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Criticism

1. Originality

Some critics have pointed out that while Girard may be the first to have suggested
that all desire is mimetic, he is by no means the first to have noticed that some
desire is mimetic. (Gabriel Tarde’s book Les lois de limitation (The Laws of
Imitation) appeared in 1890.) René Pommier mentions La Rochefoucauld, a
seventeenth—century thinker who already wrote that “Nothing is so infectious as
example” and that “There are some who never would have loved if they never had

heard it spoken of.”

Stéphane Vinolo sees Baruch Spinoza and Thomas Hobbes as important precursors.
Hobbes: "if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot
both enjoy, they become enemies." Spinoza: "By the very fact that we conceive a
thing, which is like ourselves, and which we have not regarded with any emotion,
to be affected with any emotion, we are ourselves affected with a like emotion.
Proof... If we conceive anyone similar to ourselves as affected by any emotion, this

conception will express a modification of our body similar to that emotion.

Wolfgang Palaver adds Alexis de Tocqueville to the list. "Two hundred years after
Hobbes, the French historian Alexis de Tocqueville mentioned the dangers coming
along with equality, too. Like Hobbes, he refers to the increase of mimetic desire
coming along with equality." Palaver has in mind passages like this one, from
Tocqueville's Democracy in America: "They have swept away the privileges of
some of their fellow creatures which stood in their way, but they have opened the
door to universal competition; the barrier has changed its shape rather than its

position."

At times, Girard acknowledges his indebtedness to such precursors, including
Tocqueville. At other times, however, Girard makes stronger claims to originality,
as when he says that mimetic rivalry “is responsible for the frequency and intensity

of human conflicts, but strangely, no one ever speaks of it.”

Use of evidence

Girard has presented his view as being scientifically grounded: "Our theory should
be approached, then, as one approaches any scientific hypothesis." René Pommier
has pointed out, however, that Girard's readings of myths and bible stories—the
basis of some of his most important claims—are often tendentious. Girard claims,

for example, that the disciples actively turn against Jesus; since Peter warms
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himself by a fire, he says, and fires always create community, and communities
breed mimetic desire, this means that Peter becomes actively hostile to Jesus,
seeking his death. Or again, Girard claims that the Gospels present the Crucifixion
as a purely human affair, with no indication of Christ dying for the sins of mankind.
(This is contradicted by Mark 10:45, Matthew 20:28.)

The same goes for readings of literary texts. For example, Moliére's Don Juan only
pursues one love object for mediated reasons, not all of them, as Girard claims. Or
again, Sancho Panza wants an island not because he is catching the bug of
romanticism from Don Quixote, but because he has been promised one. And Pavel
Pavlovitch, in Dostoevsky's Eternal Husband, has been married for ten years before
Veltchaninov becomes his rival, so Veltchaninov is not in fact essential to Pavel's

desire.

Accordingly, a number of scholars have suggested that Girard's writings are not in
fact science but mere metaphysics. Theorist of history Hayden White did so in an
article titled "Ethnological 'Lie' and Mystical 'Truth'; Belgian anthropologist Luc de
Heusch made a similar claim in his piece "L'Evangile selon Saint-Girard" ("The
Gospel according to Saint Girard").; and Jean Greisch sees Girard's thought as more

or less a kind of Gnosis.

Non—-mimetic desires

René Pommier has pointed out a number of problems with the Girardian claim that
all desire is mimetic. First, it is very hard to explain the existence of taboo
desires, such as homosexuality in repressive societies, on that basis. Second, every
situation presents large numbers of potential mediators, which means that the
individual has to make a choice among them; either authentic choice is back in the
picture, then, or else the theory leads to a regress. Third, Girard leaves no room
for innovation: surely somebody has to be the first to desire a new object, even if
everyone else follows that trend-setter.

It should be noted that it's not clear that the first objection really provides a
challenge to Girard's theory, as even in repressive societies men are still desired
(albeit by women). However, such a response leaves unexplained why homosexuals
would imitate the desires of heterosexual members of the opposite sex. One might
also argue that the last objection ignores the influence of an original sin from
which all others follow, which Girard clearly affirms. However, original sin, on
Girard's interpretation, explains only our propensity to imitate, not the specific
content of our imitated desires. Thus, the doctrine of original sin does not solve

the problem of how the original model first acquires the desire that is subsequently
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imitated by others.

Beneficial imitation

In the early part of Girard's career, there seemed no place for beneficial imitation.
Jean—Michel Oughourlian objected that "imitation can be totally peaceful and
beneficial; I don't believe that I am the other, I don't want to take his place [...]
This imitation can lead me to become sensitive to social and political problems."
Rebecca Adams argued that because Girard's theories fixated on violence, he was
creating a 'scapegoat' himself with his own theory: the scapegoat of positive
mimesis. Adams proposed a reassessment of Girard's theory that includes an

account of loving mimesis or, as she preferred to call it, creative mimesis.

More recently, Girard has made room for positive imitation. But as Adams implies,
it is not clear how the revised theory accords with earlier claims about the origin
of culture. If beneficial imitation is possible, then it is no longer necessary for
cultures to be born by means of scapegoating; they could just as well be born

through healthy emulation.

Anthropology

Various anthropologists have contested Girard's claims. Elizabeth Traube, for
example, reminds us that there are other ways of making sense of the data that
Girard borrows from Evans-Pritchard and company—ways that are more consistent
with the practices of the given culture. By applying a one-size-fits—all approach,
Girard “loses... the ability to tell us anything about cultural products themselves, for

the simple reason that he has annihilated the cultures which produced them.”

Religion

One of the main sources of criticism of Girard's work comes from intellectuals who
claim that his comparison of Judeo-Christian texts vis—a-vis other religions leaves
something to be desired. There are also those who find the interpretation of the
Christ event—as a purely human event, having nothing to do with redemption from
sin—an unconvincing one, given what the Gospels themselves say.[34] Yet, Roger
Scruton notes, Girard's account is with a divine Jesus: "that Jesus was the first
scapegoat to understand the need for his death and to forgive those who inflicted

it...Girard argues, Jesus gave the best evidence...of his divine nature."

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rene_Girard
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