Girard, as Nietzsche’s perspective, sees the close relationship between resentment and modernity as key to the analysis of the processes of transformation taking place in the modern age (Cf. Tomelleri, 1999b). Unlike Nietzsche, however, Girard does not take the individualistic and vitalistic dimension as the central element of the above-mentioned relationship: rather, he takes the essentially relational dimension as the central element. In other words, the emotional concept of mimetic desire and the essentially relational character of such a notion are the theoretical foundation of Girard’s analysis of the relationship between modern age and resentment.

From a mimetic perspective, resentment is a form of human relationship, a relational form of our desire to be according to the other. From a good perspective as well as from a bad one, resentment is “what the imitator feels about his/her model when the latter obstructs his/her efforts to gain possession of the objects towards which both he/she and the imitator are directed” (Girard, 1999a, p. X).

The theoretical assumption that underlies this definition is that offence and humiliation have no meaning by themselves; instead, they acquire substance and meaning, circularly, from the form of the relationship between whomever gives offence and whomever is a victim of an offence. Both humiliation and offence depend on the fact that there is a deep, mimetic relationship between the two persons, namely, the person who gives offence and the person who is humiliated: nobody could humiliate us at all, unless we admired, more or less secretly, that person, unless we perceived him or her as a model. In other words, our resentment depends on the kind of bond by which we are linked with the other, i.e., they depend on our secret admiration for our rivals, for they are models which we want to emulate.

Starting from this mimetic definition of the notion of resentment, Girard’s diagnosis of the relationship between resentment and modernity sets itself at a level which is totally different from the level of Nietzsche’s model. Girard’s diagnosis moves to a level of analysis of the social forms of our ways of relating ourselves to the others, where our destiny will change in accordance with our mutual glances. 

The relational, mimetic perspective deeply questions the theoretical foundations of the Nietzschian issue concerning the relationship between resentment and the decadence of humanity in the modern age.

In mimetic terms, it is not resentment in itself that is the root of the evil existing among people: rather, it is some form of the constant, unceasing exchange of glances; it is some form of our relational process. Abuse, exclusion, the cruellest forms of barbarism are not the expression of a deep emotion, like resentment, which is essentially corrective; instead, they are a constitutive part of our way of living together within the context of a wider relational frame which defines both ourselves and the others. All this happens in such an age as the modern age, where the very source of sense—of any possible sense—seems to be desacred (as Max Weber has shown) and thereby precarious, never completely reliable and dependent either on the others’ approval, or on their disapproval (Cf. Sormano, 1995 among others).

If one takes the mimetic and relational dimension as constitutive of our emotional life in general—as so also of resentment—our ways of looking at the transformations in the modern age changes radically. 

Starting from democracy, all secularised forms of Christianity are not to be condemned from a moral point of view, for they are rooted into the resentment of some individuals, and thereby are a proof, for humanity, of a process of decadence. Instead, these social forms—as Girard tried to show—have been a curb, at the time of the “death of God”
, on the spread of uncontrolled competition, rivalry. After the irremediable crisis of the mythic-ritual “mechanism” for creating social order, modern-democratic institutions have played a crucial role in curbing rivalry and mutual hatred amongst men. 

The relational, mimetic picture of resentment marks a sharp break within Nietzsche’s picture and thereby with Nietzsche’s hypothesis about a close link between resentment and modern democracy. 

The German philosopher has radically condemned democracy—the world of rights disclosed by the modern age—by describing it as a manifestation of both the weaknesses and the decadence of individuals who do not manage to be autonomous, self-sufficient, independent of others. This notion and an intra-individual notion of resentment, which follows from Nietzsche’s vitalistic and energetic concept of power, cannot be kept apart. The notion of power that the German philosopher puts forward does not give a constitutive role, in the life of anyone of us, to the figure of the other. According to Nietzsche, the dependence on the other is, mainly, the “outer” obstacle to the fulfilment of individual desires. This conceptual framework excludes the figure of the other and confines resentment to an individualistic and vitalistic dimension. The other does not play the mimetic role of an “internal” model and thereby of a (relational) source of desires, of a model that is admired and emulated, a model that, for this very reason, can become the target of resentment. 

Girard’s analytic perspective puts forward the hypothesis that resentment does not live inside of us but among us. From this point of view, the human agent’s feelings of resentment do not depend on agent’s purported intrinsic weakness, or on the fact that he/she entertains either Christian values, or a bourgeois philanthropy: rather, they depend on the wider set of relations which constitute [make up] the social framework which the agent plays an active part into. Our weakness—as well as our strength—is never rooted only in the subjectivity of self-constituted subjects; rather, it depends upon our mimetisms: in our life we could always meet people whom the circumstances have made either weaker or stronger that we are, but our feeling offended, humiliated and resentful will always depend on the kind of relationship we are into with these people.

5.  The Role of the Other and the Democratic Order

The current picture of resentment, which has been depicted by Nietzsche’s work of genius, stems from a view of emotions as individual, private phenomena, which exclude a priori from the life of anyone of us the social, relational and anthropologically constitutive dimension.

On the other hand, the mimetic picture of affective interactions puts forward a different interpretation, which is not opposed to the conventional interpretation: rather, it is a complement to it. From the mimetic point of view, resentment is the name of an emotion (that is) experienced anyway via the participation of many people. 

The mimetic picture of our emotional life emphasises the incompleteness of any human agent, the unavoidable state of unfulfilment of any human being who opens up himself to the other, in order to achieve an inner anthropological constitution, rather than a moral awareness
.

Our comparing ourselves with each other, our ways of relating with each other, our constant, endless glancing at each other give a deep meaning to our innermost emotional experience, where any action necessarily refers to the actions of the others.

The view of human relations leads one to emphasise that the changes which took place in the modern age, including democracy, are not a result of the resentment of the weak against the strong; instead, they are an attempt to establish non-sacrificial systems inspired by both the rule you shall not exclude the other (Manghi, 2000a) and the rule of not discharging our own weaknesses (Cassano, 1993).

  From this point of view, democracy turns out to be an institutional structure aimed at recognising—and, at the same time, aimed at curbing—the resentment of people in the modern age, without making any appeal to the logic of exclusion and of extrusion, which is what the old-fashioned, mythic-ritual institutional structures did. Democracy—and the world of rights disclosed by modernity with it—grants a deeply ambivalent status to the emotions we have experienced and gives the same citizenship to each one of such experiences, including resentment.

To acknowledge the deep need—felt by the human agent—of achieving his own fulfilment by means of the other, therefore, can turn out to be a valuable tool in order to understand and also in order to love our modern institutions—like democracy—, the world of rights, justice, without losing sight of their undergrounds, which Nietzsche himself has disclosed better than anyone else. For, those “cellars” and the dignity of our incompleteness are one and the same thing.                  

� In his introduction to the Italian edition (1997) of the Moral Genealogy, Sossio Giametta argues that this is one of the most systematic works of Nietzsche. 





� For an account of the role that prototypes play in the Nietzschian philosophy of the Moral Genealogy, see the instructive essay by Giametta (1997). According to Giametta, the Moral Genealogy can be compared with the Manifesto of the Communist Party by Karl Marx. The latter is based on the contrast between classes; likewise, Nietzsche’s work is based on the contrast between prototypes: active and reactive, noble and ignoble, aristocratic and plebeian. “The difference lies”—Giametta writes—“in the fact that Marx supports the proletariat, while Nietzsche supports the prototype (the class, the race) of the active, noble, aristocratic. Nevertheless, both make the same atomistic mistake i.e., they take for granted that such a contrast and division between elements is simple, well-defined and fix” (1997, p. 10).


 


� The essay by Deleuze is close to the hermeneutic-linguistic school that was popular in France in the Sixties and in the Seventies. The theme of the genealogy, which is seen as a descriptive deconstruction of the logico-linguistic structures of metaphysics, is core to the research of that school. For a detailed analysis of these readings of Nietzsche, see Gianni Vattimo’s work on the themes of the subject and the mask in Nietzsche’s works (1974). The notion of force—seen as a principle that is explanatory of both the will of power and resentment—is core to Deleuze’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s thought. 





� According to Moravia (1997), the programme of the Moral Genealogy amounts to providing a historical reconstruction of the genesis of morals using socio-juridical and psyco-anthropological paradigms, i.e., starting from a basic analysis of economical, anthropological and social factors that contributed to the constitution of morals (thus, for example, Nietzsche draws the moral concept of guilt from the economical concept of debt). According to the reading of Moravia, resentment does not play a key role in this process, while we believe that resentment is the keystone of Nietzsche’s investigation into the genesis of morals.  





� More about Nietzsche’s views on democracy in particular, and about the relation between politics and modernity in Nietzsche’s philosophy in general can be found in the collection of essays edited by M. Beer and M. Ciampa (1978). In this collection, see the illuminating essay by M. Cacciari in particular. Cacciari argues that in modern democracies the will of power it is a selective principle, but only to the extent that it dissolves the very dimension of politics.  





� This polemic thesis of anthropology held by Nietzsche has been strongly criticised and debated. Max Scheler provided one of the deepest and most analytical criticisms. In his criticisms, the German sociologist follows two lines. On the one hand, he refuses to apply to Christianity Nietzsche’s model of resentment, in order to account for love, which Christianity is based upon. On the other hand, however, he acknowledges that, in order to account for the mentality of the modern man, Nietzsche’s model of resentment is intrinsically sound (Cf. Pupi, 1971). Scheler’s criticism undermines the hypothesis that Christianity and resentment are one and the same, but endorses Nietzsche’s explanatory design. By so doing, Scheler reformulates, from a different perspective of the analysis, the same problem concerning the close link between democracy and resentment (Cf.—among others—Morra, 1972).


  


� We shall see later on that the idea of a reactive force of resentment is core to Gilles Deleuze’s (1962) interpretation of Nietzsche’s thought.





� For an account of the transition from the mythical order to the juridical order in the ancient Greece, see the studies of the historian J.-P. Vernant (1976). According to Vernant, both the birth of tragedy—at the end of the Sixth century—and its death—after a hundred years only—show that the Athenian society was in need of questioning the transition from a mythical-sacrificial order to a juridical one. When jurisprudence was instituted in the Greek world, it took the form of social institutions, of human behaviours, of categories of thought that were opposed to the former sacrificial order. Given these historical presuppositions, one can both provide evidence for, and confirm the philosophical and philological hypothesis of Nietzsche—such hypothesis takes the figure of Socrates as an emblem of the establishment of a juridical and political order.





� René Girard is a literary critic and anthropologist. He is now well-know in Italy and all his main theoretical works have been translated. The French scholar has developed his research programme in about fifty years in the United States at Stanford University Palo Alto, in particular. His research has taken up literary criticism, the study of the holy—both in myths and in archaic rituals—and the exegesis of biblical texts. In our country, the interest towards this author has increased more and more over the last few years, as show both some original monographic studies (Cf. Carrara, 1986; Colombo, 1999), and the subsequent many studies made about his theoretical reflections. A complete and exhaustive bibliography of all the writings both of and about René Girard is provided by the Girard-Docomentation of the Faculty of Theology of the University of Innsbruck—to be found and the URL ‘http://theol.uibk.ac.at/mimdok/index-en.html’. The goal of our analysis of the works of Girard is to find a theoretical key that has relevance to sociology and whose explanatory power is wide-range (Cf. Tomelleri, 1996). 


� Girard’s hypothesis is that the origin of both culture, and any way in which humans express themselves in their cultures is based upon the killing of a scapegoat. Girard draws on Freud’s idea—and he does it more radically than Freud—of an originary victimization. According to Girolamo De Michele (1986), this idea of Girard seems to be a ‘controcanto’ of Freud’s Totem and tabù (1912). It is important, however, to emphasize the difference between the anthropological hypotheses of the above-mentioned authors: while, according to Freud, the originary victimization indicates the killing of the father, according to Girard the originary victimization is instead the sacrifice of any innocent victim which has been designated by the victimizing process (Cf. Giorgi, 1999/2000).





� According to Gianni Vattimo (1996), this thesis of Girard proves that the process of secularization, which runs in the modern age, is the actual accomplishment of Christianity. The secularization of the strong structures of both myth and metaphysics is a chance, which is offered to the contemporary man, to accomplish a new, peaceful coexistence (1985). However—as Vattimo himself has recently written (1998)—Girard believes that this reading of his own theses is biased, in the sense that it is too “optimistic”. According to Girard, secularization is an ambivalent process, and it is not devoid at all of tragic consequences (Cf. Tomelleri, 2000 among others).  





� As Paul Valadier has observed, in Girard “the religious and the hominization of man coincide” (Valadier, 1983, p. 365). Girard’s thesis about the scapegoat can be compared to the anthropological theory of the social, [i.e.] Durkheim’s transcendence of the social. The two theses about the origins of the earliest organized forms of the social are mainly similar with respect to the topic of the false transcendence of the sacred. According to both Durkheim and Girard, the sacred is a lie (according to Durkheim, the “totem” is an illusory representation of “society”). As long as this lie is not unmasked, the members of the community respect it and comply with it. If one compares Girard’s hypothesis with Durkheim’s, one can see that defining Girard’s thesis “Durkheimian” would be inappropriate: Durkheim’s social anthropology lacks some of the explicative categories which play a crucial role in the mimetic theory, namely, the victimization, the scapegoat, and, above all, the insurmountable divergence between the archaic religion and the Christian religion.  


� This view of Girard is similar to Max Scheler’s (1912) view, to an extent. The points in common with Max Scheler, however, although unquestionable, are not paramount (Cf. Tomelleri, 2000).





� This aspect of the Passion is the main difference between mythology, on the one hand, and the Christian tradition on the other. Unlike other innocent victims of the pagan tradition, the figure of Christ has disclosed violence’s persecuting logic. See Giuseppe Fornari (1997) for a study in depth of the differences between Christianity and paganism in the works of Girard.


� Girard’s analysis of mimesis is not the first theoretical reflection upon the idea of imitation, of course. With respect to the sociological tradition in particular, Gabriel Tarde had already theorized about the law of imitation (Cf. Ferrarotti, 1976). According to Tarde, imitation is a universal principle, a human attitude to copy the actions of the other, which explains the regularity of society. However, this account of imitation cannot explain both social change and social conflict. This is due to the fact that the above-mentioned account lacks that destructive aspect of imitation which Girard calls “negative mimesis” or “conflicting mimesis”. The latter is based upon the view that reciprocity is active and relational; it is not based upon the notion of repetition, as it is in Tarde (1890). Along these lines, Girard marks a considerable break with respect to the sociological tradition and the classic view of imitation, which is committed to the view of a passive repetition (Cf. Dupuy and Dumouchel, 1979). 





� The mimetic theory is very similar, to a large extent, to Georg Simmel’s concept of Wechselwirkung (mutual action), i.e., a conception of reality as a net of relations of mutual influence which take on social forms that are more or less stable (Cf. Tomelleri 2000).





� The mimetic hypothesis is, to a large extent, similar to Hobbe’s hypothesis on the relation between the State and human violence. For a careful investigation into this theme, Cf. Dumouchel (1986) and Palaver (1995).


� Roberto Escobar (1997) has remarked that, to an extent, mimetic anthropology is similar to Ghelen’s anthropology, i.e., to Ghelen’s “unfinished being”. The mimetic agent is unfulfilled and for this very reason he is mimetic; he is constantly trying to fill gap that cannot be fulfilled.
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