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I. The Place of Violence in Jacques Ellul’s and René Girard’s Works 
 

Jacques Ellul and René Girard, these two twentieth-century French authors, appear 
to share many commonalities beyond their success across the Atlantic. The two 
thinkers have placed the Christian religion at the heart of their thought, and, despite 
a difference in their approach and denomination (Ellul associating himself with 
Protestantism and Girard with Catholicism), they share similar concerns. Thus, the 
thought of the former sometimes opposes that of the latter, they often converge, but 
they are always complementary, as we will try to show in this article and as confirmed 
by their mutual acknowledgement of an intellectual proximity. 

Indeed, in “Intermezzo instinctif et non scientifique” [Instinctive and Unscientific 
Intermezzo], Ellul states that the dynamics of mimetic rivalries highlighted by Girard 
seems to be the subjective dimension of the same reality whose objective dimension 
he is charting through the development of technique; the two phenomena would be 
mutually stimulated and together they create a world full of pride and indistinction. 

As for Girard, he is telling us, in his interview for The Ellul Forum (April 12, 2005), 
that Ellul’s area of study is the modern world, whereas his own is the archaic one, 
but that, in a certain way, they are trying to do the same thing.1 Perhaps what he 

 
1 “I am mostly interested in his views as a sociologist of religion in the modern world. By 
contrast, I am an anthropologist of religion interested in the contact and opposition between 
archaic religious phenomena and Christianity. But I find in Ellul many ideas that I share with 
him completely. In some ways I am trying to do something similar to what he has done.” 



Julien Lysenko 

 

64 

means by that is that he is attempting to identify sacrifice as the decisive factor in the 
development of ancient societies, just as Ellul had identified technique as the decisive 
factor in the development of our society. 

In order to seek a more precise parallel between these two authors, we have 
decided to address the issue of violence, which seems central to both Ellul’s and 
Girard’s work. This theme will make it possible for us to introduce the following 
hypothesis: there would be a relationship of continuity between the disappearance of 
traditional sacrifice and the development of technique trying to take over the vacated 
place in a similar logic of sacralization.2 A hypothesis that could account for the 
symmetry between their works acknowledged by both Ellul and Girard. 

Albeit that Ellul is above all known for his work on technique, we would be wrong 
in thinking that, to him, technique is the central issue of human life. It is only modern 
man’s central issue, for it has turned into a system and it therefore crystallizes 
humanity’s major problems. Technique is also a problem insofar it is a source of 
violence. In Ellul’s eyes, violence is even a key issue per se, including outside any 
technological society, which is why he kept stating his adherence to non-violence and 
even to non-power.3 

The centrality of violence in Girard’s work is obvious of course. Its two main 
concepts, that of mimetic desire and that of the scapegoat, are interconnected by 
violence: the violence arising from mimetic rivalry caused by desire and in need of 
being contained by the scapegoat (unless it is counteracted at the source, as suggested 
by the Judeo-Christian alternative). 

Nevertheless, the problematics of violence in these two authors is too titanic to 
be fully approached in a simple article, and this would raise the major difficulty of 
knowing whether they assign the exact same meaning to this word, an apparently 
clear one, since it is commonly used. This is why we will focus here on a particular 
aspect of this issue that has been directly discussed by the two thinkers, which will 
also enable their comparison: what are the specifically contemporary forms of 
violence and their origin? 

In our opinion, should one only discuss one issue, it is this one, to the extent that 
the main point in being able to resist violence seems to be the capacity to uncover its 
hiding place within ourselves. We have no difficulty in seeing the violence of others, 
for instance, that of the other societies, but we turn a blind eye to our own. 
Nevertheless, this is not without risks, since we might then easily fall into the 
denunciation of violence and thus designate a new scapegoat. We shall try staying 
faithful in that respect to Ellul and Girard, who are always wary of making the 
responsibility for violence fall on particular individuals, Girard being perhaps even 
more cautious, since he even refrains from making it fall on institutions — which 
might not necessarily imply that they are less responsible in his eyes. 

 
René Girard, David W. Gill, “A conversation with René Girard,” The Ellul forum (2005): 19-
20.  
2 “The sacred always has aspects of violence mixed up in it.”; “Religion is back in a big way 
… Our technology is like the sorcerer’s apprentice.”, ibid., 20.  
3 A position shared by Girard. “With Ellul, I would argue that Christianity shows us a God of 
non-power, something very different even from nonviolence.”, ibid., 20.  
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II. A Shared Observation 
 
Ellul begins his book Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective by the following 
observation:  
 

Nowadays is not the time of violence, but that of the awareness of 
violence. We know all too well that history has always been the fruit of 
violence, that there has always been a contradiction between a moral 
imperative and the reality of violence, and we have not changed a thing. 
Our time is not more violent than another. There have always been 
tortures; those inflicted by our police, our rebels, and our armies are no 
worse than those of all time. Violent relations have been a constant.4 

 

An observation which he further develops in The Betrayal of the West:  
 

Let me begin by recalling some facts. We have been colonialists and we 
are now imperialists. Granted. But we did not invent colonialism and 
imperialism, nor are we the sole actors in these dramas. When the Arabs 
invaded the whole northern section of black Africa, what was that but 
colonialism and indeed something worse than colonialism? And what of 
the Turkish invasions that created the Ottoman empire? and the Khmer 
invasions that created the Khmer empire? and the Tonkinese invasion 
that created the Tonkin empire? and the terrible conquests of Genghis 
Khan, which were doubtless the most terrible conquests of all, since 
Genghis Khan probably slaughtered some sixty million people in the 
course of his reign, or more people than Hitler or even Stalin?5 

 

As for Girard, he also notes in When These Things Begin that, statistically speaking, our 
age is neither more nor less violent than a different one:  
 

It is often said that our century is the worst because it has made more 
victims than all the others put together. This is certainly true 
quantitatively speaking, but there are more people on the earth than 
there have ever been in all of human history taken cumulatively. And 
it’s also true that our world protects and saves more victims than any 
other. The two things are true at once. There is more good and more 
evil than ever before...6 

 

Nevertheless, this quote also highlights a new idea. Indeed, if our age does not tend 
to produce more victims relative to its total population than other ages have, the 
volume increase which we can notice is not insignificant and it does nonetheless 

 
4  Jacques Ellul, Contre les violents (Paris : Le Centurion, 1972), 7. My translation. This passage 
is not included in the English edition.  
5 Jacques Ellul, The Betrayal of the West, translated by Matthew J. O’Connell, A Continuum 
Book (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), 10. 
6 René Girard and Michel Treguer, When These Things Begin: Conversations with Michel Treguer, 
trans. Trevor Cribben Merrill (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2014), 22. 
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translate an evolution of violence. This change in form, this massification, is also 
identified by Ellul:  
 

And we must not delude ourselves on the progress of Western man 
during the second half of the nineteenth century; one killed less in retail, 
one murdered less. And, when the State sentenced someone, it was 
according to due process of law, following procedures, providing people 
with the maximum amount of guarantees. But one made up for it in 
wholesale. We should not forget the slaughters of the Italian War of 1859 
(40,000 dead in one day at Solferino) and those of the War of Secession. 
The war of 1914 put an end to the conviction of pacification and to the 
regulation of violence.7 

 

Let us then specify that, for our two authors, it is the form, and not the nature, of 
violence that has evolved. The fundamental reasons driving human beings to violence 
are always the same, and violence always follows the same development process, once 
the latter has started. Human nature is by definition always the same, and we have 
never stopped being homo sapiens. 

Indeed, to Ellul, there is a “law of violence,” which is of the nature of necessity 
and which, therefore, cannot be made to change.8 This law has several characteristics: 
continuity (violence will always need to be renewed), reciprocity (violence will always 
generate violence in response), identity (of all kinds of violences), falsehood (regarding 
the possibility to create starting from violence), and the attempt at justification (of this 
violence as being acceptable by way of an exception). 

Moreover, while differently expressed, these laws are also identified by Girard. To 
him, as well, we are always finding a justification for our violence, to the extent that 
everyone see themselves as the aggressed party, and not the aggressor, which 
necessarily entails the reciprocity of violent relations and the fact that they make each 
other increase in this “snowball” effect that the escalation to extremes is .9 
Furthermore, when violence increases, it only culminates in hatred and it thus creates 
mimetic doubles (identity), that is, a phenomenon of generalized undifferentiation 
whose only way out is the concentration of this violence on an innocent presented 
as guilty, a scapegoat (falsehood). Since this killing cannot solve the underlying issue, it 
will therefore need to be regularly renewed (continuity). Finally, these laws are equally 

 
7 Jacques Ellul, Contre les violents, 7, 8. My translation. This passage is not included in the 
English edition. 
8 “We grant that there is an inescapable law of violence.” Jacques Ellul, Violence: Reflections from 
a Christian Perspective, trans. Cecelia Gaul Kings (New York: The Seabury Press, 1969), 93. 
9 “This also contains a major discovery in anthropology: aggression does not exist. Among 
animals, there is predation, and there is doubtless genetic rivalry for females. However, among 
humans, the fact that no one ever feels they are the aggressor is because everything is always 
reciprocal. The slightest little difference, in one direction or another, can trigger the escalation 
to extremes.” René Girard and Benoît Chantre, Battling to the End, trans. Mary Baker (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2010), 18. 



Violence Today: A Comparative Reading of Jacques Ellul and René Girard 

 

67 

a matter of necessity to Girard: “[d]on’t think I’m some kind of utopian! ‘The 
Kingdom of God is not of this world’.”10 
 
III. Two Interpretive Hypotheses 
 

Based on this observation, we need to reflect on what this change of form underwent 
by violence means to our two authors. What exactly does this massification involve? 
In order to understand this, we will attempt to see what the origins of this 
transformation are, according to Ellul and Girard. 

When addressing the origin of a human phenomenon, two great lines of thought 
are possible. In this case, the first one would be assuming that the evolution of our 
material conditions has altered our use of violence and, indirectly, our psyche. The 
second one would consist in thinking, conversely, that it was the understanding of 
new ideas that has led our behavior and, indirectly, our material condition, to evolve. 
Choosing between these two lines of thought is a complex matter, to the extent that, 
if there is an obvious correlation between the evolution of thought and that of 
material conditions, correlation does not imply causation and we are in a field where 
experimentation is neither feasible, nor desirable. 

In Gesture and Speech, A. Leroi-Gourhan settles the argument in a radical manner:  
 

We can prove that the way in which material, technical, and economic 
factors are balanced influences social forms and therefore a society’s 
thinking, but we cannot establish the principle that philosophical or 
religious thought coincides with a society’s material development.11  

 

But are things really so clear? For, after all, how are we to account for the fact that a 
technique develops in one society, rather than in another one of comparable material 
conditions? Certainly, one may assume that the other society would have ended by 
producing the same invention slightly later, but, if we are serious about it, such an 
assumption cannot be “establish.” In fact, as we shall see, the material and the 
spiritual seem to influence each other. 
 
A. The Material Causes 
 

Without being an actual Marxist or materialist, with his analysis of technique as a 
decisive factor for our society, Ellul is clearly in line with Marx’s materialist view.12 
He deems that we ought to add this fundamentally new element to Marxist analysis, 
namely that technique has taken precedence over labor. Since the use of fossil fuels 
allows the replacement of thousands of arms and economic growth needs less jobs 
from now on, the main factor of production is no longer labor, but technique. 

 
10 Girard, When These Things Begin, 22. 
11 André Leroi-Gourhan, Gesture and Speech, translated by Anna Bostock Berger (Cambridge, 
Mass: MIT Press, 1993), 147. 
12 “I do not think that I am engaging in a negative critique of Marx, I am indebted to him for 
a large part of my intellectual development.” Jacques Ellul, À contre-courant (Paris : Éditions 
La Table Ronde, 2014), 72. My translation.  
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Hence, Ellul is partly in line with a materialist view, and from this standpoint it is 
clear that he emphasizes the importance of technical development within the 
evolution of the form of violence. As technique has become the decisive factor for 
our society and violence is also a social phenomenon, the current form of the latter 
is conditioned by present-day techniques. 

Indeed, technique has massified violence, first of all because it has massified 
everything. By increasing our power to transform the world, one quantitatively 
increases this transformation at the same time. Now, increasing our power to 
transform the world implies increasing to the same extent our power to destroy it. 
“To be sure, people in our society are no worse than those in past centuries. But … 
they now have more powerful agents at their disposal.”13 

More precisely, technique has massified war. If technique has developed a certain 
peace needed for its development, which implies organization, and not chaos, it is 
worth noting that  
 

industrialization cannot act otherwise than to promote wars. This is no 
accident, but rather an organic relation. It holds not only because of the 
direct influence of industrialization on the means of destruction but also 
because of its influence on the means of existence. Technical progress 
favors war…, because (a) the new weapons have rendered more difficult 
the distinction between offense and defense; and (b) they have 
enormously reduced the pain and anguish implied in the act of killing.14 

 

Moreover, technique has promoted the arms race. Girard explains it as follows: “[i]t 
is very clear that firepower has taken the place of politics. ... This is therefore a case 
in which technological threat was just as important as the effectiveness of war, and 
in fact replaced the latter.”15 To which Ellul adds that “the distinction between 
peaceful industry and military industry is no longer possible. Every industry, every 
technique, however humane its intentions, has military value.”16 “A few years ago, I 
had tried to show in a concrete manner that the atomic bomb was not the product 
of some evil warmongers, but a normal result of the development of atomic research, 
an indispensable stage – and that, conversely, the frightful effects of the atomic issue 
for man are much less immediately the bomb, than the result of peaceful applications 
of the smashing of the atom.”17 

Technique has also massified individual violences by promoting crime. First of all 
because, as an environment, it causes  
 

the rupture with the ‘natural’ conditions of life, the absence of any 
relation with ‘nature’, water, plants, animals …, the night shift, the noise, 

 
13 Jacques Ellul, What I Believe, trans. Geoffrey William Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
W.B. Eerdmans, 1989), 61. 
14 Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society, trans. John Wilkinson (New York: Vintage Books, 
1964), 110. 
15 Girard, Battling to the End, 69. 
16  Ellul, The Technological Society, 110-111. 
17 Jacques Ellul, La technique ou l’enjeu du siècle (Paris, Éditions Economica, 1990),101. My 
translation. Passage not included in the English edition. 
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too many trips, the inhuman speed of operations in all fields, and I might 
list ten other ‘normal’ conditions of modern life, which, as psychological 
and medical studies help us realize more and more, are deeply disruptive 
to the human being. The reaction of the latter is often one of flight, a 
behavior of rejection, the quest for something else, which will always 
translate into a deviance.18 

 

Furthermore, crime has also been promoted by the technical universe of the media.  
 

All the media spotlighting the demands of the ‘active minorities’ are 
preparing dictatorships from everywhere. I am well aware of what 
requirement this meets: ten people smashing shop windows on a street 
is an event, it is exciting, their demands must be listened to. One 
thousand citizens walking down the same street, not doing anything, are 
of no interest! But in doing so one implies that only the minority 
dictatorship is interesting, and democracy – utterly obsolete.19 

 

Finally, technique also generates new forms of violences within the very order it 
produces.  
 

The techniques of the police, which are developing at an extremely rapid 
tempo, have as their necessary end the transformation of the entire 
nation into a concentration camp. This is no perverse decision on the 
part of some party or government. To be sure of apprehending criminals, 
it is necessary that everyone be supervised. It is necessary to know 
exactly what every citizen is up to, to know his relations, his amusements, 
etc.20 

 

More deeply and more generally, there is a “soft terrorism of technology.” The 
dominant discourse produced by technique is a terrorism suffusing every element of 
our existence, up until our unconscious, and which is based on the representation of 
tomorrow’s society, whose very existence is never challenged. “Terrorism is 
composed of three steps: psychological preparation, education, and compulsory 
imposition.”21 

Concerning psychological preparation,  
 

[t]hree threats are the key to this previsionism. There is the threat of 
unemployment. If you do not take the path which leads to this society, 
if you do not prepare to be a technician of one of these leading 
techniques, you will inevitably be unemployed. Everything in the future 
will be done by the computer, by telecommunications, by networks and 
files. Those who are unacquainted with these will necessarily be 

 
18  Jacques Ellul, Déviances et déviants (Toulouse : Éditions Érès, 2013), 115, 116. 
19  Jacques Ellul, Penser globalement agir localement (Paris : P.R.N.G. Éditions, 2013), 201. 
20 Ellul, The Technological Society, 100. 
21  Jacques Ellul, The Technological Bluff, trans. Geoffrey W.  Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
W.B. Eerdmans, 1990), 389. 
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marginal. … There is also the threat to the intelligence. Only those who 
know how to handle the computer are intelligent in our society.22 

 

As to education, “children must now learn to use computers. They are shaped by 
them and adapted to them.”23 “We must,” the official report points out,24 “begin at 
the beginning. The computer should not be something supplementary. It is giving 
rise to a new culture.”25 

Finally, the mandatory imposition is real. This terrorism “can become 
constraining and incontestable. We see this when people are practically prohibited 
from producing by their own means their own electricity. Electricité de France is not a 
state monopoly but it acts as though it is.”26 
 

Finally, technique causes the state to become totalitarian, to absorb the 
citizens’ life completely. We have noted that this occurs as a result of the 
accumulation of techniques in the hands of the state. Techniques are 
mutually engendered and hence interconnected, forming a system that 
tightly encloses all our activities. When the state takes hold of a single 
thread of this network of techniques, little by little it draws to itself all 
the matter and the method, whether or not it consciously wills to do so. 
Even when the state is resolutely liberal and democratic, it cannot do 
otherwise than become totalitarian.27 

 
B. The Spiritual Causes 
 

However, technique can only explain part of the evolution of violence. There must 
necessarily be another element offsetting this increase in our power of destruction so 
that, in the end, violence did not increase proportionately to the total population. 

Certainly, if we stay within a materialist explanation, we must observe that 
technique has also been able to partly diminish violence through the abundance of 
resources that it allows, in addition to the order that it needs. Mass production allows 
us to meet all our needs, and it even allows to a large number to own the common 
object of our desires, which used to be unique. Nevertheless, should we assume that 
we therefore have fewer opportunities to fight? This would be true if our violence 
were proportionate to the material interest that we have in the object of the conflict, 
or if we could reach a point in the possession where we would own enough to no 
longer be tempted by something else. Now, all this is far from obvious. Many 
conflicts, and by no means insignificant ones, take place over a trifle, even and 

 
22 Ibid., 387. 
23 Ibid., 389. 
24 L’Éducation et l’Informatisation de la société [Education and the Computerization of Society], official 
report presented in 1980 to the President of the Republic by the Chair of the Committee, J.-
C. Simon. 
25 Ellul, The Technological Bluff, 389. 
26 Ibid., 394. 
27 Ellul, The Technological Society, 284. 
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especially among the affluent classes! Also, while our control capabilities have 
increased, would they suffice to hold an entirely recalcitrant population? 

Thus, it appears necessary to assume that, if violence did not increase in terms of 
proportions, despite the tendency towards a quantitative increase in violence 
produced by technique, it is because the latter was offset by another factor which 
does not have a material nature. Indeed, stating that technique is the decisive factor 
does not mean that it is the only factor at work, but only the main one. Besides, to 
Ellul, what characterizes the most the evolution of violence is, indeed, something of 
a spiritual nature: it is our awareness of it. “It seems that, in all past civilizations, 
violence was lived in a direct, immediate way. ‘Shoot first and look later.’ … 
Nowadays, violence is not lower, it is not worse, but what is new is that man has 
acquired a very global, a very general awareness of the phenomenon; he does not 
limit himself to practicing violence, he watches himself practicing it.”28 

Let us anticipate an objection. An awareness is undeniably of a spiritual nature, 
but can it not, nevertheless, be explained by a material evolution? Ellul is far from 
being a pure materialist, and he attributes the appearance of spiritual phenomena to 
something else than to material conditions. On the contrary, stating that the spiritual 
only develops thanks to higher standards of living is, to him, a commonplace. Indeed,  
 

[t]here seem to have been three great centers – not religious centers, 
properly speaking, but centers of creation and invention or, according to 
your point of view, of receptivity and understanding. These are India, 
Judaea, and Arabia. ... Now, were the Jewish people of the seventh 
century or the first century B.C., the Hindu peoples of the sixth century 
or the second century B.C., and the Arab tribes of the sixth century after 
Christ rich, and did they have a high standard of living? It would be 
absolutely grotesque to pretend that they were. ... Conversely, it may be 
observed by following the history of each society that spiritual life 
declines and tends to disappear whenever comfort increases and the 
standard of living rises.”29 

 

In that case, to which spiritual factor could this awareness of violence, this realism, 
be owed? To Ellul, realism consists in “seeing the facts as they are and grasping them 
thoroughly, without evasion or illusion, without recoiling in fear or horror as it 
becomes evident what the result of some trend is likely to be.”30 Now, “the Christian 
– and only the Christian – should be able to exercise this clarity of vision and thought 
because the Revelation has to some degree given him an understanding of the world, 
and also because, terrible as the reality may be, he can accept it without despairing, 
for he has hope in Jesus Christ.”31 

 
28 Ellul, Contre les violents, 8. My translation. Passage not included in the English edition. 
29 Jacques Ellul, A Critique of the New Commonplaces, translated by Helen Weaver (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), 181-182.] 
30 Ellul, Violence, 81. 
31 Ibid., 81. 



Julien Lysenko 

 

72 

Girard thinks exactly the same thing, even specifying what this insight regarding 
violence brought by the Revelation consists of. The Gospels  
 

have Jesus say that ‘he is going to die like the prophets,’ and, among the 
prophets, Abel is mentioned. This shows that it’s not only a question of 
the Jewish prophets, but of all religious murders since the foundation of 
the world, murders that all resemble the Passion inasmuch as they are all 
founding murders in the scapegoat sense. The death of Christ occurs in 
continuity with those murders. What’s unique about the Passion is not 
the way in which Christ dies – how could crucifixion be unique given 
that it’s the most common torture in the Roman world? – it’s that, 
instead of ending with a sacralization of the scapegoat, it ends with a 
desacralization of the whole system. … In order to understand that it’s not 
the same thing, it’s necessary to look at what is said about the victim. It’s 
not at all the same thing to look at a murder from the vantage point of 
the murderers as it is to look at it from the vantage point of the innocent 
victim.32  

 

Since then, the Holy Spirit, defender of victims (Paraclete), will always be there to 
oppose the accuser (Satan) who divides us (Devil).33 

It is therefore likely that the tendency towards fraternity stemming from the 
Christian Revelation and secularized in our modern society acts as a limitation on the 
generalization of violence. We have to admit that Christian thought still holds a great 
influence over our minds, despite the appearances of a modern world entirely 
emancipated from religion. “[O]ur civilization (or so men believe) still attests to a 
secularized Christian ideology which sets the highest value on brotherly relations. But 
the structures of our world and its real norms represent diametrically the opposite.”34 
Here, the counter-proof, the case of a technological society that would have at the 
same time completely rejected Christ, is the Nazi society. Technique without Christ 
(or any other factor limiting violence) means, unquestionably, more violence than 
ever before. 
 
C. The Combination of Material and Spiritual Causes 
 

The association of the material and the spiritual factors then explains how it was 
possible for our awareness of violence to have increased without a corresponding 
decrease in violence. Thus, we should arguably state that violence ought to have 
increased with the development of our power through technique, but that it has 
stagnated because our awareness of violence has also increased at the same time. 

 
32 Girard, When These Things Begin, 43. 
33 If one can, indeed, think the relation between Satan and the Devil as the accusation giving 
rise to division, let us note that it is also possible to think the accusation (of the scapegoat) as 
that which follows division. Thus, Satan is, at the same time, the source of the disorder and 
that of the order of this world. He is, therefore, a lie, an arsonist firefighter. That which 
presents itself as true and realistic is in fact based on the initial illusion caused by desire. 
34 Ellul, The Technological Society, 333. 
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Nevertheless, this contradictory double tendency characterizing contemporary 
violence seems also due to the fact that, if we see and, therefore, limit violence more 
and more, all too often this remains a justification for other violences: so-called 
“counter-violences” whose differences from the former are, in fact, quite difficult 
(not to say impossible) to perceive. Indeed, as Ellul specifies, our current awareness 
of violence has three aspects: the fact of perceiving the hypocrisy of certain violences, 
the fact of perceiving the more diffuse violence, but also, what concerns us here, that 
of developing a justifying discourse starting from these observations.35  
 

We are living through a gigantic trial where each of us plays the fiery 
prosecutor, deliriously excited to be the Explainer and Redresser of 
Wrongs. Every time we accuse another (the fascist or the communist or 
the Jew or the immigrant or the young person…) we simultaneously set 
ourselves free and assure ourselves of our own righteousness. We’ve 
found our scapegoat. And indeed we spend our time looking for 
scapegoats.”36  

 

An observation shared by Girard: “[w]hat does Antichrist mean? It means that we’re 
going to imitate Christ in a parodic way. It’s an accurate description of a world – our 
own – in which the worst acts of persecution are carried out in the name of the fight 
against persecution.”37 

This emergence of a counter-violence might find its origin in the fact that, since 
Christ’s Word desacralizes and thus reveals violence, people, through some kind of 
survival reflex (perhaps having to do with a need for mystery, to the extent that we 
are not ready to see the Truth38), spontaneously resacralize a new field. “The 
individual who lives in the technical milieu knows very well that there is nothing 
spiritual anywhere. But man cannot live without the sacred. He therefore transfers 
his sense of the sacred to the very thing which has destroyed its former object: to 
technique itself. … Technique is the god which brings salvation. It is good in its 
essence.”39 Thus, with the sacralization of technique, the lie is renewed, and violence 
can continue under a different form. “Now, more than ever before, man is enslaving 

 
35 “Three aspects of this ‘awareness’ appear significant to me: One understands better and 
better the ridiculousness of the contradiction between the disproportionate efforts to save a 
man and the readiness of violences. […] The second aspect is the discovery of the 
generalization of violence: economic and psychological violence doubles the material violence 
which spontaneously comes to our mind. […] Indeed, and this is the third observation, one 
can be justified in any action by the existence of previous violence.” Ellul, Contre les violents, 8-
9. My translation. Passage not included in the English edition. 
36 Jacques Ellul, Living Faith: Belief and Doubt in a Perilous World, translated by Peter Heinegg 
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1985), 64. 
37 Girard, When These Things Begin, 48. 
38 As for Ellul, he more simply believes that “[t]he sacred has to relate to man’s necessary 
condition, to that which is inevitably imposed upon him, to that which he must experience 
without any possibility of remission;” therefore, nowadays, to technique. See Jacques Ellul, 
The New Demons (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 50. 
39 Ellul, The Technological Society, 143-144. 
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himself to things and to other men through the religious process. It is not technology 
itself which enslaves us, but the transfer of the sacred into technology. That is what 
keeps us from exercising the critical faculty, and from making technology serve 
human development.”40 

Hence, the interaction between the material and the spiritual in the evolution of 
violence, therefore between the technique and the Christian factor, seems more 
complex than what we might have been able to contemplate so far and is in need of 
further clarification. At the same time, this clarification will provide us the 
opportunity to see the limit of the possible parallels between Ellul and Girard. We 
should thus ask ourselves whether it was not the Revelation itself to have rendered 
possible the development of technique. In other words, and as we have just 
suggested, the same spiritual factor to have decreased our violence might have 
indirectly increased our violence at the same time. 

However, Ellul explicitly rejects the hypothesis according to which this historical 
phenomenon that Christianity is would underlie the development of technique. 
Obviously, Christianity would not have allowed the development of technique by 
abolishing slavery. “There was in fact greater technical progress in civilizations where 
slavery was prevalent.”41 And Christianity would also not have allowed the 
development of technique by desacralizing nature, which one did not dare to touch 
then. “It is true that Christianity secularized nature. But did this benefit technique? … 
[I]ndeed, nature, as the theater of spiritual forces, gives rise to one particular 
technique already mentioned: magic.”42 

Ellul further notes that what has perhaps been the most decisive condition for 
the rapid growth of technique is another desacralization. It is “the plasticity of the 
social milieu, which involves two factors: the disappearance of social taboos and the 
disappearance of natural social groups.”43 The taboos that Ellul is referring to here 
are, this time, those stemming from Christianity. Thus, according to him, Christianity 
obviously has an incomparable power of desacralization,44 but the desacralization to 
have allowed the development of technique was performed by technique itself 
towards Christianity.45 

 
40 Ellul, The New Demons, 206. 
41 Ellul, The Technological Society, 36. 
42 Ibid., 36. 
43 Ibid., 49. 
44 “Historically in the West we have known two attempts: Christianity, which called in 
question and desacralized the pagan sacred, and the Reformation, which called in question 
and desacralized the medieval sacred. In both cases there was an intent to desacralize radically. 
From the standpoint of the creator-God, who was at the same time a liberator, Jesus Christ, 
Lord of history and an incarnation of the love of God, a sacral world order was no longer 
necessary.” Ellul, The New Demons, 58. 
45 “Technique worships nothing, respects nothing. It has a single role: to strip off externals, 
to bring everything to light, and by rational use to transform everything into means. More 
than science, which limits itself to explaining the ‘how,’ technique desacralizes because it 
demonstrates (by evidence and not by reason, through use and not through books) that 
mystery does not exist.” Ellul, The Technological Society, 142. 
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It is nonetheless clear to Ellul that these taboos of Christianity were a subversion 
of Christ’s Word. They appear “[w]hen faith had been translated into prejudice and 
ideology, and personal religious experience incorporated into a social institution.”46 
One could then argue that Christ’s Word has always been in labor, and that, if it has 
not produced the radical change that it aspired to at once, it has never stopped 
developing and progressively rejecting the various hypocrisies based on it. Hence, the 
Christian factor would have indeed been the one to have desacralized Christianity 
and to have allowed the development of technique. 

Let us anticipate another objection. Why does the Word not produce this change 
at once?  
 

Because the world wouldn’t have been able to take it! Since the sacrificial 
principle is the fundamental principle of the human order – up to a 
certain point human beings need to pour out their violence and tensions 
onto scapegoats – destroying it all at once is impossible. That’s why 
Christianity is made in such a way as to allow for transitions. … History 
isn’t finished. Every day very interesting things, changes in outlook, are 
happening right before our eyes. In the United States and everywhere, a 
lot of current cultural phenomena can be unified by describing them as 
the discovery of new victims, or rather as their concrete rehabilitation. … 
[I]t’s a sign of the changing times, a sign that Revelation is making 
progress.47 

 

Our hypothesis, which, as we can see, agrees with Girard’s thought, nonetheless faces 
a real difficulty: the development of technique took place in a de-Christianized 
society.48 Thus, attributing to the Revelation a major change in such a situation is 
counterintuitive, even if this is not impossible, to the extent that our society affirms 
a secularized Christian ideology. Nevertheless, Ellul’s hypothesis is also not free from 
difficulties. In that case, which is the less problematic hypothesis of the two? In order 
to find out, let us now consider the possible objections to Ellul’s hypothesis. 

One can, first of all, wonder how could technique have had the opportunity to 
desacralize if society had not already left it a special place? Ellul easily answers this 
objection by resuming the gist of Weber’s theory in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism.  
 

In fact, this ‘Christian’ morality corresponded at that time to the 
development of the bourgeois world. It emphasized the protection of 
property (theft becomes an important theme in this morality). It makes 
work a virtue. It affirms individualism. It dwells on the fact that the 
world was entrusted by God to man for him to exploit. That justified 

 
46 Ibid., 49. 
47 Girard, When These Things Begin, 48-49. 
48 “The effects of dechristianization are quite evident. Individuals have no interest anymore 
in the questions put to them by Jesus Christ; the questions are regarded as irrelevant and the 
Christian faith and truth are considered to be completely ineffective for transforming men’s 
situation.” Ellul, The New Demons, 22. 
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man in committing himself to the course which the bourgeoisie opened 
up, that of work to the point of excess, productivity, the priority of 
economy, etc. For its part, the technological enterprise was the more 
justified through the emphasis on the ridding of the world of its religious 
taboos by Jesus Christ. This emphasis came in with the Reformation in 
the sixteenth century. The world is no longer a place inhabited by 
obscure powers, gods or demons, which need to be feared and respected. 
It is material, and man can do in it what he pleases. Finally, the 
Reformation completes the picture by establishing a clear dichotomy 
between private life, with its personal virtues, salvation, on the one hand, 
and collective, economic, and political conduct on the other, which latter 
are free of the control of the church and are outside the ‘spiritual’ 
domain.49 

 

In fact, the main difficulty raised by Ellul’s hypothesis appears to reside in the 
possible development of technique without the desacralization of nature performed 
by Christianity. Certainly, without this desacralization it is possible to develop that 
form of technique that magic is, but, since magical thinking is, by definition, irrational 
and it misidentifies the causes and the effects, how could it have developed beyond 
a certain point? It is true that a misinterpretation can lead to an effective result. This 
is what Girard notes with the case of the scapegoat: in wrongly attributing the 
responsibility for violence to a single individual who becomes deified, one produces 
a relatively effective solution to the problem. With collective murder, and then with 
sacrifice, we do indeed manage to limit violence in society, even if for other reasons 
than those imagined by societies. Thus, Girard does not refuse the label of technique 
to magical phenomena.50 However, such process obviously remains very limited in 
the effects that it can produce, as long as we do not leave magical thinking to have a 
true technological progress. And this is, indeed, only allowed by Christ’s Word, who 
finally tells the Truth, unlike the conspiracy theory found in all myths. “Children are 
taught that we stopped hunting witches because of the advent of science. When in 
fact it’s the opposite: science took hold because, for moral and religious reasons, we 
stopped hunting witches...”51 And Girard further adds: “By desacralizing the world, 
Christianity has given us the means of transforming into a readily-available technique 

 
49 Jacques Ellul, To Will and To Do: An Ethical Research for Christians, trans. C. Edward Hopkin 
(Boston, Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1969), 185-186. 
50 “In the first sacrificial societies, ritual provided a model of action and cultures applied this 
model in the most varied situations, with various outcomes. For example, when people dance 
around to make springtime come, we say: ‘There you have religion – how absurd! Springtime 
doesn’t need anyone to make it come.’ But when these same people extract iron ore, melt it 
down, and say that they’re accelerating sacred processes, we recognize the beginnings of 
metallurgy. On the other hand, if they do more or less the same thing with gold, indicating 
that they’re seeking a form of perfection, we say once again that it’s superstition and alchemy. 
In my opinion, there is no initial difference among these various attitudes: there are cultures 
that get lucky and others that don’t… … Ritual gives birth to techniques.” Girard, When These 
Things Begin, 60-61. 
51 Ibid., 64. 
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the creative imitation that ritual can probably produce only once, when it still has the 
energy that later disappears through repetition.”52 

This disagreement on the role of the Christian factor in the development of 
technique illustrates the fundamental difference between Ellul’s and Girard’s 
thought. This difference mainly concerns the meaning that the two authors ascribe 
to history, and understanding it will allow us to subsequently contemplate more 
clearly the future perceived by each of them for violence. Girard summarizes this 
difference in one sentence: “Joseph de Maistre wrote that the strength of 
Catholicism, compared with Protestantism, is that it does not doubt. This expresses 
a special faith in history, which is in no way Hegelian.”53 

Ellul states that  
 

to the degree that Jesus is constantly free to be other than God and 
nevertheless is constantly the voluntary expression of the will of God, 
then there is no longer any possible role for these powers. The Dragon 
is truly excluded; chaos can no longer reign (and this is why we are told 
clearly that it is in Christ that the world has been created). There can no 
longer be either accusation of men before God or separation of men 
from God (and this is why Jesus is designated the Saviour). But these 
powers are not abolished. They have only lost their decisive power, the 
power to prevail and to establish definitively chaos or rupture.54  

 

However, he also states, on the other hand, that nowadays “Satan has been gaining 
ground literally everywhere.”55 

Moreover, Girard also shares this double observation. According to him, 
reconciliation “is a real possibility, but no one wants to see it.”56 “[T]he verse ‘when 
the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?’ is still too full of hope. The 
Revelation has failed: in a certain manner it has not been heard.”57 Nevertheless, 
these two authors’ interpretation of this paradox is diametrically opposed. 

Indeed, Ellul appears to think that, to the extent that the entire Revelation has 
already taken place, no further progress is to be expected in History.  
 

[The] judgment of the world, of the evil powers, of the rebellion, of the 
hatred, is carried out. It has been done upon the cross of Jesus Christ; it is a 
thing already realized, which no longer has need of being done. The decision 
of the ‘supreme judge’ has been taken; there is no novelty, no repetition to 
be expected. There is no other judgment because the totality of evil has been 

 
52 Ibid., 61. 
53 Girard, Battling to the End, 197. 
54 Jacques Ellul, Apocalypse: The Book of Revelation, trans. George W. Schreiner (New York: The 
Seabury Press, 1977), 88. 
55 Ellul, Living Faith, 65. 
56 Girard, Battling to the End, 46. 
57 Ibid., 47. 
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revealed, exerted against Jesus; and he has borne, accepted, assumed that 
totality. There cannot be a more to this judgment.58  

 

Therefore, the events of our world following the Revelation could only be a 
“subversion of Christianity.” 

Girard also deems that the time is fulfilled, but that “[t]his structural notion of 
accomplishment does not necessarily imply that the world is at an end, but the 
possibility is among us. Indeed, that is what the text says. No doubt there will always 
be opportunities for deferral, [which] believers do not see […]”59. If the Revelation 
has indeed been complete and definitive, it has nonetheless not yet been fully 
received, due to our weakness, and thus History can, in a way, still be a source of 
progress in the Revelation. “History moves forward only through a series of human 
failures that are always balanced out by God’s renewed efforts to make us aware of 
who He really is.”60  
 

‘I didn’t come to bring peace but war, I came to separate the son from 
the father, the daughter from the mother, and so on’ doesn’t mean, ‘I’ve 
come to bring violence,’ but rather, ‘I’ve come to bring a kind of peace 
that is so utterly free of victims that it surpasses what you are capable of 
and eventually you’ll have to come to a reckoning with your victimary 
phenomena.61  

 

And this “coming” needs time, it can only happen in stages. 
Girard goes even further, by stating that the apocalyptic failure that he notices (in 

the same way as Ellul) had been foreseen by Christianity, and that hence it is not 
connected with a poor transmission of the Word. In a way, it is the opposite. In order 
to make this clear, Girard likes quoting Pascal: “It is a long strange war when violence 
tries to suppress truth. All the efforts of violence cannot weaken truth, and only serve 
to reinforce it. All the enlightenment of truth can do nothing to halt violence and 
only exasperates it more.”62 

Then, in concrete terms, all this translates in the fact that Girard finally defends63 
the history of the Church criticized by Ellul. Certainly, to Ellul the Church is not ill-

 
58 Ellul, Apocalypse, 112. 
59 René Girard, Jean-Michel Oughourlian, and Guy Lefort, Things Hidden Since the Foundation 
of the World, translated by Stephen Bann and Michael Metteer (Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press, 1987), 251. 
60 Girard, When These Things Begin, 102. 
61 Ibid., 45. 
62 Blaise Pascal, The Provincial Letters, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1988), 191-192. 
63 “I reread my analysis of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Hebrews, which was my last ‘modern’ and 
‘anti-Christian’ argument. The criticism of an ‘historical Christianity’ and argument in favor 
of a kind of ‘essential Christianity,’ which I thought I had grasped in a Hegelian manner, was 
absurd.” Girard, Battling to the End, 35. 
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intentioned or naïve, but it would have ended up in various betrayals of the initial 
message due to errors within a willingness to make that message heard.64 
 
IV. What Is the Future of Violence? 
 

Starting from the previous analyses and with regard to the latest material and spiritual 
evolutions, we can try to take the risk of formulating various possible scenarios 
concerning the evolution of violence in our societies. 

From a material point of view, we must admit that the adaptation of younger 
generations to the technological system is more and more perfect, that screens have 
become extensions of the body. Thus, while the constraint is ever more present, it 
becomes less and less felt. Nothing seems capable anymore of opposing the final 
transformation of man by technique: transhumanism. With the convergence of what 
is called the NBIC (Nanotechnology, Biotechnology, Information technology and 
Cognitive science), what was still the stuff of science fiction a mere decade ago has 
now become reality. The power of destruction that we are about to acquire seems 
titanic, and the risks of violences are so huge that they seem impossible to measure. 
How can one think in a sane manner about the relations between augmented and un-
augmented human beings? 

Conversely, the other fundamental material element is, nowadays, the limit that 
the human being appears to reach in his quest for omnipotence. Global warming, on 
the one hand, and the exhaustion of fossil fuels, on the other, seem to have us in a 
stranglehold and limit our dreams of infinite progress. If technique can keep 
developing until transhumanism for some, generalizing it to all does not appear 
possible. In the world of penury and natural catastrophes which we are about to 
enter, the use of our last resources in order to satisfy the madness of some can only 
be paid for with the destitution of all the others. With that in mind, the return of 
primitive violences, in a survival context, seems unfortunately unavoidable. Populism 
and nationalism are already resurfacing in most developed countries... 

In front of these two dangers, which are, sadly, not incompatible and which are 
thus at risk of accumulation, Ellul nonetheless conceives a possible alternative which 
he calls the “necessary revolution.” In concrete terms, such a change involves  
 

a complete reconversion of the productive power of the Western world 
through granting a free help, with no interests, no payment, no takeover, 
no trusteeship, no military or cultural invasion; a help to the Third World 

 
64 “It seems to me that throughout the history of the church there have finally been three 
phenomenal mistakes, on which all the rest hangs. I am referring to mistakes more 
fundamental than the heresies, which were differences in the manner of explicating and 
understanding what was revealed. What I am thinking of has to do with mistakes concerning 
the relations between the church and the world, concerning the church’s situation in the 
world. […] The first such mistake can be listed as Constantinism. […] The second such 
mistake can be called the cultural mistake. It is the incorporation into Christianity of all the 
cultural values. […] The third such mistake is the one we are now making, that of believing 
that we have to locate ourselves in a world that is lay, secularized, scientific, and rational, and 
that we should build a neo-Christianity in those terms.” Ellul, The New Demons, 213-214. 
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with the intention of giving it not only chances of survival, but 
opportunities to take advantage of the Western technological progress 
in order to organize itself on its own.65  

 

Obviously, this is an extremely complex matter, all the more so since we must find a 
means to prevent this help from being seized by the corrupt elites often in place. 
Nonetheless, this is necessary if we want to leave a destructive reciprocity, override 
our old rivalries, and move forward together; which is an urgent matter in front of 
planetary stakes such as ours. It is true that nothing guarantees that the countries 
benefitting from this type of help will play along, but, unless the West takes the first 
step, who will? 

Therefore, this restructuring does not imply giving up all technique, but 
subordinating technique to superior values, changing course from the performance 
goal towards the availability goal; a certainly delicate balance. More precisely, “the 
second element of this revolution will be the deliberate choice of non-power. Which implies 
many aspects and diligence, not only, obviously, giving up to the military assets 
crushing our economies, but also the radical suppression of the bureaucratic 
centralized State.”66 Such a choice will always be a risky one; it can always be 
interpreted as a sign of weakness, but, if this initiative comes at the right time from 
an apolitical, disinterested entity, it might generate the peaceful mimesis needed for 
a different future. 

“A third aspect, following the latter exactly, is break-up and diversification. In all 
the fields, both in the modes of social action and in the administrative, agricultural, 
and industrial units, in the means of information and communication, in cultural 
creation.”67 Neither a retreat into nationalism promoting a conflictual vision of the 
world, nor the dissolution of peoples in continental bodies whose management could 
only be a technological one should happen. Every human group ought to regain a 
certain local autonomy, that is, being capable of meeting its basic needs (identified as 
such by itself) via person-to-person exchanges, with the least intermediaries possible, 
while developing a co-decision-making process for the most global stakes. We must, 
according to Ellul’s famous phrase, “think globally, act locally.” 

“The fourth aspect is the drastic reduction in working time. It is obvious that, if 
man is very busy taking part in the management of his workshop, of his dwelling 
unit, of his commune, of his natural environment, etc., this will take up a lot of his 
time. It will be a different job, one that does not produce any economic value.”68 We 
must ease congestion in cities and reclaim agriculture, drastically diminish our meat 
consumption and our mobility (including that of our purchases), but, above all, free 
up time for non-utilitarian relationships. The reduction of working time will 
obviously have as a consequence a decrease in our productive capacity, but this is 
also the aim of the maneuver; let us remember that the notion of “productive 

 
65 Jacques Ellul, Pour qui, pour quoi travaillons-nous ? (Paris : Éditions de la Table ronde, 2013), 
167-168. 
66 Ibid., 168-169. 
67 Ibid., 170. 
68 Ibid., 172. 



Violence Today: A Comparative Reading of Jacques Ellul and René Girard 

 

81 

capacity” is closely associated with that of “power consumption.” And such a 
restructuring of labor necessarily entails rethinking the distribution of the social 
wealth that goes with it. It must no longer be done around a competitive, hierarchical, 
and highly unequal opposition, but allow everyone to give meaning to their work. 
For this reason, the model of personal qualification could be improved and 
generalized to a lifetime income, as suggested, for instance, by Bernard Friot in his 
work L’enjeu du salaire [The Stakes of the Wage]. 

However, as we have seen, our material evolution is essentially conditioned by 
our spiritual evolution. We have only managed to solve our past difficulties through 
the gain in lucidity brought by the Revelation. Thus, the necessary and sufficient 
condition for solving our new problems and for implementing the necessary 
revolution that we have just mentioned seems to be a deepening of this lucidity. More 
precisely, Girard deems that, in order to think our future, we must turn our attention 
to the notion of Apocalypse. Indeed, the word “Apocalypse” means Revelation; the 
notion then designates above all the moment when the Revelation fully comes to 
fruition, because we are finally able to see what could previously only be talked about.69 
Thus, to our two authors, contrary to received wisdom, the notion of Apocalypse 
does not essentially refer to a divine punishment; besides, they agree that the 
catastrophes that it entails have a terrestrial origin. Nevertheless, if, to Ellul, “[t]he 
Apocalypse does not describe a moment of history but reveals for us the permanent 
depth of the historical,”70 to Girard “the apocalyptic texts might not be predictions 
but certainly do concern the disaster that is underway.”71 
 

[T]he mimetic crisis that we’re living through is very different from those 
of primitive societies: it cannot resolve itself because it cannot escalate 
in the way that crises that truly produced myths and rituals could. Even 
though it hasn’t immunized us against mimetic desire and even though 
regressions are always possible, the Christian, modern world has raised 
our ‘escalation threshold’ a great deal; our societies hardly ever 
experience phenomena of collective possession anymore, etc.72  

 

Girard further states that: “Today, violence has been unleashed across the whole 
world, creating what the apocalyptic texts predicted: confusion between disasters 
caused by nature and those caused by humans, between the natural and the man-
made: global warming and rising waters are no longer metaphors today.”73 

Indeed, “[i]t is clear that ‘total war’ involving all citizen-soldiers in the defense of 
the threatened nation, which Clausewitz and later military theorists who had read his 
work (including what Carl Schmitt himself called partisan war) said leads straight to 
terrorism, to this barbarian escalation, is unrelated to war because it escapes all 

 
69 “Of course, the prophet also has visions, but what is important, decisive, are the words 
which are spoken to him. Of course, the apocalyptist also receives words, but he is first of all 
the one who sees the personages, the scenes, the scenario of events.” Ellul, Apocalypse, 21. 
70 Ibid., 24. 
71 Girard, Battling to the End, x. 
72 Girard, When These Things Begin, 78. 
73 Girard, Battling to the End, x. 
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ritualization.”74 It is worth noticing, as Girard puts it that “Today’s terrorism is new, 
even from an Islamic point of view. It is a modern effort to counter the most 
powerful and refined tool of the Western world: technology.”75 Whereas Christ had 
turned the sacrifice unto death into a sacrifice unto life, terrorism carries out a new 
reversal that we do not yet understand: “to be ready to pay with one’s life for the 
pleasure of seeing the other die.”76 “Even though there are no longer any archaic 
religions, it is as if a new one had arisen built on the back of the Bible, a slightly 
transformed Bible.”77 

What should one then conclude as to the future of violence? The apocalyptic 
texts, as we have mentioned, are not predictive ones, which means that man remains 
free. “Christianity never says that it’s going to do away with sin. God created free 
beings capable of evil (colonial violence) as well as good (the protection of victims). 
Christianity says only that a global Revelation is at work in the world, the effects of 
which may be either beneficial or negative, as a result not of sacred caprice but of the 
use to which we put our freedom.”78 “The twilight of war could result in the worst, 
as it could in the best. There is no destiny involved because humans are entirely able 
to renounce their violence. Ancient India had a capacity for renunciation that the 
West does not imagine.”79 “Christ thus imposes a terrible alternative: either follow 
him by renouncing violence, or accelerate the end of time.”80 

“Modern forms of wisdom have not wanted to give up seeing bad reciprocity as 
the precursor of good reciprocity. However, this alibi of the last remaining obstacle 
to be overcome before reconciliation, this means of postponing universal peace, has 
necessarily made violence grow. More violence is always needed before reconciliation. 
Auschwitz and Hiroshima have reminded us of this.”81 And, conversely, “[t]he 
apocalypse does not announce the end of the world; it creates hope. If we suddenly 
see reality, we do not experience the absolute despair of an unthinking modernity, but 
rediscover a world where things have meaning.”82 

Girard then contemplates, through the Church, and most notably the Pope, the 
opportunity for moving from the bad imitation, a source of violence, to the good 
imitation, a source of peace.  
 

[I]n the history of Europe, the pope’s status is special. His untouchable 
nature, which has increased as the papacy’s temporal control has 
declined, resulting in the total loss of all pontifical lands aside from the 
Vatican, explains in itself why there has been an effort to appropriate the 
pope, or even to kill him as in 1981. The reason for the growing hatred 

 
74 Ibid., 214. 
75 Ibid., 214. 
76 Ibid., 214. 
77 Ibid., 214. 
78 Girard, When These Things Begin, 71. 
79 Girard, Battling to the End, 68. 
80 Ibid., 80. 
81 Ibid., 45. 
82 Ibid., xiii. 
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is mimetic because the pope’s autonomy is in the process of being 
achieved. Napoleon could not stand this. The pope, even a weakling like 
Pius VII, is scandalous because he is independent. He then becomes all 
the more desirable as he increasingly defends the idea of Europe freed 
from the last partisans of the empire.83 

 

Such spiritual evolution, from Ellul’s point of view, would be seen as a desacralization 
of technique. It would imply to “reverse our spontaneous cultural hierarchy of values; 
it is not action that is the test, the proof of seriousness, the measure of truth of prayer, 
it is prayer that is the qualification, the meaning, the foundation of the truth of action. 
Outside of prayer, action is perforce violence and lies … Prayer is the only possible 
substitute for violence in human relationships … Indeed, because our technological 
society is entirely devoted to action, he who withdraws to his room to pray is truly 
radical. Everything will derive from this.”84 We must therefore understand that today 
is a time of despair, that all that remains is Hope, of which prayer is the extreme act 
and value. “[Prayer] is the place where a sort of dialogue between the Word of God 
and the human word meet … , it holds together the fragmented parts of creation; it 
gives the possibility of history; it is then victory over the void.”85 

Thus, Girard notes a final characteristic of present-day violence, the one that is 
essential to his eyes: its unpredictability. “This is not a question of believing in 
catastrophe at all cost or of comparing the number of dead today with that of 
yesterday in order to bring the seriousness of our time into perspective. We have to 
understand that the unpredictability of violence is what is new: political rationality, the 
latest form of ancient rituals, has failed. We have entered a world of pure 
reciprocity.”86 
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