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Interview

An Interview with Rene Girard

by Brian McDonald
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Deceit, Desire, and the Novel
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I ' You were led to Christianity through a process that many people would
find unusual: that of studying the structure of some of our great Western novels. Could
you explain how the “shape” of novelistic works became a factor in your embracing of
Christianity?
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In language you use elsewhere, the novelist ceases to “‘scapegoat™ his characters and
identifies with them.
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Crime and Punishment,
- (@) The Past
Recaptured.

And you yourself?
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I believe you have stated somewhere that this novelistic pattern originated in Augustine’s
1/ ' « - Confessions
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Confessions
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You have advocated what is seen as a “non-sacrificial”” reading of the death of Christ that
is significantly at odds with the usual understanding of that death as a “hilasterion” that
satisfies the wrath and justice of God. Could you describe that view and how your study of
the formation and maintenance of human cultures has led you to it?
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You use the word “Satan” to describe the structural principle of human existence in which



both disorder and order are built upon untruth and violence: disorder created by mimetic
conflict and order restored and established by persecution and destruction of scapegoats.
In the purely “anthropological’ portions of your work, you seem to view this structure as a
kind of necessity for early human beings. In the more *“theological” portions of your work,
you seem to treat it very much as what has traditionally been called Original Sin. Do you
view the satanic structure as a kind of historical necessity—given the conditions of early
human existence—or do you view it as a “fall”” that could have been avoided? (Or is this a
false either/or?)
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As a cultural theorist sticking within the limits of your discipline, you must bracket the
question of Satan as a “personal” being. | am interested, however, in whether as a
Christian you see Satan as a kind of “being” as well as a structure?
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Most Christians have a siege mentality when confronted with modern and postmodern
thought, finding the “unmaskings” of Freud, Nietzsche, Marx, or Derrida purely and
simply as nihilistic threats to the gospel. However, you seem to have an essentially positive
(if critical) reading of the trends of contemporary thought, believing that if its practitioners
fully understood their own insights, they would find them leading toward the Christian
revelation instead of away from it. If this is a correct assessment of what you are saying,
what in contemporary thought seems most “retrievable” to you?
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You have described yourself as a deconstructionist.
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In a striking phrase, you say that “Everything which happened to Jesus is now happening
to the gospel texts.” Could you explain what you mean by this?
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You assert that the Gospels appear to be myth but in reality are “poles apart” from myth.
Why do they appear to be myth and why are they in reality “poles apart”?
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Your thought at one end is extremely naturalistic and “unspiritual” (for instance, there is
no inborn sense of the transcendent: the sacred is quite literally a “by-product” of our
misunderstanding of the scapegoat mechanism). According to your theory, human culture
seems to be explained without “remainder” as a product of wholly naturalistic
combinations of biological and social forces. | do not fully understand the leap that allows
you to affirm God, Christ, eternal life, and so forth, not as a revelation that simply
“trumps” your naturalism (as Barth might do), but as a kind of end result of that process
of thought when carried out to its logical conclusion.
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Brian McDonald teaches literature at Indiana University in Indianapolis. A former
Presbyterian minister who converted to Orthodoxy, he is married, with five children and
attends Sts. Constantine and Elena Parish.
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