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NOTE ON THE TEXT

 

     The provenance of the chapters of this book is as follows:

 

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION: Revised and expanded from the introduction to the Italian edition, Verità o Fede Debole?

CHAPTER 1, Gianni Vattimo and René Girard, “Christianity and Modernity.” A debate between Girard and Vattimo held in the city of Pordenone on 25 September 2004, as part of the Pordenonelegge festival.

CHAPTER 2, Gianni Vattimo and René Girard, “Faith and Relativism.” The final round-table debate of the conference “Identità e desiderio,” on the work of René Girard in relation to the social sciences and literary theory. Falconara, Sala consigliare, 10 March 2006.

CHAPTER 3, Gianni Vattimo and René Girard, “Hermeneutics, Authority, Tradition.” An “open discussion” on René Girard from a conference held at the Humanities Center of Stanford University on 12 and 13 April 1996. In the discussion, explicit reference is made to Vattimo’s essay “Heidegger and Girard: Kénosis and the End of Metaphysics,” which appears as chapter 4 in this book.

CHAPTER 4, Gianni Vattimo, “Heidegger and Girard: Kénosis and the End of Metaphysics.” First published in German in B. Dieckmann, Das Opfer—aktuelle Kontroversen. Religions-politischer Diskurs im Kontext der mimetischen Theorie. Münster: Lit Verlag, 1999. Vattimo originally drafted this text in English as a conference paper, and that text has been revised for this book by the translator.

CHAPTER 5, René Girard, “Not Just Interpretations, There Are Facts Too.” Girard originally drafted this essay in English, and that text has been revised for this book by the translator.


INTRODUCTION

Pierpaolo Antonello

 

Among the numerous “conflicts” that characterize contemporary philosophical and intellectual discourse, the one between laicism1 and religion—between the need for democratic states to promote confessional pluralism and substantial relativism, and the supposedly peremptory, authoritarian, and hegemonic culture of the religions—is emerging as one of the most crucial and important. The debate on the laicity of the state in France or in Turkey, the theologization of politics in the United States, the discussion of so-called postsecular society in Germany, the ongoing debate in Italy about the relation between relativism and faith, and the polemical fury over the clash of science and religion sparked by Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion in Great Britain are all telling examples of a discussion that is growing ever more heated, and not just in the Western context. The problem is that, very often, these debates become polarized in a way that does more to encourage the spirit of disputation and journalistic simplification than it does to promote a precise and cogent articulation of the terms of the question: vociferous protagonists on both sides tend to emphasize, and not always in good faith, the “difference” between value systems and their proponents, whether laic and materialist on one hand (allegedly heirs of the Enlightenment or, rather, of an ingenuous scientism), or Christian and fideistic on the other. Their extremist tone has the paradoxical effect of reminding us that extremes tend to converge, and to sound alike.

There are other, less clamorous theoretical stances, though, that do not set up stockades or barriers on the field of battle but instead propose a theoretical and philosophical terrain that allows an effective reconciliation between religion and laicity, between the need to promote relativism within liberal society and acceptance of the importance of religions in people’s private and public lives and in creating shared ethical foundations. This book is a contribution to this discussion from a perspective of this kind: it offers two voices in the contemporary intellectual debate that are engaged not in separating the two camps but in uniting them, on the basis of an intuition already partially elaborated by Max Weber, implicitly suggested and described by Eric Auerbach in Mimesis, and more recently argued by Marcel Gauchet, to the effect that secularization—and hence laicism—is, in substance, produced by Christianity. In other words, Christianity is the religion of the exit from religion,2 and democracy, the free market, civil rights, individual freedoms, and laicism have all been, if not precisely invented in the absolute sense, “facilitated” in their development and expression by the Christian cultures. Even Richard Rorty, a philosopher allergic to the religious, has recently conceded this—though without attempting an explanation of the historical reasons.3

CHRONICLE OF A DIALOGUE

As a matter of fact, the purpose of this book is twofold. As mentioned, the aim is first of all to supply the reader with some food for thought about problems that are at the center of recent theoretical and critical discussion, especially the relation between religion and modernity and the role of Christianity in a globalized and multicultural world, but also the complex and delicate interface between “truth” and “liberty,” and “relativism” and “faith,” and the dangers and tensions of a world in which new forms of religiously inspired violence have emerged. In addition, this volume aims to put on public record a philosophical rapprochement that has come about between two of the major contemporary European thinkers—the French anthropologist René Girard and the Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo—in a series of dialogues that have taken place on various public and academic occasions and that are gathered here for the first time. Precisely because the aim is to create a record of an encounter and an open and friendly debate, free of polemical acrimony and imprinted with strong mutual respect, I have chosen to begin with three public debates between Girard and Vattimo and conclude with the more strictly philosophical articulation of their discussions, in the form of two essays in which they comment on each other’s ideas, underlining the points of both convergence and dissent.

In this sense, more than a systematic treatise in philosophy or theology, this book could be defined as the “diary” of a meeting of minds prompted by the common willingness of the participants to engage in discussion and by a convergence of interests and philosophical questions. As regards the genesis and articulation of this dialogue, it should be emphasized that Vattimo was the first to engage all the ramifications of the themes treated here, primarily in books like The End of Modernity (1985), The Transparent Society (1989), After Christianity (2002), and Nihilism and Emancipation (2003).4 Vattimo’s principal aim over these years has been to rethink the philosophical perspectives put forward by Martin Heidegger and reshape them as a philosophy adequate to the fragmentation of meaning in which postmodern Western society finds itself immersed, a philosophy that could be used as a diagnostic instrument in this epochal transition, capable of constructing a horizon of expectations within which to make a series of political choices that would move in a progressive and emancipatory direction. In this philosophical and intellectual project, Vattimo has found a theoretical ally—not perhaps the most obvious one for those who have been following the evolution of Vattimo’s ideas—in René Girard, a thinker who has, in contrast, made little use of his own anthropological theory to interpret contemporary social and political reality—both because he has never wished to assume the role of public thinker or militant intellectual (in the continental sense of the term “militant”) like many of his French colleagues and also because he has always been more interested in the analysis of mythical cultures, on the one hand, and in the revelatory perspicacity of the Bible vis-à-vis the sacral violence of the natural religions, on the other. For all that, however, Girard has recently found himself inevitably dragged into a series of public debates as crucial historical events (religious terrorism in primis) have turned out to pertain to his own theoretical perspectives: few other thinkers over the last half century have thought through the relation between religion and violence as thoroughly as he has, starting with his fundamental text, Violence and the Sacred (1972).5

In this light, Vattimo deserves recognition for not letting prejudice prevent him from drawing close to an “untimely” and not especially “politically correct” author like Girard and for having begun to talk about the role and the importance of religion from within his own philosophical perspective well before recent headline-making events dramatically illustrated the urgency of rethinking the religious in contemporary terms. Evidence of this can be found in the third of the debates appearing in this book, which dates from 1996, and the two final essays, which both date from 1999.6 Yet Vattimo remained faithful to his own deconstructive, hermeneutic, and relativistc stance, even in the wake of 9/11, when a whole swarm of intellectuals of various provenance were busy singing the de profundis of postmodernism and its philosophical variants. It should be clear, in other words, that in spite of the fact that these discussions are particularly salient for our present political and theoretical climate, the lines of thought found in this book are not the product of occasional or historically contingent solicitations; rather, they map a course of thought and intellectual research that has been developing over decades.

THE DEATH OF GOD

If we seek a unifying philosophical theme encompassing both authors, a common cornerstone of their outlook, that would be “the death of God” in both the philosophical and the anthropological senses, which Girard and Vattimo trace back to Nietzsche—whom Girard calls the greatest theologian of modern times.7 This “death of God” is the fundamental theoretical premise for the whole of their shared discourse on the relation between Christianity and modernization. For both thinkers the “death of God” is to be understood as the exit from the religions of the sacred, and that exit comes about essentially through the Judeo-Christian tradition and, in particular, through Christ’s revelation.

The vocabularies and the basic theoretical perspectives adopted by the two intellectuals are, however, quite different. From Vattimo’s point of view, formed as it was by the texts of continental philosophers like Heidegger and Gadamer, the death of God proclaimed by Nietzsche should be understood in the Christian sense of the incarnation, as kénosis, that is, the weakening of the transcendental potency of the divine and its metaphysical essence. Historically, this weakening has produced the progressive destructuring and draining away of all the ontological truths that have characterized mankind’s history and thought. According to Vattimo, the Christian God, incarnating himself and dying, put an end to the transcendental order, an end to the absolute and metaphysical potency of Being as understood in Platonic terms. Hence, for Vattimo, secularization


comprises all the forms of dissolution of the sacred characteristic of the modern process of civilization. If it is the mode in which the weakening of Being realizes itself as the kénosis of God, which is the kernel of the history of salvation, secularization shall no longer be conceived of as abandonment of religion but as the paradoxical realization of Being’s religious vocation.8



If one adopts an anthropological perspective, as Girard does, the demise proclaimed by Nietzsche (with an intuition that the German thinker did not fully articulate philosophically but that Girard discerns as subtext) refers rather to the recollection of the real death of an innocent victim. In his polemic against Christianity, Nietzsche was able to discern the real anthropological kernel of religion: its sacrificial and victimizing origins. As Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World argues in detail, for Girard all human culture has a systemic origin based on the sacrifice, spontaneous at first but later institutionalized, of innocent victims, who served “pharmacologically” to resolve the crises into which archaic societies periodically plunged—victims who, on account of their “curative” powers, were divinized (hence the symbolic ambivalence of all the archaic divinities, at once wicked and beneficial).9 The nexus between religion and violence, which appears so striking to us today, comes about not because religions are intrinsically violent but rather because religion is above all a mode of knowledge about mankind’s violence and the ways of keeping it in check, about the “homeopathic” use of violence in order to control violence (from which derives Girard’s interpretation of the apparently cryptic passage in the Gospels about “Satan casting out Satan”). Out of this cognitive and ritual grounding in the natural religions the Judeo-Christian tradition arose and gradually laid bare the mechanism underneath the human order: the persecution of innocent victims, who are expelled, scapegoated, and victimized most intensely at moments of crisis, whether natural, social, political, or systemic in general. Christ’s persecution and death is both the repetition and the cognitive revelation of this mechanism, which for millennia has been at the base of human sociability and institutions. For Girard, the Christian gospel (or, if one prefers, the New Testament) was the hermeneutic key that made it possible, in history, to reinterpret both mythology and the Hebrew scriptures (or the Old Testament) as the gradual emergence into historical awareness of the violent and persecutory matrix of the social and cultural order, and to interpret the sacrifice of Christ as the moment of rupture of the equilibrium that had kept the symbolic-religious mechanism on which the archaic societies were based stable, recurring, and mythical. In the Girardian understanding, adopted here by Vattimo as well, Christianity becomes the key moment of an anthropological development that sees mankind engaged in a never-ending struggle with the danger of contagious violence internal to the community. The only way to contain it is to hunt for—and find—new victims every time, fresh scapegoats who are believed guilty but are actually innocent. “It is better for one man to die for the people, than for the whole nation to be destroyed” (John 11:49–50) runs the sacrificial logic. What Christ does is to reveal, to bring right out into the open, the arbitrariness and the radical injustice of this persecution: “They hated me for no reason” (John 15:25).10

The theoretical and hermeneutic wager linking Vattimo’s thinking to Girard’s is based, therefore, on the realization that Christianity is not a “religion” in the strict sense but a principle that destructures all the archaic religions and must temporarily clothe itself as an institutional “religion,” too, so as to be able to enter into dialogue with the historicity of religions. Like a Trojan horse, it penetrates the age-old citadel of the mentalities instituted by the natural religions and empties it from inside, adopting the language and symbolism of the religions but completely reversing their meaning, demystifying all the violence on which the walls of the citadel of the sacred had been erected. Christianity represents the moment at which it is suggested, or rather, revealed to mankind that it can free itself from the need to resort to scapegoats and their immolation as a system for ending conflicts and crises within communities. And that entails becoming aware of the innocence of all those victims sacrificed to that end and of the substantial arbitrariness and injustice of their persecution.

Precisely this death of God, Christ’s death, which Christianity has posited as foundational and revelatory and which the Western cultural tradition has introjected and metabolized with all its consequences, is the basis of the cultural processes that have led to the Western world as we know it. The historical progression that has brought us here has, for sure, been contested and intermittent (modern history is still full of violence, victims, and unjust persecutions) and has met strong resistance and inertia of a socio-anthropological kind. But the result is a world driven by ethical principles according to which the rights and freedoms of every single individual have to be protected; in which all the world’s victims are given succor and protection; and in which the separation of church and laic state is fully incorporated, not just given by history but openly prescribed by Christian doctrine. The latter explicitly provides room for the rationale of politics (“give back to Caesar what belongs to Caesar”), although it does not regard this rationale as sufficient for constructing the true peace of mankind.11

The rupture of the sacrificial circle, accomplished by the Judeo-Christian revelation (in Girard’s terms) or the kénosis of God through the incarnation (in Vattimo’s), launched a historical development that culminates in the present age. This is the extraordinary paradox of Western culture, which—at precisely the historical moment when, with modernity and postmodernity, it appears poised to free itself definitively from the constriction of religious and confessional bonds, through what Girard characterizes as a “rationalist expulsion of the religious”—reveals its profoundly Christian roots. Girard sees proof of this in the fact that the entire discursive and ideological horizon of contemporary culture turns around the centrality of the victim: the victims of the Shoah, the victims of capitalism, the victims of social injustice, of war, political persecution, ecological disaster, racial, sexual, and religious discrimination.12 This perspective fits so naturally with our way of thinking that it is sometimes difficult for us to perceive it as the outcome of a particular historical process or to reflect on how much of this “ethical kernel” of our convictions as men and women of the modern West we owe to the religious tradition from which we come: the Judeo-Christian one, the tradition that places the victim at the center of its theological and anthropological discourse.

SECULARIZATION AND APOCALYPSE

Starting then from the premise that Christianity and secularization are closely connected, it might be interesting to focus more closely on the modalities of this process, from the historical point of view and with respect to its contemporary phenomenology. Although it is not possible here to supply a detailed reconstruction of such a vast and complex evolutionary course, the debate between Girard and Vattimo has thrown into relief a shared tendency to view the process of secularization, in respect to its extreme consequences, as an “end of history”—not in the sense in which Francis Fukuyama uses the term, obviously, but in the sense of thinking through the ultimate consequences of this process of the desacralization of the world propelled by Christianity. The positions of Girard and Vattimo reflect their different hopes and fears.

Gianni Vattimo’s main preoccupation (and readers will note the urgency with which he advances it in these debates) remains, first, to elaborate a system of thought capable of shedding light on the process of the destructuring of all claims to define, in “natural,” fixed terms, what human beings are, and all the “scientific,” ontological “truths” posited about them. For Vattimo these are contingent products of history, and above all ideological superstructures that have been used as tools of coercive imposition on the part of those who, over the course of time, have held economic, political, or symbolic power. Second, Vattimo wishes to inscribe the hermeneutic philosophical tradition (Nietzsche, Gadamer, Heidegger, Derrida) to which he himself belongs in a “history of revelation,” registering the linkage between “nihilist ontology and the kénosis of God,” and showing that the interpretive freedom that we have acquired over the course of our cultural history is itself a sign of the process of weakening of Being begun by the Christian revelation. Into Vattimo’s substantial relativism and the “weak” perspective of his thought, then, there paradoxically insinuates itself a teleological reading of the destiny of Christianity, which appears to be guided, through the operation of grace, by a historically linear and immanent finalism: the destiny of Christianity is to dissolve all the ontological and alethic structures that human beings have, with violence, imposed on other human beings, and all those coercive agencies that have limited, and continue to limit, individual freedom. The way will then be opened to a community of love or agape, based on the sharing of principles that will be negotiated on the basis of intersubjective agreement. For Vattimo, this is essentially “the Kingdom of God.”

While Girard may see in this position a perspective he can theoretically share as a possible sociohistorical diagnosis of the modern age, his assessment is more guarded than that of Vattimo. He sees the latter’s diagnosis as depending on a philosophical stance too closely tied to what has been called “the linguistic turn” and that has, for the same political reasons that drove that philosophical and critical project, effected a dissolution of the reality principle. Girard, on the contrary, starts from an anthropological perspective of an utterly realist kind and from what he calls “common knowledge,” seeing mankind and history in a context of “evolutionary permanence.” Without assigning them immutable characteristics (something Vattimo often imputes to him), Girard does emphasize forms of psychological, socio logical, and anthropological “inertia,” which impose a longue durée on the process of transforming these “persistences.” In particular, it is the survival of persecutory mechanisms, albeit in ever more problematic and attenuated forms, that accounts for the recurrence of violence even in the Christian ages. Girard does not claim to ontologize phenomenal reality, but he does claim to discern a development that is advancing much more slowly and with more difficulty than any of us, including Vattimo, would wish and that is grounded both in the desiring and competitive tendencies of human beings and in the survival of social mechanisms of exclusion and persecution.

Girard therefore does not believe that postmodernity is the awareness, achieved by modern mankind, that it lives “without anxiety in the relative world of half-truths.”13 For him the “intersubjective linguistic consensus” that Vattimo hopes will be achieved in a community of charity, which will pacify itself through the practice of interpersonal dialogue, in a sharing of language and preferences, is in fact still too solipsistic because it does not articulate the modalities and dangers of its own internal relations. The latter are mimetic, meaning imitative and rivalrous, with the potential to turn antagonistic at any moment and erupt into violence. So while sharing many of Vattimo’s theoretical premises, Girard sets brackets around his “faith” that the history of revelation has a “progressive,” linear path, voicing his own apprehension that sooner or later there may occur historical convulsions for which he adopts the terms “tragedy” and “apocalypse.” The latter is meant in the double sense it bears for the modern reader: apocalypse as “revelation” and as the “violent end of time.”14 The revelation of the Christian message, a message that ruptures the barriers imposed by the natural religions, may indeed guide mankind to salvation in the peace of God, but in the meantime it has also stripped mankind of those sacral protections that had been put in place to protect it against its own violence. Christianity is creatively liberating, but in this liberation there is also space for a negative creativity, diabolic and destructive. If the sacrificial mechanism can no longer function because its absolute injustice and arbitrariness have been revealed, then modern society finds itself in a new experimental phase in which history becomes a laboratory for finding new mechanisms of equilibrium and stability. Modern individualism, international and democratic institutions, and globalization itself are all factors that prove how the Christian comprehension of reality has expanded, forcing the abandonment of the sacred and the secularization of the world. But they also connote a historical phase in which mankind is no longer protected by the false transcendence of the sacred, by the rigid mechanisms of a mentality formed by the pharmacological use of systemic violence. So mankind needs to resort to different “containment” structures to forestall the apocalyptic event, ones based on secularized forms of transcendence or “false transcendence” (for instance, the ideology of the democratic state, technology, mass-media spectacle, the commodification of individual relations, etc.). Hence, according to Girard, it is necessary not to rush the dissolution of what Saint Paul, in his letter to the Thessalonians, defined as the katechon, meaning the structures that hold human violence in check, including political and ecclesiastical structures and all those forces “stemming from the inertia of the powers of this world.”15 Vattimo, for his part, rejects any apocalyptic perspective, foreseeing a progressive liberation, through the grace of God, from any need for limits of any sort, even of the instructively “catechetic” kind, including the church.

FOR A WEAK CHURCH?

The opposition that emerges between Vattimo and Girard is clearly not confined to method and language alone: it inevitably has a political dimension. In comparison to other dialogues on religion that Vattimo has had with such thinkers as Richard Rorty or Jacques Derrida, ideologically more akin to himself,16 we observe a greater divergence or polarization in this dialogue and a different political agenda: Vattimo the “progressive” tries to drag Girard the “conservative” onto his own terrain, asking him to accept all the theoretical consequences implicit in his own analysis of Christianity as the religion that reveals the victimizing foundation of human culture; that destructures all the natural religions from within, steering them toward their own disappearance; that heralds the deconstruction of all the rigid structures imposed by history: state or ecclesiastical apparatuses, authoritarian notions about truth and nature, and so on. Vattimo’s claims obviously foreground a dispute that is not just philosophical but existential, in the sense that his own personal intellectual history has taken the shape of an attempt at reconciliation between the Catholic religious background and tradition from which he himself comes, and to which he feels a cultural and moral debt, and the project of emancipation to which he dedicates his own political activity. The struggle to win acceptance for sexual difference is a central theme of that project,17 and one of the main obstacles it encounters is theological resistance on the part of the Catholic Church, which has, in Vattimo’s opinion, concentrated an excessive proportion of its own pastoral energy on matters like the exercise of sexuality that it ought not to be meddling with at all.18

On these particular issues Girard has never expressed himself or, we may suppose, tends to comply with the magisterium of the Roman Church.19 In general terms, though, one needs to remember that Girard’s mimetic theory eludes confinement within any system of binary political opposition because the character of his analysis leads to phenomenological explanations possessing a high degree of ambivalence, which disclose a complex vision of reality in which the terms “positive” or “negative,” “right” or “left,” “progressive” or “conservative,” can never be used in an absolute and unproblematic manner. As regards the history of the Catholic Church and its role in the post-modern era, it may indeed be the case that it is moving in the “debilist” direction for which Vattimo hopes, but the idea that the ecclesiastical apparatus will engage in some sort of instantaneous “euthanasia” the moment it realizes that the true destiny of Christianity is to extinguish itself is quite unthinkable for Girard. Historically, too, Girard knows that a “weaker,” less structured or less hierarchical church offers society no guarantees against swerves into violence: on the contrary. The breakaway Protestant churches, with “lighter,” more “secular” ecclesiastical apparatuses and a hermeneutically more “mature” approach to the biblical text, have often produced harsher, less charitable theologies and more radical visions of what the spirit of Christianity should be, with less openness to alterity and to the “syncretic” universalism that inspired Catholicism. The breakaways often take place in the name of a purer rather than a more attenuated truth. Moreover, the cultural context that best exemplifies the drift of the religious toward individualistic and “privatistic” forms is the United States, with its astronomical number of churches and sects, and it hasn’t produced a society less violent internally. On the other hand, there is the risk, to which the Anglican Church, for example, is exposed, of gradually becoming totally diluted into civil society, generating no “friction,” as it were, with the social and the political, and so becoming an ineffective institutional force in ethical terms.

The original Italian title of this book, Truth or Weak Faith?, consequently predicates an ambivalence that is probably a little stronger than these two forms, one more “attenuated” than the other, would appear to express. On the one hand, we have truth as the truth of the victim, the truth of the Christian revelation, which has become an ethical kernel in our modernity—so that, for Girard, it is possible to accept social relativism but not epistemic relativism because our ethical understanding of the world is always centered on the consequences of the sacrifice of Christ. On the other hand, we have weak faith, which, although it does respond to a legitimate demand for emancipation, as Vattimo intuits, may also become, in our postmodern world, a form of “dechristianized” Christianity. For a weak faith does in fact amount to an increasingly individual and unstructured faith, “made to measure” to suit the needs and expectations of the individual. And while corresponding, no doubt, to legitimate existential interests, this weak faith often appears to be no more than a variant of or an adaptation to the differentiation among the array of consumer goods, of individual choices, with which modern capitalism and the free market have structured individual preferences, about which Vattimo himself has expressed reservations.

But in reality, even on these points, the divergences between the two still leave room for a possible rapprochement. Vattimo lays claim to a salvific fidelity to tradition, as the main resource toward which one may turn in order to give meaning to one’s own continuity of thought and action. This tradition, as effective historical event, sets bounds to the interpretive fragmentation of absolute epistemic and cultural relativism, making the history of the West (in a kind of ethnocentric move) the center of gravity of any capacity for hermeneutic and therefore social emancipation. Girard, for his part, while agreeing that we have to live in a laic society in which the autonomy of the political in the public realm is absolutely inviolate (and agreeing with Vattimo’s view that “Christianity … must present itself as a bearer of the idea of secularity for the sake of its specific authenticity”),20 nevertheless believes in fidelity to the church, in his case to the Roman Catholic Church, as a strong symbolic bulwark against the pathological drifts of contemporary, “liquid” individualism and as an indispensable historical tool for containing the violence and the self-destructive urges of mankind, which are ever ready to erupt.

TOWARD AN INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

On this score, while Vattimo may believe in the progressive and liberatory dissolution of all ontologies as the positive and irreversible destiny of Western culture, contemporary mankind—globalized and interconnected and exposed to ever more massive levels of interdependence and alterity—seems for its part disinclined to be satisfied with the vacuum left by the disappearance of faiths and ideologies or by the dissolution of the onto-theology of traditional philosophy: hence the signs of a return to forms of “post-secular” orthodoxy, as Jürgen Habermas has recently noted.21 The problem is that today, with the dissolution of any solid philosophical, political, ethical, or religious foundation, its place is taken by the caricatural version called fundamentalism, which, in fact, recuperates all the persecutory forms typical of the sacred. Paradoxically, it is precisely the Muslim fundamentalists who are the most perspicacious in intuiting the linkage between desacralization and Christianity: they oppose the West for being Christian, of course, but, above all, for being secularized—laic, pluralist, and relativist.22 What Islamic integrism fears in Christian culture is not the evangelical message or the authority of the pope but precisely its laicity and its secularization, its power to destructure the traditional religious order. Yet when the varieties of fundamentalism transmute into antagonistic violence, they reveal how much they themselves are already the product of a tormented historical negotiation with secularization and modernity. When, instead of shutting itself up in its own self-sufficiency, fundamentalism engages in open conflict with Western pluralism, that is because it already shares the basic preoccupations and interests of its adversary. The violence cloaked in religion that Islamic extremists perpetrate is, in fact, already symptomatic of the onset of the decomposition of the religious, of the fact that the culture to which they belong, like the whole world’s culture for that matter, is already infiltrated with secular laicism, technological rationality, economic utilitarianism, para-ideological mass-media propaganda. Thus in the end they take their stance against the West in terms of pure mimetic rivalry.23 And as far as that goes, the same is true for those in the opposing camp who fight against Islamic radicalism in a sectarian and ideologically charged manner, ultimately mimicking its very attitudes and language.

Granted all this, the next item on the agenda, so to speak, is naturally: How are we to go about constructing and articulating the necessary interreligious dialogue that we so much require in the present historical moment, starting from the theoretical premises established by Girard and Vattimo? Obviously the theoretical implications and sociopolitical ramifications are so complex that they go far beyond the themes broached in these dialogues, which have more limited and introductory aims, but we can certainly highlight some salient points from which a discussion might be launched: for example, the idea that a surreptitious Christianization of the world is occurring, driven by the spread of the free market and technologically organized society, on the one hand, and laic, democratic institutions on the other. On that basis, the Western Christian world might be seen, in Vattimo’s words, as recuperating “its universalizing function without any colonial, imperialist, or Eurocentric implications … by stressing its missionary implication as hospitality, and as the religious foundation (paradoxical as this might be) of the laity.”24 If there is any respect in which Christianity is historically important, indeed decisive, for Girard and Vattimo, it is precisely the question of laicity, where the heritage of the Judeo-Christian tradition can come to terms with the other religions. This it can do because it can address the other faiths without presenting itself as the religious standard to which they must conform, on an even playing field of dialogue. Yet there is always the awareness that the “other” cultures also tend “to see the very secularity of the political as a threat to their authenticity, and therefore take it less as a condition of liberty than as a negative limitation that must be overcome.”25

For both Girard and Vattimo, the challenge is to search, in the various confessional and religious traditions, for nodes of common understanding that may lead toward a diminution of violence and conflict. As far as Vattimo is concerned, in any intercultural and interreligious dialogue, any principle of equality whatsoever must always take second place to a criterion of the progressive diminution of violence. Hence the hermeneutic perspective he advocates undoubtedly bears a great deal of significance, considering how central the problem of interpretation is in freeing the religious from all forms of literalist fixation on the sacred texts, in historicizing the content of these texts and stripping them of the persecutory praxis typical of the sacred. This would, not incidentally, open a doctrinal and political channel of contact with the kind of moderate Islam (one thinks of intellectuals like the Iranian Mohsen Kadivar) that is coming to grips with fundamental questions like respect for human rights and minorities, the emancipation of women, and the abolition of corporal punishment, and is doing so precisely on the basis of a renewed hermeneutic relation to tradition and scripture.

For Girard, however, the point is how to counterbalance this necessary hermeneutic emancipation of the world religions with a common adherence to a victimary perspective. Even the anti-essentialist stance adopted by the “linguistic turn” actually has a concrete nub of resistance, according to the French thinker, an essential element that remains historically irreducible and represents the absolute with which even Vattimo, without saying so explicitly, reckons: the victim. For Girard, all of Christian knowledge boils down to this central core, which no nihilistic thought can succeed in deconstructing: the victim as the center of Western ethical thought and of all our political and moral concerns, a victim to be protected, defended, guaranteed, emancipated. What the identitarian logic of politically correct postmodern discourse promotes as an “incommensurability” among the visions of the world, among the discourses and conceptual schemas proper to the various cultures of the globalized world, turns out to be permeated with a sacrificial residue. Precisely in the exercise of this “incommensurability” a principle of “exclusion” is activated: it is permissible to persecute and exclude the other in order to affirm one’s own identity. From this perspective, the terrain of shared dialogue for Girard can only be a victimology that does not produce more victims, given that conflict between religions, or between ethnic groups, is often grounded in the ostentatious assumption of victim status in order to put the rival group at a disadvantage—in the claim to be more of a victim than the other side and so justify one’s own retaliatory violence. This, from a Girardian point of view, is yet another proof of the substantial Christianization of the symbolic vocabulary of the international community (in other words, a horizontal comprehension, operating interculturally and interreligiously, of the mechanism of victimization), but one that risks being turned around and directed back at Christianity, as an instrument of reprisal.

For Girard the basic aim should be to recognize and recuperate the “prophetic” dimension present in all religions, to the extent that all have contributed, following different historical paths and trajectories, to the slow revelation of the truth of victim-hood, a truth that, while it is set forth in complete form in Christianity, does not monopolistically belong to it, or to the Catholic Church, or to the West, but to humanity in its entirety.26
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PIERPAOLO ANTONELLO: I would like to begin our dialogue with the two terms that supply the framework for this encounter: Christianity and modernity. Your conceptual instruments are different—anthropological for Girard, philosophical for Vattimo—but you wind up saying more or less the same thing: that modernity, as constructed and understood by the European West, is substantially an invention of Christianity. Your research has led you to the apparently paradoxical result that Christianity is responsible for the secularization of the world. The end of the religions was brought about by a religion. In a recent book, Girard actually informs us that “in its modern acceptation, atheism is a Christian invention.”1 Hence it is a historical and philosophical error from your vantage point to regard secularization and laicity, as these terms are commonly understood, as being opposed to, and in conflict with, Christianity. How can we explain this apparent paradox?

RENÉ GIRARD: To articulate the reasons for this from my point of view, we have to start from an anthropological and historico-evolutionary perspective. I link secularization and Christianity essentially because Christianity caused a break in the cultural history of mankind, in particular the history of mankind’s religions, which for tens of thousands of years had allowed primitive communities to avoid self-destructing. Human beings are often violent, in fact, more violent than animals. But this violence has to be clearly understood. When I speak of violence, I don’t mean aggression; violence is something I consider inherent in social dynamics, where it occurs in the form of reprisal, vendetta, the urge to take an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. The reason is that human beings are inherently competitive and, as I call them, “mimetic”: they always desire the same things others do, and they tend toward a type of conflict that is internal, reciprocal, and potentially never ending, giving rise to vicious circles of violence that, prior to the institution of judicial systems, only religion, with its norms, rituals, and taboos, had the capacity to confine. Myths, especially myths of origin, always begin by recounting a crisis in human relations, which often takes the guise of an “affliction” or “plague.” This crisis is normally resolved through a dramatic alteration in the mimetic unanimity: the violence of the community, collective violence, all devolves onto a single victim, a victim chosen for arbitrary reasons. The killing of this victim reestablishes the social order. So precious and fruitful is the latter that the community is led to invest the very victim it has expelled with sacral power, divinizing it. “To sacrifice” in fact means “to make sacred.” In broad outline, this is the mythical structure of the primitive cultures and religions, the foundational act of which is the lynching or the expulsion, real at first, and later symbolic, of an innocent victim.

What Christianity does is to depart from this primitive mind-set—because, contrary to what anthropologists have often maintained, Christianity is not a myth like all the others—by completely reversing the perspective. In myth, the standpoint is always that of the violent community that discharges its violence onto a victim it sees as guilty and whom it expels as a means of reestablishing the social order. In the mythic account the victim is always guilty, and is represented as such. Think of Oedipus, who commits parricide and incest and for that is expelled from the city. Freud takes this myth at face value, believing that what it represents is true, whereas Christianity helps us to understand the hidden and repressed truth. Myth in the natural religions stages a masquerade of sorts, and the crowds, gripped by the mimetic paroxysm, believe in it; they remain “ignorant” precisely because, as the gospel says, “they know not what they do” when they are subject to the mimetic frenzy. From the socio logical and anthropological point of view, Christianity denies this mythic order, this mythical interpretation, because it recounts the same scene, but from the point of view of the victim, who is always innocent. Hence Christianity is destructive of the type of religion that brings people together, joining them into a coalition against some arbitrary victim, as all the natural religions have always done, except for the biblical ones.

Christianity reverses this situation, demonstrating that the victim is not guilty and that the unanimous crowd knows not what it does when it unjustly accuses this victim. Examples can already be found in the Old Testament, prior to Christ’s Passion, which for me represents the revelatory culmination of the innocence of the victim sacrificed by an unjust and violent community. Take the case of Isaiah 52–53, where it is evident that the victim is innocent but is condemned just the same by the crowd in the grip of the mimetic contagion, in other words, in the unanimous conviction that it has detected the one guilty of having caused all its own internal crises. In these circumstances we do not have individual behavior or conscience, only the unanimous logic of the crowd. Even Peter gives in to this temptation during the Passion, when he finds himself in the midst of the mob accusing Christ and denies him. With the gospel and the Passion of Jesus, this anthropological truth about humanity is revealed, put on display in its entirety: we, in our history as cultural animals, have always sought scapegoats in order to resolve our crises, and we have killed and then divinized them without knowing what we were doing. Christ’s Passion shows us what we were doing and does so in stark terms: Jesus is an innocent victim sacrificed by a crowd that turns unanimously against him after having exalted him only a few days before—and for no particular reason. Awareness of this kind causes the mechanism of misrecognition and cognitive concealment that underlay the mythical schema to fracture. Henceforth we can no longer pretend not to know that the social order is built upon the blood of innocent victims. Christianity deprives us of the mechanism that formed the basis of the archaic social and religious order, ushering in a new phase in the history of mankind that we may legitimately call “modern.” All the conquests of modernity begin there, as far as I am concerned, from that acquisition of awareness within Christianity.

ANTONELLO: Gianni Vattimo, your perspective incorporates Girard’s premises, especially as they are set out in Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, but gives them a different, philosophical declension, integrating them into Heidegger’s thinking on the end of metaphysics and the dissolution of Being, meaning of any ontologically stable truth. Through the incarnation and death of Christ, and the consequent revelation of the violent mechanism of victimhood that underlay the sacred and the natural religions, we learn that it is actually God who “weakens himself,” opening a space in which mankind may achieve emancipation, to the point of actually being able to become “laic” and “atheist.”

GIANNI VATTIMO: First of all, I ought to state that René Girard has helped to inspire my own conversion—although I’m not sure how pleased he would be to find out what he has converted me into! Reading Girard’s work was as decisive for me as it was to read some of the works of Heidegger, which left a profound mark on me in a different period of my life, and not just in intellectual terms but existential and personal ones too. Girard made it possible for me to grasp the historical-progressive essence of Christianity and modernity, the meaning of their eventuation. All of us who were raised in Catholic cultures normally assume that there is an antithesis and an opposition between being Christian and being modern. The French Revolution, the thinkers of the Enlightenment, democracy, liberalism, all the “errors” condemned in the papal Syllabus of 1864—for those who have read it—were conceived in opposition to religious faith, and Christianity in particular, which was seen as conservative and obscurantist. Modernity was one thing and Christianity something else. In philosophy, to be Christian one had to turn back to philosophers of the past, Aristotle, Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, and so on.

Discovering Girard meant discovering that Jesus came to disclose something the natural religions had failed to reveal. He disclosed the victimary mechanism on which they were founded—a revelation that enabled us to undermine and finally dissolve a number of beliefs that were proper to the natural religions. The very history of Christianity is the history of the dissolution (assisted, I am Catholic enough to believe, by the Holy Spirit) of the natural-violent and natural-sacred elements that the church had retained. All the disciplines the Christians imposed on themselves in the tradition have something violent, but they are also linked to an imposition that has, in some manner, secularized itself. The key term that I began using after having read Girard is just that: secularization, which I take to mean the effective realization of Christianity as a nonsacrificial religion. And I carry this line of thought further because I see many of the apparently scandalous and “dissolute” phenomena of modernity as positive. In this light, secularization is not the relinquishment of the sacred but the complete application of the sacred tradition to given human phenomena. The example that springs to mind is Max Weber, who sees the birth of capitalist society as the legitimate offspring of the Protestant spirit. So in this sense I have a positive theory of secularization, one that originates from a reinterpretation of scripture by the church in which there is no victimhood. Ultimately, Christianity is the religion that opens the way to an existence not strictly religious, if we take “religious” to mean binding restraints, imposition, authority—and here I might refer to Joachim of Fiore, who spoke of a third age of the history of humanity and the history of salvation, in which the “spiritual” sense of scripture increasingly emerges and charity takes the place of discipline.

Starting from these premises, which as I say I derived from reading Things Hidden, I would however put the following question to Girard: hasn’t Christianity introduced into the world something that really ought to consume the ecclesiastical apparatus, too? There is a dynamic element in the Christian revelation that said, “Look, the victim mechanism of the religions is horrible, and we must change it.” But how far do we go with that? To what extent must Christianity consume all the elements of violence that there are in the religious traditions? If Catholic orthodoxy declares that no one may have an abortion, no one may divorce, there can’t be experiments on embryonic stem cells, and so on, is this not the persistence of a certain violence belonging to natural religion within the framework of a historical-positive religion that revealed nothing except love? Jesus Christ came into the world in order to reveal that religiosity consists not in sacrificing but in loving God and our neighbor. All the things in the Church that don’t boil down to this, aren’t they still forms of natural victim religion?

ANTONELLO: René Girard, how do you respond to this objection? And what is the relationship between historical Christianity and the “sacred” heritage that the gospel of Jesus tries to supersede?

GIRARD: Gianni Vattimo is highly intelligent and simpatico, and I have great esteem for his ideas. What he has tried to suggest to you is that I approve everything the Church is, and has done, in the world. I do not maintain that Christianity has transformed the world to the extent it ought to or could have done. Christianity fought against the archaic religions, and it still struggles against more or less explicit forms of the sacred. Historical Christianity has maintained elements of archaic religion, of historical religion, and given that society, politics, culture, and the whole world in which we live are historical, the same thing holds true for the religions. There has been and there still is an attempt at adaptation, at adjustment, but obviously that requires a great deal of time because the Christian idea came into a world in which territoriality was strong, the concept of vendetta was strong, and the actions of human beings were highly constrained by the actions of groups, by mechanisms of unanimity that we may call tribal. The Christianity that tries to enter into this world, which is a world of perils, does not have an easy time; clearly, it takes thousands of years of effort before it is able to break certain things down. This is what Vattimo doesn’t see—or perhaps he is less obsessed than I am.

We know that we are living in a world in which the possibilities and the potentials for action on the part of mankind are constantly expanding, with ever more far-reaching repercussions. Primitive man often did not even dare to cultivate a particular piece of ground on account of the respect and fear with which the spirits that occupied it filled him (all those divinities that permeated nature and that, in my opinion, were originally scapegoats transformed into gods), whereas we no longer feel that sort of fear.

I agree with the view that the Enlightenment was a historical turning point, when the Christian and Western portion of humanity realized that the world was changing, that people were more free, that there was greater scope for action on the part of mankind, on account of the fact that the world was becoming desacralized in comparison with circumstances in pre-Christian times, or even just in the Middle Ages. But the erroneous belief took hold that this was only the upshot of the actions of men, of individual geniuses or the genius of the human species in general. At the same time, though, there was no corresponding growth in awareness of human responsibility in the world. We have ever more powerful weapons, but conversely we have very little sense of responsibility. If our cultural evolution has led us to substitute ourselves for God, then we had better realize that we have taken on an enormous responsibility, and we ought to be asking ourselves what the importance of religion is in an entirely different manner than that adopted by the communications media at the present time. From the perspective of the mass media, religion is seen as a mode of thought alien to human nature, a something-or-other that arrives as constriction, as impediment, as something that might be bad for your health: religion is as harmful to mankind as tobacco. But this discourse overlooks the fact that religion forms part of human nature, that having religious beliefs is in human nature, and on that basis religion cannot fail to have an anthropological and social purview. Today we are obliged to ask ourselves what it means to live in a world in which it is claimed that we can do without religion. Is there not danger in this, especially the danger of an eruption of violence? In a world in which, as we know, we are moving in a direction that could actually lead to the end of the world as we know it, doesn’t the disappearance of religion expose us to the risk of finding ourselves in an “apocalyptic” dimension? Obviously what I am saying is incompatible with the apocalyptic mode of fundamentalist Protestantism, which foresees the destruction of the world by the violence of God, because that mode is essentially anti-Christian. In my view the truly apocalyptic texts, which unfortunately are seldom cited, are chapter 13 of the gospel of Mark, and chapter 24 of Matthew, which, from the viewpoint of fundamental Christianity, I regard as even more important than the Johannine Apocalypse.

And yet, knowing what is at stake, we make a joke out of biblical texts like the Apocalypse when we ought to be taking them seriously, seeing that in the Apocalypse the end of the world is linked specifically to Christianity. Because Judaism and Christianity are aware that if we try to do away with all the prohibitions, the limits that the archaic religions imposed, we are putting at risk not only ourselves but the existence of the whole world. It was from this awareness that the archaic religions arose, in fact. We today, on the other hand, conduct ourselves as though we were the masters of the world, the lords of nature, with no mediation or arbitration, as though nothing we are doing could have negative repercussions. But we all know perfectly well that these archaic taboos had force and significance. Neither human beings nor nations can live without an ethic. It is pleasing to imagine and profess that anything is possible, but in reality every one of us knows that there are limits. If human beings and nations continue to evade these responsibilities, the risks will become enormous. Vattimo would have us believe that we might be able to live in some sort of Eden if we simply realized that we were already there, if we realized that these dangers do not exist, but unfortunately the world around us pays him no heed.

We are in need of a good theory of secularization because secularization also entails the end of the sacrificial, and that is a development that deprives us of the ordinary cultural equipment for facing up to violence. There is a temporality to the sacrificial, and violence is subject to erosion and entropy, but Vattimo’s approach seems to me to combat its symptoms. When, thanks to Christianity, we get rid of the sacred, there is a salvific opening up to agape, to charity, but there is also an opening up to perhaps greater violence. We are living in a world in which we know that there is less violence than in the past, and we take care of the victims in a way that no other civilization has ever known, but we are also the world that persecutes and kills more people than ever. The world we are living in gives the impression that both good and evil are on the rise. And if one has a theory of culture, he or she must account for the extraordinary aspects of this culture. In his book Belief, Vattimo uses Max Weber’s view of secularization as the source of the disenchantment of the world. You say that “disenchantment has also produced a radical disenchantment with the idea of disenchantment itself.”2

I agree. For all his intelligence, Weber only went part way in bringing to light this paradoxical process, represented as it is by the contemporaneous presence of great development and a high degree of disintegration. But it has many other aspects that are intensifying with the passage of time and growing ever more fascinating as they do so.

VATTIMO: I may have oversimplified Girard’s thought in my opening statement. I certainly do not understand him as someone who wants to impose a freeze, and I didn’t mean to make him more papist than he may appear to be. In him, even in what he has just stated, one feels the presence of an idea of human nature as something that, in some manner, sets limits. I, in contrast, am convinced that, following the same path, one could also deconstruct the limit-setting conception of human nature. Gianni Baget Bozzo would say that Jesus took human form so he could explain to us that the devil exists and poses real danger.3 But then, he could have sent us a letter, and avoided getting himself crucified! Christians of a different stamp than Baget Bozzo might say that Jesus took human form not just to reveal that evil exists but also in order to destroy it. He didn’t come to tell us, “Remember that you will die,” but rather to proclaim, “Death, where is your victory?”

With Girard’s theory as a point of departure, it is possible to really elaborate a discourse on Christianity that doesn’t describe “true” human nature but changes it, redeems it. Redemption lies not just in knowing that God exists but in knowing that God loves us and that we need have no fear of the darkness. How far down this road can we push ourselves? My objection to Girard, and my own idea, is that with Christianity we can truly say, “Thanks to God, I’m an atheist”; in other words, thanks to God I’m not an idolater, thanks to God I don’t believe that there are laws of nature, I don’t believe there are markers beyond which we cannot go. I believe only that I ought to love God above all else and my neighbor as myself.

A conservative Catholic might ask me: “But when you say you love God, what is it you love? Shouldn’t you be saying that you love the laws of nature?” The answer is no, because this identification of God with laws of nature is extremely dangerous. On that basis, I would also have to love the fact that whites have traditionally been richer, had a different social status, than blacks. The laws of the market tell us that the strong are winners and the weak are losers. Laws of nature like that are the kind that are preached by the right! That is why I am not a naturalist, in any sense. Certainly, the world was created by God, but how literally do I have to take that? If God arranged for the big fish to eat the little fish, does that mean I have to supply the big fish with sardines and anchovies, aid them just because the law of nature dictates I should? Or should I try to change them, make them into vegetarians for example? Does it violate the laws of nature to transform a carnivore into a herbivore? That seems to me absurd. But it would be a Christian truth in Girard’s sense. It is true that Girard is more of an anthropologist than a philosopher, as Antonello said at the outset, and that at the base of his thinking, as we see in the book Evolution and Conversion, there is still the idea that the laying-bare of the victim mechanism, which Jesus made possible by offering his life, is a key to understanding human nature and describing it more adequately. But I don’t go along with that because I learned from Heidegger and Nietzsche that any erecting of structures whatsoever is always an act of authority. Who is it that asks to see your identity card? The police. So why is it so hard to bring Girard to the point of conceding that there is a dynamic and revelatory essence in Christianity and that the goal of history and the purpose of life are to knock down ever more barriers? Hegel believed that, and so did the Enlightenment. We can’t accept that there are limits signposted “ne plus ultra.” Jesus came to tell us that nothing is impossible.

Of course I don’t believe we’re in Eden. But there are moments of fulfillment when we do love, and those could be made more lasting if we could all manage to live with a bit more love for one another—not an impossible circumstance, given that human nature doesn’t have these limits. “You must therefore be perfect just as your heavenly Father is perfect.” That’s from the gospel of Matthew (5:48). I desire to be perfect, like my Father. Could Jesus possibly have commanded us to do something absolutely impossible?

ANTONELLO: But wouldn’t you agree nevertheless that, as Girard maintains, we live within a historical dimension, which means that humans in every society must impose ordinances on themselves, limits of an ethical sort? Not the system of taboos and prohibitions of the sacred, of the pretechnological societies, of course, but normative “structures” of shared behavior. And what role does Christianity have to play in constructing this common ethic?

VATTIMO: What I primarily believe is that Girard’s discourse should be taken up and interpreted in the sense of a self-consuming dynamic within Christianity.4 Ever fewer idols, ever more “atheism.” No natural proofs of God, only charity and, of course, ethics. I always say that ethics is merely charity plus the traffic regulations. I respect the rules of the road because I don’t want to cause the death of my neighbor and because I ought to love him. But to suppose that there is something about running a red light that goes against nature is ridiculous. If you think about ethics in a Christian light, that’s all it is: charity plus the traffic rules. Otherwise you are always going to come up against someone who tells you that he knows the natural laws better than you do. Some might ask me: “So what do you believe in?” I am a demo cratic citizen, the only things I am obliged to save are my soul and my liberty. My liberty signifies being informed, giving my consent, making laws on which we all agree, showing each other mutual respect in the name of charity. I know it isn’t easy, but all the other mechanisms have always led to the existence of authorities who knew what I ought to be doing better than I did and so imposed something on me.

I bear responsibilities toward others and therefore toward the history of the church, toward humanity, too. I have no wish to behave like a bull in a china shop, wrecking the whole place. For the Christian saints I have great respect. I once said that I would sooner resemble Saint Joseph, with his air of being the “putative” father of his child, than an iron-jawed figure like the business leader Cesare Romiti.5 I have great respect for the Christian tradition, for sainthood, but not to the point of not taking a bath so as to avoid seeing my own naked body, as San Luigi Gonzaga is said to have done. He did so because he was a saint; I prefer not to go around smelling bad. All this is just charity plus the traffic rules: ethics is just that.

GIRARD: I have no objection to most of what Vattimo has said. In the intellectual life of Europe, his conversion back to Catholicism was an important event because he belongs, or belonged, to the current that moved through Heidegger to structuralism and then on to deconstruction. And this current is characterized by an attitude of extreme optimism about history. For them history doesn’t really mean a lot. The key term for defining this school could be “game.” Everything is ludic; it’s a linguistic game. From a socio logical point of view, they are allowed, you might say, since the majority of the exponents of this school come from the academy and are convinced that there will always be a university to sustain them, with constant financial support flowing from the capitalist system, that no problems will intrude from outside. They won’t earn the salaries earned by the engineers of Silicon Valley, but their lives are nevertheless fairly easy and smoothly functioning.

This school set out to break with German idealism but not to deconstruct our civilization or our world. And the manner in which Vattimo has reacted to this type of stance is admirable. In this connection, it is becoming clearer all the time that religion defeats philosophy and outstrips it. In fact, the various philosophies are practically dead on their feet; the ideologies are virtually defunct; political theories are almost at an end; and faith in science as a substitute for religion is by now a hollow faith indeed. There is a new felt need for religion, in some form. And Vattimo realized this. But there are a few aspects of his thought in which that ludic atmosphere of the school in which he originated, and from which he has taken his distance, still persist a bit too much for my taste.

I believe we are living in a world in which tragedy is reemerging at all levels—political, ecological, and social. It is easy for us to be living in a world as well organized as the Western world. But we are part of the privileged 25 percent of the world population. There are problems that are no longer internal to any particular society, that are planet-wide, especially when we take into account that only one-third or one-quarter of the world population can possibly approach the kinds of privilege we have. If our world is one to which tragedy is making a return, and if we start to see this tragedy as a religious tragedy, then there is hope. If we consider it as a Greek tragedy, on the other hand, then we are finished.

VATTIMO: Just as I exaggerated Girard’s traits at the outset, now he’s painting me as a fun-seeking gamester. Indeed it’s true that I don’t take myself as seriously as other Italian philosophers, and perhaps I ought to behave a little more solemnly. In reality I am well aware of the ills that beset us. And it’s true that I tend not to see these ills as a sign of human nature but as a sign of the wickedness of some, of the class struggle, of authoritarianism, things like that.

Quite right, we can no longer take Greek tragedy seriously because when Oedipus killed that wretch Laius and wed Jocasta, he didn’t know they were his parents. As the Enlightenment thinkers would say, he was in ignorance, ruled by his destiny. But if everyone had been carrying an identity card with their name and address, things would have been cleared up immediately. To take facetiousness to the limit, you could say that in Greek tragedy the absence of a registry office for vital records created problems!

I am by no means convinced that we live in the best of all possible worlds. And as far as that goes, I might counter by asking whether that is a consequence of the fact that we were too busy seeking amusement in games, or the fact that we were too serious. Sergio Quinzio wrote thunderous tracts in which he maintained that Christianity is a failure because look where we are after having been acquainted with it for 2000 years.6 But is this properly the fault of the amusement seekers, or of the tradition that is what it is? And might it not be a good idea, consequently, to stake out a position a bit less naturalistic, authoritarian, boundary-setting, and metaphysical? Spirit [spirito] could finally just be spirited wit [la battuta di spirito], instead of all that cumbrous discourse. Paradise can’t be anything but play. The goal of our lives is aesthetic rather than ethical, even if ethics counts for a great deal in the meantime. And when I say “in the meantime,” I am talking about respect for others rather than respect for objective norms.

I even view the trajectory of contemporary philosophy—from Wittgenstein’s language games to the idea of Being as event in Heidegger to Richard Rorty’s particular version of pragmatism—as a passage from veritas to caritas. In other words truth matters nothing to me except in relation to some particular goal. Why study chemistry? Because I can construct things that are of use to me and my neighbor. But frankly, knowing that 2 plus 2 makes 4 does nothing per se to bring me closer to God, any more than it would to believe that 2 plus 2 makes 220. Otherwise everything would be a handbook of geometry! But the Bible isn’t a handbook of astronomy or cosmology, it isn’t even a handbook of theology. It may say that God is father; today nobody is scandalized anymore if we also call God mother, uncle, or near relative. Why on earth ought we to think of him as a father?

I, too, am convinced that, as Girard said, there is a return to religion today because people have realized that all the forms of knowledge regarded as definitive have turned out to be dependent on historical paradigms, on various kinds of conditioning—social, political, ideological, and so on. No longer can we assert that since science knows nothing of God, God does not exist. Science isn’t even able to establish if it means anything to say that I am in love. All the essential things that characterize our lives, like feelings, values, hopes, are not objects of science.

So it doesn’t scandalize me in the least that God is not an object of science; indeed, if anything it is one more reason to believe in him rather than to get rid of him. “Only a God can save us,” Heidegger said. But which God? The God of natural theology, of fixed laws, of insuperable boundaries? God the judge who’ll be certain to take pleasure when I am in hell because I’ve been a bit wicked? Do you really believe in that? Well, if that’s God, you can keep him! That is precisely the god that Jesus intended to deny when he said, “I shall not call you servants any more … I call you friends” (John 15:15), and, “You will be with me in my kingdom.”

ANTONELLO: In this process of “self-consumption” of ontological truths, what stance ought we to adopt vis-à-vis the historical tradition, upon which we always draw, and which is characterized in any case by a faith in these “truths”? Moreover, on the basis of what shared theological or moral premises will it be possible to construct an interreligious dialogue, seeing that other traditions will probably have a hard time accepting Western philosophical nihilism, not to speak of its materialist and secular off shoots?

VATTIMO: An Anglican lady said to me once, “Do you realize that we are separated merely because Henry VIII remarried? Can we possibly still have these fixations?” When the pope meets the Dalai Lama, is he worried that the poor fellow will go to hell because he is not Catholic? Bergson makes an interesting remark somewhere to the effect that religions reach a mystical stage, and perhaps we will get to that mystical stage. Perhaps we might actually arrive at such a common dimension, but what impedes us is the same as the problem that afflicts the Italian left. And that is the fact that there are bureaucracies that do not want to give up their privileges. It’s a bit like that with the churches. I see them as no more than officialdoms, which probably have their own reasons for thinking that women cannot become priests. Does charity have anything to do with the fact that women cannot become priests? No. What then? It is just a question of historical circumstance. In the time of Jesus women weren’t lawyers or engineers, but neither were the apostles Poles (or Germans). They were however married men, fishermen, and tax collectors: the pope, however, is not a married man, nor has he ever plied the trade of fisherman.

I mean, even from the ecumenical point of view, it would promote interfaith dialogue if we put a bit of distance between ourselves and these political officialdoms. When Cardinal Ruini states that the crucifix is the symbol of Italian nationality, I’d reach down from the cross and cuff him if I were Jesus. For heaven’s sake! I don’t want Jesus made into a supporter of the Northern League; he has nothing to do with our nation.7 Perhaps not even with the identity of Europe. Or rather: precisely as a Christian, I believe that we should not make the question of the “Christian roots” of the European Union a focus of opposition, a theme of conflict. If that’s how things are, better not to talk about it.

In debate I exaggerate the polemical thrust of the things I am saying, but I do believe that if ethics has any inherent validity, it lies in keeping faith with those who came before me and with those who will come after—and so with the history and traditions of the saints, too. I can’t discard them because they are all I have. They are the rigging of this vessel, like the Holy Scripture and the teachings of the Catholic Church. To me these are like the torch in a relay race that I have to carry for a while and hand over to those who will follow on. I can’t withhold it or bury it, like the talents in the parable.

This might be a good project for Christianity, I think. What project can I have in the world if I am a Christian? To defend the authority of the church and its dogmas, or to strive for a different situation, an ecumenical situation, a situation in which we really come together and feel mutual affection, even politically? I know it isn’t easy, but the other path, the path of absolute certainties, has yielded the world we have now. Someone might object: “So then you are ready to liquidate all absolute certainties?” My answer is forthright: it’s absolute certainties that have got us where we are now, speaking of tragedies. So let’s get rid of them altogether, these truths!

GIRARD: I believe Vattimo is perfect just as he is, and I’m certainly not trying to moralize him or give him advice of any kind. But even from an aesthetic perspective, it’s hard for me to accept his stance of no setting of limits, which as far as I am concerned really tends towards a refusal of ethics, in particular when we think about modernity and about what is set to be our near-term future. The refusal of ethics is one of the great clichés of modernity, and its sources lie in the eighteenth century or even earlier. But today its force is spent, in my opinion—even its aesthetic force.

I don’t want to compel anyone to turn apocalyptic or sprinkle her head with ashes, but I have children and grandchildren, and I have to admit I am fearful. I have the sensation that something increasingly frightful is occurring in our world. I began to think about what was in store for the world in 1945, when the atomic bomb was invented and used. To this point the atomic bomb has not been as destructive as we may have feared because the power of dissuasion worked. Toward the middle of the 1950s we realized that the Russians no doubt had many defects but that they certainly didn’t want to die. But in today’s world we see that increasing numbers of people are prepared to die in order to kill innocent parties whom they have never seen before. If we find ourselves facing terrorism that has managed to defeat and neutralize even the most sophisticated and efficient technologies, then we have to realize that we have entered a world open to possibilities that didn’t exist before, possibilities especially frightening to us, belonging as we do to the privileged part of the world. For me, all this demands some deep reflection, of a kind that seems to be missing from today’s political debate.

I would like to add something with respect to the problem of truth, as raised by Vattimo. I am religious, but why? In my opinion it all relates to the “revelation of the victim mechanism.” For me this “revelation” corresponds to the Passion. Why does Christianity lay so much emphasis on the Passion? The Passion is described as the death of our Savior, and that is important not just from a religious point of view but also from an anthropological one, since it supplies us with a perspective on the other side of human culture. Every myth is a failed Passion. Not in the sense that the victim was not killed, but that the anthropological truth of this death, of this innocent death, was not unveiled. The question the Passion poses is: which side are we on? Are we with the crowd that accuses Jesus of being guilty, or are we on the other side?

In my view the superior revelatory force of the Passion in comparison to the Old Testament is that it is didactic in a very practical way. Not only does it show us the truth that was proper to all the previous myths, it makes us see both positions at the same time, one alongside the other. And that, I maintain, is an extraordinary thing. The Passion becomes the key to the understanding of mythology. Myth is always dominated by the viewpoint of the crowd, which designates the victim and proclaims his guilt, whereas in the Passion story we see the other side too, the position of the innocent victim. Now the question is, and this also applies to what Vattimo was saying: is all this true or false? If it is true, we are dealing with an obvious, self-evident truth. It is principally in these terms that I speak of “truth.”

Some say I mix religion and science. It’s not true. What I do say is that the argument I develop is overarching. Is Christianity really the opposing face of mythology? Is Christianity the truth of all mythology? All my thinking revolves around the question of whether Christianity isn’t that which reveals the other side to us, the hidden side of myth. And by that I don’t mean that it tells us the truth about God from the scientific point of view but that it tells us a truth about myth and about all of human culture. It’s what American logicians call “common knowledge,” it’s common sense. And I believe we are moving toward a future where there will be ever greater acceptance of this common knowledge as part of our shared apprehension and that we will be living in a world that will be, and appear, just as Christian as it appears scientific to us today. I believe that we are on the eve of a revolution in our culture going beyond all expectation and that the world is headed for a change in comparison to which the Renaissance will dwindle to nothing. And obviously this is a fascinating prospect from my point of view.

VATTIMO: What Girard has said appears to me significant and surprising. In a certain sense, he seems to have become more optimistic than me. He appears to discern a Christian kernel in modernity that official Christianity has balked at acknowledging. For example, in my eyes the French Revolution was more Christian than the conservative-clerical reaction against it. From this standpoint, I, too, have faith that Christianity has been working away within Western civilization, coinciding with secularization, the discovery of political freedoms, and so on. Take the example of the globalization of information: we see tragedies like the one in Rwanda on television, and we grow anaesthetized. They don’t concern us because we ourselves are doing quite nicely, thank you. Up to a point this is true, but I am also convinced that a little bit of everyday humanitarianism is being diffused throughout the world as well. People are doing unpaid work for charities in Italy and all over the world and adopting children from distant lands. I don’t see that Western Christian culture is any worse than other cultures.

The future certainly scares me too, but more for ecological reasons than questions of good and evil. It’s not natural for the world to end, any more than it’s natural for 15 percent of humanity to consume 85 percent of the resources. Will we succeed, through discovering the truth of the victim mechanism, in becoming a civilization that doesn’t limit itself to defending its own privileges? I am in agreement with what Girard has to say, but I’d also like to emphasize the importance of what he isn’t saying. Does it make much sense, for example, to claim that a cognizance of the truth of the victim mechanism comparable to the cognizance of science is spreading? Wouldn’t it be better instead if the cultures with roots in Christianity got better acquainted with the core of Christianity, rather than understanding it as an explanation that human nature is just what it is? Because in the latter case, let’s just take up arms and get ready to defend ourselves at this point. If they attack you, what are you going to do, fall to your knees and pray? No, you set about changing politics, changing the political structures in such a way as to reduce violence. I agree with Girard’s view that at the origin of history lie acts of violence. I am not entirely convinced that violence and killing amount to the same thing because I am a defender of euthanasia, for example. Violence for me is rather an act of imposition on the other and her liberty. If someone wants to throw herself out of the window, I will grab hold of her, and I may even restrain her for a few days. I will show her some tenderness, spend weeks talking to her. If she still wants to throw herself out the window following this therapy, I have to let her go ahead because her freedom is more important than her immediate viability and her survival. Here is an interesting question for debate: Isn’t violence exemplified in the authoritarianism that says, “This is how you have to think, period”? Is Christianity not rather an act of love than a revelation of truth? It might even be an act of love to let someone throw herself out of the window, at a certain point! The alternative is to lock her in a pigpen, like Vincenzo Muccioli did with one of the drug addicts he was treating, letting him die “for his own good.”8 There is a violence at the origin of history, and it’s called authoritarianism, the failure to respect the other as myself, to love him. All this is the origin of evil.

I don’t now know whether original sin exists, but what I believe we all ought to do is reduce violence rather than acknowledge it. Here is where Girard the anthropologist prevails over Girard the political Christian, in the sense that, according to him, when this cognizance of the anthropological truth becomes common knowledge, like that of science, then we will inhabit a more just, less violent world. Here my own deeply critical stance vis-à-vis science emerges clearly because for me science is linked to technology, which is no more or less than the imposition of a rational order on the world (and on this aspect, from what Girard says, I think he might agree with me). Hence on this point I continue to dissent. I haven’t converted, nor, I fear, have I managed to convert Girard.

GIRARD: Personally, I agree with Vattimo when he says that Christianity is a revelation of love, but I don’t exclude that it is also a revelation of truth. Because in Christianity truth and love coincide and are one and the same. I think we ought to take very seriously this concept: the concept of love, which in Christianity is the rehabilitation of the unjustly accused victim, which is truth itself, which is the anthropological truth and the Christian truth. And I think that this anthropological truth can impart to Christianity the anthropology it deserves. Because traditionally, Christian theology, which is essentially correct, has been based on the “wrong” anthropology: on Greek anthropology, which is a pagan anthropology, which doesn’t discern mankind’s responsibility as violent beings. I, on the other hand, believe that it is finally time to give Christian theology the anthropology it deserves to have.
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