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Abstract

This article explores René Girard’s mimetic theory from a 
contemporary philosophical standpoint, highlighting its relevance 
to understanding desire, conflict, and social order in both traditional 
and digital contexts. It examines how imitation shapes not only 
individual aspirations but also collective behaviors, identity politics, 
and scapegoating mechanisms. The paper situates mimetic desire 
within broader philosophical traditions, drawing on Gabriel Tarde’s 
sociology of imitation and David Hume’s reflections on sympathy, 
and argues for a form of critical mimetic awareness. In the digital 
age, where social media intensifies desire and rivalry, Girard’s 
insights become increasingly urgent. The article concludes by 
proposing ethical pathways to navigate mimetic dynamics—through 
non-rivalrous models, critical reflection, and the cultivation of values 
that resist violence and exclusion.
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Introduction: Reconsidering the Nature of Desire

Desire has long held a central place in philosophical thought, 
variously conceived as aspiration, illusion, deficiency, or trans-
cendence. From Plato’s vision of eros as a ladder to truth, to 
Schopenhauer’s bleak portrayal of the will as an unending source of 
suffering, desire has been portrayed as both vital and disruptive. In 
modern thought, Freud saw desire as an unconscious drive (Freud, 
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1955), Lacan described it as a longing structured by lack and the 
Other (Lacan, 1977), and Deleuze and Guattari interpreted it as a 
creative, productive force that exceeds representation (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1983). Yet a fundamental question persists: is desire born 
from within, or is it shaped by our social environment?

René Girard offers a radical and disruptive answer. He argues 
that desire is not autonomous but mimetic—that is, fundamentally 
imitative. We do not innately know what we want; we learn to want by 
observing those around us. “Man is the creature who does not know 
what to desire,” Girard writes. “He turns to others in order to make 
up his mind. We desire what others desire because we imitate their 
desires” (Girard, 2001, p. 15).

Though deceptively simple, this insight leads to an expansive 
theoretical framework that touches on literature, anthropology, 
religion, psychology, and social theory. Girard’s mimetic theory 
of desire destabilizes modern assumptions about individual will, 
originality, and authenticity. Instead, it unveils a relational logic of 
human behavior in which imitation, rivalry, and scape goating play 
constitutive roles.

This article aims to explore and critically engage with Girard’s 
theory from a philosophical perspective. In doing so, it also draws 
upon the insights of thinkers such as David Hume and Gabriel 
Tarde, whose works offer complementary and contrasting viewpoints 
on imitation and social desire. Additionally, the article addresses 
the contemporary relevance of mimetic theory by analyzing digital 
culture, identity performance, and algorithmically shaped desires. 
The goal is to deepen our ethical and philosophical sensitivity to the 
forces shaping individual and collective life in a mimetic age.

The Triangular Nature of Desire

René Girard’s most original contribution lies in his description of 
desire as triangular rather than linear. In this schema, desire involves 
three components: the subject (who desires), the object (what is 
desired), and the model or mediator (the person whose desire the 
subject imitates). We do not desire objects in a vacuum; rather, we 
desire them because someone else—our model—appears to value 
them. This third element introduces a dynamic that is inherently 
unstable and prone to conflict.

The implications of this are profound. The object of desire 
becomes less significant than the model, who now occupies a dual 
role as both the source of inspiration and a potential rival. This can 
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lead to resentment, envy, and competition. “All desire is a desire to 
be,” Girard writes, meaning that behind every mimetic impulse lies 
the wish to appropriate the being or prestige of the model (Girard, 
1965, p. 83).

This mimetic structure challenges deeply entrenched ideas about 
human autonomy and originality. If our desires are shaped by 
others, then our sense of self is more porous and contingent than we 
assume. Moreover, the mimetic nature of desire means that rivalry is 
not the exception but the rule. When two individuals share the same 
model or imitate each other, they inevitably come into competition. 
The more similar they become, the more intense the rivalry, leading 
to what Girard calls mimetic crisis.

Philosophically, this invites a radical reconsideration of subjectivity. 
Modern liberal thought posits an autonomous self, rational and 
self-determining. Girard’s theory suggests instead that the self is 
relationally constituted, often driven by unconscious imitation and 
susceptible to social contagion.

Historical precedents for this view can be found in the works 
of Gabriel Tarde, a 19th-century French sociologist. In The Laws 
of Imitation (1903/1962), Tarde argued that imitation is the basic 
mechanism through which society functions. Social innovation, 
according to Tarde, is less the product of genius than of gradual 
imitation and variation. Though less focused on desire per se, Tarde’s 
sociological insight that imitation governs everything from fashion 
to criminal behavior resonates strongly with Girard’s mimetic model.

Likewise, David Hume provides an early psychological insight into 
how sentiments and behaviors are transmitted through society. In A 
Treatise of Human Nature (1739/2000), Hume wrote that “sympathy” 
enables individuals to resonate with the feelings of others, creating a 
kind of moral and emotional contagion. While Hume did not develop 
a theory of rivalry, his work lays groundwork for understanding how 
interpersonal influence shapes judgment and desire.

Girard’s innovation lies in bringing these strands together into a 
theory of desire, conflict, and culture. By demonstrating that desire 
imitates, that imitation breeds rivalry, and that rivalry threatens 
social order, Girard articulates a unifying theory of human behavior 
with both explanatory and ethical power.

Mimetic Rivalry and the Breakdown of Difference

The logic of mimetic desire leads inexorably to rivalry. As two or more 
individuals imitate each other’s desires, they begin to want the same 



	 Mimetic Desire and the Social Fabric	 219

object—not necessarily because it is valuable in itself, but because it 
is desired by another. The model becomes a rival, and the object of 
desire becomes a symbolic battlefield for identity, recognition, and 
power. Girard writes, “Desire is always aroused by the desire of the 
other, and thus tends to converge on the same object, leading to 
rivalry” (Girard, 1977, p. 128).

What makes this rivalry particularly dangerous is that it often 
obliterates differences. Rather than leading to diversity or pluralism, 
mimetic desire fosters homogeneity. The more people imitate each 
other, the more they become alike—not just in what they want, but 
in how they act, think, and perceive the world. Girard calls this the 
collapse of difference, a situation in which distinctions between 
individuals or groups dissolve, creating a kind of social chaos.

This moment is what Girard terms a “mimetic crisis”—a state of 
undifferentiated rivalry where all against all threatens to erupt. The 
paradox here is striking: imitation, which is the basis of learning, 
community, and culture, also becomes the seed of conflict and 
disorder when unchecked. This mechanism is especially visible in 
competitive environments—such as politics, the marketplace, or 
even academic institutions—where rivals not only compete for the 
same goals but increasingly resemble one another in their tactics, 
rhetoric, and strategies.

David Hume’s reflections on sympathy and emotional contagion 
find resonance here. In Hume’s view, human beings are naturally 
disposed to mirror each other’s feelings, creating social coherence 
but also making them vulnerable to herd behavior and collective 
passions (Hume, 2000). In a mimetic context, such passions easily 
become mimetic rivalries, where the desire to outdo or even 
annihilate the rival escalates.

In contemporary life, mimetic rivalry manifests in numerous 
ways. In identity politics, groups not only seek recognition but often 
define themselves in contrast to opposing groups. This mirroring 
can result in polarization, where each side becomes the negative 
image of the other—adopting similar strategies, language, and even 
grievances, though aimed at different targets. Such a cycle becomes 
self-perpetuating and makes reconciliation difficult.

Mimetic rivalry also plays out in consumer culture. Marketing 
often relies on the mimetic principle: desire is generated by 
showcasing models—celebrities, influencers, peers—who already 
possess the object. As consumers imitate these models, they not only 
desire the product but the social status or lifestyle it symbolizes. The 
proliferation of similar brands, products, and styles attests to the 
convergence that mimetic desire produces.
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More subtly, mimetic rivalry appears in interpersonal relationships, 
where admiration can quickly turn into envy or hostility. Friendships, 
academic mentorships, and professional collaborations are 
vulnerable to such shifts, especially when success is perceived to be 
unequally distributed.

Ultimately, Girard warns that mimetic rivalry, if not diffused or 
redirected, can lead to violence. This violence is not always physical; 
it can be symbolic, institutional, or psychological. Recognizing the 
mimetic roots of rivalry is the first step in defusing its destructive 
potential.

The Scapegoat Mechanism and the Genesis of Order

René Girard’s theory reaches its critical moment in the concept 
of the scapegoat mechanism, which functions as a cultural and 
anthropological resolution to mimetic crises. When rivalries intensify 
to the point of social breakdown—when everyone is imitating 
everyone else, and distinctions have eroded—violence looms large. 
At this point, according to Girard, societies unconsciously resolve 
the chaos by channeling collective aggression onto a single victim or 
group. This act of collective violence restores order, but it does so by 
means of exclusion and myth-making.

Girard articulates this mechanism most clearly in Violence and 
the Sacred (1977), where he explains how early human societies 
managed the threat of undifferentiated violence. In a mimetic 
crisis, “all against all” becomes “all against one”—a single victim is 
selected (often arbitrarily or from a marginal group) and accused 
of being the cause of the disorder. The community unites in this act 
of scapegoating, believing it has removed the source of its conflict.

This process, though irrational, is cathartic and unifying. The 
victim, once expelled or sacrificed, is retrospectively viewed as 
both dangerous and sacred—a being whose death or exclusion 
brought peace. This is the origin, Girard argues, of ritual, myth, and 
religion. Over time, the violence of the founding scapegoat act is 
concealed beneath layers of cultural narrative. The original injustice 
is mythologized, and the victim is divinized or demonized to justify 
the violence.

Girard’s radical claim is that culture itself arises from this 
mechanism. Ritual sacrifice reenacts the original event in a controlled 
way, myths sanctify it, and prohibitions prevent the return of mimetic 
crisis by regulating desire. The entire structure of human society, 
he contends, is built on a foundational act of violence concealed as 
necessity.
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However, the biblical tradition, in Girard’s reading, marks a 
profound departure. Unlike mythologies that justify the scapegoat, 
biblical texts—especially the stories of Abel, Joseph, Job, and above 
all Jesus—reveal the innocence of the victim. “The Bible demystifies 
violence,” Girard argues, “by telling the story from the side of the 
victim, not the crowd” (Girard, 2001, p. 141). This represents a 
moral and epistemological breakthrough: the possibility of exposing 
and resisting the scapegoat mechanism.

In modern societies, though ritual sacrifice is no longer practiced, 
the scapegoat mechanism persists in symbolic forms. Political 
rhetoric often targets marginalized groups—immigrants, minorities, 
the poor—as the source of societal ills. In the age of digital media, 
scapegoating takes the form of public shaming, cancel culture, and 
viral outrage, where individuals are cast out for perceived moral 
failings, often without due process or proportionate context.

The speed and reach of social media accelerate this process. 
Algorithms reward outrage, and mimetic desire ensures that once 
someone is marked as a scapegoat, others quickly join the chorus of 
condemnation. This contemporary form of digital scapegoating is 
less violent in a physical sense but no less destructive in psychological, 
reputational, and even economic terms.

Girard’s theory offers not just a diagnosis but an ethical warning: 
unless we become aware of the scapegoat mechanism, we will remain 
complicit in cycles of exclusion and violence. To build a more just 
society, we must develop an ethical sensitivity to victims, resist mob 
dynamics, and seek forms of solidarity that do not require enemies.

Mimetic Desire in the Digital Age

The digital age has not abolished mimetic desire; rather, it has 
amplified and accelerated it. Social media platforms, in particular, 
function as mimetic machines—structures designed to intensify 
imitation by constantly exposing individuals to the curated lives, 
desires, and identities of others. What was once sporadic and local is 
now continuous and global. The result is a heightened atmosphere 
of rivalry, envy, and performance.

On platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter, users do not 
merely consume content—they compare, aspire, imitate, and often 
compete. The “model” in Girardian terms has become democratized 
but also algorithmically elevated. Influencers, celebrities, and even 
ordinary peers function as mimetic models, shaping desires across 
vast audiences. The constant visibility of others’ successes—whether 
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in lifestyle, beauty, career, or relationships—induces a perpetual 
feeling of lack in viewers, who begin to desire what others appear to 
desire or possess.

This environment fosters not only desire but also rivalry. The same 
aesthetics, poses, hashtags, and narratives are reproduced endlessly, 
leading to homogeneity under the guise of individuality. Girard’s 
insight that “we want things not because of their intrinsic value but 
because others want them” (Girard, 1977, p. 145) becomes glaringly 
evident in viral trends, digital influencers, and consumer culture 
shaped by likes and shares.

Moreover, digital platforms are programmed for mimetic 
intensification. Recommendation algorithms prioritize content 
that already garners attention, thus reinforcing popular models 
and marginalizing alternative or dissenting voices. In this way, the 
architecture of the digital environment itself becomes a participant 
in the mimetic cycle.

Gabriel Tarde’s early theories on imitation and innovation 
resonate here. Tarde emphasized that social progress depends not 
only on imitation but also on creative deviation. However, in digital 
culture, innovation is quickly assimilated into trends and repackaged 
as content to be mimetically consumed. The line between creativity 
and conformity becomes increasingly blurred.

Identity politics also becomes more mimetic in the digital age. 
Online communities often function by affirming group identities 
through imitation—shared language, symbols, and grievances—but 
this affirmation can turn into rivalry with opposing groups. The 
polarized discourses on gender, race, religion, and nation frequently 
degenerate into mimetic antagonisms, where each side mirrors the 
other’s outrage, tactics, and moral fervor. As Girard noted, enemies 
often resemble each other more than they are willing to admit.

Digital platforms, moreover, enable scapegoating on a global 
scale. Viral cancellations, moral outrages, and hashtag activism often 
follow mimetic patterns, where a person or group becomes the target 
of mass condemnation. While such phenomena can sometimes serve 
justice, they also risk reproducing the very violence they claim to 
oppose—often without nuance, proportionality, or accountability.

Yet, there is also a potential for resistance. Digital spaces can support 
counter-mimetic practices—slowing down, critical reflection, non-
rivalrous admiration, and the cultivation of authentic models who 
inspire without inciting envy. But such resistance requires conscious 
ethical effort, not passive scrolling.

In sum, the digital age intensifies Girard’s diagnosis: imitation is 
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no longer hidden but is the very currency of online existence. To 
navigate this world responsibly, we must learn to discern desires that 
are truly our own from those that are mimetically inherited—and 
resist the urge to rival, shame, or scapegoat in the name of belonging.

Ethics Beyond Imitation: Toward Critical Mimetic Awareness

If mimetic desire is inescapable, as Girard contends, then the 
ethical task is not to eliminate imitation but to become aware of its 
mechanisms and orient it wisely. The modern subject cannot step 
outside of mimesis, but it can choose models more deliberately, 
mitigate rivalry, and resist scapegoating. What is needed, then, is a 
new ethical orientation—a form of critical mimetic awareness.

This begins with acknowledging the ambivalence of imitation. 
Imitation is not inherently negative. In fact, it is the basis of learning, 
culture, and human connection. As David Hume noted, “The minds 
of men are mirrors to one another, not only because they reflect 
each other’s emotions, but also because those reflections rebound 
and multiply” (Hume, 1739/2000). Mimesis binds us together, but 
it can also blind us when it becomes unconscious and unexamined.

Girard’s theory suggests that true ethical maturity involves 
transcending envy and rivalry. This does not mean suppressing 
desire but redirecting it toward models who do not provoke rivalry—
figures who inspire without competing, who mediate values rather 
than status. These could be spiritual leaders, moral exemplars, or 
even peers who embody humility and generosity.

Religious traditions have long recognized the ethical danger 
of mimetic rivalry. Buddhist ethics, for instance, encourage non-
attachment and compassion, fostering an internal detachment 
from mimetic impulses. Christianity, in Girard’s reading, offers a 
non-rivalrous model in the figure of Christ—who refuses to mirror 
violence, forgives enemies, and breaks the cycle of scapegoating. 
Such counter-mimetic figures represent ethical beacons, reminding 
us that imitation can elevate rather than degrade.

But how does one cultivate such awareness in an age saturated 
with stimuli and performance?

One path is through philosophical critical thinking, which 
demands the ability to step back from inherited patterns of thought 
and desire. As Socrates insisted, “The unexamined life is not worth 
living.” To examine one’s life today is to interrogate the desires 
one harbors: Whose desires are they? Whom am I imitating? What 
conflicts arise from these imitations?

Another path is through aesthetic education. As thinkers from 
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Schiller to Dewey have suggested, exposure to the arts fosters a 
sensitivity to nuance, ambiguity, and human complexity—qualities 
that resist scapegoating and snap judgments. Literature, theatre, 
and cinema often narrate mimetic crises, allowing audiences 
to experience vicariously the dynamics of desire, rivalry, and 
reconciliation.

Furthermore, dialogue and intersubjectivity are essential. 
Engaging with others in good faith allows desires to be negotiated 
rather than competed over. As Martin Buber suggested in his 
philosophy of the I–Thou relationship, ethical life begins when we 
encounter the other not as a rival or object but as a presence. This 
humanizing posture defuses mimetic tensions and makes solidarity 
possible.

In educational contexts, especially among the youth immersed 
in digital culture, there is an urgent need to foster media literacy, 
emotional intelligence, and interpersonal ethics—tools that help 
individuals resist the mimicry of toxic trends, hollow influencers, 
and manufactured outrage. Teachers and thought leaders must 
model not only knowledge but non-rivalrous mentorship.

Ultimately, ethics beyond imitation is not a utopian ideal but a daily 
practice—a way of relating to desire with discernment, of resisting 
the easy path of rivalry and exclusion, and of cultivating models of 
life that affirm dignity, not dominance. Girard’s philosophy thus 
challenges us to reimagine the good life not as the triumph of desire 
but as freedom from its most destructive compulsions.

Conclusion: Rethinking Society through Mimetic Theory

René Girard’s mimetic theory unveils the hidden engine driving 
much of human behavior: the imitation of desire. This seemingly 
innocent tendency shapes not only personal conflicts but also 
social structures, cultural trends, political dynamics, and digital 
realities. By making mimetic processes visible, Girard offers a 
powerful tool for philosophical and ethical reflection.  In a world 
marked by polarization, algorithmic echo chambers, and global 
crises of meaning, mimetic theory equips us to ask: Whose desires are 
animating our lives? Whom are we imitating, consciously or not? When we 
understand that rivalry, conflict, and even violence often stem from 
desires we have unconsciously inherited, we begin to reclaim a space 
for freedom, responsibility, and ethical choice.

Girard does not offer easy optimism. Mimetic desire is deeply 
rooted and often destructive. Yet his work also points to possibilities 
of transcendence—through non-rivalrous models, ethical imitation, 
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and the rejection of scapegoating. The challenge is to cultivate forms 
of awareness and agency that break the automaticity of mimesis.In the 
age of digital culture, identity politics, and mediated desire, Girard’s 
thought is not only relevant—it is urgently necessary. It calls us to 
move beyond reactive imitation toward reflective, compassionate, and 
deliberate living. This is not merely a psychological adjustment but a 
philosophical transformation—one that redefines human relations 
from the logic of rivalry to the practice of mutual recognition.
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