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Editor’s Note

This volume of Contagion is the first under its new editor. Thanks,
however, to the excellent and timely work of our advisory board and other
referees, I can safely state that credit for the merits and interests of its
cortenis are not entirely my own.,

Lasting credit for the success of the journal remains with Professor
Judith Arias of the Department of Foreign Languages at East Carolina
University. Her unstinting resourcefiulness and acumen brought the first
three volumes into existence, and readers, contributors, and advisory board
members remain in her debt.

Some of the essays in this volume are drawn from the wealth of
bresentations offered at the Gth annual meeting of the Colloguium on
Violence and Religion (COV&ER) at Stanford University in June 1996, whose
topic was “Ethic Violence in International Perspective.” Others were
submitted by interested scholars from around the world whose work bears
on René Girard's mimetic model of human behavior and cultural
organization. The journal remains open to submissions from authors in all
academic disciplines and flelds of professional activiiy who recognize in the
Jact that human desire is mimetic—that it imitates other desires and

Jrequently leads to conflict in rivalry for mutually designated objects—a
Jruttful basis for exploring human interaction.

The title page of the journal bears a dedication to the memory of Roel
Kaptein, who was a founding member of COV&R and whose life richly
exemplified its aspirations. Because he was a prodigious scholar, a tireless
lecturer, a keen therapist, and a dynamic participant in conflict resolution,
notably in Northern Ireland, Roel’s work was a model in its own right for
both the academic and pragmatic endeavors of COV&R members. As his
book On the Way of Freedom (Columba Press, 1993) eloguently testifies,
he was a man of unshakable religious faith and of equally firm conviction
about the explanatory power of the mimetic hypothesis, its capacity to open
rew horizons for freedom in human relations. The clarity, simplicity, and
inveterate good cheer that Roel brought to every encounter, personal and
professional, spread enduring rays of hope for genuine human
understanding that the pages of this fournal can only wish to increase.

The editors wish to express sincere thanks to the Melion Humanities
Fund of the College of Aris and Sciences of Loyola University Chicago for
its continued financial support for the journal and Loyolas Center for
Instructional Design for its generous assistance. Special thanks are due to
Patricia Clemente, Administrative Secretary of the Department of Modern
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Languages and Literatures at Loyola, whose formidable energy and
multiple skills have shepherded every stage of the journal s production.



MASCULINITY AS VIRILITY
IN TAHAR BEN JELLOUN'S WORK

Lahoucine Quzgane
University of Alberta

To be a woman is a natural infirmity and every woman
gets used to it, To be a man is an illusion, an act of

violence that requires no justification.
(Ben Jelloun, The Sand Child, 70}

In the last ten to fifteen years, scholarly attention to gender issues in
the Middle East and North Africa has been focused almost
exclusively, sometimes obsessively,’ on a quest to understand femininity:
what it is and how it is made and regulated—with Muslim women's
appression, the everlasting question of the veil, and the practice of female
genital mutilation receiving most of the scrutiny.? But while this
attention—by female and male scholars—to the Muslim woman is indeed
a salutary one,* masculinity in Islamic cultures has so far remained an

! An international conference on Contemporary Issues in Istamic Studies (to be held in
Vieginia in November 1996) is soficiting papers in these categories: 1) Islamic Law: Theory and
Practics; 2) Fundamentalism; 3) Women in Islam.

! As a parody of thig preoceupation, Fedwa Malti-Douglas writes: “The Arab woman is a
most fascinating creature. Is she veiled? s she not veiled? Is she oppressed? Is she not
oppressed? Were her rights greater before Islam? Are her rights greater after Islam? Does she
have a voice? Does she not have a voice?" (3)

* Some of the most significant litccature on this subject includes Leila Ahmed's Bomen and
Gender in Islam (1992), a study of the development of Islamic discourses on women and
getider from the ancient wosld to the present; Marnia Lazreg's The Eloguence of Silence (1994),
8 detailed analysis of the gender relations in Algeria from the precolonial efa to the present, The
Veil and the Mate Elite (more commonly knewn in French as Le Harem politique, 1987) by
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unrecognized and an unacknowledged category that secures its power by
refusing to identify itself. There are as yet no studies that make Muslim
men visible as gendered snbjects and that show that masculinity (like
femininity) has a history and clear defining characteristics that are
incomprehensible apart from the totality of gender relations in Islamic
cultures.

In this essay, I wish to consider masculinity as it is depicted in some
of Tahar Ben Jelloun's major fiction. With more than twenty novels, two
plays, and three poetry collections produced in the last thirty years, Ben
Jelloun is undoubtedly the most prolific contemporary francophone North
African writer. Though he had ¢amned several important literary awards
before, his rise to literary and public prominence began when he became
the first African Arab writer to be awarded Le Prix Goncourt, France's
most prestigious literary prize, for his novel La nuit sacrée published in
1987. Ever since, some of his works have been translated into fifteen
languages (Daoud 62) and The Sacred Night has recently been made into
a film. Some critics have even begun to refer to Ben Jeloun as a future
Nobel Prize candidate (Ndiaye 48).

I will argue that in a world where the social has taken precedence over
the religious, in a world where transcendence has given way to what René
Girard describes as "mimetic rivalry,™ Ben Jelloun's characters are unable
to know love as an “experience of transcendence” (Gans). As a
consequence they inevitably reduce masculinity to virility, a fragile
attribute sustained only through repeated acts of violence. It is indeed
possible to read masculinity in such a setting as a set of distinctive
practices which emerge from men’s positioning within a variety of social
structures. In short, masculinity in Ben Jelloun's fiction is perhaps best

Fatima Mernissi, an indictment of the way in which numerous Hadiths (or sayings by the
prophet) have been maniputated by a male clite to maintain male privileges, Fatna Sabbah's
Woman in the Mueslim Unconsciows (1984), a critigoe of the seemingly contradictory messages
which the Islamic legal and erotic discourses imprint on the female body, and Fedwa
Malti-Douglas’ Woman's Body, Woman's Word (1991), a mapping cut of the relationship of
wothan's voice in Arabo-Islamic discourse to sexuality and the body.

* Central to Girard's thought is the theory of "mimetic desire” elaborated in his fiest book
Mensonge romantique et vérité romanesque (1961) and articulated throughout his other works.
Girard maintains that desire is essentially mimetic, so that “two desires converging on the same
object arc bound to ciash. Thus, mimesis coupled with desire leads automatically to conflict™
(Violence 146).
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understood as a relational construct shaped only by men's social power.

The virile and the sterile man

In story after story, Ben Jelloun dramatizes the way in which virility
emerges as the essence of Arab masculinity, collapsing the sex/gender
distinctions so prevalent in Western discourses. In the story *Un fait
divers et d'amour” from Le premier amour est toujours le dernier (1995),
a happily-married man with three children, Slimane, a taxi-driver, is
accused of fathering the child of one of his passengers, but "The doctors
were categorical: Slimane could not be the father of that child. He was
sterile. He had always been sterile” (58; my translation). His illusion of
masculinity shattered, Slimane turns to alcohol and to spending the night
in his taxi.’ But though nobody in the story would believe her, I think
there is some logic to the wife's thinking that she had never cheated on her
busband and that her actions had been motivated by "love” for him, by her
determination to make him happy in the eyes of his friends. In fact, at the
beginning of the story, Slimane himself was full of praise for his "good"
and "wonderful" wife, who had given him three beautiful children—a girl
and two boys—and a great deal of happiness (56-37; my paraphrase). The
wife's collusion, her willingness to let her husband maintain the illusion,
suggests the only kind of (negative) agency available in such a rigid male
structure.

"La vipére bleue” casts virility as 2 highly sought-after commodity, an
ultimate object of desire among the men, but also as a magical power that
cannot be contained.® Unable to bear her husband's unfaithfulness any
longer, Fatima seeks advice from a well-known fortune-tefier, only to be
told: "Your husband ... cheats on you and will always cheat on yov. He
cannot help it.... He is endowed with great power. He gives women what
other men cannot. It's as if he was born to satisfy all those women whom
chance had offered to impotent men, His role is to repair the damages”
(51; my translation). The fortune-teller's words point to & fetishization,

*Slimane’s life: until that point—his going through and enhascing the norms of rnasculinity
around him—and sven hlx'::mmacﬁongo?;g the incident recall Judith Butler’s notion of
performativity: “a process of iterabilisy,  regularized and constrained repetition is what esiables
a subject and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject” (95).

“Mark J, Justad notes that "The phallus hes been, and continues to be, both revered and
feared in patriarchal cultures® (364).
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a fixation on virility that precludes a consideration of such feelings as
vulnerability, connection, or empathy, Ali himself, the hypervirile
husband, "who liked to drink, drive fast cars and steal other men's wives”
(50), eventually fails victim to his over-identification with his penis.
The Sacred Night,” a sequel to The Sand Child, continues the simple
but strange tale of a Muslim father in the city of Marrakesh who, feeling
publicly humiliated, especially in his brothers' eyes, for having produced
only seven daughters, decides to raise his next child (who turns out to be
yet another girl) as a boy, then as a man. Ben Jelloun's story opens with
Hajji* Ahmed Suleyman convinced that some heavy curse weighs on his
life because, in a house "occupied” by ten women,” he lives "as if he had
no progeny,” thinking of himself "as a sterile husband or a bachelor” (9).
The Hajji has thoroughly internalized his culture's rigid ways in which men
distinguish themselves and are distinguished from other men: those who
have not fathered sons are often deemed less than “real” men; they are
seen as having failed to control their wives. Contrary to what Malek
Chebel claims—"that the reputation of a Muslim man depends on the
number of his children” (648)—Hajji Suleyman knows only too well that
a "son was the only thing that could give [him] joy and life” (20). His
"crazy hope” becomes such an "obsession” (20) that he is determined to
"challeng[e] divine will" (20).’° And when he happens to go to the
mosdque, instead of the ritual Friday prayers, "[he] would work out
complicated plans to get out of this miscrable situation" (19). As he
himself admits to Zahra just before his death, "It was exciting to have evil
thoughts in a holy place, a place of virtue and peace” (19). The Hayji's

! The title is in reference o the twenty-seventh night of the month of Ramadan, considetcd
the holiest night in the Muslim calendar, and also known as the “Night of Destiny.” Its
significance for Ben Jelloun functions on at least two levels: it captures the momentous nature
of the father’s decision to alter his daughter’s destiny, and, some twenty years later, Zahra's
father actually dies en such a sight—a few hours after he has reversed his earlier decision:
Zahra is now free 1o live, as a woman, for the rest of her life.

* "Hajji" is a title automatically acquired by any Muslim male ("Hajja" for a feale) who
has underiaken the pilgrimage to Mocea, thus fulfilling Istam’s fifth commandment. In addition
io its religious significance, the term carries a great deal of social capital.

_ * Fama A. Sabbah points out that in Islamic “religious literaturc demographic
disequilibrium in favor of the weaker sex—that is, a space taken over by women—is often tied
to the images of hell and the end of the world™ (108).

** In North African titerature, the father is often depicted as a tyrant to his family and a
usurper of Allah's 1olc on carth. Sce especially Rachid Boudjedra's La Répudiation (1969),
Mourad Bourboune's Le Muezzin {1968), and Driss Chraibi's Le Passé simple (1954).
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dark desires and his perversion of the religious rituals speak his failure to
sustain the public image of a powerful, virile man that his family and
neighbors expect of him.

The relations between the Hajji and his brothers have in fact never
been good-—jealousy and rivalry nourishing a petty, silent war, kept alive
by their respective wives whenever they meet in the hammam. Before
Zahra/Ahmed's birth, the Hajji could no longer bear the "polite words," the
"hypocrisy," and the mockery of his two brothers, who arrive at the house
at each birth "with a caftan and earrings, smiling contemptuously” (9). As
if to underscore the fact that his brothers' feelings find their legitimacy in
the culture at large, the Hajji tells Zahra: "I have to admit that in the
mosque, [ began to have the same ideas, and in their [his brothers’] place
I would probably have had the same thoughts, the same desires and
jealousies” (19-20)." Even if the characters' social and family positions
change, the structures sustaining the rivalries remain firmly in place
because the men are unable or unwilling to relinquish their competitive
desires.

The brother as a sexual rival is a powerful motif in Arabic and Islamic
literature. While most readers of the tenth-century stories of The Arabian
Nights will remember Shahrazad's world of magic woven into the fabric
of everyday life, few will recall the originary scene, so to speak, the scene
that goes to prove that sexual rivalry between the two kings constitutes the
foundation of this collection of stories that have enthralled both western
and eastern imaginations. When King Shahzaman, the younger brother,
happens upon the unfaithfulness of his brother's wife, we arc shocked by
his reaction; "His face regained color and became ruddy, and his body
gained weight, as his blood circulated and he regained his encrgy; he was
himself again, or even betier” (6, emphasis added). However, a few daj-rs
before the incident, the younger brother had lost all will to live because his
own wife had been unfaithful to him too, and "In his depression, he ate
less and less, grew pale, and his health deteriorated. He neglected
cverything, wasted away, and looked ill" (4). To take a more recent
example: it is possible to argue that in Nawal El Saadawi's God Dies b y
the Nile (1974), the rivalry between the Mayor of Kafr El Teen and his

" In his autobiographical work, La Soudure fraterneile, a scries of reflections on his male
wipﬁ from the days of the Quranic school to the present, Ben Jelloun seems to accept thc
Totion that one's brother can never bo one's fiiend: "brother” and “friend” are separate categories
(125,
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brother, the government minister, drives the novel's entire plot. The first
time we meet the Mayor, he is surrounded by his stooges: the Chief of the
Village Guard, the Sheikh of the mosque, and the village barber—each
trying to outdo the other in winning the Mayor's favour. But their ¢fforts
are in vain because he seemg lost in his thoughts:

All day he had kept wondering why the moment be had seen his
brother's picture in the newspaper a feeling of inadequacy and
depression had come over him. He knew this feeling well. It was
always accompanied by a bitterness of the mouth, a dryness of the
throat which turned into a burning sensation ¢s it moved down to
his chest, followed by an obscure and yet sharp pain which
radiated outwards from his stomach. (11)

While the physical symptoms between the King and the Mayor are
remarkably similar (they are both sick and depressed), to re-assert their
potency, they and King Shahrayar will embark on exactly the same course
of sction-—female sacrifice: the two kings will start their legendary rapes
of virgins until Shahrazad comes onto the stage, and the Mayor will
seduce twelve-year old girls until Zakeya, one of the mothers in the
village, fells him with a hoe.

In The Sacred Night, the father’s decision to alter the course of
Zahra's life, to bring her up as a male, can be read as another
sacrifice'>—a symbolic burial of the female that harks back to Al-Jahilia,
the pre-Islamic period when female infants were actually buried alive to
spare their families (particularly their fathers) the risk of shame and
humiliation. The Hajji's action constitutes a sin the significance of which
can be understood only in a social milieu that defines masculinity as a
series of performances for the (invisible) mea who loom in one's
imagination like strict judges of manhood. So when the midwife cries out,
“It's a man, a man, a man....,"” the Hajji arrives "like a prince”'? and on his

2 My use of the term "sacrifice” is different from the way Gitard deploys it. For Girard,
violence is “the heart and soul” of the sacred, and all forms of the sacred are founded on a
scapegoating mechanism by which a group unites its members against 4 single victim. For me,
female sacrifice is merely 2 continustion of viclence in a culture that has established virility as
its norm.  No peace or order flows from such a sacrifice. Because Zahra is the central
characicr, we are likely to overlook another major sacrifice in the novel; the father has no love
or affection to show his seven daughters, his "unwanted offspring” (19).

*In Sacred Performances: Islam, Sexuality, and Sacrifice, M. E. Combs-Schilting points
out that in Moroceo, male polency is ritually associated with the social power of the King. Sce
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face and shoulders can be seen "all the virility of the world! At fifty, he
felt as lighthearted as a young man" (17).

But the Hajji is not the only person involved in this defiance of divine
will and in a perversion of family bonds. For the other characters too,
religion, having been stripped of its communal significance, has nothing
to offer, or, at best, it is only a means for some immediate gain, Prayers
become revenge tools or bargaining chips with God. Zahra's mother, who
has submitted to her husband all her life, breaks her silence only once in
the entire novel, imploring Zahra to pray with her and to ask that God
grant her a chance for revenge against her husband. Later in The Sacred
Night, when Zahra, still disguised as Ahmed, is called upon to lead the
Friday prayer at her father's funeral, she explains why she enjoys taking

OWn revenge on a group of men whose sense of spiritual salvation lies
elsewhere:

As I bent down low I couldn't help thinking of the animal desire my
body, especiaily in that position, would have sroused in those men
if they had only known that they were praying behind a woman....
(32)

The different religious rituals, having lost their power to structure the
comnmunity's desires and hopes, are reconstituted into a convenient cover
for the characters’ real motives. In some cases, God is even invoked as a
partner in crime. One night, on her way out of the village, Zahra is
followed by a Stranger: "In the name of God, the Merciful, the
Compassionate,” he begins to chant, "Praise be to God, who has decreed
that man's greatest pleasure lies in woman's warm insides” (56). He then
Proceeds with raping her. Thus, acts of absolute violence are rendered
legitimate through Faith, and to prove their virility, some men——even i
real hife—will stop at nothing. In March 1993, in Casablanca, a Moroccan
senior police officer was sentenced to death for the rapes, in the space of
thirteen years, of close to five hundred women, including twenty minors
{Soudan). Serial rapist Hajji Hamid Tabet had installed a hidden camera
to record his exploits: before the rapes, he would often pray and give
thanks to Allah. So as to sustain his image of his own potency, the
Hajji~—a family man with two wives and five children—wouid often watch

“3pecially “Chapter 10: First Marriage” ( 188-205),
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his previous performances before he went out on his street prowls one
more time. Real life is far more brutal than fiction.

Masculinism and homosexuality as other

‘When the spiritual has been subjugated to social considerations, men,
in Ben Jelloun's work, find their gratification in humiliating each other, or
humiliating the foreigner, whose masculinity must be erased, making him
the object of their sexual gossip. In short, the foreigner is constructed first
and foremost as the homosexual to be despised——as we can sec in the
following scenc from The Sand Child:

{Firom time to time {the people] mentioned the spread of male
prostitution in the city; they pointed their fingers at a European
tourist flanked by two handsome boys. People here fove sexual
gossip. They spread it all the time. (112)

Sexual gossip regulates the different categories of men, and through it, the
foreign male (like the native women) emerges as a sexual battlefield.
Projecting homosexuality onto the Other is meant to strengthen one's virile
status in the eyes of one's friends, but as Daniel Vignal has remarked, "For
the majority of Africans, homophilia is exclusively a deviation introduced
by the colonialists or their descendants; by outsiders of all kinds.... It is
difficult for them to conceive that homophilia might be the act of a black
African” (74-75). Malek Chebel, for his part, has observed that "Passive
homosexuality being despised, it's rare to find an Arab who will claim that
identity” (315). In Naguib Mahfouz's Midag Alley, Sheikh Darwish, a
former teacher of English who acts as the novel's chorus, explains that
*{Homosexuality] is an old evil. In English they call it 'homosexuality’ and
it is spelled h-0-m-0-5--x-v-a-1-i-t-y. But it is not love. True love is only
for the descendants of Muhammad® (104).

But perhaps nowhere in North African literature is the association of
homosexuality with the colonial experience better captured than in this
central scene from Ben Jelloun's With Downcast Eyes, the story of a
young Moroccan girl's confrontation in Paris with the twin challenges of
exile and immigration. Bom under the weight of the prophecy that the
salvation of her Berber community depends on her alone, Fathma decides
to return to Moroceo to fulfill her destiny. But as we find out by the end
of the novel, true salvation cannot be expected from a woman. In this
scene, Ahmed and Mohamed, two old men are comparing stories of their
most cherished memories, memories they will be given a chance to relive
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once in heaven. Ahmed describes a "wonderful” moment in bis youth
when Mme Gloria, the wife of his French supervisor, could not resist his
North African "hot blood."** But Mohamed has a more compelling story,
3 story in which the rhetoric of nationalist discourse and sexuality are
inextricably intertwined, but in which virility finally achieves its
transcendent status:

My sublime reminiscence is a simple tale of water and dignity....
In this country you can own acres and acres, but if you don't have
water to irrigate them, your land is worthless!... In those days, it
was the cald"’ who doled out the water. But Abbas—that was our
cald, a wily, unfeeling little man—-worked for the French
colonials.... We had a good and fertile soil.... [and] enjoyed the
blessings of God and nature. Until the night that Abbas, to please
and serve his foreign masters, sent a band of henchmen to divert
the stream... toward the land of the colonialists, (143-44)

When he is confronted, Abbas dismisses the villagers—including the
oldest man in the village, Mohamed's father—as a "bunch of idiots.” But
Mohamed, barely sixteen and calm and clear-thinking in the midst of the
political turmoil, will not be intimidated—as he explains to his friend:

! am a religious man and I have nothing against prayers, but as you
know, it wasn't with prayers that we drove out the colonials....
Abbas didn't like women. 1 knew that he received boys at night.
He would leave his terrace door open. 1knocked. He said, "Is that
Nordine or Kamsl? Get your ass in here, you son of a whore, you're
late, hurry!" 1 moved toward his bed in the darkness. He was
naked, on his belly. I climbed on the bed and pounced on him full
force, planting my knife deep in his nape. (145-46)

When the village is rid of the tyrant, the water returns 1o ils natural course,
aud for half a century, no one knows who has killed Abbas: "You are the

 Some contemporary Maghrebian critics constrve the relationship of the francophone
North African writers to the French language in sexual metaphors: Abdeliah Bounfour, for
mpﬁ? lal u“! : "Le rappori & Iz langue frangaise est un 'rapport d'adultére’ Ie_f?nw est unc
titude tocturanie ot frustrante’, elle est aussi Ia femme dun autre quon ruzie” (921). hﬂnﬁ
uf“ﬁﬁt"(m"ﬁ"g another man's wife) aad their concomitant sexism are 100 decply entre
¥ be easily relinquished.
¥ »feader” in Arabic, equivalent to "mayor."”
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first person to know my secret.... Now | am going to give you a present:
here is the famous little knife of liberation" (146). Mohamed has managed
to restore to the village not only its water but its symbolic virility as well.
However, the part of his story that interests him most, the moment that he
would like to relive in Paradise, takes place later:

The only part I want to relive is the day when the spring was
liberated and the stream returned to our land. The children
splashed water on themselves, the women, in sparkling dresses,
danced along the edge of the stream, the men slaughtered an ox and
sang with the women. It was an unforgettable day of festivities.
I wept for joy... In the evening I went down into the valley and, for
the first time, I found myself between the legs of a beautiful
prostitute. She taught me what to do and didn't ask for money.

(146)

The story raises questions about what it means to assume the armor of
heroic masculinity. In addition to the prodigies of courage and endurance
that seem natural to this kind of hero, Mohamed is not hindered by fears,
scruples, doubt, or ambivalence. His "actions" represent the pattern of a
virtuous and desirable masculinity, an ideal self, of the kind other men
struggle for. And Abbas becomes the recipient of all that is negative; he
becomes pure Other: the tyrannical oppressor of his people, a threat to the
heterosexual order of the land, a usurper, treating his own people, his own
race, as if they were an inferior race—all qualities that necessitate and
legitimate his murder.

In the specific context of the two men swapping stories, the exercise
is clearly one of sexual rivalry: Ahmed offers a conventional story of
sexual conquest, but Mohamed—armed with the (phallic) power of a "very
sharp knife,” the kind used "for cutting up a sheep” (145)—manages the
conquest of two virgins in one day, as if to suggest that violence qualifies
one for sex. In this manner, virility emerges as the act of penetrating other
spaces, other bodies.

Masculine self as fortress

Few episodes in Ben Jelloun's work capture the way in which his maie
characters understand their relationship to their own bodies better than the
dramatic story of Antar (in The Sand Child), another story of a woman
disguised as a man, as a ruthless warrior chieftain and an exemplary man
of legendary courage:
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Sometime he would turn up veiled; his troops thought that he
wanled to surprise them, but in fact he was offering his nights to a
young man of rough beauty, & sort of wandering bandit... One night
they fought, because, as they made love, she gained the upper
position efter forcing him % lic on his belly, and simulated
sodomy. Though the man yelled with rage, she pinned him down
with all her strength, immobilizing him, pressing his face inte the
ground.... He begen to weep. She spat in his face, kicked him in
the balls, left.... and never came back; the wounded bandit went
mad.... (61)

Ben Jelloun offers us the spectacle of that most masculine of men, the
soldier, elaborately arrayed, in transgression of gender fixitics. But what
is most striking about the incident is the way in which it dramatizes the
precarious nature of masculinity, and the way in which the ultimate fear
of the Arab male is physical penetration by another. The fact that Antar
is actually a woman only redoubles the injury and the humiliation in a
social setting contemptuous of the “passive” (the penetrated)
homosexual.'® One's sense of self, one's masculinity, is grasped through
the territoriality of the body, through the perception of the body as a
fortress that cannot be invaded by the Other. An invasion of this sacred
space would amount to the dissolution of the boundaries of Self.

On the dust jacket of his latest collection of short stories, Le premier
armour est toujours le dernier (1995), Ben Jelloun writes: "In my country,
there is a rapture in the relationships between men and women. Within a
couple, there is no harmony. Love is the refiection of a mayor violence”
{my translation). My argument is that this rupture, this violence, exists
among the men themselves and stems from the prevailing North African
reduction of masculinity to virility. In tumn, this reduction leads
necessarily to an impoverishment of scope because such community bonds
as affection, friendship, sympathy, solidarity, and fraternal love are
systematically excluded from the interactions between men. So, contrary
to what Ben Jelloun thinks, the struggle is not between men and women:
woman is not man's true rival. But women—like a Zahra who is brought
up as an Ahmed—are casily victimized, sacrificed because they are

¥ This contempt is rooted in the culture's understanding of homosexuality: the "passive”
homosexual is perceived as the one who "gives,” who "sumenders” part of himself to another
person who "takes,”
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invariably scen more as liabilities than assets in the men's sex wars.!” As
Slimane's wife in "Un fait divers et d'amour” aptly notes, "Dans ce pays,
un homme n'est jamais stérile” (58). When masculinity is perceived and
lived out only in terms of virile power, when love—experienced as
*infinite care," or as "a reverence for what is vulncrable 1 time"
(Gans)—is removed from men's understanding of sexuality, and when the
religious and ethical structures of the society are ineffective, men in Ben
Jelloun's fiction find themselves confronting the desolate world of what
Girard has termed "internal mediation" where even the most intimate
dimensions of life cannot escape from rivalry and violence. Amidst the
dissolution of social and religious prohibitions, people are trapped in the
circle or imitation/competition.

A huge international colloquium on love in Isiam held in Paris in 1992
and attended by hundreds of writers and scholars from or of the Middle
East and North Africa concluded that the region is currently going through
a stage of dis-love: "un état de désamour” (Amzallag 35). Tahar Ben
Jelloun's texts are indeed inseparable from their context.
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MIMESIS AND EMPATHY
IN HUMAN BIOLOGY

William B, Hurtbut, M.D.
Stanford University

Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against
the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy
neighbor as thyself: I am the Lord.

{Leviticus. 19:18)

The light of the body is the eye: if therefore thine eye
be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. But if
thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be futl of
darkness. If therefore the light that is in thee be
darkness, how great is that darkness!

(Matthew. 6:22-23)

O n the levels both of common discourse and scientific description,
the concept of empathy has found renewed popularity. Like a
bridge that spans disparate realms, the idea of empathy can reconnect
neurophysiology with psychology and social theory, and reestablish the
grounds for a natural concept of ethics. Specifically, it can connect
mimetic theory with a possible basis in biology, since empathy seems fo
represent an extension of mimetic processes across the animal kingdom.
For this reason, empathy/mimesis might be the grounds for a concept of
ethics based on natural observation.

Drawn from a German term Einfiihlung, which means "feeling into,"
empathy cairics the concept of "getting into the feelings of someone else”
(deWaal 79). As a medium for the formation of meaningful bonds and
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sensitive associations, the concept of empathy has taken on, in popular
discourse, the somewhat sentimental notion of sympathy. In the scientific
description, however, empathy is seen as the highest human expression of
a broader biological capacity for mimesis that seems inextricable from the
very progress of the phylogenetic process.

Among the earliest life forms, organisms drew information from one
another to pattern and coordinate such basic biological functions as
reproduction and nurture, But with the increased complexity of
multicellular creatures, new means of communication arose, making
possible more flexible adaptation and sociability. Gradually the direct
chemical coordination suitable for collectives or swarms gave way to
richer and more individual communication between organisms of higher
forms of differentiation.

The externally evident demarcation of the head region, with its organs
of sensory perception and communication, ¢volved in parallel with internal
cerebral structures capable of processing more complex impressions of the
surrounding environment and coordinating greater freedom of motion.
These vital powers of action and awareness in turn came to be governed,
guided and integrated by an inner felt sense of need, goal or purpose. As
Leon Kass says, “desire, not DNA, is the deepest principle of life" (Kass
1994, 48).

This quality of "inwardness" is paralleled by an equally complex
differentiation and intcgration of the external "look" of the animal. This
"look,” which is the literal transiation of the Latin root of our word
species, is the result of a genetically determined plan as important as any
internal vital organ. It provides the unity of form that reveals or
selectively conceals the inner life of the organism, It communicates and
coordinates vital information regarding sexual and other social
interactions. This upward process of complex integrated organization of
the "inner lifc" and the external action and presentation of self reaches its
fullest expression in the human form. Along with upright posture and its
freeing of the hands as tools of "gnostic touching,” comes a reordering of
the senses and a highly flexible, furless canvas of self presentation we call
the face (Kass 1985, 287). _

Upwards through mammalian cvolution there is a progressive
refinement of the structures of the face that facilitate active and
increasingly subtle communication and penetration into the life of the
other. With more than 30 finely tuned muscles of facial expression zfnd
vocal control, human beings are capable of a wide array of communicative
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expressions of emotions and intentions. Paul Ekman claims to have
discerned more than 18 forms of smiling, cach with a distinct meaning
(66).

With upright posture came a retraction of the snout and bilateral
stereoscopic vision. Sight replaced smell as the prominent sense.
Whereas smell required direct chemical contact, and sound gave formless
information, sight gave a knowing and accurate encounter with the form
and unity of wholes. Sight allowed rapid perception of objects and actions
at distant hotizons. The detached beholding of sight allowed a deeper and
more accurate apprehension of the reality of things; sight allowed insight.
The cercbral processing and storage of visual images allowed detachability
of object from image and the emergence of imagination and its creative
powers. In coordination with vocalization through the fine muscles of the
larynx, the capacity for imaging gave rise to symbolic representation and
genuine communication, These powers, together with the freed upper
limbs and the "tool of tools,” as Aristotle called the hands, allowed a
freedom and flexibility that has its psychic equivalents in the open-ended
desires and indomitable will of the human creature. The omnivorous
nature of our diet is paralleled by an equally omnivorous appetite of
dreams and desires (Kass 1994, 70.74).

Notwithstanding the transcondent possibilities in our visions and
longings, we are rooted in the biological processes and evolutionary
echoes of our earthly origins, both physical and social. In the quest for
personal fulfillment of these dreams and desires other human beings are
both our companions and our competition. More than any other single
factor other human beings have been the shaping environment of our
evolution. Nowhere is this more evident than in our emotional contours
and our capacities for empathy.

Emotions by their nature are dynamic and evanescent, difficult to
define and more difficult to study scientifically. Far from the notion of an
unruly volatility on top of a more stable and noble reason, emotions define
the very shape and significance of human life. They are the amplification
systems of embodied being, the megaphones of meaning. Cognitive
scientists speak of "hot" cogaition, recognizing the inseparable role of
emotions in the processes of perception, memory and judgment. They
guide and give form to our developing identity and keep cur lives on an
integrated purposeful track.

Emotions have their evolutionary origins in the physiological
processes of biological regulation. William James noted that the postural
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and visceral changes in emotional states place the organism in a condition
of readiness for action or response. The subjective feclings of emotions
are evolution's later additions in the service of the inner life of
consciousness and purposeful desire. This inseparable psychophysical
unity of manifest emotion embodies the evolutionary experience of life's
long history. Far from a private inner language of being, it reflects
survival strategies shaped by the physical and social parameters of our
environment and shared with other members of our gpecies, and indeed
across life's larger process.

Charles Darwin was fascinated by the question of the universality of
emotional expression. He argued that, like extermally evident anatomical
features, the physiological and subjective states of emotion reflect both
phylogenetic progress and species specificity. This idea, though out of
fashion for most of this century as we digesied the bewildering diversity
of ethnographic studies, has recently received support in the research of
Paul Ekman. Looking at more than a dozen cultures, including an isolated
preliterate culture of New Guinea, he found a nearly universal language of
facial expression of the emotions of anger, sadness, disgust, enjoyment
and surprise, In addition he noted emotion specific physiological changes
in both the central nervous system (CNS) and the autonomic nervous
system (ANS). Furthermore, the very act of "voluntarily performing
certain muscular actions generated involuntary changes in autonomic
flervous system activity” (Ekman 64). For example, accelerated heart rate
and increased skin conductance accompanied the muscle actions
expressive of anger. Fkman's studies, along with reports of similar
manifestation of emotions in other primates and early in human childhqod
development, are consistent with an evolutionary view of the expression
of emotions. It is this shared quality of emotions, between individuals of
the same species, and even across species, that makes possible the process
of empathy.

And what an amazing capacity it is! Spanning the gulf between
individuals, even of varied ages and circumstances, it provides the crt}(:lal
bridge that allows genuine social existence and the emergence of entircly
new possibilities in the evolving story of life.

Like consciousness of self, awareness of other people is so much a
part of us that we rarely ponder the mystery of its mechanism. How does
any creature know things beyond the borders of its subjectivity? How does
any creature even recognize its own species?
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The capacity for empathy scems to be the extension of more
fundamental mimetic processes. Mimicry or copied behavior is common
across the animal kingdom, Even animals with "minuscule brains
compared to primates notice how members of their own species relate to
the environment” (deWaal 71).

An octopus, watching another octopus trained to attack either a red or
a white ball, “monitored the actions of the other with head and eye
movements. When the same balls were dropped in the spectator’s tank,
they attacked the ball of the same color” (Fiorito 545).

A female guppy courted by two males ends up associating with one
of them while another female follows the entire process from an
adjacent tank. When this guppy "voyeuse" is introduced to the
same males to see which one she likes better, she follows her
predecessor's choice. Lee Dugstkin, an American ethologist who
conducted these experiments, speculates that female guppies rely
on cach other's assessments of potential mates. The I-want-what-
she-wants principle that Dugatkin found had the power of
reversing a female's independent preferences known from earlier
tests. (de Waal 71)

Researchers note that the observing animal gains knowledge more
quickly than through classical conditioning or trial-and-error leaming
{Dugatkin 261). It is easy to see how such an ability would serve an
organism well. The process bypasses the struggle of discovery and taps
the experience of another. 1t is almost a form of parasitism, an economy
where the rewards are reaped without the risks. Both energy and time are
saved. It seems like such an obvicus strategy, and in fact is common in
the animal world associated with certain categories of behaviors:
reproductive choice, food selection and foraging (Whiten 276). Yet how
it works is not at all obvious. How does the organism know to imitate
only the successful strategies of others of its species? Possibly fixed
action patterns are triggered by selective releasing mechanisms. (Like a
chameleon that changes color to fit his surroundings, a stimulus may enter
the eye and trigger a cascade of physiological changes and actions.)

With higher organisms, observational learning involves increasingly
complex dynamics. Simple stimuli are experienced within a context of
social circumstances. For example, a baby monkey may see the frantic
fear reaction of his troop in the presence of a big black snake. Some form
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of generalized emotional contagion seems to be operating, a more real
sense of the feelings of the other.

But this stops short of the identification needed for the imitation
required for cultural transmission. Extensive studies of monkeys have not
lent support to their reputation for "monkey see, monkey do.” Even the
famous 'potato washing' story of the Japanese macaques’ showed that
there was an incomplete and extremely slow transmission speed of this
very useful bit of *monkey culture” (Whiten 248). True identification
seems to involve the capacity to make others an extension of self, to reach
out mentally and make the situation of the other to sone extent one's own.
To at least a limited degree this capacity seems present in chimps.
Consider the following account:

[Viki] appropriated a lipstick, stood on the washbasin, locked in
the mirror, and applied the cosmetic—not at random, but to her
mouth. She then pressed her lips together and smoothed the color
with her finger, just as she had seen the act performed. (Whiten
254)

To carry out such a mimicry seems to requite picturing oneself in the
actual place and actions of another—to adopt his role. But to truly know
the reality of another, we must be able to enter into their beliefs,
intentions, and subjective feelings.

What mechanisms of mind could make possible such abilities?

The emergence of complex social existence in primates appears to
have been strongly correlated with a transition from an olfactory system
of communication to a visual system. Vision aliows faster and more
sensitive signals than cither smell or sound. In addition to the shift to
vision, the neurologic control of the facial muscles also greatly improved.

! A troop of Japanese macaques living on an istand presceve was provisioncd with foods
which included sweet potatocs. The food was simply dumped on a beach and ofien became
costed with sand. One young macaque discovered that she could rinse the sand off of the
potatoes. This practice stowly spread fo the others, the youngest first, then the older fomales,
then the dominant males. This spparent culturai leaming sctually spread very slowdy with less
than 20% of the troop rinsing potatoes afier three years, Furthermore, the practice may not have
been setually soquired by obsorvational learning, but may have been discovered ancw by
humerous individuals (Gould and Gould). Tt would be interesting to know if the behavior would
have spread more rapidly if the first discoverer had been a dominant male.
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It is interesting that lemurs, who use both olfactory and visual
communication, are thought to have developed during the period of
transition between smell and sight. It is revealing that while they do
exhibit some facial expressions, they are limited in their range of facial
variations by the attachment of their upper lips to their gums. More
visually oriented primates, including ourselves, possess free upper lips
that allow a much wider range of expression (Hwang 3). With the
thinning of the facial fur, the face emerged as a canvas of communication.
These key evolutionary changes, which have reached their highest form in
our species, allow us to transform internal states of affect into external
states of appearance,

Within thirty six hours of birth infants are able to discriminate some
facial expressions and reflect them in the facial movements of their own
brows, eyes and mouth (Sagi and Hoffman 175-6). But how does this
work? How does the infant know it 1s a mouth it is seeing, and how to
move its own mouth in imitation?

It appears that there is an innate ability to compare the sensory
information of a visually perceived expression with the proprioceptive
feedback of the movement involved in imitating the expression (Sagi and
Hoffman 175-176). Taken together with the studies cited earlier showing
that voluntary performance of muscular actions of emotional expression
generated concurrent involuntary autonomic nervous system states, one
can see the grounds for a genuine empathic resonance through facial
communication.

Human beings have an astonishing capacity to recognize and
remember faces. Unlike most objects, processed at the basic category
level, faces are identified in their individuality despite the muitimodal
presentation of poses, angles, distances and iflumination. Neonates
preferentially turn to faces, and within days discriminate their mother's
face from that of a stranger. Adults retain distinct memories of thousands
of faces over long periods of time—as anyone who has gone back to look
at their high school yearbook can aflirm. Furthermore, we are uniquely
sensitive to the dynamic changes and emotional expressions of faces.
Special ensembles of cells in the brain respond only to faces. They
discriminate not only identities, but also highly specific facial forms such
as yawns or frowns. Some cells are specialized to decipher the
relationship between gaze and body posture, signaling direction of
movement and inner intentions. Other cells seiectively respond to the
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facial messages of inner feclings revealed in emotional expressions
(Perret; Baylis 91-93).

In addition, one day old infants exhibit inborn empathic distress
reactions at the cry of other newborns. They respond with vocalizations
that have the same auditory marks of genuine disiress (Sagi). Further,
rescarchers have found that, at least in adults, vocalizations of an
emotional character can generate the concomitant e¢motion specific
autonomic nervous system changes.

These studies suggest an innate hard-wired connection between the
sensory, motor and visceral componenis of emotions. They suggest a
shared psycho-physiological state. And they may provide a solution to
that most difficult of questions: how do we leap beyond our subjective
solipsistic self into genuine society with others?

At the level of the infant, this problem might actually be posed from
the opposite perspective, how do we develop a distinct identity and sense
of self? One researcher cites the example of an eleven month old girl who,
on secing a child fall and cry “put her thumb in her mouth and buried her
head in her mother's lap, as she does when she is hurt” (Hoffman 155).

Between the first and second vear of life, however, children begin to
orystallize a sense of self and other. They begin to recognize the
differentiation of animate and inanimate beings and discover the inner
mental world of private beliefs and intentions. With conscious identity
‘omes awareness of the distinct identity of others. Indisgnmmatﬁ
emotional contagion gives way to cognitive empathy, a willed and
knowing stepping into the role of the other. For instance, & twenty-one
tonth child responded to his mother's simulated sadness by: 1) attending
to his mother; 2) peering into her face to determine what was wrong
(accompanied by verbal inquires); 3) trying to distract her with a puppet;
4) looking concerned; and 5) giving his mother a hug while making
consoling sounds and sympathetic statements (Zahn-Waxler 114). With
greater understanding comes greater perspective, but the basic tools of
mpathy remain in the service of the individual and social life.

Looked at from the perspective of cvolution, one can imagine how
S“Fh pattern and process developed. The special advantages fqr social
€Xistence are evident in the synergism and adaptive flexibility of a

t community. While individual organisms may be able to cxploit
Tesources without competition, affiliation provides protective alliance,
division of labor, and a longer childhood developmental period. it is easy
10 sce how the somatic and psychological resource of empathy would
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provide a powerful survival advantage. It binds the helpless infant to the
mind of the mother and provides a direct line to the privileged information
of inner states of desire and fear. Like a distilled pedagogy, it serves to
entrain the developing child in the accumulated cultural values of its social
group.

The most primary affections and affiliations are sustained biologically
through inwardly felt positive pleasures and anxious emptiness. Both
provide the grounds for fantastic extensions in the phenomenon of life.

Walter Freeman (121-123) cites the fundamental bond of sexual
affection and the central role of the neuromodulator oxytocin in sexual
orgasm. He points to its extended role in social life, promoting nesting
and nurture and sustaining the bonds of mother and infant. He suggests
that this most centrally social neurochemical may play a complex part in
the unlearning and releamning that allows a dymamic community of
common mind. He notes the underlying sexuality in common rituals of
religious and political conversion, and points to the dissolution and
realignment that promotes mimetic behavior.

Paul MacLean cites the negative power of separation anxiety and the
cruciai role of the separation call. He points to the conservative
evolutionary history of this essential mother-child communicaiion. As the
most primitive and basic mammalian vocalization, the separation call
sustains contact and prevents dangerous distance between the helpless
infant and the protective parent. A sense of anguished isolation is
recognizable in the emotional tone of its slow, sad descending note.
MacLean suggests that the accompanying subjective state serves
throughout life to sustain community, and that the neural basis of this may
provide the negative affect of existential loneliness and unfulfilled
longing. Studies have shown that morphine, acting at the cingulate gyrus,
the neurologic locus of the separation call, blocks it in squirrel monkeys,
apparently erasing its emotional impulse. MacLean suggests that the drug
addict may be feeding a fundamental hunger of our social nature. He also
speculates that this most primary mammalian vocal sound may provide the
basic vowels for the community sustaining vocalizations of human
language. The other fundamental sound, the consonant, is provided by the
sucking sound made from the lips of the infant suddenly breaking contact
with the nipple, a sharp clicking noise. “"The [same] sound is made by the
mother as an encouragement to the infant to resume nursing, whereas the
infant emits the sound when searching for the aipple” (McLean 415).
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Thus the basis of human language is empathic communication developed
in the learning context of lactation's oxytocin-driven bonding,

These most fundamental biological mechanisms may intricately
mediate the emerging flexibilitics and open possibilities of hurman
community. But, afong with the positive powers of empathic cooperation,
there is a dark side to empathy. Group life implies previously unimagined
freedoms, but also empathic exploitation. The canvas of open
communication provided by the capacity for empathy can be used equally
well for cold deceit and calculated deception. Certain psychopathologies
such as sociopathic personality appear to involve disruptions of the basic
empathic process. It is interesting that oxytocin is now being tested as a
possible therapeutic agent in these disorders. But beyond thesc obvious
pathologies, the more "natural” struggle of life may engage these
capacities for intimidation and dominance. Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan
wrote "I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and
testless desire of power that ceases only in death.” Indeed, sociobiology
maintains that ultimately all adaptations, including the empathic agencies
of social life, must redound to the benefit of the individual through
sclective advantage in the proliferation of his genes. Such an imperative
would hardly promote genuine acts of altruistic concern; rather the power
of prestige is preferentially sought. Prestige is shorthand for status, and
implies an wvnimpeded extension of self-will. Its psychological
manifestation as pride is a biologically grounded subjective state. It is the
opposite pole on the scale of empathy from the biologically based,
subjective state we call love and its manifest altruism,

Altruism, as E. O. Wilson says, is “the central theoretical problem of
sociobiology” (13). De Waal suggests that evolutionarily shaped empathy
and its affectional and affiliative sociality may provide a basis for genuine
altruism. MacLean, referring to the unity of the infant-mother bond, asks,
"Is it possible that the misting of the eyes so commonly expcrienced_on
observing an altruistic act, is in anyway owing to a reciprocal innervation
of mechanisms for the parental rescue and for crying represented in the
cingulate gyrus” (415). E.O. Wilson goes on to say that the phenomenon
of apparent altruism has not diminished in the scope of nature, but has
increased and become "the culminating mystery of all biology” (362).

Both pride and altruistic impulse relate, though in different ways, to
the most fundamental characteristics of human freedom: open-ended desire
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and the will to dominate.? Pride and Altruism: the two poles on the scale
of empathy. Pride and Altruism: it is interesting that, contrary to the
asserttons of sociobiology, people are willing to die for both, but wilt kill
for only one, Altruistic empathy is far more than simple sympathy, it is
a genuine communion in the shared identity of life, an alignment with the
spirit of love. Is it for this that love took human form?
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THE MAN BLIND FROM BIRTH
AND THE SUBVERSION OF SIN:
SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT
FUNDAMENTAL MORALS'

James Alison

Iwould like to undertake with you a reading of a passage from the
Bible, John Chapter 9. I hope that we will see this chapter yicld
som¢ interesting insights in the light of my attempt to apply to it the
mimetic theory of René Girard. I'm not going to expound mimetic theory
for you: there is no shortage of books in which such expositions are to be
found.? I'm just going to put the theory 1o work, with minimal recourse to
technical jargon, in a reading from Scripture, hoping that it wili be
something like an exercise in publicity for the fecund use to which any of
you might put mimetic theory. The reading will not be a simple
commentary, but an attempt to experiment with the perspective of the
reading. That is to say, we're asking "Who is reading this passage?,”
"With whom do we 1dentify?" And the reason for this approach is to nudge
ug into beginning to raise certain questions of fundamental morals, how

!This paper was first published in Theology and Sexuality 6, March 1997, and appears
here by kind permission of the editor. With minor alterations this is the authors translation and
adaptation of & teik given at the Instituto Teoldgico de América Central ITAC) in San Pedro
Montes de Oca, Sart José, Costa Rica in May 1995,

2For instance: R. Schwager, Must there be Scapegoats? Violence and Redemption in the
Bible (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987); R. Hamerton-Kelly, Sacred Violence; Paul's
Hermeneutic of the Crass { Minneapolis; Fortress, 1992); J. Williams, The Bible, Violence and
the Sacred: Liberation from the Myth of Sanctioned Violence ( HarperSanFrancisco, 1991);
Gil Bailie, Violence Unveiled: Humanity ot the Crossoads (New York: Crossroad,
1995)—this is the inost accesaible of the accounts.
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we talk about them, or live them in a more or less coherent and convincing
way. | can't promise you any great conclusions, because I'm only just
beginning to get into this subject. For that reason, I'll begin by saying that
what follows is somewhat experimental, and will end with a few hints as
to possible future paths to follow. I should also begin by saying that my
intention is not to canse scandal, but to provoke a discussion which allows
a fuller way of living a Christian life. In this sense whai I'm trying out is
an attempt at a search for a theological method which [ have not yet
mastered and which, if developed, will, I hope, prove somewhat
emancipatory for alt of us.

Miracle or theological debate?

Let us begin our reading of John 9. At first sight we have an account
of a miracutous healing. It is the story of a man blind from birth who
receives his sight from Jesus one Sabbath, and then of the consequences
of this healing among the people who witness, or hear about, the matter.
If the account were to be found in one of the synoptic Gospels, perhaps it
might remain at that—there is no shortage of such stories. T have no doubt
that in the background to the story we're dealing with an historical incident
of a healing carried out by Jesus on a Sabbath. However, here the
"miracuious healing” element doesn't receive much emphasis, nor does the
Sabbath or rather, the matter of the Sabbath does receive a certain weight,
as we will sec later on, but with some very idiosyncratically Johannine
touches. In any case, the purpose of this Chapter is determined by the
debate about sin, sight, blindness and judgement within which it is sct:
these are the jeweller's artwork which show forth, and make sense of, the
gem of the healing.

Let us look at the beginning of the story. Jesus sees a man born blind,
and his disciples ask him; "Master, who sinned, this man or his pareats,
that he was born blind?" Jesus answers them: "Neither this man nor h_is
parents. He is blind so that the works of God may be made manifest in
him." That is to say, the whole story which follows comes as an
iltustration of Jesus' answer to this question of his disciples.

Now, I think we've all heard this passage before, and we've probab!y
heard the commentary that is normally made about it, which is that, in
those days, people used to attribute moral causes to physical evils (like
iftnesses) or natural disasters (like carthquakes or tempests). Jesus would,
then, be breaking with this tendency, proper to a primitive religious
culture, even though stilt very present in our own society, and gtving
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instead a divine answer to the problem. Well, this interpretation, while
partially correct, doesn't go to the heart of the matter, which seems to me
to be much more interesting.

Let's look at the end of the story. We have the former blind man who
sees Jesus, and, believing in the Son of Man, worships him. Jesus then
comments:

*I have come into the world for a judgement (or discernment), that these
who do not see may se¢, while those who see will become blind.” When
they heard this the Pharisees who were with him asked him "Are we also
blind?" Jesus answered them: *If you were blind, you would have no sin,
but since you say that you see, your sin remains”.

So the whole account has as its frame a discussion about sin. Blindness
and sight come to be a way of talking about much more than questions of
the health of the eyes. Jesus' final comment is simply enigmatic if we don't
follow what has happened meanwhile. Now let us turn to see what has
happened in between our two quotes.

The account of an inclusion

What we have is something like two stories intertwined with each
other, the story of an inclusion and the story of an exclusion. The story of
the inclusion is easy. There was a man who had a defect; he had not
finished being created, for when he was born he was lacking sight. This is
not only to be excluded from a particular human good, but it is also, by
being defective, to be excluded from a fullness of participation in Israel.
His physical defect was also a cultic impediment, because only flawless
people were permilted to serve God's cult as priests (just as unblemished
lambs were needed for sacrifice). A son of Aaron, for example, a member
of the priestly caste, could not officiate at worship if he had a physical
defect. However, in matters social 2 purely ritual exclusion doesn't remain
at the level of the merely physical. Since ritual has to do with the
maintenance of the purity and goodness of the group, so a physical defect
which implied a ritual defect also implied a moral defect, In this way, the
disciples, as ordinary people of their time and circumstances, deduced
from the blind man's physical state some kind of moral problem, whence
their question: Who sinned that this man be born blind?

Now, please notice the route which the logic follows. The defect
excludes; that which excludes from the group also excludes from the way
in which the group makes itself good; whence it is deduced that that which
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excludes has a serious moral cause. In this way, the result of the process,
the fact of being excluded from the goodness of the group, is taken as a
cause, and by cause, please understand, fault: Who sinned? This is,
indeed, a certain sort of logic. It is an absolutely common logic, and we
find it in diverse forms round about us without much difficulty: it's called
blaming the victim. If someone is assaulted, she must have been doing
something to provoke it; if black people have a low socio-economic status,
it must be because they are really more stupid or lazy than others; if
someone has AIDS, it must be a punishment from God for some form of
deviant behaviour. And so think we all in some situations, above all when
we're children, and totally dependent on our parents: if something bad
happens at home, or our parents are quarreling, or alcoholic, or are getting
divorced, then, in some mysterious way, the fault is ours. If we behave
ourselves, making a promise or a vow to God, St Jude, or whomever, then
everything will be sorted out. Psychologists call this sort of thinking
“magic,” and we all have to grow beyond it somehow.

Well, Jesus' attitude is far removed from magic thinking: not only is
it far removed, but he gives us a lesson in the subversion from within of
this mentality. He proceeds to carry out an inclusion. First he spits on the
earth, and from the clay he makes a paste and anoints the blind man's
eves. Here we have a Hebrew pun, disguised by the Greek of the text. Clay
is “adamah,” and it is that from which God originally made “Adam,”
mankind, in Genesis 2,7. So, here, what Jesns is doing is the act of
finishing creation. The man born blind had palpably not been brought to
the fuliness of creation, and Jesus finishes off the process by adding the
missing clay. The blind man still does not see, and Jesus sends him to a
pool where baths of ritual purification took place, and when he comes out,
the blind man begins to see. Now, this question of the pool of Siloam is
interesting, because it is normally interpreted as a reference to the waters
of baptism, and I don't think that there's anything wrong with that, because
Baptism is (or should be) the rite of inclusion par excellence. However,
I'think that what is important here is not the allusion to the rite, but to the
inclusion: it is from his bathing in a Jewish pool that the blind man comes
to be fully included in the Jewish people, and this is beautifully shown in
the text. Up until this point the blind man has not said anything, he ha;s,
not even had voice or name: he has always been a "him" or a “that one,
recognized by his blindness and his position as a beggar. Even when he
begins to see, people carry on talking about “him,” until the momeat when
the former blind man interrupts to say "It is L”
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From that moment on, they deign to speak to him, and address him as
“you,” At this point he does not know much about Jesus, for he has not
even seen him, since it was onty at the pool that he actually began to see.
In the rest of the story we sce the gradual process by which he becomes
aware of who Jesus is. Under interrogation he says that Jesus is a prophet,
a perfectly reasonable conclusion: it is as if one of us who received an
important cure at the hands of somebody were to call that person a saint.
The authorities doubt that he was originally blind, and seck other evidence
to determine whether or not he had ever seen before, calling his parents,
who point out that their son is an adult, and that he can answer for
himself: another moment of incluston, now he is an adult, and has the use
of the word and responsibility for his actions. Since he knows that he has
been cured, he becomes stubborn in the face of his interrogators: his
replies get longer, bolder, and more obstinate. He had said that Jesus was
a prophet, and of course the Pharisees produce the principal prophet to
whom they subscribe: Moses.

We know that God spoke to Moses, but this feliow, we don't know
from where he comes.

At this moment the former blind man replies with a formidable lucidity:

“Well, isn't that extraordinary, that you don't know from where he
comes, when he has cpened my eyes. We know that God doesn’t
listen to sinners, but to those who worship him and do his will. Not
since the dawn of time {(ek tou ai6nos) has it been heard that
anybody has opened the eyes of 2 man born blind. If he didn't come
frem God, he could do nothing.”

Now, please notice here an important grammatical game. The Pharisees
use the word "we" to exclude the former blind man's "you"; "You are his
disciple; We are disciples of Moses."

That is to say their "we" is defined by contrast with "you.” However
the former blind man doesn't accept their game, but he answers in terms
of an "us,” counting himself in with the Pharisees:

*We know that God doesn't listen to sinners, but to those who
worship him and do his will.”
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That is to say, he is debating in objective terms starting from the common
ground of being a son of Moses, along with the Pharisees, and his position
is very intcresting:

"Not since the dawn of time has it been heard that anybody has
opened the eyes of a man blind from birth."

Please notice John's code: from the dawn of time means since the creation
of the world. Only the Creator could carry out this act of finishing off
Creation, and if Jesus did not proceed from the Creator, he couldn't have
brought about this act of finishing off Creation. The former blind man has
perceived the full meaning of the clay, the “adamah™: in his person God
was finishing off the creation of Adam. From a sub-person without voice
ot membership, he has come to be an included adult, and one who is,
furthermore, a fine interpreter of the things of God. Shortly afterwards
Jesus comes up to him, and asks him if he believes in the Son of Man.
Since the former blind man has still never seen Jesus, he doesn't recognize
the one who cured him. Jesus identifies himself, and the former blind man
prosirates himself in worship before him. He has moved from a theoretical
recognition that this man had to have proceeded from God in order to be
able to complete the work of Creation, to a full recognition of God in his
life. Now he is the complete human, what we would call a Christian: the
two things go together. The Christian is one who recognizes that it is
through Jesus that she is brought to the completion of her creation, and for
this reason is progressively inducted, which means included, into the life
of God, which is life without end.

The account of an exclusion

Thus far the account of the inclusion. But we're onty half way through
the affair. There is also, and the two accounts are intertwined, the account
of an exclusion. The blind man begins excluded. So far, no problem. He
is merely an occasion for the curiosity of passers-by, allowing them to
wonder about the mysteries of the moral causality of physical misfortuncs.
The established order has no problem with the existence of excluc!ed
people. Rather, as we will see, it depends on them. In the degree to which
our blind man comes to be included, he provokes first curiosity, and then
rejection, ,

Once cured, the former blind man is taken to the Pharisecs. These
Johannine figures immediately have a criterion by which to judge if the
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cure came from God or not. The cure was carried out on a Sabbath, so it
cannot come from God. Now the objection is more interesting than it
seems. Of God it is said in Genesis that he rested on the Sabbath, after
creating everything. So the commandment which obliges people to rest on
the Sabbath is a strict injunction to imitate God. And the person who
doesn't rest on the Sabbath is a sinner, because he is neither obeying nor
imitating God (which comes to the same thing). Here too we see an
element of John's code. In John 5 Jesus cures an invalid on the Sabbath,
and the authoritics reproach him for this. Jesus declares to them:

"My Father is working up until the present, and [ also work." (John
517

The reply is rather more dense than it seems and constitutes a formal
denial that God is resting on the Sabbath, as well as an affirmation that
Creation has yet to be completed, and that for this reason Jesus carries on
with his work of bringing Creation to fulfillment on the Sabbath. Now,
back at John 9 we note that when the disciples asked Jesus at the
beginning of the story who sinned that this man should have been bom
blind, he replied that neither he nor his parents sinned, but that:

"He is blind so that the works of God may be manifest in him.”

That is to say, for John the matter of the Sabbath, the healing, and the
continuing of Creation go absolutely together. The cure on a Sabbath has
as its purpose to show God's continued creative power mediated by Jesus.
For the same reason, the reaction of the Pharisees is a sign of a profound
disagreement with Jesus as to who God is and how God acts. Either the
Sabbath serves to bring about a separation between those who observe it,
and are thus good, and those who do and are not, and God is defined,
which also means limited, by the Law. Or alternatively the Sabbath is a
symbol of Creation still unfinished, and is an opportunity for God to
reveal his lovingkindness to humans, and God is identified by his
exuberant creativity.

Well, it is their realization that this is what is at stake that produces
a schism among the Pharisees. For some of them:

"This man does not keep the Sabbath; he cannot come from God."
while for others:

"And how could a sinner carry out such signs?”
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Now the last thing that the Pharisees need has begun to happen: an
internal division, which prevents them from taking joint action because
there are two diametrically opposed positions in their group. What is the
quickest way of overcoming this schism? While there is to be found a man
who is incontrovertibly cured, the two possible interpretations of his cure,
that it is from God, or that it is not from God (being instead the fruit of
some diabolic deception), are bound to persist. And there is no way of
resolving such a problem through reasoned discussion. So the problem of
the cure has to be dealt with quickly by denying that it ever happened. If
the man had never really been blind from birth, then neither has he been
cured, and so there is no problem. So, they propose that there was no cure,
and the parents of the former blind man are called so as to try to get out
of them "the truth" about their son-—that is, that he was not, and never had
been, blind,

Well, imagine the reaction of the parents. They know full well that
their son had been blind, and that now he is not. However the last thing
that they want, they or anybody with a modicum of commton sense, is to
get caught up in the midst of a group of the indignant just who are
showing signs of needing to vent their righteousness. So the parents limit
their reply to a minimum: that their son was indeed born blind, and that
they have no idea how it is that he now sees. They want to get out as
quickly as possible from this potentially violent circle, so they dump their
son back into the middle of it, but now with a new status: as an adult who
will have to interpret for himself what has happened to him. So they
manage to get out of the threat of being victimized by the group of the
"righteous just” by offering their son in their stead.

The first attempt of the group of the Pharisees to get out of the
Problem by the way of unreality, the denial of the existence of the
problem, failed. Now they'll have to get the recipient of the cure to Temove
their problem for them, They regroup for this new sortic, and call in the
former blind man. At this point they adopt a solemn, judicial fone as befits
serious men who must deliberate gravely with knowledge of legal matiers.
First they present the former blind man with their premise: that man (that
is Jesus) is, without any shade of doubt, a sinner. So, they conjure thﬁ
former blind man with the appropriate legal phrase “Give Glory to God,
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meaning: solemnly recognize this fact’. Please notice how they proceed.
They were unable to recreate their unity by the most convenient means,
which would be by the cure turning out never to have happened in the first
place. They have to recognize that somethmg did in fact happen. What is
mportant now for them is to produce an vnanimous and selemn agreement
concerning the interpretation of what did in fact happen. It is as if they
were to say: "You, keep your cure, since we can't get around the fact that
you have been cured, but, please, recognize that the cure comes from an
evil source. That is, it doesn't matter what has actually happened just so
long as you agree with us as to its interpretation. In this way we'll manage
to maintain our unity, and you too can form part of the group, you can
enter into solidarity with us,”

The former blind man responds with one of the most splendid lines of
our religious tradition, and one which we should perhaps take much more
seriously:

*Whether he is a sinner or not, I do not know; the only thing [
know is that before I was blind, and now I see*

That is to say, the former blind man shows a healthy lack of concem for
the moral dimension of the issue, a sane agnosticism, and holds on instead
only to what is incontrovertibly good: an evident change in his life. By
showing this agnosticism he is, at the same time, refusing to participate in
solidarity against the one who cured him. And that means he has refused
to imitate his parents. They had left him in the cendre of the circle, as a
probable object of target practice for the righteous just. e could have
done the same thing, saying of Jesus, "Yes indeed, he is a sinner”. In that
way he'd have managed both to get his sight and get out of the centre of
the circle, leaving Jesus in his place as sole recipient of the group's ire,
making himself instead a member of the club. In order to do this he'd have
to give false witness under oath, for he has been solemnly conjured, but
there's never been a shortage of people willing to give false witness if the
occasion should merit it.

The former blind man refuses to cloak himself with the interpretation
demanded by the group, so the group has to find another way out of the

*The Johannine irony in the use of this standard legal phrase ia exquisite, since it i
precisely in refusing to call Jesus a sinner and in being cast out for his pains that the former blind
masn really does "Give Glory to God.”



James Alison 35

problem. Since, owing to his previous status as a blind beggar, he is
ignorant, perhaps there was some hint in the concrete way in which the
cure was carricd out which might allow them to reach the desired
interpretation. So they ask him once again what it was that Jesus had done.
Perhaps in the description of the act something formally sinful might be
detected which would allow them to interpret the act as a sin, now that
they can't count on the helpful solidarity of the former blind man. They'd
already heard the details before, but perhaps going over the evidence again
some elements of witchcraft might be revealed, or anything which would
allow them to say: "You see! He did something evil that something good
might come, o the cure cannot come from God".

At this stage the former blind man begins to ridicule their ever more
detailed efforts to produce a legal interpretation which allows them io
maintain their unity. He asks them if they don't want o become Jesus'
disciples themselves (after all, a close investigation of the procedure for
carrying out a miracle could be motivated either by a flaitering desire to
imitate in order to do the same thing, or, as in this case, by the envious
destre to get rid of the object of jealousy). It is this remark which produces
the detonation of insults. Now, please notice that up until this point they
haven't insulted him, and, if we were to take one of the group aside to ask
him what they were doing, he wouid probably have explained that he
sympathized with the former blind man. After all, the poor fellow hadn't
done anything wrong: he was the victim of the evil of another (in this case
Jesus), and doesn't understand the danger that he's in. The crux of the
question is this: if he can only be persuaded to interpret what has
happened to him with the certainty which they are offering him, then he
will be safe, one of the group of the good guys. No problem. They are
conducting this interrogation for his own good, and want, up till the last
moment, to save him, It's only at the point where they perceive that the
former blind man doesn't respect the sincerity of their efforts to lead him
down the right path thai they begin to mistreat him. That's when they
perceive that, even though he isn't formally one of Jesus’ followers, fos he
doesn't even know him, he's keeping himself independent of the group of
the just and their opinions. And it is because of this that he becomes an
object of mockery: "We tried to reason with him; we sought every possible
opportunity to show him the right way to go, but ke became stubbom in
his error.” From sweet reasoning they move to insull.

The first step in this process is their militant affirmation of their
group's goodness and their security in their convictions: this is what
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allows them to become united. The former blind man has managed to
resolve their problem of dissension by allowing them to join together in
insulting him. Before, they were unable to say "we" in a convincing way,
because there were disagreements of interpretation in their midst. Now
they can be united, producing a shining "we" by contrast with a well-
defined "they":

*You may be a disciple of his; we are disciples of Moses. We know
for a fact..."” etc.

‘While they are building up to an ever more rabid unity, in their midst
the one who is about to be their victim, on whom they will discharge their
wrath, is becoming ever more lucid, giving weighty theological arguments,
more fitting for a doctor than for a beggar. The eye of the hurricane is a
centre of peace and revelation while the expelling rage builds to fever
pitch: the former blind man explains very clearly that the source of his
cure can be deduced without difficulty. God would not have acted through
Jesus if Jesus were a sinner, and of no one has it been heard that they
could carry out an act of creation “ex nihilo” except God alone, whence it
can be deduced that:

*If this man did not come from God, he could have done nothing.”

The logic is perfect, but we're beyond the stage where logic matters.
The most explicit revelation happens in the tomado of expulsion. The
"righteous just" are no longer interested in arguments: they've got what
they wanted, which is to build up their unity as a group, and they move
from casual insulis to a straightforward description of the former blind
man as absolutely identified with sin. Because of this he is a
contaminating ¢lement, and they expel him.

Please notice how the thing works, It is not that they reach,
independently, the conclusion that the man is absolutely sin, and then,
afler a long and mature deliberation, decide to throw him out. Rather, the
mechanism by which they build their unity issues forth simultaneously in
the description of the man as sin and in his expulsion, He couldn't be
expelled if he weren't sin, and he wouldn't be sin if it hadn't become
necessary to expel him. We're back to magical thinking: if someone is
excluded, for example, because he's blind, then, somewhere there must be
a sin involved. We've advanced not at all.
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The subversion of sin

Well, so much for the account of the expulsion. You will have noticed
that the accounts of the inclusion and of the exclusion are not independent,
but are interwoven, and the account of the inclusion occurs in the middle
of, and in a certain sense provokes, the account of the exclusion. In the
same way, the account of the exclusion produces and fulfills the account
of the inclusion, for it is in the midst of the mechanism of expulsion, and
while he is suffering it, that the former blind man comes to have a real
clarity with respect to what has been going on, and who Jesus is.

Now, Jesus' final phrases about blindness and sight come to be a
commentary about exactly this double account of inclusion and exclusion.
In the first place Jesus says that he has come to the world to open 2 trial,
or judgement, or discernment. Any of these words will do. This trial, or
Judgement, which is not realised until his death, constitutes the subversion
from within of what the world understands by sin, and goodness and
Justice {John 16:8-11). Thus, beginning from his death these realities will
be understood from the viewpoint of the excluded one, and not from that
of the expellers. It is the innocent victim who is constituted judge,
precisely as victim. Those who remain under judgement are those who
thought that they were judging. The story of the man born blind thus has
ar6le as a prophetic commentary on what is to happen to Jesus, and how
what happens to Jesus is going to function. It is going to function as an
element which makes it impossible for the righteous, the good, those who
think that they see, to maintain for long their goodness by the exclusion
of people considered evil, sinful, or blind. We're talking about the same
mechanism as has made it impossible for the Argentine military to keep
a tranquil conscience about what they did during the dictatorship, however
many amnesties and indults they may have received. Because now, since
a vague rumour about the death and resurrection of Jesus has been spread
abroad, which is also the redefinition of who is just, and of God, in terms
of the victim, it is not possible for them to cover up for ever their
suspicion that their own victims, those whom they threw into the ocean
from their airplanes, were innocent. In the long run nothing of the ideology
of national security, nor all the arguments about the intrinsic perversity of
communists, has managed to shore up their once militant belief that they
were the good guys, and their viciims the bad guys*.

10r that they were “wheat” and their victims “tares™ in the marvellously satanic
interpretation of the parable proposed to one of the officers by a military chapiain of the time.
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All of this means that, for Jesus, the double account of the inclusion
and the exclusion is not simply an instance of something interesting, but
is paradigmatic of the process of the subversion from within of sin. Let
us look at it once more. The one who was blind came to understand who
God is, how he works, how his creative vivaciousness continues desiring
the good and the growth and the life of the person. And the blind man is
purely receptive: he does nothing to earn or win his sight. He just grows
in the midst of the mechanism of expulsion, holding firm to a basic sense
of justice: one doesn't call evil someone who has done me good, nor does
one enter into solidarity with those who want to call him evil. That's sll.
The expellers, for their part, grow, also, but in security and conviction of
their righteousness, goodness and unity, in the degree to which the
mechanism of expulision operates through them. The result is sin turned
on its head. Sin ceases to be some defect which apparently excludes
someone from the group of the righteous, and comes to be participation in
the mechanism of expulsion.

God has not the slightest difficulty in bringing to a fullness of creation
the person who is in some way incomplete and recognizes this. The
problem is with those who think that they are complete, and that creation
is, at least in their case, finished, and for this reason that goodness
consists in the maintenance of the established order by the means we have
seen: goodness is defined starting from the unity of the group, at the
expense of, and by contrast with, the excluded evil one, The righteous
members of the group, thinking that they see, become blind precisely by
holding on to the order which they think that they have to defend. Whence
we glimpse the deeper meaning of the Sabbath in John's thought. The
Sabbath is the symbol of creation not yet complete. Either we grab at it,
making it a criterion for division between good and evil, in which case we
are resisting God who is alone capable of bringing to being even the things
that are not, without rest; or else we receive the creative goodness of God
which carries us to plenitude. Sin is resistance, in the name of God, to the
creative work of God which seeks to include us all.

Well, this subversion of sin seems to me to be much more important
than it is normally reckoned. Please allow me to repeat its crystalized
definition. Sin ceases to be a defect which excludes, and comes to be
participation in the mechanism of exclusion. If | have taken such a long
time to get to this it is because I wanted it to be evident that we aren't
talking about an example of magnanimity, or liberafism, or lack of rigour,
on Jesus' part, but about something much stronger. We are talking about
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a profound theological exercise which is, exactly as a theological exercise,
the word of God. This means that we arc offered something very
fundamental: not a law, or a moral exhortation, but the re-forging of the
meaning of sin. For humans sin is one thing, and for God it is something
else, which is not simply different from the human version, but its
complete subversion from within.

What we are offered is, let me remark again, not a law, nor a fixed
criterion, nor an explanatory theory, but a dynamic story, the story of an
inclusion and an exclusion. And it is the dynamic story which constitutes
the principle of judgement for the moral activity, which is to say, the
activity of humans. Furthermore i is not something we can grasp, nor
learn by rote, because it is a matter of the explicitation of a mechanism of
involvement. This is what is important: the story itself acts as a subversive
element. If this story is the word of God, then the word of God acts in our
midst as an element which is continuously subversive of our notions of
order, of goodness, of clear moral understanding, and so on. And moral
life, far from being a going to the trenches in defense of this or that
position of incontrovertible goodness, comes to be something much more
subtle. Let's do a little investigation of this subtiety.

From where do we read the story?

Ifyou are anything like me, when you read the story of the man born
blind, it is evident straight away that there is a good guy and some bad
guys. That is to say, leaving Jesus to one side for the moment, there is the
blind man, the good guy, and the Pharisees, the bad guys. What is normal
is that all our sympathy is on the side of the former blind man, and our just
despite is reserved for the Pharisees. In fact, that we should put ourselves
on the side of the victint operates as something of a cultural imperative.
And this cultural imperative can be very important: in fact, for any who
feel themselves excluded, or treated as defective, by the reigning social
and moral order, it is of incalculable importance to discover that this
feeling of being excluded or defective has nothing to do with God, that it
is purely a social mechanism, and God rather wants to include us and carry
us to a fullness of life which will probably cause scandal to the partisans
of the reigning order. Well, indeed, it seems to me that this cultural
imperative is extremely important, and I know nobody who is not capable,
in some way or other, of feeling identified with the victim in some part of
her life. The problem is that this “being identified with the victim™ can
come 1o be used as an arm with which to club others: the victims become
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the group of the "righteous just” in order to exclude the poor Pharisees,
who are never in short supply as the buits of easy mockery.

Well, it seems to me that John 9 takes us beyond this inversion of
rbles which it apparently produces. We find it, for cultural reasons which
are, thank God, unstoppable, easy to identify with the excluded one, and
difficult to identify with the "righteous just.” But for this very reason it
seems to me that this chapter requires of us a great effort, which [ scarcely
show signs of making, to read the story with something like sympathy for
the Pharisees. When all is said and done, we don't pick up even a little bit
of the force of the story until we realize what a terrible shake-up it
administers to our received notions of good and evil. In a world where
nobody understood the viewpoint of the victim, we would all be right to
side with the victim. But we live in a world where almost nobody “comes
out” as a Pharisee or a hypocrite, and it seems to me that the way to moral
learning proceeds in that direction,

I've underlined how the story functions as a subversion from within of
the notion of sin, and this is absolutely certain, and we must never lose
this intuition. Welt now: the process of subversion goes a long way beyond
this. This is because the excluded victim accedes, thanks to this
subversion, to the possibility of speech, and of talking about himself and
about God. However, in exactly that moment, he has to learn to un-
pharisee his own discourse. The very moment he accedes to the word he
ceases to be the excluded one, and has to begin to learn how nof to be an
expeller. And this is the genius of morals by story, rather than by laws or
virtues: in the story there are two positions: that of the victim and that of
the expellers, just as in the story of the prodigal son there is the “bad”
brother who receives forgiveness, and the “good” brother who never
wandered, and does not know of his need for forgiveness. And we don't
grasp the force of the story, nor its exigency as 3 divine subversion of the
human, if we don't identify with the two positions at the same time.

[ don't think that there's anybody here who isn't partially excluded and
partially an excluder, in whom the two poles of this story don't cohabit.
For, the moment we have access to the moral word, which is certainly the
cas¢ at the very least for all of us who are receiving some sort of
theological education, we can't grasp on to our “goodness™ as excluded
ones, but have to begin to question ourselves as to the complicity of cur
use of words, and above all our use of religious and theological words, in
the creation of an expulsive goodness.
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In this sense it seems to me that this is the key instruction of the New
Testament with relation to moral discourse, and it is a2 doubly sacred
mstruction, for it is one of the surprisingly few places where Jesus quotes
the Hebrew Scriptures with absolute approval; the key instruction for
those of us who are trying to make use of the religious word in some nioral
sense, and there is no moral theology that is not that, is;

"But go and learn what it means: I want mercy and not sacrifice.”
(Matt 9:13, quoting Hos 6.:6)

Please notice that this is now no longer an instruction just for the
Pharisees, but is, so to speak, the programme-guide for whoever tries to
do moral theology. Being good can never do without the effort to learn,
step by step, and in real circumstances of life, how to separate religious
and moral words from an expelling mechanism, which demands human
sacrifice, so as to make of them werds of mercy which absolve, which
leose, which allow Creation to be brought to completion. And this means
that there is no access to goodness which does not pass through our own
discovery of our complicity in hypocrisy, for it is only as we identify with
the righteous just of the story that we realize how "good” their procedure
was, how careful, scrupulous, law-abiding, they were, and thus, how
catastrophic our goodness can be, if we don't learn step by step how 1o get
out of solidarity with the mechanism of the construction of the unity of the
group by the excluston of whoever is considered to be evil,

Transforming gossip into Gospel

I want to conclude with a tale which leaves me perplexed, a tale whose
relevance to you is not immediately evident, for it is taken from a distant
culture, However, it is one from which we can all suck out some nectar. I
don't know if it has been news here in Costa Rica, but I'd like to consider
the recent story of the Cardinal Archbishop of Vienna, in faraway Austria.
The physical distance of the tale from all of our lives allows us to consider
it with a certain lack of passion. | must say, for starters, that I do not know
personally any of those involved in this story, and have no more
information about the truth of the matter than that offered by the mass
media, which doesn't always present cither the whole story or its true
kernel. That is to say, I'm nothing other than the recipient of a piece of
ecclesiastical gossip, part, as I imagine us all to be, of that myriad troop
of slightly flapping, reddening ears. For this reason nothing of what [ say
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can be understood as an attempt to work out the truth of what really
happened, but instead is to be taken as an attempt to transform something
sacrificial, the gossip, into the merciful, the Gospel. Let us see if I can pull
it off, and of course this is only an exercise, and because of that is patient
of any correction or development that you might like to suggest.

The details of the story are, apparently, as follows: not long ago a2 man
of 37 years claimed publicly to have had sexual relations on several
occasions twenty years ago with the man who is now the Cardinal
Archbishop of Vienna. Twenty years ago, the denouncer was 17, and a
minor, at least legally, though the discretion in the sexual behaviour of
seventeen year-olds is in many cases greater than the law would have us
belicve. Twenty years ago the Cardinal didn't occupy his present position
but was, if I'm not mistaken, a Benedictine superior. Well, either the
accusations are true, or they are not. If the accusation is false, the moral
question is preity clear: the Cardinal is victim of a calumny, and the
calumny is particularly devastating, because there is a certain prurient
delight in all our societics when a piece of ecclesiastical hypocrisy is
unmasked. A delight which, it must be said, is not entirely without its
roots in passages of the Gospel like the onc we have been studying, and
is a delight that is not to be dismissed as simply evil. That is to say, |
imagine that the first reaction of a good number of people was, as mine
was, and against the presumption of the civil law, to suppose the guilt of
the accused. And this is because it is no secret that the monosexual clerical
world, like the monosexual military or police world, tends to propitiate an
elaborately structured homosexual closet. The result of an accusation of
this sort is, for that reason, particularly cruel, because it falls in terrain
where people are strongly disposed towards belicving it. That is to say,
mud of this sort, once slung, almost always sticks, whether justly or not.

In the case that the accusation be false, the moral matter is, as [ said,
fairly clear. The Cardinal is a victim, and the accuser is a stone thrower.
We would have to ask why the accuser threw the stones, whether through
malice or mental disturbance. In any case, the matter would be how to
treat the accused in a merciful manner without becoming an accomplice of
his game. It may be that, when all is brought into the light, the result is the
exoneration of the Cardinal and the trial of the accuser.

Now, let us imagine the contrary, without any attempt to know if it be
true or not. Let us imagine that the accusation is true. A 37 year old man
says that he sustained a series of sexual relations with a man many years
his senior, and in a certain position of moral authority, twenty years ago.
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When he says this, the accuser is not, as far as [ know, making a particular
thing of having been traumatized in his tenderest youth by this experience,
far-reaching though its emotional consequences may have been. His
motivation, apparently (and this is all through the professional gossip of
the press) was that the Cardinal in his present position was sending gay
people to hell from the pulpit, in the time-honoured way, by means of a
pastoral letter. Against this ecclesiastical violence, the 37 year old reacted
by revealing the hypocrisy of the discourse. Apparently four or five other
men of a similar age joined in the accusation, saying that the same thing
had happened to them at the hands of the same Cardinal, at about the same
period many years ago, So, there is more than one witness, and the belief
of the public inclines strongly to the probability that the accusations be
true. Let us remember that if they are not, then ganging up with others to
give a false witness leading to the moral lynching of someone is one of the
most atrocious of crimes, one for which, in capital cases, the Hebrew
Scriptures reserve the penalty of death by stoning. So, if the accusations
turn out to be false, we would have (o exercise ourselves as to how the
merciful and non-sacrificial treatment of these proto-lynchers should be
conducted. With luck, the Cardinal would lead the way, forgiving them for
they knew not what they did.

However, let us imagine, as at least a part of the public has done, that
the appearance of these people does not have as its end the gratuitous
destruction of the Cardinal; nor is it a question of a bust-up between
former lovers, one of those nasty fights that could happen to absolutely
anyone, and are, by their nature, absolutely undecidable, and the less
public they are in their consequences, the better for everyone. Let us
imagine that that is not what it's alf about in the view of the accusers, but
rather the desire that the Cardinal, and ecclesiastical authority in general,
stop throwing stones at gay people.

Now the scene changes somewhat. Suddenly the Cardinal is not the
victim. Neither are those men who, when younger, were the recipients of
his favours (and who have not, as far as | know presented themselves as
“victims,” in marked contrast to some of the cases of sexual abuse in the
USA where the minors invelved were very much younger). Suddenly the
Cardinal stands revealed as an hypocritical Pharisee: that is, as someone
who said one thing and did another. And here indeed, all our medium-rare,
“anonymous,” Christian instincts rise up triumphant: we understand the
role very well; the Cardinal's role is the same as that of the bad guys in the
stories about Jesus. And there is a certain glee m the whole affaiz. The
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glee is even greater when we learn that the Cardinal, a very conservative
prelate, was appointed by Rome as part of a policy of restoration of the
*hard line" in Central Europe, to counter a certain lib¢ralism attributed to
his illustrious predecessor in the Archdiocese, Cardinal Konig. The whole
affair seems absolutely typical of those ecclesiastical attempts, which are
no less ridiculous through being so frequent, to “save” the situation by
putting in some hard liner, who turns out to be much more divisive, and
leads to much worse moral consequences in the long rn.

Well, here we have to interrupt with some factual details, once again
derived from the Press with 1 don't know what degree of reliability. The
Cardinal kept silence for various weeks, refusing to comment on the
matter. A few days later he was reelected, by a narrow margin, as
President of the Austrian Bishops' Conference (and let us remember that,
under those circumstances, a failure to re-elect him would have been read
as an explicit vote of no-confidence on the part of his colleagues in the
episcopate). The public protest was so great that, a few days later, the
Cardinal pubtished a note in which he denied the accusations formally and
categorically, and resigned as President of the Bishops' Conference. A
few days later a note emanated from the Austrian Government indicating
that the Cardinal no longer ¢xercises his post as Archbishop of Vienna,
but has been substituted by one of his auxiliaries, who was named Co-
adjutor with right of succession.

However, will the matter remain there? Of course we can imagine this
story within the parameters of a typical inversion of the sori: "The one
who seemed a bad guy turned out to be the good guy, and the upholder of
goodness and public order was exposed as a hypocrite and a charlatan, so
the story ended well.” Certainly it is possible to imagine the story in this
way, and to feel very Christian while doing so, with a firm backdrop for
our feeling in stories like John 9. However, let us stop and think a little...
Suddenly the Cardinal (who knows whether justly or not?) is left in the
position of the excluded sinner. Suddenly he is the shame and mockery of
all society. Who helps him? Who is on his side? Of course, if he is
innocent of these accusations, then we are dealing with an atrocious
injustice, and he has at least the consolation of a good conscience.
However, let us imagine, with the public and the press, that he is not
innocent. His situation is not less, but much more, atrocious. He has
suddenly been marginalized by the ecclesiastical machinery that he
thought himself to be serving. It is possible that in his interior he doesn't
understand why these things happened to him, for, when all is said and
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done, he may have done what is attributed to him, but has been to
confession and received absolution. Why should these things now rise up
and condemn him? Let us imagine also, that, as is probable in the case of
a conservative churchman, he has a somewhat individualistic notion of sin:
if he did those things, then they are quite simply his fault, full stop. Let us
imagine also that he is not capable of taking any theological distance from
the incidents by means of a little sociology, and that he doesn't understand
the extent to which he has acted driven by the structure of a monosexual
clerical caste where repressed homosexuality is very much present, It is a
world where many people take part in some very complicated games in
order to maintain appearances, going so far as to commit a great deal of
violence against themselves and others, precisely through an inability to
talk about the question in a patural and honest manner. And this "not
being able to talk about the question in a natural and honest manner” turns
out to be the "correct” line, upheld by the highest ecclesiastical spheres.
Why should the Cardinal's moments of weakness be so severely punished,
while those of so many others pass by unnoticed?

Those who now marginalize the Cardinal, including his ecclesiastical
colleagues, have participated in a Christian-seeming "inversion” of the
matter: the pharisee has been transformed into the bad guy. But have they
participated in an aythentically Christian subversion of the story?
Subversion goes much further than inversion, because subversion keeps
alive the same mechanism even when the protagonists change. Now, the
bad guy, the victim in the centre of the circle of the "righteous just” is the
Cardinal. For some people he deserves it. But, are we satisfied with that?
Could it be that our gossip is to be transformed only into the Gospel of
"he got his just reward"? | fear that, if we speak thus, then our justice
really is no greater than that of the Scribes and Pharisecs, who knew very
well how to say about marginalized people, "he received his just reward,”
and who wili not enter the Kingdom of Heaven (Matt 5:20). Which of us
has helped someone in such a ghastly situation as Cardinal Groér, former
Archbishop of Vienna? Which of us has tried to identify with the
“hypocrite,” trying to understand the mechanisms which tie us up in
hypocrisy, so as together to cut ourselves loose from them? Which of us
has spoken out publicly, yet without hate, against the violence of the
“ecclesiastical closet” which fucls a mechanism of covering up and
expelling, and expelling to cover up, so strong that it is not simply a
question of some vicious individuals, but of a structure which lends itself
especiaily to this vice? And this structure means that the matter cannot be
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talked about in terms of this or that sinner, who can be expelled or
marginalized when they are discovered. It means rather that it is an
exigency of a real moral theology that it stop and analyse the system which
typically produces this vicious behaviour, to which far too many of its
members fall victim, whether as expelled or as expellers.

Is there anyone in Oh-so-Catholic Austria who, instead of accepting
the reigning terms of “goodness™ and “badness,” and rejoicing in the
transformation of the “good guy” into a “bad guy” is going about the
ungrateful task of trying to dismantle the whole system of hypocrisy by
which we cover up and expel? Here, in Oh-so-Catholic Costa Rica, do we
recognize our complicity in mechanisms that are similar, when they are not
identical, and seck to understand the violent structure of our hypocrisy so
as to go about creating ways off-the-hook for our co-hypocrites?

Conclusion

I said at the beginning that this is only a first attempt to carry out a
reading of John 9 in such a way as to allow us a sketch of an approach to
moral theology that is somewhat removed from the moral discourse to
which we are accustomed. [ know very well that we are scarcely beginning.
However, F'd like to underline this: what the Christian faith offers us in the
moral sphere is not law, nor a way of shoring up the order or structure of
the supposed goodness of this world, much less the demand that we sally
forth on a crusade in favour of these things. It offers us something much
more subtle. It offers us a mechanism for the subversion from within of all
human goodness, inchuding our owat. This is the same thing as saying that
the beginning of Christian moral life is a stumbling into an awareness of
our own complicity in hypocrisy, and a becoming aware of quite how
violent that hypocrisy is. Starting from there we can begin to stretch out
our hands to our brothers and sisters, neither more nor less hypocritical
than ourselves, who are on the way to being ecxpelled from the
"synagoguc® by an apparently united order, which has an excessive and
militant certainty as to the evil of the other. Let us then go and learn what
this means: "I want mercy and not sacrifice."



SENOR HIRSCH AS SACRIFICIAL VICTIM
AND THE MODERNISM OF CONRAD’S
NOSTROMO

Andrew Bartlett
University of British Columbia

ne of René Girard's more pithy definitions of mimetic desire

reads: "The model designates the desirable while at the same
time desiring it, Desire is always imitation of another desire, desire for the
same object, and, therefore, an inexhaustible source of conflicts and
rivalries" (Double Business Bound 39). The notation that desire is an
"inexhaustible” source of conflicts hints at the political pessimism
&xpressed more openly elsewhere in Girard's writing. In 1961, he said it
like this: "Whatever political or social system is somehow imposed on
them, men will never achieve the peace and happiness of which the
revolutionaries dream, nor the bleating harmony which so scares the
reactionaries. They will always get on together just enough to enable them
never to agree” (Deceit 110-11). This is a Girard who, suspicious of
political rhetoric, speaks with audacious cynicism even of democracy:
"Who is there left to imitate after the tyrant? Henccforth men shall copy
cach other... Democracy is one vast middle-class court where the courtiers
are everywhere and the king is nowhere” (Deceit 119). This Girard has
remained consistent in his thematization of the impurity of all political
compromises: "men are only capable of reconciling their differences at the
expense of a third party. The best men can hope for in their quest for
nonviolence is the unanimity-minus-one of the surrogate victim* (Violence
239). Girard's political skepticism seems to be a result of his conviction
that arbitrary victims of violent unanimity are the "ingredient” in political
thought that allows each community to be flattered by the illusion of its
political innocence, the illusion of the justifiability of its violence.
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Modem political thought cannot dispense with morals, but it cannot
become purely moral without ceasing to be political. Another ingredient
must therefore be mixed with morals, 1f we really tried to identify what
this is we would inevitably end up with formulas like Caiaphas': "It is
better that this man or those die so that the community may survive”
{(Scapegoat 116). Political institutions, in establishing power relations
between dominant and subordinate people, always exercise force, violence
(Beetham 47-48). A perfectly moral politics seems as impossible as a
perfectly nonviolent politics.

Girard's refusal to plant his feet in the wet cement of any single
political party's rhetoric is the outcome, in part, of his preference for a
religious perspective on human affairs. The religious is his fundamental
category of analysis; and religion in Girard's view is not an unentightened
form of belief to be superseded by political wisdom, but rather the
fundamental mode of human social organization, the political only a
secular displacement of it. 1 hasten to add that Girard's pessimism abont
political arrangements arises not from any stoical indifference to their
victims, but rather from his respect for victims—a respect that is finally
religious in character.

A related sub-clause of Girard's political pessimism is the
incompatibility of mimetic theory and “identity politics," broadly defined
so as to include nationalist or ethnic politics based on historical grievances
and desires for vengeance. I have in mind here Girard's idea that the
distinct identity of the surrogate victim is not strictly relevant to the
effects of collective violence.

Violence belongs to all men, and thus to none in particular. It is futile
to look for the secret of the redemptive process in distinctions between the
surrogate victim and other members of the community. The crucial fact
is that the choice of the victim is arbitrary (Violence 257). The stabilizing
effects of political scapegoating thus depend on the degree of unanimity
in the community’s viclence, not on the identity of the victim. The identity
of the sacrificial victim is not essential in scapegoating; the essential in
scapegoating is the unanimity of the collective violence itseif (cf. Violence
84, 150). Perhaps because of this priority of violent unanimity over
victim identity, Girard has measured his distance from specific political
causes (Scapegoat 19-20), We must confront what I would call the formal
equivalence of scapegoats. The arbitrary victim of a sacrificial political
process may be anyone: scandalously rich or scandalously poor, aristocrat
or vagrant, typical representative of a majority or a minority. A politics
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informed by mimetic theory seems obliged not to privilege any particular
category of victim. Aad inasmuch as a political gronp with grievances
would claim for its members the status of "victim" only to mobilize
vengefut blaming of its political opposition, that group’s aims would seem
incompatible with the implications of mimetic theory. The negative side
of Girard's refusal to privilege particular categories of victim is & capacity
in mimetic theory to alicnate members of groups who have suffered
persecution, by not giving to their victim status the kind of attention they
believe it deserves. The affinmative side of the refusal is its opening
toward a certain broad human equality. an equality of dangerous
indebtedness, in that we are all beneficiaries of systems stabilized by
victims of past violence; and an equality of dangerous susceptibility, in
that we are all potential participants in future violence. The appreciation
of that basis of shared debt and danger seems to be a first step toward the
¢galitarian politics mimetic theory aliows.

Nonetheless, when one tests mimetic theory on particular cultural texts
and situations, one must deal with representations of particular victims.
Does the principle of the formal equivalence of scapegoats remain tenable
when one attends to the status of a particular victim in a specific context?
That is the question I explore here by means of a consideration of Joseph
Conrad's Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard (1904), an English modernist
novel of political violence set in the fictional South American republic of
Costaguana. The sacrificial victim in this text is a character named Sefior
Hirsch, a Jewish hide-merchant who unluckily arrives in the
Costaguaneran province of Sulaco when c¢ivil war breaks out. Hirsch is
the one in the novel who substitutes for all others as the victim of the
violence it both represents and contains.

Conrad's Nostromo (1904) and political pessimism

The San Tomé silver mine, in the province of Sulaco in the South
American republic of Costaguana, has been inactive since the late 1860's.
The Costaguana government forces its owner Mr. Gould to pay extorted
"taxes" on what the mine could earn in profits if it were being worked.
This fiscal persecution destroys Gould's self-respect, and he dies a bitter
man, having complained in long letters to his only son Charles GPI.!ld.
Charles Gould is away in Europe studying the science of muning
engincering,. When his father dies, he proposes marriage to his beloved
Emilia, tells her of his plans to defy the paternal prohibition never to re-
open the mine, and wins her hand. The Goulds establish themselves in
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Sulaco as dispensers of employment, recruiting labourers from the
countryside.

The Goulds are pleased with the San Tomé Silver mine: it produces
silver and the profits move north to one Mr. Holroyd, their American
financial backer in San Francisco. But the freedom to work the mine
requires political bribery. Gould finances the dictatorship of Don
Vincente Ribiera; Ribiera's function is partly to place limits on the bribes
Gould must pay. His chief representative in Sulaco is the dignified Don
José Avellanos, an aging historian who has survived many brutal
Costaguancran regimes. Political violence erupts when General Montero,
Ribiera's Minister of War, speaks with drunken bluntness at a luncheon on
board a vessel in Sulaco harbour, held to celebrate the coming of the
British-financed National Central Railway. Montero, inspired to rebel by
a sense of his exclusion from the circle of friends around Gould, seems to
be a monster of ambition. In 1889, one year after the establishment of
Ribiera, civil war breaks out between the Monterists and the Ribicrists
(the allies of Charles Gould).

Charles Gould fears that his mine will be expropriated if the
Monterists win the war. But he has guarded against that possibility by
preparing to threaten to destroy it, lining every vein with dynamite. Martin
Decoud, a representative of an old Sulaco family, returns from Paris to
join the Ribierists. A young journalist, Decoud writes the Ribierist
political newspaper. Rioting breaks out in Sulaco; pursued by rebel forces
from the capital, President Ribicra comes stumbling into town on a mule.
Nostromo, a Genoese sailor who manages the dockhands on the wharves
of the O.S.N. (Oceanic Steam Navigation company), rescues President
Ribiera from the mob, arousing the admiration of his employer Captain
Mitchell.

Things come to a crisis for Charles Gould and his friends when
victorious Monterist forces approach just as a fresh shipment of silver, a
huge treasure, has come down the mountainside to the harbour. Decoud
proposes that the Ribierists found a new republic by spearheading the
secession of the province of Sulaco from Costaguana. American support
for the new republic would require that the silver move safely to San
Francisco and escape the clutches of General Sotillo, who is approaching
the Gulf. Decoud, who wishes to found the Republic of Sulaco, joins with
Nostromo, who wishes to carn fame by impressing others with his
courage; Charles Gould and friends appoint them to remove the silver out
beyond the Golfo Placido where it may be then transported by a friendly



Sefior Hirsch as Sacrificial Victim 51

vessel northward. It is on the lighter secretly commissioned to remove the
silver that the victim Sefior Hirsch stows away.

Decoud and Nostromo hide the silver on an island at the outer edge of
the harbour, after suffering a collision with an enemy steamer which seems
to knock Hirsch overboard to his death. Nostromo returns to Sulaco; he
performs yet another feat of bravery, a dangerous overland journey to
recall Ribierist forces that have gone by sea to Cayta. He succeeds; the
troops return in time; the mine and the new independent Sulaco are saved.
However, many have been hurt by the upheaval. Don José Avellanos dies
under the strain. Decoud, left alone on the island with the silver, commits
suicide. Hirsch is tortured and murdered, Civilians die. About a decade
after the war, even though the mine prospers, labourers who work in its
darkness are restless; rumours of rebellious disorder spread.

It the course of the civil war, Nostromo witnesses the deaths of his
foster mother Theresa Viola, his friend Decoud, and the "man of Fear”
Hirsch. Nostromo learns to resent the seeming indifference of the rich
people who have exploited his services. He decides to steal the silver
slowly, a few bars at a time—the silver which all belicve was sunk in the
harbour. On the island where the silver is hidden, Giorgio Viola comes to
live with his two daughters, Linda and Giselle. Nostromo has long been
intended for Linda; but he falls in Jove with Giselle, even when proposing
to Linda. Ol Giorgio shoots Nostromo one night, mistaking him for a
rejected suitor of Giselle. Nostromo on his death-bed wants to confess to
Mrs. Emilia Gould the secret of the treasure. She asks him not to confess.
Nostromo dies with his good reputation intact, although we readers know
the truth: his public career as a hero was followed by a private life as a
thief, a bitter man isolated by self-punishing resentment.

As this summary suggests, Joseph Conrad certainly recognized the
human capacity for contagious political resentment. Conrad's admirers
have long celebrated his demystifications of the delusions of moral
superiority that sustaincd the politics of European imperialism, ‘and
Nostrome in particular aims to demonstrate the futility of vainglorious
political action.'! Like René Girard, Joseph Conrad seems cynical about

'In my view, the most convincing position on the specific political significance of

isﬂwpommwmmasumm in his essay *The Modemization of Sulaco”

(1992). According to Berthoud, Conrad posits "the chisf cause of eivil disorde [as]) the survival
of the patrimonial state” in Costaguana. The pairimonial state is an “irrationslist conception

which “cannot establish political stability; for when the sacramental state has been vacated by

its priest-king, it demands a successor, even when it is obfiged to do s0 in the language of
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political solutions to human suffering, a cynicism explained in part by
Conrad's childhood suffering as a political exile sent to Siberia with his
father, a Polish nationalist whose activism led nowhere (Meyers 1991).
Conrad shows a contempt for "mob politics” in Nostromo, a contempt that
resembles Girard's thematics of the persecuting mob in The Scapegoat.
The treatment of mobs in Nostremo explains why Marxist critics,
although complimentary of the novel's historicist breadth, always blame
its politics for being not quite revolutionary enough (Jenkins 176,
Jameson 270; Ryan 71; Bonney 237; Visser 3,8).

Despite these rough similarities of outlook between Conrad and
Girard, the question of whether Nostromo belongs in Girard's notoriously
selective canon of the great novels remains. What I have in mind here is
Girard's distinction between texts that reveal the metaphysicality of desire
and texts that only reflect it; and further, his related distinction between
the hidden scapegoat of the text and the revealed scapegoat in the text
(Scapegoar 119-20). Where a scapegoat is of the fext, we detect a
"hidden structural principle” excluded and covered up by it; the text must
in this case be "defined as one of persecution, entirely subjected to the
representation of persecution from the standpoint of the persecutor. The
text is controlied by the effect of a scapegoat it does not acknowledge”
(Scapegoat 119). Where the scapegoat is in the rexr, we have "the clearly
visible theme" of scapegoating. In this case, the work "acknowledges the
scapegoat effect which does not control it... {and) this text reveals the
truth of the persecution” (Scapegoar 119). In what follows, I argue that
Nostromo approaches a revelation of the metaphysicality of desire and the
scapegoat mechanism, but reflects it only imperfectly. 1 argue further that
accounting for Hirsch's specific identity as a man of fear and as a Jewish
individual seems essential to our resisting the reciprocal violence that the
text does not renounce—which accounting would seem to call into
question the practical import of the notion of the formal equivalence of
scapegoats, Joseph Conrad, more interested in shocking us with the
scandal of primitive cruelty than in revealing our "equality” in violence
and our dependence on the example of a suffering mediator, falls back on
the insinuation that Hirsch is fated to die as the one victim in the place of
many.

republicanism or the rhetoric of equality” (151). Berthoud argucs that in the novel Conrad is
above all "concerned to exhibit the vacuity of constitutional, libertarian and populist language
in this context” (151, my emphasis).
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Charles Gould and Seiior Hirsch as king and fool

Sedior Hirsch emerges in the world of Nostromo at the end of a chapter
set in the Casa Gould during a social evening, an evening that ends with
a conversation between him and Charles Gould. Their meeting is
constructed as if Charles Gould were a king (he is known by many as the
“rey de Sulaco") and Hirsch his court jester, his fool (on the fool as
sacrificial substitute, see McKenna 179-181), That afternoon, Barrios and
his Ribierist troops have been sent ceremoniously into battle from the
Sulaco wharf. The citizens who gather in the Casa Gould gather in
solidarity against the enemy Montero. Young Martin Decoud, courting
Antonia on the balcony, mocks the vilification of Montero that animates
the guests'conversations when he shouts the phrase "Gran Bestia!® into
the room at the top of his voice. "Gran bestia” has been the theme of his
newspaper propaganda, his label for Montero; although Decoud is aware
that his newspaper's exaggerations promote mimetic hatred, the Ribierists
who hear his cry of "Gran Bestia” approve of the angry sentiment. In
preparation for the appearance of Sefior Hirsch, then, we have an
atmosphere of hatred (Decoud's courting of Antonia Avellanos, danghter
of Don José, is tragically out of place). Conrad uses the metaphor of a
swelling and receding "tide" to describe the party (189, 192, 199); Hirsch
appears to be left behind by this "tide™

And there remained only one visitor in the vast empty sala, bluishly
hazy with tobacco smoke, a heavy-eyed, round-checked man, with
a drooping moustache, a hide merchant from Esmeralda, who had
come overland to Sulaco, riding with a few peons across the coast
range. (200)

The mere fact that Hirsch is a man who does not know when to lea\_fe,
unaware of good manaers, draws the reader's sympathy away from ?um
and toward Gould. His status as a merchant makes him a symbotic rival
of Charles Gould: before the days of silver, the biggest trade in Sulaco
was that in ox-hides and indigo. Conrad thus casts the merchant's small
trade as that of an antiquated primitive, against Gould's magnificent
business as one proper to an imposing captain of modern indus';try. '
Primarily, though, Seiior Hirsch is aftaid. He is afraid for his
business and his personal safety. Now thal war has come to the -lancl,. he
fears his labour will be wasted and seeks comfort from the figurative king
of Sulaco: "A plain man could carry on his little business now in the
country, and even think of enlarging it—with safety. Was it not so? He
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seemed to beg Charles Gould for a confirmatory word, a grunt of assent,
a simple nod even. He could get nothing” (201). If the war threatens his
mine, so it must threaten Hirsch's stock: in his avstere silence, Gould
shows honesty. With a comical dignity, Hirsch takes his little business as
seriously as Gould takes his big one.

..the silence of Charles Gould portended a failure. Evidently this
was no time for extending a modest man's business. He [Sefior
Hirsch) enveloped in a swift mental malediction the whole country,
with all its inhabitants, partisans of Ribiera and Montero alike; and
there were incipient tears in his mute anger at the thought of the
innumerable ox-hides going to waste... rotting, with no profit to
anybody—rotting where they had been dropped by men called
away to atlend the urgent necessities of political revolutions. (203)

Conrad delicately balances conflicting implications of Hirsch's thought
here: the merchant's concemn for the waste of his ox-hides when human
lives are about to be wasted seems monstrously mercenary (illegitimate),
but his frustration with the way "political revolutions” interfere with
gconomic prosperity remains analogous to the anti-political frustrations
of Charles Gould (legitimate). More ominously, Hirsch secretiy curses all
the others in the Costaguana community, separating himself out as the
indifferent one from the many committed to the fight: Hirsch curses "the
whole country... all its inhabitants... partisans of Ribiera and Montero
alike." The scapegoat-to-be takes neither of the two sides. He falls
unwittingly as the mediator between.

Hirsch expresses fears for his bodily safety, telling Gould about a
strange meeting that occurred during his journey over the mountains.
Three strange riders appeared; two left the road, but one remained,
approached Hirsch, and asked him for a cigar: *'He did not seem armed,
but when he put his hand back to reach for the matches I saw an enormous
revolver strapped to his waist. | shuddered. He had very fierce whiskers,
Don Carlos, and as he did not offer to go on we dared not move™ (201-
202). Now Hirsch believes that this man was the legendary outlaw
Hernandez. Hirsch's two servants assured him that the man was the
famous Nostromo. This evening, Charles Gould also assures Hirsch that
it was Nostromo: "the round face, with its hooked beak upturned towards
[Gould] [had] an almost childlike appeal. 'If it was the Capataz de
Cargadores you met—and there is no doubt, is there?—you were perfectly
safe"™ (202). Traumatized by coming so close to 3 man of violence, Hirsch
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continues to confuse safety and danger, and persists in not differentiating
the showy public Capataz from the enigmatic bandit Hemandez (204;
381). Conrad's joke here marks Hirsch as a coward: we readers are meant
to laugh at his cowardice, to share the common belief that admiration of
violence is essential to the freedom of the manly man.> But the deeper
Jjoke is to be caught in the fact that Hirsch's perceptions, though distorted,
dissolve something of the difference between legitimate and ilfegitimate
violence. There is some incipient truth both in the fool's *swift mental
malediction” and his blurring of the Capataz and the bandit. Hirsch fears
Nostromo and Herndndez as if they were one and the same; the violence
of the outlaw and the violence of the local hero from inside the community
are the same to him, as the Monterists and the Ribierists are the same. His
attitude inadvertently points toward the levelling cffects of violence,

Nostromo and Seiior Hirsch as hero and monster

If Sefior Hirsch is monstrous because he carries on as a man of fear,
Nostromo, the magnificent Capataz de Cargadores, is a hero because he
carries himself a man of courage. Nostromo belongs to the tradition of
what Barry McCarthy has anatomized as the "warrior ethos,” with its
values of "physical courage...endurance...strength and skill... [and]
honour" (106). This Nostromo performs spectacular feats of bravery,
motivated not by altruism but by a candidly egoistic love for his own
reputation. The pompous Captain Mitchell (his boss at the Oceanic Steam
Navigation Company) often "loans” Nostromo to the Sulaco elite when
they need things done, and Nostromo's performance of those tasks wins
him fame. He guards Sir John the railway magnate through the mountains,
delivers a message from the Ribierists to the shadowy Herndndez, rescues
President Ribiera from the mob, and succeeds in a desperate journey to
recall General Barrios and his troops to Sulaco. But on his most difficult
mission, the removal of the treasure from Sulaco one night during the war,
Nostromo fails. Hirsch contributes to that failure, as the abject coward
disturbing the smooth course of triumphant heroism.

How docs Hirsch end up on the lighter loaded with treasure? Like
Oedipus, the more Hirsch tries to flee the source of violence, the more he

> Albert Guerard has suggested that "the novef's division of its humanity into the cowardly
and the brave is certainly Jess conscious than someofisoﬂlﬂpolnriﬁw(mw
complex-simple, scoundroi-dupe) but possibly as important” (187). 1 believe that this dz:nsnon
is certainly as important, fundamental to an understanding of the secrificial status of Hirsch.
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approaches it. When the rioting begins, he flees from his lodgings at the
storekeeper Anzani's (in such a panic that he forgets his shoes),
scrambling over walls and blundering into Sutaco’s Franciscan convent.
Hirsch lies down "in the midst of matted bushes with the recklessness of
desperation... hidden there all day, his tongue cleaving to the roof of his
mouth with all the intensity of thirst engendered by heat and fear” (271).
In the evening, he ventures onto the streets, runs toward the railway yards
and then toward the O.S.N. offices. "He crouched, crept, crawled, made
dashes, guided by a sort of animal instinct, keeping away from every light
and every sound of voices" (272). Hirsch finally hides away on the
lighter; when men come and load the silver onto it, he overhears and
understands but his *only idea at the time, overpowering and masterful,
[is] to get away from this terrible Sulaco" (273). That Sefior Hirsch
should end up on the same cargo-boat loaded with the very treasure that
has been acting as the magnet attracting the violence of the most violent
men in the country is a terribly ridiculous irony: Conrad's plotting plays
without compunction on his fearfulness.

Why is Hirsch such a coward? One reason is structural. Hirsch
embodies mimetic panic, personifies in his very flesh the terror that the
many non-warriors in Sulaco must be fecling during the rioting, fighting,
killing and dying. It is as if Conrad has Hirsch possess in his one mind
and body, in one private person, the totality of public fear let loose by the
sacrificial crisis of the war. Second, the text posits a more properly
characterological reason: the fearfulness of Sefior Hirsch is constructed as
an ascribed trait. We arc informed that Hirsch is "one of those men whom
fear lashes like a whip" (273). One of those, but not onc of us. Ina
contrast between Captain Mitchell (who fears nothing, not even torture)
and Hirsch, the narrator defines this coward's debility: "a certain kind of
imagination—the kind whose undue development caused fhis] intense
suffering—that sort of imagination which adds the blind terror of bodily
suffering and of death, envisaged as an accident to the body alone, strictly
—to all the other apprehensions on which the sense of one's existence is
based" (338). When Nosiromo and Decoud have discovered the terrified
stowaway, Decoud speaks of Hirsch as a born coward:

Decoud thought that it was a thousand pities the wretch had not
died of fright. Nature, who had made him what he was, seemed to
have calculated cruelly how much he could bear in the way of
atrocious anguish without expiring. Some compassion was due to
so much terror. Decoud, though imaginative enough for sympathy,
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resolved not to interfere with any action that Nostrome could take,
But Nostromo did nothing. And the fate of Sefior Hirsch remained
suspended in the dacknes