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The aim of this special collection of essays, titled Intersubjectivity, Desire, 
and Mimetic Theory: René Girard and Psychoanalysis, is to reappraise the 
relationship between René Girard’s thought and the psychoanalytic 

tradition. The tripartite structure of the title clearly echoes the English title of 
Girard’s first book, Deceit, Desire and the Novel, with which he introduced the 
psychological dynamics of mimetic desire as represented in modern European 
novels.1 Through the reference to the intentionally broad notions of “intersub-
jectivity,” “desire,” and “mimetic theory,” our title also signals the intention 
to cover the multifarious aspects and issues that inform Girard’s thinking in 
relation to core issues of psychoanalysis, by casting the net very broadly and 
exploring the theoretical implications of the encounter between the mimetic 
and the psychoanalytic discourse in a variety of fields and disciplines, such as 
philosophy, literary criticism, anthropology, psychotherapy, neuropsychology, 
and socio- psychology. On the one hand, this collection discusses the potential 
theoretical and discursive integrations that mimetic theory would need in order 
to account for various psychological manifestations, including psychopatholo-
gies of different kinds, and social phenomena; on the other hand, the collection 
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2 Pierpaolo Antonello and Alessandra Diazzi

brings to light contentious issues within the psychoanalytic literature that a 
mimetic approach to individual psyche and collective behavior might contrib-
ute to illuminating.

The critical literature in the field of psychology and psychoanalysis increas-
ingly seems to recognize the intersubjective makeup of our psyche, which is 
in fact, as Girard stated more than 50  years ago, preverbal and dialogic. This 
view was recently substantiated from a neurocognitive standpoint through  
the discovery of the mirroring mechanism that lies at the base of our capac-
ity for learning, and empathic attunement with others.2 In spite of this evident 
kinship between mimetic theory and psychological/psychoanalytic findings on 
psyche, scholarship has almost completely ignored the contribution made by 
Girard and Girardians to the discussion. As a result, Girard’s reassessment of 
psychoanalysis has only had marginal traction outside of Girardian criticism.

The reason for this oversight is most likely to be found in Girard’s own 
attitude toward psychoanalysis. With the exception of the pages of sharp criti-
cism dedicated to a set of Freudian theories, Girard has never fully engaged with 
psychoanalysis. The reassessment of Freud is mostly confined to a few chapters 
of Violence and the Sacred and Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World.3 
This also resulted in a cursory dismissal of figures such as Jacques Lacan, Mela-
nie Klein, and Donald Winnicott, despite the potential intersections between 
the work of these thinkers and Girard’s oeuvre.4 This combination of criti-
cism and indifference induced the general overlooking of possible encounters 
between Girardian and psychoanalytic circles that we have observed in recent  
decades.

There have been, however, a few valuable exceptions. Jean- Michel Oughour-
lian has been Girard’s closest interlocutor as far as the criticism of Freud from 
a mimetic point of view is concerned. He made mimetic theory the core of his 
work as a clinician, putting forward a theory of psyche grounded on the notion 
of mimesis as the force driving the subject and its social relationship.5 The  
idea of a “universal mimesis” as a gravitational force that binds us all together is 
a powerful metaphor, but also an effective heuristic tool that can clarify many 
of the behavioral oscillations that are so commonly found in psychopathology, 
in our constant pendularism between imitation and rivalry— the latter being a 
concept that has not been adequately conceptualized in psychoanalysis.

Carrying further the critique of Freud’s psychoanalysis elaborated with 
Girard, Oughourlian challenged the Freudian supremacy in the field of psychia-
try and psychotherapy by questioning the notion of the unconscious. In The 
Puppet of Desire (1982), he claims that “the Freudian unconscious, that mythic 
hypostasis peopled with all sorts of occult mythic forces in conflict with one 
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another, . . . simply does not exist.”6 This must be replaced with the idea of “the 
other”— that is to say, the model— as the concealed force shaping the subject’s 
desires and behavior.7

Eugene Webb, in his work The Self Between: From Freud to the New Social 
Psychology of France (1993), also called for a Girardian reassessment of psycho-
logical research. He acknowledges that the most essential discovery of Girard 
is the fundamental influence of the dynamics of imitation on individual and 
collective psychology.8 In particular, Webb emphasizes the shift that the Girard-
ian approach to psychology and psychoanalysis implies, “from a fundamentally 
idealistic approach to understanding human psychology through language and 
abstract logic . . . to an approach that emphasizes the concrete actuality of human 
relations in ordinary life and history.”9 After outlining the genesis of the “psy-
chology of mimetic desire,” Webb concludes that “psychological mimesis” must 
be recognized as a foundational process in human behavior, which deserves “a 
careful hearing” on the part of psychoanalysis and psychology.10 Webb’s further 
contribution to the dialogue between mimetic theory and psychoanalysis is 
the analysis of the common Hegelian matrix of Girard and Lacan, particularly 
through the mediation of Alexandre Kojève,11 which led him to also engage a 
dialogue with Mikkel Borch- Jacobsen’s work Lacan: the Absolute Master (1991).

A further fundamental contribution to the dialogue between mimetic 
theory and psychoanalytic theories comes from Martha Reineke, who is cred-
ited with having brought a much- needed reflection on gender and femininity 
into the Girardian hermeneutics. In Sacrificed Lives: Kristeva on Women and 
Violence (1997), she proposed a theory of sacrifice that put Girard in dialogue 
with Kristeva in order to understand female sacrifice and the rise of violence in 
gender conflicts. Reineke has furthermore identified Girardian echoes in Win-
nicott’s object relations theory and theory of aggression, revealing the extent 
to which mimetic theory intersects analytical discourses beyond Freudianism.12

A further crucial playing field between psychoanalysis and mimetic theory 
is neuropsychology, which in recent years has put to the test— confirming 
and challenging— both Freudian and Girardian hypotheses. It is Scott Garrels  
who, along with Jean-Michel Oughourlian, brought together theorists of imi-
tation and intersubjectivity, such as Andrew Meltzoff and Vittorio Gallese, to 
discuss and provide a first assessment of Girard’s theory from a neuroscientific 
point of view.13 As the extensive theoretical literature produced in the last 
decade testifies, the discovery of mirror neurons has been reshaping current 
discourses and approaches to issues such as subjectivity, intentionality, empa-
thy, self- awareness, language, theory of mind, and so on, and has inflected the 
theoretical discussion in a variety of fields, from psychology to anthropology 
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and philosophy. However, in respect to mimetic theory, there are numerous 
issues and problems that require a more systematic assessment. In spite of the 
fact that mimetic desire has been conceptualized as prelinguistic and precon-
scious, there has been a lack of discussion, for instance, of the role of mimetic 
desire in infancy, and the articulation of experiences of bonding, attachment, 
and intimacy, and the coordination of inner and relational states. From the 
point of view of psychoanalysis, there have been some initial speculative con-
siderations of the theoretical and practical implications of the discovery of 
mirror neurons, particularly in relation to issues such as empathic attunement, 
projective identification, and countertransference. On this score, Ruth Leys, 
taking into account Girard’s position, has provided thoughtful considerations 
on the role of mimesis in behavioral sciences, particularly in the articulation of 
the notion of trauma, and on the “post- psychoanalytic turn” as a consequence 
of the emergence of the new neurocognitive paradigm.14

The contributions to this volume are situated on the path that these fun-
damental precedents tread, with the aim of extending the reassessment of both 
tensions and negotiations characterizing the encounters between psychoanaly-
sis and mimetic theory. To this end, the issue gathers contributions that explore 
three different— but closely interwoven— areas of inquiry: the clinical field 
(Garrels and Bustrum; Frost); literature, culture, and philosophy (Reineke; 
Diazzi; Lawtoo); and socio- politics ( Janicka; Brighi). In reference to the first 
one, Scott R. Garrels and Joy M. Bustrum discuss the potential convergence 
between contemporary North American psychoanalysis and interdividual 
psychology, showing that— despite the encounter between mimetic theory 
and psychoanalysis mostly being missing— the two have a potential and fruitful 
applicability in clinical practice. After providing an overview of the current psy-
choanalytic trends that resonate most with Girard’s ideas, the authors embed 
mimetic insights into the examination of a clinical case taken from Jody Davies’s 
article “Whose Bad Objects Are We Anyway?” which deals with shame- riddled 
bad self- representations in both patient and analyst. The exchange between 
the mimetic and analytical poles in the practice of clinics is also investigated 
by Kathryn M. Frost, who put into dialogue Girard’s mimetic theory with a 
developmental approach to the psyche, by making use of attachment theory.

Moving from the clinical to the cultural field, Martha J. Reineke explores 
the possible consonance of psychanalysis and mimetic theory by returning to 
Girard’s earliest source for the development of his theory of mimetic desire, the 
novel. In fact, Reineke takes as her point of departure Girard’s reading of Don 
Quijote, drawing on the psychoanalysis of trauma to expand and problematize 
the interpretation of the novel given in Deceit, Desire and the Novel. A historical 
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and cultural perspective also informs Alessandra Diazzi’s contribution, which 
discusses the work of one of the most original Italian psychoanalysts, Elvio 
Fachinelli, from the point of view of a mimetic understanding of his practice 
and writing. Specifically, she identifies a cluster of “mimetic questions” shap-
ing Fachinelli’s analysis of the intrinsic violence characterizing the Italian 1968 
student protest and political groups. The key issue of violence is also central to 
Nidesh Lawtoo’s contribution, which articulates the genealogical (dis)continu-
ities between René Girard’s anthropological theory of violence and Sigmund 
Freud’s early theory of the unconscious, by focusing on the Aristotelian con-
cepts of katharsis and mimesis that arguably shape both theories.

The third focal point of this volume further expands toward socio- 
psychological analysis the theoretical reach of a psychoanalytically inflected 
mimetic theory looking at fundamental political implications. Iwona Janicka 
explores Rancière’s idea that nineteenth- century workers’ impulse for emanci-
patory political action did not come from enduring hunger, low wages, and pov-
erty alone, but rather from learning a new bourgeois form of experience through 
reading a certain type of literature. Taking this hypothesis as her starting point, 
Janicka interrogates this new form of “mimetic suffering” from Girard’s mimetic 
perspective, examining a form of political awareness and subjectification that 
can be developed within a mimetic framework.

Elisabetta Brighi then moves closer to contemporary issues, by discuss-
ing the rise of terrorism fueled by global resentment against the background 
of the multiplication and denial of failure in world politics. In particular, her 
article examines the place of resentment and ressentiment in the affective and  
moral economy of the global age, teasing out the key distinctions between the 
two emotions and the political relevance of this differentiation.

In conclusion, considering the complexity and potential theoretical rami-
fications of the matters that our contributors address, this collection aims to 
pave the way for future studies on mimetic theory and psychoanalysis hereby 
explored, rather than to advance a definitive view of their encounter. Our  
hope is, first, to bring to light new points of commonality between the two 
discourses under scrutiny, and second, to show the variety of fields that may 
benefit from an integrated perspective, combining the mimetic framework 
with a psychoanalytic approach. We would therefore like this collection to be 
considered as a starting point for a closer theoretical and practical engagement 
between psychoanalysis and Girard’s thought, which may contribute to a “rap-
port” of full and mutual recognition.
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NOTES

This special collection was inspired by the conference Intersubjectivity, Desire, and the Mimetic 
Brain: René Girard and Psychoanalysis, co- organized by Pierpaolo Antonello, Alessandra Diazzi, 
and Scott Garrels, and held at St John’s College, University of Cambridge, November 11–  12, 2016. 
We acknowledge the generous contribution of the Faculty of Modern and Medieval Languages, 
and St John’s College, Cambridge.
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