
Chapter Thirteen

Hermeneutical Mimesis

Joachim Duyndam

Since Aristotle, mimesis has been a key concept in traditional theories of art
and literature. Mimesis is a cultural concept in the first place. The meaning of
mimesis covers both imitation and performance aspects of art. It refers to
“representation of reality,” in German: Dargestellte Wirklichkeit, as the sub-
title of Erich Auerbach’s classical study says it (2003). Contemporary critical
theories, interpreting art and literature from re- and deconstructive aspects
still rely heavily on mimesis (e.g., Derrida 1979). Mimesis has also a natural
meaning. Life sciences such as evolutionary biology (de Waal 2009) and
neurosciences (Iacoboni 2008) show mimetic features at the heart of hu-
man—and not only human—nature. Mimesis seems to be no less than the
core of both human nature and human culture.

Over recent decades, the French-American thinker René Girard has taken
mimesis as the starting point of his Copernican theory of human nature and
culture—language, art, religion, literature, philosophy, and science (1987).
Like Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, and others who have changed the way
we think in the humanities and in the human sciences, Girard has proposed a
set of ideas that has altered our perceptions and interpretations of the world
we live in. Behind our common sense self-understanding as autonomous and
authentic individuals, Girard has unveiled the mimetic character of desire
and the scapegoat mechanism on the other as the hidden motives of our
thinking and our conduct (1986). Moreover, in his explorations of the rela-
tions between the sacred and violence, he has hit upon the origins of cul-
ture—the way culture began, the way it continues to organize itself, the way
communities of human beings structure themselves in a manner that is differ-
ent from that of other species on the planet (1979).

Girard is most famous for his hermeneutical reading of modern literature,
classical myths, and biblical stories. Being a literary scholar in the first place,
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a theorist of literature, he has developed literature itself as a theory: a theory
on culture, on myth, on religion, especially sacrifice, rituals, and biblical
themes. However, Girard’s narrative thinking has alienated him, in a way,
from mainstream philosophy and social sciences, which rather seem to prefer
an arguing style of rationality through general concepts and abstract
schemes. This alienation is the more unfortunate as Girard’s ideas have a
huge philosophical and scientific relevance.

In this chapter, I will add a philosophical approach to Girard’s narrative-
hermeneutical work on mimesis. Unlike Girard, who stresses the contagious
and unavoidable aspects of our mimesis of models, I will argue that a rela-
tively free, creative relationship between the moral agent and the model can
be realized. However, it is not my purpose to replace Girard’s concept by an
ideal, so-called “pure” alternative of free creative mimesis. I cannot and will
not ignore the contagious and manifest effects of mimetic desire Girard iden-
tifies. On the contrary, I recognize the addictive power of mimesis. I will
show, nevertheless, that if grasped at the heart of mimesis, this power turns
out to be helpful to an interpretive approach to the model. To this end,
hermeneutics should not only disclose the phenomenon of mimesis as such,
as Girard does, but the relationship between the moral agent and the exem-
plary model should itself be conceived as hermeneutical. In my view, the
inspiration provided by a model or exemplar is carried out as a kind of
interpretation, a hermeneutics-by-doing, so to say. Indeed, inspiration can be
contagious, but from a hermeneutical relation to it one can preserve a relative
freedom of interpretation.

First I will focus on the narrative character of the inspirational relation-
ships with models and exemplars. Then the hermeneutical approach can be
elaborated upon. I conclude by sharpening some aspects of the hermeneutical
mimesis of exemplary figures and models. As to the wording, it goes without
saying that the meaning of “inspiration” is in itself neutral, and may refer to
both positive (encouraging) and negative (violent) effects. I use “model” to
refer to the model of mimetic desire in Girard, and “exemplar” to refer to the
model to which the moral agent has a hermeneutical relationship. Thus, the
question of this chapter may be recapitulated as how to turn a model into an
exemplar.

EXEMPLARS AND NARRATIVE

What is an exemplar? In my view, this question should be answered from
within the relationship between the moral agent and the inspiring model. It
would not make sense to distinguish a class of objectively present models or
exemplars, e.g., people having the quality of being able to inspire. Inspiration
is a relational concept, not an individual’s feature. This relational concept is
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in line with Girard’s idea of humans as interdividuals. Consequently, inspira-
tion can only be adequately grasped by reflecting on the experience of being
inspired by an exemplar. Such experiences include, for instance, taking heart
from a courageous person, or coping with a confusing situation by following
the example of a wise friend. From a relational perspective, the experience of
being inspired is not exceptional but quite common. Anybody who has had to
make a fundamental decision, or who has suffered or loved, who had to bear
a loss, or who experienced friendship, will know the power of an inspiring
exemplar. In all these existential areas, a certain dignity and an excellence
can be achieved by taking an eminent paradigm as a model; by directing
oneself to exemplary courage, to outstanding wisdom, to respectable perse-
verance, to model friendship, etc.

These examples show that an exemplar is not necessarily a saint or a
recognized hero. Ordinary people can be exemplars, as well. Well-known
moral heroes like Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Gandhi inspire large num-
bers of people, whereas my grandmother may only inspire me. Inspiration
depends on what the exemplar represents to a certain inspired moral agent:
courage, perseverance, justice, generosity, or just a particular skill. I use the
general word “value” to denote what the exemplar represents, what the mod-
el embodies, and what at the same time triggers me, challenges me, activates
me, or—in brief—inspires me as a moral agent. Such inspiring values can be
embodied by living exemplars in someone’s social environment, but also by
certain characters in novels or films, or by celebrities, artists, politicians,
historical figures, etc.

In sharp contrast to the evident meaning of exemplary figures in our
moral lives is their remarkably humble status in modern ethics. Modern
ethical reasoning is mainly based upon principles, values, virtues and benefi-
cial goals, though rarely upon authoritative or inspiring exemplars (Beau-
champ 2001). Although in the history of Western Culture, the imitation of
exemplars has been both an important ethical principle and a widely ex-
tended moral practice—e.g., the exemplarily embodied virtues in Aristote-
lian ethics, the imitation of saints and of Christ himself in Christianity—in
modern ethics, the role of exemplars seems to have been downgraded to the
sole position of only instances, merely illustrating general and abstract moral
rules and statements. The humble status of imitation in modern ethics has
also been confirmed by moral psychology. In the well-known developmen-
tal-psychological theory of Lawrence Kohlberg, which is based on a Kantian
view, acting according to an exemplar is considered to be specific to a lower
grade of moral development—it is actually supposed to indicate moral imma-
turity—while acting in accordance with general moral rules would mark the
highest degree of moral conduct (Kohlberg 1984; c.f. Gilligan 1982). The
reason for this poor rank might be that mimesis of exemplary figures seems
to be incompatible with currently important and widely shared values such as
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autonomy and authenticity. One could easily object, however, that for such
values to be appealing and engaging they need to be embodied and demon-
strated by exemplary figures actually inspiring to autonomy and authenticity.

Yet there are some exceptions among contemporary ethicists who treat
the importance of exemplars to our moral conduct. One of them is Edith
Wyschogrod, who in her remarkable study Saints and Postmodernism: Revi-
sioning Moral Philosophy (1990) discusses the present-day significance of
hagiographies to moral action. Although she hardly focuses specifically on
the imitation of saints, her account of what she calls the “saintly effect” is
considerably valuable to our subject matter. In my view, the meaning of
imitation is not confined to saints in the literal and acknowledged sense,
although they make up the main paradigm in Christian tradition, but it refers
generally to the inspiring influence or effect that can emanate from any
exemplary person. On the other hand, it should be noticed that not all saints
are to be imitated. Some are only prayed to as mediators, such as St. Antho-
ny, because they are believed to be close to God (Frijhoff 2002). Others, like
St. James, are worshiped by pilgrims who seek their proximity to share a bit
of their holiness (Nolan and Nolan 1989). Another category of saints, includ-
ing ascetics, hermits and recluses, as well as the so-called pillarists such as
Simeon the Stylite, is literally inimitable (Cohn 1987).

Let us look a bit closer to the exemplar from the perspective of the
inspired. How do I learn from the exemplar? And how do I know at all the
value represented by him or her? It seems that we are connected with exem-
plars in a narrative way. It is through narratives such as legends, stories from
novels or films, media reports, or even gossip that we get acquainted with
exemplary people. It can be defended that even if we happen to know an
exemplar personally, our knowledge of this person has a narrative structure.
A narrative structure entails that the corresponding knowledge is focused on
an order of logically and chronologically connected events, caused or under-
gone by “actors,” i.e., real or fictional people, personages who act in the
context shaped by the story—to quote a general definition of narrative (Bal
2009; Newton 1995). Similarly, the inspiring value embodied by an exemplar
unfolds through the events of a narrative in which the exemplar is involved—
the narrative told to us readers, listeners, spectators of the play, the film, or
the live event. It is through narratives that we are connected and get ac-
quainted with exemplary figures and the values they demonstrate.

What can be said, on the other hand, of mimesis in the Girardian sense?
Does the contagious mimesis of mimetic desire also have a narrative charac-
ter? Obviously, the object of Girard’s hermeneutical analysis is narrative, as
it includes novels, legends, classical myths, biblical stories, etc. But doesn’t
he overlook the narrative character of the contagious mimetic desire itself?
Mimetic desire seems to be extracted by Girard from the narratives inter-
preted as a basic feature of human nature on its own, the narratives only
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being the source of our knowledge of this human nature. From a straightfor-
ward point of view, one could argue that there are also other sources for
research on mimetic desire that result in the discovery of this mimetic ele-
ment in human nature, for example empirical surveys of consumer’s behav-
ior at shopping malls. For my part, I would not debate any empirical evi-
dence but, quite the opposite, take Girard’s hermeneutical view somewhat
further, defending that mimetic desire is in fact contagious because of its
narrative character. The model in Girard is attractive because he or she repre-
sents, embodies, “tells” a story we not only recognize but in which we want
to be involved ourselves. Mimetic desire is not only the actual occurrence of
a person desiring or already possessing a certain object, but it is also my
potential desire and possession of the object, and not only mine. It is the
narrative of the actual desiring that makes desiring potential to others, includ-
ing me.

HERMENEUTICS

The narrative character of both our relationship to the model in Girard and
our relationship as moral agents to exemplary figures offers a clue to our
question of how to turn a model into an exemplar. Not only our relationships
to models and exemplars are narrative, also our knowledge of them is. The
narrative character of our knowledge of exemplars and of the values they
represent relates to the hermeneutical relationship, already mentioned, with
the exemplar and his or her story. The narrative in which the exemplar
figures is an appealing or even authoritative text, analogous to classical her-
meneutics regarding religious, scriptural, and legal texts. Common to these
kinds of texts is their inviting, seducing or even provoking appeal to be read,
interpreted, and conquered. There is a special (religious, legal, political, prac-
tical, moral) interest to catch their meaning. In relation to such texts and
narratives, hermeneutics tries to interpret their meaning though they are not
willing to release it easily or directly. There is a historical, cultural, or per-
haps hierarchical distance between the interpreter and the meaning sought,
for. Hermeneutical interpretation aims to bridge that distance, to get closer to
the meaning, to assume it, or appropriate it. In other words, the context in
which the value at stake is represented in the exemplar’s narrative may be
quite different from the context in which, I, the interpreter, am living. There-
fore, bridging the distance means translating the value at stake from one
context to another, from the context recounted in the narrative and the cultu-
ral-historical context of the narrative itself, on the one hand, to the actual
cultural-historical context of the reader, i.e., the inspired moral agent, on the
other (Duyndam 2004).
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In hermeneutical terms, the translation from one context to another occurs
as application—in Latin: applicatio (Gadamer 2003). Taking the inspiration
of an exemplar means applying the value represented in his or her narrative
to one’s own life and actions. Application is a creative process. It includes
deliberation, wisdom, and choice, because the values at issue are mostly not
handed down to us on a silver platter, clearly and unambiguously. The differ-
ence of context, already mentioned, prohibits the application from being a
mere imitation. The context of the values demonstrated by Nelson Mandela,
for instance, is the situation of a black South African during and immediately
after apartheid—quite different from the context of a prosperous white Euro-
pean, to whom Mandela’s life may be extremely inspiring. The European,
following his inspiration, has to translate Mandela’s values such as courage
and forgiveness from Mandela’s black South African context to his or her
actual European context. That is, I have to apply these values to my own life
and actions.

In the hermeneutical view on inspiration presented in this chapter, the
application of the inspiring value is motivated by both the interest of the
moral agent and the captivating character of the value and its meaning.
Against this background, the process of application can hermeneutically be
described as follows. The process begins with the experience of being ap-
pealed to by the exemplar. The appeal is actually part of the very inspiration
of the inspiring exemplar. It indicates a certain familiarity or kinship with the
exemplar. The values represented by the exemplar are mine, up to a certain
degree. They give me the experience of recognition: “Yes, this is really
worthwhile, this is the right thing to do.” But the values represented by the
exemplar are also still alien to me. I have not yet reached the level of, for
example, courage, generosity, justice, or faithfulness as demonstrated by the
exemplar. According to Paul Ricoeur, the element of recognition in the her-
meneutical application refers to the preceding relation of inclusion—in
French: appartenance (belonging to)—that is, embracing the pretended
autonomous subject and the object pretendedly opposed to it (2002). Build-
ing hermeneutics on the legacy of phenomenology, Ricoeur demonstrates
that Husserl’s intentionality presupposes this preceding relation of inclusion.

Regarding the relation to the exemplar, the element of recognition incor-
porates the experience that the appeal concerns me. The exemplar’s inspiring
appeal makes me, the moral agent, an associate or an accomplice, not just a
spectator. In a way, I am chosen by the exemplar, this rather being an effect
coming from the exemplar rather than an act deliberately executed by him or
her. Within the inclusive relationship with the exemplar, which has begun
with recognition, I the interpreter move toward the exemplar’s alien values,
trying to reach or to achieve those values. By an opposite metaphor, one may
say that I move the exemplar’s values to me, trying to acquire them, to
appropriate them. Anyhow, both movements are implied in the translation
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process, or hermeneutically speaking, the application of the values narrative-
ly represented by the exemplar to my life and my actions.

RELATIVE FREEDOM

At this point, we can clarify the difference between mimesis in the contag-
ious sense Girard conceives it and the hermeneutical mimesis grasped here.
The difference lies in the application. At first sight, there seems to be no
application at all in Girardian mimesis, only imitation by contagion, whereas
the application in the hermeneutic interpretative relation to the exemplar
implies a more free position toward the exemplar. From a Girardian point of
view, however, it could be argued—and it is in fact argued quite often—that
mimesis is not the same as imitation, and that if there is an element of
imitation in mimesis it does not concern the imitation of persons or behavior,
but the imitation of a relationship of interest between the model and an
object, for instance desire.1 Examining the interested relationship more
closely, one may say that a model interested in an object may also be consid-
ered to be applying a value, albeit mostly unconsciously. The very interested-
ness of the model in the object displays the importance or the value the object
has to the model. It is the model’s application that is contagious. Unlike
hermeneutical mimesis, which entails translation and application of the value
demonstrated by the exemplar into one’s own life, the mimetic actor in
Girard imitates the model’s very application, forgetting his or her own crea-
tive possibility of making an authentic application.

The hermeneutical approach to exemplars also recognizes that the value
demonstrated, is in fact, an application by the exemplar to his or her life. But
unlike imitation of someone else’s (the model’s) application, hermeneutical
application is a creative process, including deliberation, wisdom, and choice.
The values to be acquired are not sold out, neither are they detachable from
the particular life story and the actions of the exemplar. In fact, they are
embodied or incarnated in the exemplar’s concrete actions, words and ges-
tures. Moreover, they may be hidden or disguised. And, if present, they may
be ambiguous. Consequently, there is a necessity of application by the moral
agent. There is no other way of understanding the exemplar’s narrative than
the translating and applying done by the moral agent.

Freedom is implied in the double sense of negative and positive freedom.
Negatively, the moral agent stays clear from the “unavoidable” contagion the
model spreads (as Girard says), by keeping his or her own choice in the
process of application. It is up to me as a moral agent how I apply, if at all,
the courage inspired in me by the exemplar Mandela. I cannot be forced to
apply the value, courage, in a particular way. I may even reject the value.
Positively, the exemplar opens to me the very possibility of courage. By
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displaying courage in the tough circumstances of his life, Mandela reminds
me of the possibility; he invites me to be courageous in my circumstances.
The exemplar’s effect is liberation in the positive sense of possibility. Of
course, the negative and positive freedom of interpretation should not be
confused with total or absolute freedom. The freedom of application is a
relative freedom—in the literary sense: given by the hermeneutical relation-
ship with the exemplar. The hermeneutical relationship with the exemplar
does not free the moral agent from mimetic contagion, completely. The her-
meneutical relation is always to be gained, to be struggled for from a resilient
position.

Regarding this freedom, it should be remarked, again, that the inspiring
and applicable value demonstrated by the exemplar is itself an applied value
in the exemplar’s narrative. The inspiring effect of the value depends on its
application by the exemplar in his or her life and actions as recounted in the
narrative. Application does not start with me as a moral agent; my applica-
tion is an application of an application. Here originates the risk of contagion
and mere imitation. One should never forget that application is the key to
mimesis, and the key of freedom in mimesis. Only a hermeneutical perspec-
tive provides this awareness.

CLOSING REMARKS

I will conclude by specifying some implications of the narrative-hermeneuti-
cal approach to mimesis as defended in this chapter.

1. The narrative character of the relationship with the exemplar, as well
as the narrative character of the knowledge communicated through
this relationship, entails that our acquaintance of the exemplar is limit-
ed; in fact it is only partial. Like any personage in a novel, we know
only a few things of him or her; we have no complete knowledge of
every detail of the exemplar’s life and actions. Not only would this be
impossible, it would also be undesirable. It is the inevitably abstract
and partial image of the exemplar represented in his or her narrative
that is inspiring. Too many details would weaken the inspiring effect.

2. However, the selected way the exemplar is represented in the narrative
is not aimed at perfection. Although Western culture is highly influ-
enced by the paradigm of all exemplars, Jesus Christ, who is perfect
by definition, it enhances the credibility of most exemplars to be not
perfect. When Nelson Mandela recently tended to become a kind of a
saint, biographies were published that included also some dark sides
of his personality, which, in fact, contributed to his hero status instead
of harming it.2 To be credible and inspiring, exemplars need some
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ambivalence, just like real existing people are always ambivalent—a
mixture of good and evil.

3. The paradigm of Jesus Christ could also lead to the prejudice that an
exemplar must be exemplary in all domains of our lives. Indeed, to a
practicing Christian, Jesus is the exemplar of all aspects of his or her
life: work, family life, education, friendship, love, etc. Usually, how-
ever, an exemplar inspires only some part of my life. In my professor-
ship at the university, for instance, I am inspired by other exemplars
than in my being a father for my children, or in my friendship with my
friends. An exemplar is not only partial in the sense of a narrative’s
personage, but also in the sense that the narrative of my own life is
itself too complex and multifaceted, and actually too opaque, to be
inspired by only one exemplar.

REFERENCES

Auerbach, Erich. 2003. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.

Bal, M. 2009. Narratology. Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press.

Beauchamp, T. 2001. Philosophical Ethics, An Introduction to Moral Philosophy. Boston:
McGraw-Hill.

Cohn, R. 1987. “Sainthood,” The Encyclopedia of Religion. Edited by M. Eliade. New York:
McMillan.

Derrida, Jacques. 1979. Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles. Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press.
de Waal, Frans. 2009. The Age of Empathy. Nature's Lessons for a Kinder Society. New York:

Three Rivers Press.
Duyndam, J. 2004. “Hermeneutics of Imitation. A Philosophical Approach to Sainthood and

Exemplariness.” Pp. 7-21 in Saints and Role Models in Judaism and Christianity, edited by
in Marcel Poorthuis & Joshua Schwartz. Leiden/Boston, Mass.: Brill.

Frijhoff, W. 2002. Embodied Belief. Ten Essays on Religious Culture in Dutch History. Hilver-
sum: Verloren.

Gadamer, H-G. 2003. Truth and Method. New York: Continuum.
Gilligan, C. 1982. In a Different Voice; Psychological Theory and Women’s Development.

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U.P.
Girard, René. 1987. Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World. Stanford, Calif.: Stan-

ford University Press.
———. 1986. The Scapegoat. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
———. 1979. Violence and the Sacred. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Iacoboni, Marco. 2008. Mirroring People. The New Science of How We Connect with Others.

New York: Farar, Straus and Giroux.
Kohlberg, L. 1984. The Psychology of Moral Development; The Nature and Validity of Moral

Stages. San Francisco: Harper & Row.
Mandela, N. 2010. Conversations with Myself. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
———. 1994. The Long Walk to Freedom. London: Little, Brown and Company.
Newton, A.Z. 1995. Narrative Ethics. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
Nolan M.L. & S. Nolan, S. 1989. Christian Pilgrimage in Modern Europe. Chapel Hill, N.C.:

University of North Carolina Press.
Ricoeur, P. 2002. “Phenomenology and Hermeneutics.” Pp. 579-600 The Phenomenology

Reader, edited by in D. Moran & T. Mooney. London: Routledge.



258 Joachim Duyndam

Stengel, R. 2009. Mandela’s Way. Fifteen Lessons on Life, Love, and Courage. New York:
Crown Publishers.

Wyschogrod, E. 1990. Saints and Postmodernism; Revisioning Moral Philosophy. Chicago:
Chicago U.P., 1990.

NOTES

1. But not only desire! In my view, Girardian mimesis concerns any interested relationship,
including thinking (e.g., having a view or holding an opinion), giving meaning to something,
and even simple perception. Just try: at a touristic site, look very carefully and interested at an
arbitrary point, and you will soon notice people coming and standing next to you starting to
gaze at the same.

2. Richard Stengel (2009); and Mandela (2010); whereas previous biographies were more
like a hagiography, e.g., Nelson Mandela, The Long Walk to Freedom (1994).


