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rene girard deceit desire and the novel form a complex interrelation that has intrigued literary theorists
and scholars for decades. René Girard, a prominent French historian, literary critic, and philosopher,
developed influential theories centered on mimetic desire and its effects on human behavior, particularly
within literature. His concepts of deceit and desire explore how characters in novels imitate one another’s
desires, leading to conflict, rivalry, and transformation. This article will delve into Girard’s key ideas about
deceit and desire and analyze their profound impact on novelistic narratives. It will also examine how
Girard’s mimetic theory redefines the understanding of desire as not merely personal but socially
constructed and mediated by others. By exploring relevant examples and theoretical frameworks, this
article aims to provide a comprehensive insight into the intersection of René Girard’s thought and the
novel as a literary form.

Understanding René Girard’s Theory of Mimetic Desire

The Role of Deceit in Girardian Desire

The Novel as a Medium for Exploring Mimetic Desire

Examples of Girardian Desire and Deceit in Classic Novels

Implications of Girard’s Theory for Literary Criticism

Understanding René Girard’s Theory of Mimetic Desire
René Girard’s theory of mimetic desire posits that human desires are not autonomous but imitative,
meaning individuals desire objects or goals because others desire them. This imitation, or mimesis, results in
rivalry and conflict, as multiple subjects compete for the same object of desire. Girard argues that desire is
fundamentally relational and social, shaped by the interaction between individuals rather than originating
internally. Understanding this theory is essential to grasping how deceit and desire function within
narrative structures, especially in the novel.

The Concept of Mimetic Desire
Mimetic desire is central to Girard’s philosophy, proposing that desire is always mediated through a third
party, often called the “model.” Individuals imitate the desires of these models, which leads to a triangular
relationship: the subject, the model, and the object of desire. This imitation creates a dynamic where desire



becomes competitive and potentially violent. The model’s desire causes the subject to want the same object,
not for its intrinsic value, but because it is desired by another.

Desire as a Social and Cultural Construct
According to Girard, desire cannot be understood in isolation; it is embedded within social relationships and
cultural norms. This perspective challenges traditional psychological or individualistic interpretations of
desire. Instead, desire emerges from a network of social influences, where individuals learn what to desire
by observing others. This social construction of desire explains many interpersonal conflicts and underpins
the narrative tension found in many novels.

The Role of Deceit in Girardian Desire
Deceit is an intrinsic element in the dynamics of mimetic desire. Girard highlights how individuals often
engage in self-deception and deception of others to mask the true source of their desires or to manipulate
social situations. Deceit functions both as a survival mechanism and as a catalyst for deeper conflict within
the narrative.

Self-Deception and the Masking of Desire
One aspect of deceit involves self-deception, where characters deny to themselves the mimetic origins of
their desires. This denial allows them to believe their desires are original or authentic, which intensifies
rivalry and conflict when the truth is revealed. The novel often portrays this psychological complexity,
showing how characters grapple with the authenticity of their feelings and intentions.

Deception as a Social Strategy
Beyond self-deception, deceit serves as a strategy to influence others and control social dynamics. Characters
may manipulate others’ perceptions or desires to gain advantage, creating intricate webs of intrigue and
betrayal. This social strategy of deceit often drives the plot and deepens the exploration of human
relationships in novels influenced by Girard’s ideas.

The Novel as a Medium for Exploring Mimetic Desire
The novel is uniquely suited to explore themes of mimetic desire and deceit because of its capacity to
depict inner psychological states and social interactions with nuance. Through complex characters and
layered narratives, novels reveal the mechanisms of desire and deceit in ways that resonate with Girard’s
theory.



Character Development and Mimetic Rivalry
In many novels, characters evolve through their mimetic relationships, where desire and rivalry shape
their actions and growth. The novel’s narrative scope allows for an in-depth portrayal of how characters
imitate others’ desires and how these desires lead to conflict or resolution. This dynamic is a fertile ground
for analyzing the implications of Girardian desire.

Plot Structures and the Cycle of Desire
Plotlines often revolve around the escalation and resolution of mimetic rivalries. The cycle of desire,
conflict, and reconciliation found in many novels mirrors Girard’s explanation of social and psychological
tensions. Novels thus become a space where mimetic desire and deceit are not only depicted but
interrogated and understood.

Examples of Girardian Desire and Deceit in Classic Novels
Numerous classic novels exemplify the interplay of deceit and desire through the lens of Girard’s mimetic
theory. These works illustrate how mimetic desire drives narrative tension and character interaction, often
culminating in tragic or transformative outcomes.

Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary
In Madame Bovary, Emma Bovary’s desires are shaped by her imitation of romantic ideals presented in
literature and society. Her mimetic desire leads to deceitful behaviors and ultimately to her downfall,
demonstrating Girard’s concepts of desire’s social mediation and the destructive potential of deceit.

Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina
Anna Karenina explores complex mimetic relationships, where characters’ desires are influenced by social
models and rivalries. The novel portrays the tragic consequences of deceit and unfulfilled desire, aligning
closely with Girard’s theory of mimetic conflict and the social construction of desire.

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
While often seen as a romantic comedy, Pride and Prejudice also engages with mimetic desire and deceit
subtly. Characters’ desires and misunderstandings are mediated through social expectations and
misrepresentations, revealing the intricate social dynamics Girard describes.



Implications of Girard’s Theory for Literary Criticism
René Girard’s insights into deceit, desire, and mimetic rivalry offer a powerful framework for literary
criticism, particularly in the analysis of novels. His theory encourages critics to consider the social and
psychological dimensions of desire and conflict in literature.

Rethinking Desire in Literary Analysis
Girard’s approach shifts the focus from isolated characters to the relational networks that shape desire.
Literary critics adopting this perspective explore how characters’ desires are not innate but acquired
through imitation, leading to new interpretations of plot and character motivation.

Deceit and Narrative Complexity
By emphasizing deceit as a central element in mimetic desire, Girard’s theory invites critics to examine the
layers of deception in narrative structures. This analysis reveals how novels use deceit to complicate desire
and heighten dramatic tension, enriching the reading experience.

Applications in Contemporary Literary Theory
Girard’s mimetic theory has influenced a wide range of contemporary literary theories, including
psychoanalytic, structuralist, and post-structuralist approaches. Its emphasis on social mediation of desire
continues to inspire new critical methodologies and interpretations within literary studies.

Mimetic desire as a tool for understanding character motivation

Deceit as a narrative device to create conflict and suspense

Social and cultural contexts shaping desire in novels

Comparative analysis of mimetic patterns across different literary genres

Frequently Asked Questions



What is René Girard's theory of desire in relation to the novel?
René Girard's theory of desire, known as mimetic desire, suggests that human desires are not autonomous
but imitated from others. In novels, characters' desires often mirror this imitation, creating conflict and
driving the narrative.

How does deceit function within Girard's framework of desire?
Deceit often emerges in Girard's framework as characters manipulate or hide their true desires, leading to
misunderstandings and rivalry. This deceit amplifies mimetic conflict, which is central to many novelistic
plots.

Why is René Girard's concept of mimetic rivalry important for
understanding novelistic conflict?
Mimetic rivalry arises when characters desire the same object or status because they imitate each other's
desires. This rivalry creates tension and conflict, which is essential for narrative development in novels.

Can Girard's ideas explain the role of the scapegoat in literature?
Yes, Girard's theory posits that mimetic rivalry escalates until a scapegoat is chosen to restore order. Many
novels depict such scapegoating, where a character is blamed or sacrificed to resolve social tensions.

How does Girard link desire and violence in novels?
Girard argues that mimetic desire often leads to rivalry and jealousy, which can escalate into violence. This
dynamic is frequently explored in novels as characters compete destructively over desires.

In what ways do modern novels reflect Girard's ideas about deceit and
desire?
Modern novels often portray complex interpersonal relationships where characters' desires are shaped by
others, and deceit is used to mask true intentions. These elements align with Girard's mimetic theory by
showcasing how imitation and deception drive plot and character development.

How can understanding Girard's theory enhance the reading of classic
literature?
Understanding Girard's theory allows readers to recognize patterns of mimetic desire, rivalry, and
scapegoating in classic literature, providing deeper insight into character motivations and thematic conflicts
within the narrative.



Additional Resources
1. Deceit, Desire, and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure by René Girard
This foundational work by René Girard explores the dynamics of human desire as mimetic, meaning that
our desires are imitated from others rather than originating within ourselves. Girard argues that literature,
especially the novel, reveals how deceit and rivalry fuel human relationships. The book analyzes classic
novels to illustrate how mimetic desire shapes character interactions and drives narrative conflict.

2. Violence and the Sacred by René Girard
In this seminal text, Girard examines the origins of violence and the role of sacrifice in maintaining social
order. Though broader in scope, the book is crucial for understanding his theories on desire and deceit, as it
traces how mimetic rivalry leads to conflict. The insights here underpin his literary analyses, showing how
narratives mirror these social dynamics.

3. Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World by René Girard
This collection of essays delves deeper into Girard’s mimetic theory, focusing on the scapegoat mechanism
and its presence in myth, religion, and literature. It illuminates the interplay between desire, deception,
and communal violence in novels, offering a comprehensive framework for interpreting literary texts. The
book is essential for readers interested in the philosophical and anthropological dimensions of Girard’s ideas.

4. Mimesis and Theory: Essays on Literature and Criticism, 1953-2005 by René Girard
A compilation of Girard’s critical essays, this volume traces the development of his thoughts on mimetic
desire and literary critique. It includes analyses of various novelists and genres, emphasizing how deception
and rivalry are central to narrative structures. Readers gain a nuanced understanding of how Girard’s
theory applies across diverse literary traditions.

5. The Girard Reader edited by James G. Williams
This anthology provides a broad overview of René Girard’s most important works, including selections
related to deceit, desire, and literature. It is an accessible entry point for those new to Girard, offering key
excerpts that highlight his approach to the novel. The Reader serves as a valuable resource for scholars
seeking a concise yet comprehensive introduction.

6. Desire and Deceit in Fiction: A Girardian Approach by Michael Kirwan
Kirwan applies Girard’s mimetic theory specifically to the study of fictional narratives, focusing on how
desire and deceit operate within plot and character development. The book offers detailed case studies from
contemporary and classical novels, demonstrating the pervasive influence of mimetic rivalry. It is
particularly useful for literary critics interested in theoretical frameworks.

7. Girard and Literary Criticism: Violence, Desire, and the Novel by Scott Cowdell
This critical work examines the implications of Girard’s theories for understanding violence and desire in
literature. Cowdell explores how novels portray the intricate dynamics of imitation, rivalry, and deception,
often culminating in conflict or catharsis. The book contributes to the discourse on how Girard’s ideas
reshape interpretations of narrative violence.



8. Mimetic Desire and Narrative Form: The Novel as a Site of Conflict by Elizabeth A. Wilson
Wilson investigates how mimetic desire structures narrative forms, particularly in the novel genre. She
argues that deceit and rivalry are not just thematic elements but foundational to the way stories are
constructed. Through close readings, the book reveals the deep connections between human psychology,
social dynamics, and literary expression.

9. The Scapegoat and the Novel: René Girard and the Dynamics of Desire by Caroline Walker Bynum
Bynum explores the scapegoat mechanism central to Girard’s thought and its representation in novelistic
literature. The book discusses how deceit and mimetic desire contribute to the creation of scapegoats within
fictional worlds. It offers a compelling analysis of the moral and social implications of Girard’s theory as
applied to storytelling.
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