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1 THE ANGLE FROM WHICH THE INTERPRETIVE SPOTLIGHTS SHINE: MIMETIC THEORY 
 

1.1 HUMAN BEINGS AS CRISIS MANAGERS 

 

We all have to deal with crisis situations. A crisis happens when we are challenged to renew or 

change the order of things as we know it. Therefore it is always a threat, big or small, to the systems 

that bring stability to our lives. A crisis is a time to make decisions in order to preserve a given system 

of stability or to create a new one. As such it is not just an event which forces us to adjust to its 

course, but also an opportunity to imagine other ways of being in the world. A crisis is violent when it 

is primarily experienced as an assault on our personal integrity and our socially defined identity. On 

the other hand, a crisis might contain the promise of a better protected personal integrity and an 

enhanced social identity when it is experienced as an assault on systems of stability that actually 

suppress us. In short, the crisis situations that befall us and subvert the world as we know it are 

experienced either as a curse or a blessing, either as doom or chance. 

 

Confronted with crisis situations, every human being is able to ask three clusters of questions, one 

scientific and two philosophical. Let's see what the crisis manager named human might tƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘΧ 
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1.1.1 SCIENTIFIC QUESTIONS: 
 

How can a crisis situation be explained? What are its causes and consequences? How do we, people, 

deal with it and what explains our behavior? 

 

To use a business analogy: 

How do people behave within the company and what problems arise out of this behavior? 

 

1.1.2 A FIRST SET OF PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS (MEANING): 
 

Where do we want to go from here, confronted with this crisis? What is the ultimate goal of what we 

are trying to do? What are we hoping for? 

 

To use the business analogy: 

What does this company stand for? What goals does it hope to accomplish? 

 

1.1.3 A SECOND SET OF PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS (ETHICS): 
 

How should we behave ourselves if we want to accomplish our goal, dealing with this crisis? Should 

we deal with the crisis situation like we normally do, or should we change our behavior? 

 

To use the business analogy: 

How should people behave within the company in order to accomplish its goals? 

 

Once the two sets of philosophical questions are answered, science of course functions as a means to 

make the fulfillment possible of thought-through goals which transcend (and therefore guide) the 

merely scientific endeavor. 

 



5 
 

1.2 REFRAMING EXISTENTIAL QUESTIONS IN THE LIGHT OF MIMETIC THEORY 

 

1.2.1 CONSIDERING 'CRISIS MANAGEMENT' QUESTIONS 
 

As long as we are alive and well as human beings, we are mimetically connected to each other. It is 

because of our mimetic (i.e. imitative) ability that we are social creatures. Mimetic theory, as it was 

initially developed by René Girard, tries to understand and explain the possibilities and pitfalls of 

human social behavior by studying its mimetic interactions. It attempts to answer the three clusters 

of questions, identified previously, concerning 'crisis management' as the condition humaine. 

 

1.2.2 SCIENTIFIC QUESTIONS: 
 

How do crisis situations in human life arise out of mimetic interactions? How are these mimetic 

interactions influenced by conditions of the natural environment? Or, on the other hand, how do 

mimetic interactions construct patterns of human behavior that influence the natural environment in 

negative or positive ways? How do we normally deal with crisis situations arising out of mimetic 

interactions? 

 

1.2.3 PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS (MEANING): 
 

What goals are desirable for human life, considering the mimetic nature of human beings? What are 

we trying to accomplish by studying mimetic interactions? 

 

1.2.4 PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS (ETHICS): 
 

How should we behave if we want to accomplish our goals? Should we deal with crisis situations, 

arising out of mimetic interactions, like we normally do ς like our ancestors did, for instance? Should 

we accept certain morals (of which the origins can be scientifically explained)? Or should we try to 

change our behavior? 
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1.3 OUTLINE FOR A COURSE USING MIMETIC THEORY 

 

1.3.1 MIMESIS AND EMPATHY 
 

Any course using mimetic theory starts with a simple observation: the way we think about ourselves 

and the way we develop a sense of identity is always mediated by our social environment. And that 

which makes something like a social environment possible precisely is our ς indeed mimetic ς ability 

to put ourselves in each other's shoes. 

 

 

 

Neuroscientists have discovered that so-called mirror neurons in our brains play a very important 

role in this regard. These brain cells allow us to imitate others. They allow us to pretend that we're 

someone else and to take another person's point of view. And this allows us to imagine what others 

are experiencing, thinking, expecting or even desiring. In short, our mimetic ability is the conditio sine 

qua non to empathize and bond with others, and to develop a sense of self. 
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Of course our imaginative projections about others can be wrong. That's why we, rather unwittingly, 

constantly look for the confirmation of mutually established social expectations. The question 'Am I 

doing this right?' seems to be the ever present subtext to our behavior. It really structures the 

interaction between ourselves and others. As it happens though, the recognition we get from one 

social group might be of more importance to us than that of another. We might empathize more 

with the members of the San Francisco symphony orchestra we're part of than with the homeless of 

that same city. Or we might feel so close to our favorite football team that we become really hostile 

to its adversaries. 

 

So our ability to empathize with others turns out to be a two-edged sword. It connects us with and 

disconnects us from others at the same time. It can connect us to the members of a group we want 

to be part of against a common enemy. Even more so, it can stir rivalry between members of the 

same group or the same social environment. That might be surprising, but on second view it will turn 

out to be quite logical. Our mimetic ability allows us to take other people as models for our behavior. 

It allows us to learn from them in all sorts of ways, but it also plays a significant role in structuring our 

desires and ambitions. For instance, there's more than one twelve year old soccer player walking 

around with a shirt of Lionel Messi or some other soccer idol, secretly dreaming of being the next 

soccer sensation. 
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1.3.2 MIMESIS AND RIVALRY ς THE PROBLEM OF MIMETIC DESIRE 
 

There seems to be no harm in identifying with someone you admire and take as an inspiration for 

your own desires and ambitions in life. At first glance, that is. As long as the model you imitate 

belongs to quite another world than your own, as long as there is a significant distance between 

yourself and your model ς in space, in time, or both ς, chances of a conflictual relationship with the 

model are reduced. On the other hand, when that distance is no longer experienced, things might 

turn ugly, both for yourself and your model. As a twelve year old forward in a soccer team, it's fairly 

easy to admire Lionel Messi, but it might be a hell of a lot harder to appreciate the talents of the new 

teammate who comes in and takes your spot. Identifying yourself as being the forward (or even 'the 

Messi of the team') immediately complicates your relationship with this newcomer, as he arouses 

the desire for your former status and the recognition it is supposed to bring. You might, for instance, 

try to get rid of the new guy by locking him out. Good coaches, though, know how to deal with these 

types of situations, even strengthening their team in the process. When two or more forwards 

imitate and thereby reinforce each other's desire to be the best player on their position, it indeed 

can make them all better players in a consequently better team. 

 

 

 

Good coaches and managers are able to use mimetic rivalry in constructive ways, allowing their 

employees to recognize and respect that 'the best has won'. However, all management efforts aside, 

mimetic rivalry remains a tricky thing. It is literally rivalry based on the imitation of desires for certain 

material and/or immaterial objects (e.g. a trophy, some sort of social recognition or status, power 

within a company, wealth, etc.). 
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Human desire is, beyond instinctive needs and wants, highly mimetic (i.e. based on imitation). True, 

we're all born with certain physical needs (for food, water, oxygen, etc.). But no one is born with the 

desire to become, say, a culinary chef. That is a socially (and therefore mimetically) mediated 

ambition that gets different cultural expressions. Mimetic desire and mimetically mediated ambition 

can easily lead to frustrations and destructive conflicts between people who take each other as 

model. 
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When two or more people, consciously or more often rather unwittingly, imitate each other's desire, 

they become each other's annoying obstacle when they cannot or do not want to share the object of 

their desire. In short, they become antagonists because of mimetic desire. Paradoxically, it is because 

people are close to each other and can imagine what it is like to be in the other's shoes, that they can 

become each other's archrivals in the context of a mutually shared desire. As said, our mimetic ability 

connects and disconnects. 
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1.3.3 THE SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM AS RESPONSE TO MIMETIC CRISES 
 

The mimetic building blocks of our psychosocial fabric are at once responsible for the preservation 

and disintegration of that very same fabric. One of the well-tried means to restore a social order that 

is in crisis because of escalating mimetic rivalry, is the so-called scapegoat mechanism. This 

restoration again rests on mimetic processes. Let's turn to the example of the soccer team once 

more. When a team loses time and again, that's normally no favorable factor for the group 

atmosphere. Teammates start blaming each other for bad results, maybe even sabotaging each 

other. There also might be ill-will towards the coach by players who feel they're not given enough 

opportunities to play matches. And when the coach becomes part of the rivalry and frustrations 

within the team, that's usually the end of his career there. As more players imitate the ill-will of some 

teammates towards their coach, the latter becomes the one held responsible for all the major 

problems within the team, and he'll be fired by the board in the end. Instead of recognizing the 

mimetic origins of social disorder, people tend to blame one outsider or a group of outsiders. This 

scenario is well-known. Coaches indeed often function as convenient scapegoats, unjustly blamed for 

a crisis they're not or only partly responsible for. Like other scapegoats they're interpreted in a 

twofold manner by the group they're expelled from: perceived as the main cause of the tensions, 

divisions and disorder within the group, and experienced as the main cure while being sacrificed 

(expelled, or worse) to restore unity and order within that same group. Scapegoats are at once villain 

and hero, monster and savior, hated and loved, unwanted and wanted, scorned yet needed. Think, 

for example, of dictatorial regimes who blame all their domestic problems on foreign enemies. As 

long as a dictator can unite his citizens against some outside enemy, he can at least prevent them 

from uniting against himself and remain in the saddle. This means that he cannot completely destroy 

the enemy he publicly loathes. Dictators need the periodic sacrifice of their scapegoat in order to 

preserve the social fabric on a very large scale, but human beings in general tend to use the 

scapegoat mechanism on a day-to-day basis, albeit often in smaller ways. 
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1.4 GOALS OF THIS COURSE 

 

Because of the widespread presence of the scapegoat mechanism and the sacrifices that go along 

with it in the preservation of social order and peace, it is a real challenge to imagine other ways of 

building human communities. The question is how to create communities where differences 

between people don't lead to escalating rivalries that tend to leave no difference at all ς except for 

the violently established difference between a group and its scapegoat or sacrificial victim, and the 

hierarchical differences within the group itself. In other words, are there ways to create a social 

order and peace that leaves room for non-violent, creative conflicts that originate in the irreducible 

yet fascinating differences between ourselves and other human beings? 

 

The goal of this course is, first, to become more aware of the psychological and social mechanisms 

this introduction already briefly touched upon. Among others, it will present three ways by which 

mimetic connections between ourselves and other human beings might become mentally and/or 

physically violent and destructive. Some stories, old and new and from different media, will function 

as mirrors that reveal some of those important aspects of who we are as human beings. It will allow 

participants to analyze actual events and to reflect upon their own life. For those interested, 

extracurricular background information is given, including some scientific and philosophical material. 

Secondly, this course invites participants to actively grow into a way of being that prospers non-

sacrificial peace and a way of life that is giving and joyous. The Judeo-Christian heritage, especially, 

will prove to be very inspiring in this regard. 
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2 THREE TYPES OF THE SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM 
 

2.1 SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 1 (SMT1): AUTO-AGGRESSION 

 

 

 Because of mimetic (i.e. imitative) ability, a person A is able to imagine being a person B 

(to imitate the other is to pretend that you are the other).  

Note: 'person' could refer to an individual or a collective entity.  

 Person A compares himself or herself with person B (sign for comparing: |).  

 Person B seems to have something that A seems to lack, namely recognition by O 

(signified by the thick downward arrow). 

 Because A compares with B, recognition by O becomes A's object of desire 

(this dynamic is signified by the thin arrows). 

 If A does not obtain the object of desire, envious tendencies and frustrations arise. 

Frustrations might become so big that A can no longer stand the difference with B 

ς this is a crisis situation.  

 One way for A to avoid confrontation with the difference is to annihilate him/herself 

(sign for annihilation of A: A ς sign for erasing confrontation with difference: | ).  

 

O 

B |  A 

O 

B |  A 
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In short, mimetically ignited love ς eros ς for the imagined situation of the other leads to hate 

towards one's own life and the life of the other (or, which is the same, love for a so-called acceptable 

self-image) ς a crisis of identity and social order. Person A tries to resolve the crisis that arises out of 

a comparison with person B by sacrificing him/herself ς thanatos! Instead of dealing with the true 

source of tensions and frustrations, namely the actual comparison, A becomes hostile towards his or 

her own situation and is no longer capable of living with it. A's own life becomes the main stumbling 

block to A (apart from B's life). Therefore, the scapegoat whose sacrifice seems necessary to release 

or resolve the crisis in A's life can be A itself, in acts of auto-aggression (violence towards oneself). 

Auto-aggression is a first type of scapegoat mechanism that tries to create a peaceful situation after 

a confrontation with an inter- and intrapersonal and social crisis resulting from mimetic interaction. 

As an act of violence, it is an inconsistent attempt to contain violence. Note: A's desire for 

recognition runs parallel to A's desire to obtain B's position. 



16 
 

2.2 SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 2 (SMT2): HETERO-AGGRESSION 

 

 

 Because of mimetic (i.e. imitative) ability, a person A is able to imagine being a person B 

(to imitate the other is to pretend that you are the other).  

ς Note: 'person' could refer to an individual or a collective entity.  

 Person A compares himself or herself with person B (sign for comparing: |).  

 Person B seems to have something that A seems to lack, namely recognition by O  

(signified by the thick downward arrow). 

 Because A compares with B, recognition by O becomes A's object of desire 

(this dynamic is signified by the thin arrows). 

 If A does not obtain the object of desire, envious tendencies and frustrations arise. 

Frustrations might become so big that A can no longer stand the difference with B 

ς this is a crisis situation.  

 One way for A to avoid confrontation with the difference is to annihilate the other, B 

(sign for annihilation of B: B ς sign for erasing confrontation with difference: | ). 

 

O 

B |  A 

O 

B |  A 
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In short, mimetically ignited love ς eros ς for the imagined situation of the other leads to hate 

towards one's own life and the life of the other  ς a crisis of identity and social order. Person A tries 

to resolve the crisis that arises out of a comparison with person B by sacrificing B ς thanatos! Instead 

of dealing with the true source of tensions and frustrations, namely the actual comparison, A 

becomes hostile towards B's situation and is no longer capable of living with it. B's life becomes the 

main stumbling block to A (apart from A's own life). Therefore, the scapegoat whose sacrifice seems 

necessary to release or resolve the crisis in A's life can be B, in acts of hetero-aggression (violence 

towards others). Hetero-aggression is a second type of scapegoat mechanism that tries to create a 

peaceful situation after a social crisis. As an act of violence, it is an inconsistent attempt to contain 

violence. Note: A's desire for recognition runs parallel to A's desire to obtain B's position. 
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2.3 SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 3 (SMT3): RESSENTIMENT OR SHAME

 

 Because of mimetic (i.e. imitative) ability, a person A is able to imagine being a person B 

(to imitate the other is to pretend that you are the other).  

ς Note: 'person' could refer to an individual or a collective entity. 

 Person A compares himself or herself with person B (sign for comparing: |).  

 Person A seems to have something that B seems to lack, namely recognition by O 

(signified by the thick downward arrow). 

 Simultaneously, by comparing him/herself with B, A's desire for B's position is instigated. 

 If A does not obtain this new object of desire, envious tendencies and frustrations arise. 

Frustrations might become so big that A can no longer stand the difference with B 

ς this is a crisis situation.  

 One way for A to avoid confrontation with the difference is to annihilate the other, B 

(sign for annihilation of B: B ς sign for erasing confrontation with difference: | ). 

 

O 

B |  A 

O 

B |  A 
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RESSENTIMENT In short, mimetically ignited love ς eros ς for the imagined situation of the other 

leads to hate towards one's own life and the life of the other (or, which is the same, love for a so-

called acceptable self-image) ς a crisis of identity and social order. Person A tries to resolve the crisis 

that arises out of a comparison with person B by sacrificing B ς thanatos! Instead of dealing with the 

true source of tensions and frustrations, namely the actual comparison, A becomes hostile towards 

B's situation and is no longer capable of living with it. B's life becomes the main stumbling block to A 

(apart from A's own life). Therefore, the scapegoat whose sacrifice seems necessary to release or 

resolve the crisis in A's life can be B, in acts of hetero-aggression. As an act of violence, this sacrifice is 

an inconsistent attempt to contain violence. This third type of scapegoat mechanism arises out of 

ressentiment ς a dynamic that could be characterized as a clash between a desire for recognition and 

a desire for what a seemingly contemptible other possesses. A is secretly jealous of B's situation but 

dares not create something similar for fear of being cast out by the social environment whose 

recognition A has mimetically learned to desire. Another possibility is that A simply cannot obtain B's 

situation. Therefore A turns B into someone who is despicable and whose situation is undesirable. 

 

SHAME Instead of being jealous of B's situation, A might also be primarily guided by the fear of 

becoming a social outcast if A associates with B. A will have the tendency to sacrifice B in order to 

protect a socially acceptable self-image. This sacrifice shows itself in mental or physical acts of 

hetero-aggression. In short, A will deny affiliation with B at all costs, primarily because A has learned 

to be ashamed of this affiliation. 

 

Note, in both instances: A's desire for recognition clashes with A's affiliation with B. 
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3 EMINEM READS THE BIBLE 
 

The story of Cain and Abel (in the book of Genesis) is compared to the story of Stan (by Eminem) to 

illustrate types 1 and 2 of the scapegoat mechanism. Cain and Abel is an example of the second type 

of scapegoat mechanism, namely hetero-aggression. Stan is an example of the first type of 

scapegoat mechanism, namely auto-aggression. 

 

 

 

In short, what the following comparison is all about: mimetically ignited love ς eros ς for the 

imagined situation of the other leads to hate towards one's own life and the life of the other (or, 

which is the same, love for a so-called acceptable self-image) ς a crisis of identity and social order. 

Person A (CAIN or STAN) tries to resolve the crisis that arises out of a comparison with person B 

(ABEL or SLIM) by sacrificing the other or by sacrificing him/herself ς thanatos! 
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Cain and Abel  

Genesis 4:1-16 (English Standard Version ς ESV) 

 

Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, 'I have gotten a man with 

the help of the LORD.' And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and 

Cain a worker of the ground. In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of 

the ground, and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And the LORD 

had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very 

angry, and his face fell. The LORD said to Cain, 'Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? If 

you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door. Its 

desire is for you, but you must rule over it.' 

 

Cain spoke to Abel his brother. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother 

Abel and killed him. Then the LORD said to Cain, 'Where is Abel your brother?' He said, 'I do not 

know; am I my brother's keeper?' And the LORD said, 'What have you done? The voice of your 

brother's blood is crying to me from the ground. And now you are cursed from the ground, which 

has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it 

shall no longer yield to you its strength. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.' Cain 

said to the LORD, 'My punishment is greater than I can bear. Behold, you have driven me today away 

from the ground, and from your face I shall be hidden. I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the 

earth, and whoever finds me will kill me.' Then the LORD said to him, 'Not so! If anyone kills Cain, 

vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold.' And the LORD put a mark on Cain, lest any who found 

him should attack him. Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD and settled in the land 

of Nod, east of Eden. 
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Stan 

(Eminem) 
 

[Chorus: Dido] 

 

'My tea's gone cold I'm wondering why I... 

got out of bed at all... 

The morning rain clouds up my window 

and I can't see at all... 

And even if I could it'd all be grey, 

but your picture on my wall... 

It reminds me, that it's not so bad, 

it's not so bad...' 

 

[Eminem as 'Stan', 1
st
 verse] 

 

'Dear Slim,  

I wrote but you still ain't callin'. 

I left my cell, my pager  

and my home phone at the bottom... 

I sent two letters back in autumn,  

you must not-a got 'em... 

There probably was a problem  

at the post office or somethin'. 

Sometimes I scribble addresses too sloppy  

when I jot 'em, 

but anyways... fuck it, what's been up?   

Man, how's your daughter? 

My girlfriend's pregnant too,  

I'm 'bout to be a father... 

If I have a daughter, guess what I'ma call her? 

I'ma name her Bonnie... 

I read about your Uncle Ronnie too, I'm sorry. 

I had a friend kill himself over some bitch  

who didn't want him... 

I know you probably hear this every day,  

but I'm your biggest fan. 

I even got the underground shit  

that you did with Skam, 

I got a room full of your posters  

and your pictures man, 

I like the shit you did with Rawkus too,  

that shit was fat... 

Anyways, I hope you get this man,  

hit me back, just to chat,  

truly yours, your biggest fan, 

this is Stan...' 

 

[Chorus: Dido] 

 

 

[Eminem as 'Stan', 2
nd

 verse] 

 

'Dear Slim,  

you still ain't called or wrote,  

I hope you have a chance... 

I ain't mad  

ς I just think it's FUCKED UP  

you don't answer fans... 

If you didn't wanna talk to me outside your concert 

you didn't have to,  

but you coulda signed an autograph for Matthew, 

that's my little brother man,  

he's only six years old... 

We waited in the blistering cold for you, for four 

hours and you just said: 'No.' 

That's pretty shitty man  

ς you're like his fuckin' idol... 

He wants to be just like you man,  

he likes you more than I do... 

I ain't that mad though,  

I just don't like bein' lied to... 

Remember when we met in Denver? 

You said if I'd write you 

you would write back...  

See, I'm just like you in a way... 

I never knew my father neither, 

he used to always cheat on my mom  

and beat her... 

I can relate to what you're saying in your songs 

so when I have a shitty day, I drift away  

and put 'em on, 

'cause I don't really got shit else  

so that shit helps when I'm depressed... 

I even got a tattoo of your name across the chest. 

Sometimes I even cut myself  

to see how much it bleeds, 

it's like adrenaline  

ς the pain is such a sudden rush for me... 

See, everything you say is real 

and I respect you 'cause you tell it. 

My girlfriend's jealous 'cause I talk about you 24/7. 

But she don't know you like I know you, Slim,  

no one does, 

she don't know what it was like  

for people like us growin' up... 

You gotta call me man,  

I'll be the biggest fan you'll ever lose 

Sincerely yours,  

Stan 

P.S. We should be together too...' 

 

[Chorus: Dido] 
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[Eminem as 'Stan', 3
d 
verse] 

 

'Dear Mister  

'I'm Too Good To Call Or Write My Fans', 

this'll be the last package I ever send your ass. 

It's been six months and still no word  

ς I don't deserve it? 

I know you got my last two letters, 

I wrote the addresses on 'em perfect. 

So this is my cassette I'm sending you,  

I hope you hear it. 

I'm in the car right now,  

I'm doing 90 on the freeway. 

Hey Slim, I drank a fifth of vodka,  

you dare me to drive? 

You know the song by Phil Collins  

'In the Air of the Night'? 

About that guy who coulda saved  

that other guy from drowning, but didn't,  

then Phil saw it all, then at a  show he found him? 

That's kinda how this is,  

you coulda rescued me from drowning... 

Now it's too late...  

I'm on a 1000 downers now, I'm drowsy... 

And all I wanted was a lousy letter or a call... 

I hope you know I ripped ALL of your pictures  

off the wall... 

I love you Slim, we coulda been together,  

think about it... 

You ruined it now...  

I hope you can't sleep and you dream about it 

and when you dream I hope you can't sleep  

and you SCREAM about it. 

I hope your conscience EATS AT YOU  

and you can't BREATHE without me... 

See, Slim, [screaming]  

Shut up bitch!  I'm tryin' to talk! 

Hey Slim, that's my girlfriend  

screamin' in the trunk 

but I didn't slit her throat,  

I just tied her up...  

See, I ain't like you 'cause if she suffocates  

she'll suffer more and then she'll die too... 

Well, gotta go, I'm almost at the bridge now... 

Oh shit, I forgot,  

How 'm I supposed to send this shit out?' 

 

[Chorus: Dido] 

 

 

 

 

[Eminem, 4
th
 verse] 

 

'Dear Stan,  

I meant to write you sooner  

but I just been busy... 

You said your girlfriend's pregnant now,  

how far along is she? 

Look, I'm really flattered  

you would call your daughter that 

and here's an autograph for your brother, 

I wrote it on the Starter cap... 

I'm sorry I didn't see you at the show,  

I musta missed you... 

Don't think I did that shit intentionally  

just to diss you... 

But what's this shit you said  

about you like to cut your wrists too? 

I say that shit just clownin', dog, 

c'mon, how fucked up is you? 

You got some issues Stan,  

I think you need some counseling 

to help your ass from bouncing off the walls when 

you get down some... 

And what's this shit about us  

meant to be together? 

That type of shit'll make me  

not want us to meet each other... 

I really think you and your girlfriend  

need each other 

or maybe you just need to treat her better... 

I hope you get to read this letter...  

I just hope it reaches you in time 

before you hurt yourself... 

I think that you'll be doin' just fine 

if you relax a little...  

I'm glad I inspire you, but Stan, 

why are you so mad?  

 Try to understand that I do want you as a fan, 

I just don't want you to do some crazy shit. 

I seen this one shit on the news  

a couple weeks ago that made me sick. 

Some dude was drunk  

and drove his car over a bridge 

and had his girlfriend in the trunk 

and she was pregnant with his kid, 

and in the car they found a tape,  

but they didn't say who it was to... 

Come to think about it,  

his name was...  

it was you... Damn!' 
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Cain and Abel Stan and Slim

 

 

Cain and Abel develop similar activities: 

In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the 

ground, and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat 

portions. 

Stan and Slim have similar experiences: 

'See I'Ƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅΧ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ƪƴŜǿ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ -  he used to 

always cheat on my mom and beat her. I can relate to what you're saying in your 

ǎƻƴƎǎΧ'

 

 

 

Cain becomes angry because Abel gets attention from the Lord 

while he himself doesn't seem to get any attention at all: 

And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he 

had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell. 

Stan becomes angry because Slim does get recognition from his 

fans ς Stan being one of them ς while Stan seems to find no 

recognition at all:  

'Dear Mister-I'm-Too-Good-To-Call-Or-Write-My-Fans, this'll be the last package I 

ever send your ass! It's been six months and still no word - I don't deserve it?' 

 

 

 

 

The Lord worries about Cain: 

The LORD said to Cain, 'Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen?' 

 

Slim worries about Stan: 

'Χ ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǎƻ ƳŀŘΚ' 

IDENTIFICATION (THROUGH MIMESIS) 

ANGER BECAUSE OF A ς FELT, THOUGH NOT NECESSARILY REAL ς LACK OF 

RECOGNITION 

RECOGNITION NONETHELESS FOR THE PERSON WHO FEELS 

UNRECOGNIZED 
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The Lord advises Cain to do well: 

'If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is 

ŎǊƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ Lǘǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΧ'  

Slim advises Stan to calm down and to do well: 

'I really think you and your girlfriend need each other or maybe you just need to 

ǘǊŜŀǘ ƘŜǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ ώΧϐ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ'll be doin' just fine if you relax a little...'

 

 

 

'Χ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊǳƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘΧ'

 

'I just don't want you to do some crazy shit.' 

 

 

 

 

Cain kills Abel: 

Cain spoke to Abel his brother. And when they were in the field, Cain rose up 

against his brother Abel and killed him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stan kills himself and his pregnant girlfriend: 

'Some dude was drunk and drove his car over a bridge and had his girlfriend in the 

ǘǊǳƴƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƪƛŘΧ

A WARNING FOR THE POSSIBLE EVIL CONSEQUENCES OF FRUSTRATION, 

ANGER AND STUBBORN PRIDE 

A FINAL WARNING 

WARNING GOES IN VAIN ς MURDER ON A DESOLATE PLACE 
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SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 2 (SMT2): HETERO-AGGRESSION

  
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

THE LORD 

ABEL |  CAIN 

THE LORD 

ABEL |  CAIN 
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SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 1 (SMT1): AUTO-AGGRESSION 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

In short, mimetically ignited love ς eros ς for the imagined situation of the other leads to hate 

towards one's own life and the life of the other (or, which is the same, love for a so-called acceptable 

self-image) ς a crisis of identity and social order.  

 

Person A (CAIN or STAN) tries to resolve the crisis that arises out of a comparison with person B 

(ABEL or SLIM) by sacrificing the other or by sacrificing him/herself ς thanatos! 

FANS 

SLIM |  STAN 

FANS 

SLIM |  STAN 
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4 SCAPEGOATING IN AMERICAN BEAUTY (SAM MENDES, 1999) 
 

 

 

Alan Ball, who wrote the story, said the following about the main theme of the movie: 

'I think I was writing about Χ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ's becoming harder and harder to live an authentic life when we 

live in a world that seems to focus on appearance Χ CƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

[1950s], in a lot of ways this is just as oppressively conformist a time Χ ¸ƻǳ ǎŜŜ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ 

strive to live the unauthentic life and then they get there and they wonder why they're not happy Χ L 

didn't realize it when I sat down to write [American Beauty], but these ideas are important to me.' 

ς Alan Ball in Chumo II, Peter N. (January 2000). 'American Beauty: An Interview with Alan Ball'. 

Creative Screenwriting Magazine (Los Angeles: Creative Screenwriters Group) 7 (1): 26ς35 (p.32). 
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The character of 'Colonel Frank Fitts, US Marine Corps' certainly is one poignant example of someone 

who is 'keeping up appearances' at a very high price. His situation can be summarized as follows: 

 

SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 3 (SMT3): RESSENTIMENT

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

US MARINE 
CORPS 

(SUPPOSEDLY) 
GAY PEOPLE 

|  
COLONEL 

FRANK FITTS 

US MARINE 
CORPS 

(SUPPOSEDLY) 
GAY PEOPLE 

|  
COLONEL 

FRANK FITTS 
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Throughout the film it becomes clear that Frank Fitts is secretly gay and that he is jealous of gay 

people who 'came out of the closet'. He dares not reveal himself as a homosexual, though, for fear 

of being cast out by the social environment whose recognition he has mimetically learned to desire. 

Frank Fitts always presents himself as 'Colonel Frank Fitts, US Marine Corps' and apparently this self-

concept considers homosexuality as 'something to be ashamed of'. He can't stand being around 

openly gay people, like his two neighbors Jim and Jim, because they awaken his hidden homosexual 

desires. Frank Fitts resents and hates what he actually desires. When he thinks that his son Ricky is in 

a gay relationship with his neighbor Lester Burnham, he threatens to throw him out of the house 

and to banish him forever. Frank Fitts constantly justifies his acts of terror by making his victims 

responsible for the violence they have to endure. He constantly applies some sort of scapegoat 

mechanism, his victims 'should be ashamed!' They should feel guilty about something they actually 

shouldn'ǘ ŦŜŜƭ Ǝǳƛƭǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘΧ 

 

Frank Fitts is willing to do anything to protect his socially mediated (self-)image. His scapegoating of 

openly gay people helps him to be somewhat  at peace with his own life, although he is a bitter man. 

Finally, he reveals himself as a homosexual to his neighbor Lester Burnham, whom he wrongfully 

considers gay. Frank tries to kiss Lester, but Lester turns him down. Afraid of what might happen, 

Frank ends up murdering Lester in order to prevent the loss of his so-called acceptable (self-)image. 

In other words, the sacrifice of Lester ς in no ways responsible for what happened to Frank, hence a 

scapegoat ς seems necessary for Frank to fulfill his desire for recognition. In still other words, eros ς 

a mimetically ignited love for some image or social status ς leads to thanatos (death) to put an end 

to some identity crisis. 

 

BE SURE TO WATCH THE EXCERPTS FROM AMERICAN BEAUTY WITH ADDITIONAL NOTES TO SEE 

HOW THE DIFFERENT CHARACTERS DEAL WITH 

'THE LOSS OF APPEARANCES' 

(https://erikbuys.wordpress.com/2013/09/30/scapegoating-in-american-beauty/) 

 

https://erikbuys.wordpress.com/2013/09/30/scapegoating-in-american-beauty/
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4.1 BACKGROUND INFORMATION: PHILOSOPHY ON RESSENTIMENT 

 

In the world of philosophy there are two German names that automatically pop up regarding the 

discussion on ressentiment, namely Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Max Scheler (1874-1928). 

 

 

 

Friedrich Nietzsche discussed ressentiment primarily in his work Zur Genealogie der Moral. In 

Nietzsche's view, the Jewish-Christian foundation of morality grew out of the weaker men's pride 

when these were confronted with a noble and aristocratic ruling group of stronger men. The weaker 

men, the slaves, reject the morals of the stronger men, the masters. The slave denies being envious 

of the master and develops a sense of superiority by claiming that the values the master lives by are 

not desirable at all. According to Nietzsche, Jewish-Christian slave morality triumphs over the master 

morality of Greco-Roman Antiquity when people start feeling guilty and ashamed about belonging to 

the group of masters. This is the ultimate revenge of the slaves for not being able to aspire to the 

same values as the masters. The slaves convince themselves and the masters that the slave morality 

(the inverse of the master morality) is the desirable model of life, and that the master morality is 

contemptible. 

 

Max Scheler criticized Nietzsche on these issues in his work Ressentiment. According to Scheler, 

Nietzsche's account of ressentiment is very convincing, but he is wrong to consider it as the main 

source of Judeo-Christian tradition.  
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This is not the place to discuss Scheler's critique on Nietzsche. Regarding a further reflection on the 

film American Beauty and other examples of ressentiment, it is useful to merely focus on the 

characterization of ressentiment by Nietzsche and Scheler. In an article entitled Ressentiment and 

Rationality for the online philosophical and anthropological magazine Paideia, Elizabeth Murray 

Morelli summarizes as follows: 

 

'Drawing on Nietzsche's and Scheler's accounts of ressentiment, we can sum up its internal structure. 

It is a cycle with the following constitutive elements: an original sense of self-worth; the 

apprehension of and desire for certain values; the frustration of one's desire for those values; a sense 

of impotence to achieve those values: a sense of the unfairness or injustice of not being able to attain 

them; anger, resentment, hatred towards the bearer of those values, and often a desire to seek 

revenge; the devaluation of the originally sought values; repression of the desire for the devalued 

values and of negative affects such as hatred, envy, desire for revenge; a feeling of superiority over 

those who seek and possess the now devalued values; and a confirmed sense of self-worth. 

Ressentiment is a cycle inasmuch as it recurs. The person of ressentiment relives the desires and 

feelings which constitute the condition even as these affects are repressed. The cycle of ressentiment, 

significantly, begins and ends with a sense of self-worth.' 

 

Applied to the character Frank Fitts in the film American Beauty, ressentiment is directed at the life 

of homosexual couples. The cycle of ressentiment then can be specified as follows: Frank Fitts gains 
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his sense of self-worth by the social recognition he gets from the US Marine Corps (hence he 

presents himself continuously as 'Colonel Frank Fitts, US Marine Corps'); he realizes that he actually 

desires certain relationships, namely homosexual relationships; he gets frustrated because he 

cannot fulfill this desire because of fear of losing his social recognition; he develops a sense of 

injustice: it's not fair that certain people would enjoy a life as homosexuals and he seeks revenge for 

this injustice; he devaluates the originally desired life as a homosexual; finally he despises 

homosexuals in general and is convinced that they should feel ashamed; thus Frank Fitts develops a 

feeling of superiority over those who possess a life as homosexual couple, and this confirms his 

sense of self-worth. 

 

From the point of view of René Girard's mimetic theory, two important observations can be made: 

Ressentiment, as the result of envy, relies on mimesis and mimetic desire. 

 

When a mimetically ignited desire cannot be fulfilled, the resentful person justifies mental or 

physical violence towards a model who possesses what the resentful person secretly desires ς this is 

a form of scapegoating. Hence, according to Cuong Nguyen in an article for the online philosophical 

journal Prometheus (October 19, 2008), 'Ressentiment is a reassignment of the pain that 

accompanies a sense of one's own inferiority/failure onto an external scapegoat. The ego creates the 

illusion of an enemy, a cause that can be 'blamed' for one's own inferiority/failure. Thus, one was 

thwarted not by a failure in oneself, but rather by an external 'evil'. This issuing of 'blame' leads one 

to desire revenge, or at least believe in the possibility of revenge.' 
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The structure of Nietzsche's discourse is obvious. It immediately allows for a critique of his 

idea that Judeo-Christian tradition is heir to a 'slave morality' and that it is a 'child of ressentiment': 

 

SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM ς TYPE 3 (SMT3): RESSENTIMENT 

NIETZSCHE'S SLAVE MORALITY

 
If Nietzsche would be right, then the Bible would support people who are guided by envy or 

ressentiment ς in other words, 'Cain'. Clearly this is not the case. 

GOD 

MASTERS |  SLAVES 

GOD 

MASTERS |  SLAVES 
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4.2 REAL LIFE CASES OF RESSENTIMENT 

 

4.2.1 PSYCHOLOGY & MEDIA ς SIMILAR TO FRANK FITTS' STORY 
 

Well-known evangelical pastor Ted Haggard became the center of a scandal in 2006 when a certain 

Mike Jones, a homosexual prostitute, claimed that he had had a three-year sexual relationship with 

Haggard. Later on, Haggard admitted to sexual contact with Jones and other men. Haggard had 

always preached against homosexuality and to this day considers it sinful and problematic. He is still 

married to his wife. 

 

 

Pop singer Ricky Martin came out as a gay man back in 2010. However, the star has admitted he 

used to struggle with his sexuality. He even bullied gay men whilst growing up in Puerto Rico. 'I look 

back now and realize I would bully people who I knew were gay,' Martin told the September/October 

2013 edition of GQ Australia. 'I had internalized homophobia. To realize that was confronting to me. I 

wanted to get away from that.' 
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