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The stone went humming.

Homer, The Odyssey






CONTENTS

Intfroduction: Mapping Mimetic Studies 11
Nidesh Lawtoo and Marina Garcia-Granero

Prelude: The Discus and the Bow: Homer, Machiavelli, and
the Grandissimi Esempli 35
Nidesh Lawtoo

PART 1 — RE-FRAMINGS OF CLASSICAL MIMESIS 55
Chapter 1: Plato on Facebook 57
Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen

Chapter 2: Techne vs. Mimesis in Plato’s Republic:

What Socrates Really Says Against Homer 71
Henry Staten

Chapter 3: Coercion and Mimesis in Plato: Compelling
Someone to Change their Nature 93

Carlos Carvalhar

Chapter 4: Mimetic Resistance 107
Teresa Casas Herndndez

Chapter 5: Behind Plato’s Shadows and Today’s Media Monsters 125
Mark Pizzato



8 Contents

PART 2 — THEORETICAL RE-TURNS TO HOMO MIMETICUS 145

Chapter 6: Nietzsche’s Nihilism and Mimetic Studies 147
Marina Garcia-Granero

Chapter 7: Essential Violence and René Girard’s Mimetic Theory 167
William A. Johnsen

Chapter 8: Bataille on Mimetic Heterology 183
Nidesh Lawtoo

Chapter 9: A New Logic of Pathos: The Anti-Oedipal
Unconscious in Hysterical Mimesis 207

Maria del Carmen Molina Barea

Chapter 10: Exhibition/Exposition: Irigaray and Lacoue-
Labarthe on the Theaters of Mimesis 225

Niki Hadikoesoemo

PART 3 — NEW MIMETIC STUDIES FROM AESTHETICS TO
BIOMIMICRY 245

Chapter 11: Negative Empathy in Fiction: Mimesis, Contagion,
Catharsis 247

Carmen Bonasera

Chapter 12: Fernando Pessoa and the ([P]Re)Birth of Homo
Mimeticus 263

Kieran Keohane and Carmen Kuhling

Chapter 13: Literature, Pedagogy, and the Power of Mimesis:
On Teaching Maylis de Kerangal’s The Heart 285

Evelyne Ender

Chapter 14: The Biomimicry Revolution: Contributions to Mimetic
Studies 305

Henry Dicks



Contents

Chapter 15: Arks at Sea and Arcs of Time 323
William E. Connolly

Coda. Beyond Brain and Body: A Dialogue with Vittorio Gallese 343
Vittorio Gallese and Nidesh Lawtoo

Notes on Contributors 377

9






INTRODUCTION
MAPPING MIMETIC STUDIES

Nidesh Lawtoo and Marina Garcia-Granero

Mimesis is integrated in the complex vision of humanity.
It is thus true that to the notions of

homo sapiens, demens, faber, or economicus,

we can add the term homo mimeticus.

—Edgar Morin in Homo Mimeticus

With this epigrammatic affirmation reintegrating mimesis in the complex ge-
nealogy of Homo sapiens, the transdisciplinary thinker Edgar Morin (1921-)
joined hands to bring the first volume of Homo Mimeticus to an end. This end-
ing marked, in fact, a new beginning. Launching a new theory of imitation vi-
tal to facing the contemporary manifestations of mimesis that, under different
masks, cast along material shadow on the present and future, the goal of the first
volume was to set new theoretical foundations for an emerging field we called
mimetic studies, a transdisciplinary field now furthered in a planned trilogy on
Homo Mimeticus.

As the subtitle of the second volume already indicates, our goal is to pro-
mote a mimetic turn or, rather, a plurality of e-turns to a different, more plastic
and protean conception of mimesis that is already informing different strands in
continental philosophy, literary theory, and social and political theory, stretch-
ing to include the neurosciences as well. A re-turn is not quite the same as a turn,
but includes it in a movement of repetition with a multiplicity of differences.
Hence re-turns. Going beyond stable binaries that simply oppose innovation
to imitation, originality to reproduction, the re-turns to mimesis compose a
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spiraling figure that turns back, genealogically, to one of the most influential,
resilient, and longstanding concepts in western thought in order to propel it
further into the present and future metamorphoses of homo mimeticus that will
continue to occupy us in volume three as well.

From a variety of contemporary perspectives that cut across the two-cul-
tures divide, it is in fact clear now that mimesis can no longer be restricted to
a realist copy, imitation, or representation of nature predicated on the logic of
the same. Rather, mimesis turns out to be constitutive of the birth of a protean,
embodied, relational, and eminently innovative species caught in an ongoing
process of becoming other. From the affective turn to the ethical turn, the cog-
nitive turn to the new materialist turn, the neuro turn to the posthuman turn
to the nonhuman turn, some of the most influential turns in critical theory over
the last decades have in fact been re-turning to the ancient realization that hu-
mans are thoroughly imitative animals. This confirmation, however, was often
implicit, as mimesis appeared under different conceptual masks or personae
constitutive of homo mimeticus” protean identity. They go from identification
to simulation, affective contagion to performativity, influence to inclinations,
animal mimicry to biomimicry, plasticity to mirror neurons, to name but a few
contemporary avatars of mimesis we now explicitly pursue.

In the process, one of the general ambitions of mimetic studies is to redraw
nothing less than the ever-changing contours of who humans are and can po-
tentially become. Homo sapiens sapiens can, in fact, no longer be solely defined
as a maker of tools (homo faber) or maker of profits (economicus), as a player of
games (homo ludens) or a player of god (homo deus)—though humans continue
to impersonate these roles with disconcerting efficacy in the digital age (homo
digitalis). Nor is the qualifier “mimeticus” simply one more adjectival attribute
in along chain of qualifications of the genus homo that already include religiosus
and aestheticus, academicus and empathicus, bellicus and ecologicus, among other
masks adopted by a protean species—though we shall see that masks remain con-
stitutive of mimetic personalities (from Latin, persona, mask worn in the theat-
er). Rather, the overarching hypothesis internal to the Homo Mimeticus trilogy
is much more radical and fundamental: it suggests that humans’ longstanding
inclination for plastic transformations, chameleon-like adaptations, and tech-
nological innovations that allowed us to become, in a relative short time, the
dominant species on Earth with the power to change not only ourselves but
also the geology of the planet itself in an epoch many call Anthropocene—this
striking power, or as we call it, pathos—stems, somewhat paradoxically, from an
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all too human capacity to imitate others, be they human or nonhuman, real or
artificial, offline or online.

As we set out to further map the fast-expanding field of mimetic studies in
view of opening up new paths for interdisciplinary exploration, it is thus impor-
tant to briefly glance back to the ground covered thus far in order to go further.!
Despite a longstanding restriction of mimesis to the realistic logic of sameness,
or its most recent attachment to a chain of linguistic differences, let us recall
that the theory of homo mimeticus goes beyond sameness and difference. Its
genealogy, in fact, originates in a long chain of Dionysian thinkers who, from
Plato to Nietzsche into the present, were sensitive to the magnetic, contagious,
and in this sense mimetic properties of a concept that originates in dramatic
performances (mimésis, from mimos, performance or actor). Reframed from an
immanent, embodied, and intersubjective perspective, it becomes quickly clear
that mimesis, already for the ancient Greeks, went beyond visual representations
to affect all the senses. It does so in a plurality of ways, both individually and
collectively, consciously and unconsciously, rationally and irrationally, empath-
ically and violently, and we should now add, analogically and digitally, online
and offline, via human and artificial intelligence.

This also means that mimesis does not simply generate phantoms or shad-
ows of reality to be critiqued as illusory appearances from the idealist distance
of the vita contemplativa. On the contrary, once animated by actors, phantoms
have the power to spell-bind the audience: that is, to bind them via a hypnotic
spell, generating phantoms of the ego living what we proposed to call a “vita
mimetica” (Lawtoo 2022, 69-92). In the process, mimesis also generates con-
tagious phenomena that go beyond good and evil in the ethical, political, but
also diagnostic sense that it produces both life-negating pathologies—fascist
movements, viral pandemics, escalating wars, and climate catastrophes being ob-
vious examples—and, at the same time, and without contradiction, promotes
life-affirmative diagnostics of the contagious logic of mimetic pathos, or as we
call them, patho-/ogies.

This overturning of perspectives that turns a pathology into a diagnostic
logos on contagious affects is of modernist, Nietzschean inspiration. Its gene-
alogy, however, harkens back to Plato’s insight that physicians “would prove
most skilled [...] if they themselves had suffered all diseases and were not of very
healthy constitution” (Plato 1963, 3.408d). It also finds in the Renaissance phi-
losopher Michel de Montaigne a key genealogical link between the ancients and
the moderns. As he puts it in his final essay, “On Experience:”
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Certainly medicine professes always to have experience as the
touchstone of its performance [intervention]. Plato was therefore
right to say that to be a true doctor [vrai médecin] would require that
anyone who would practice as such should have recovered from all the
illnesses which he [sic] claimed to cure and have gone through all the
symptoms and conditions on which he [sic] would seek to give an opi-
nion [juger]. (2003, I11.13, 1225)

Whether Nietzsche inherited this diagnostic insight from Plato or Montaigne
is not the point, for he had read both. What matters for us is that for a tradition
that goes from Plato to Montaigne, Nietzsche to mimetic studies, what applies
to bodily sicknesses in general continues to apply to contagious sicknesses that
affect the soul in particular: a first-person experience of imitative illnesses with
one’s body is a first step vital to developing a diagnostic with one’s mind—if only
because for these philosophical physicians the mind or, to use a more recent term,
the brain, remains rooted in the body. As recent returns to affect, embodiment,
and the brain suggest, this is a good moment to keep turning mimetic pathol-
ogies into patho-/ogies. As the conjunction between pathos and logos also indi-
cates, this diagnostic method relies on the dynamic interplay between the Jogos
of critical distance and inner experiences of mimetic pathos to diagnose what
neuroscientist Vittorio Gallese, in the Coda to this volume, calls “brain-body.”

Returning to the dawn of mimetic studies in classical antiquity, as the
Prelude that follows will also show, remains a necessary step back that will al-
low contributors to leap ahead to modern and contemporary manifestations
of homo mimeticus. As Plato was the first to notice, and a number of contem-
porary philosophers and classicists will confirm in part 1, mimesis is a Janus-
faced concept with the (im)properties of a pharmakon—Dboth poison and cure.
We classify the duplicity of mimesis not only as pharmacological but, rather, as
patho(-)logical, for a reason that is at least double. First to propose a theory of
imitation that includes but is not limited to desire or writing, if only because it
finds in an all too human vulnerability to what we call mimetic pathos a more
general, immanent, and embodied starting point. And, second, to stress that the
pathological aspects of mimesis that infect and affect homo mimeticus do not
simply oppose pathos and logos, affect and reason, bodies and minds, let alone
brains. Rather, they generate a complex spiraling loop in which an all too human
vulnerability to mimesis can be put to both pathological and patho-logical uses,
generating diagnostic Jogoi on mimetic pathos.
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The pluralist focus on different /ogoi informing mimetic studies, then,
marks an open, flexible, and dynamic epistemological orientation that is not re-
ducible to a single, totalizing, and universal theory of culture. As Morin reminds
us, a “complex” (from complexus, weaving together) vision of humanity entails
interweaving a multiplicity of disciplinary perspectives—what Nietzsche also
calls perspectivism. If these perspectives tend to be split in an increasingly hyper-
specialized academic world, they need to be joined in order to face the complex
challenges of the present and future. Mimetic studies opens up a middle path: it
aims to sail past the Scylla of universalizing theories of imitation with the ambi-
tion to propose a single, universal, and totalizing solution to a protean problem
on one side, and the Charybdis of fragmentary hyperspecialization that splits the
protean masks of mimesis in disconnected rivalrous fields, on the other. Instead,
it proposes a perspectival approach that brings different disciplinary threads to-
gether. The goal is to weave a complex tapestry in which each thread contributes
to delineating the changing faces of homo mimeticus from distinct, innovative,
yet interwoven perspectives qua patho-/ogies: from philosophy to psychology,
sociology to anthropology, literary studies to media studies, political theory to
environmental studies, posthuman studies to the neurosciences, among other
emerging fields. Indeed, the re-turns to mimesis are currently gaining speed and
momentum as mimetic studies enters in productive transdisciplinary exchanges
with some of the most exciting areas of investigation in the humanities, social
sciences, the neurosciences, and the earth sciences.

This is a brief and partial genealogical reminder of methodological princi-
ples mapped in more detail in volume 1. Still, it should suffice to confirm that
Morin’s concluding phrase was actually not an end; nor is he alone in thinking
that mimesis needs to be integrated in a complex vision of humanity today. On
the contrary, this conceptual affirmation from one of the most influential think-
ers who spanned the entirety of the past century, reaching well into the present
century, entails an open invitation; it also provides mimetic studies with a coup
denvoi that already set in motion a plurality of scholars across disciplines. Morin
quite literally joined hands at the end of Homo Mimeticus to declare the field of
mimetic studies officially open, for new generations of thinkers to follow up.
This also means that the epigraph with which we started is not simply mimetic
in the restricted traditional sense of constative, reproductive, and realistically
descriptive of a pre-existing reality; rather, it is mimetic in our general sense that
it is performative, productive, and geared to generating contagious effects. No
wonder, then, that a second volume promptly emerged assembling a plurality of

15



16 Nidesh Lawtoo and Marina Garcia-Granero

perspectives with the shared intention to 7e-turn to homo mimeticus to expand
the growing field of mimetic studies.

As a complex, neuro-bio-psycho-anthropo-political phenomenon, mime-
sis is constitutive of the birth of Homo sapiens, manifests itself differently across
periods and cultures, and is endowed with powers of adaptation that require
cach generation to keep up with its protean metamorphoses. These hypermi-
metic metamorphoses are now also intensified by a plurality of new digital me-
dia and artificial intelligence (AI) simulations that reload homo mimeticus with
a 2.0 vengeance.” Assembling an international network of scholars of mimesis
who increasingly feel the need to build diagonal bridges across different disci-
plines and perspectives, this second volume affirms new beginnings in the nev-
er-ending processes of understanding who we are—and can potentially become.

Mimetic Re-Turns

Conceived as a sequel to further the mimetic turn, then, Homo Mimeticus I1I:
Re-Turns to Mimesis is not deprived of methodological advantages that are at
least double, or rather, multiple: first, coming second, scholars are now in a po-
sition to build on concepts, genealogies, and methods of analysis constitutive of
mimetic studies that are already in place so as to go further and focus on new
territories and unresolved problems; second, this advantage is multiplied by the
collective nature of a volume that includes a plurality of thinkers working in
different areas of specialization, including classics, continental philosophy, me-
dia studies, performance studies, literary theory, political theory, environmental
humanities among other perspectives now informing mimetic studies.

While volume 1 was primarily focused on the philosophical, aesthetic, and
political manifestations of homo mimeticus, it cast as wide a net as possible for
a single author. The goal was not so much to map the whole field in advance
according to a predefined plan, model, or idea. Rather, it aimed high to open
up a new field of investigation and invite supplements by scholars working on
other areas. The aspiration was thus to pursue the “diagonal science” of mimesis
pioneering figures like Roger Caillois already called for.

Many responded to the call; more voices joined a chorus on homo mimeti-
cus than we could possibly accommodate here, including figures who played a pi-
oneering role in the re-turn of attention to mimesis across two-culture divides.?
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Mimesis, in fact, turned out to be central in building new bridges between “art,
philosophy and science” (Gebauer and Wulf 1995, 2) as Gunter Gebauer and
Christoph Wulf’s magisterial study first published in 1992, Mimesis, had already
anticipated at the twilight of the past century.* In fact, if a genealogist of the fu-
ture were to date when the mimetic turn starts, one could do worse than point-
ing to the ecarly 1990s as the period in which the re-turns to mimesis started
to pick up speed.’ A discovery was in the air, promising new connections that
would cut across art, philosophy, and science.

In a striking synchronicity, a team of neuroscientists in Parma led by
Giacomo Rizzolatti made a revolutionary discovery, first in macaque monkeys,
and later in humans as well, that provided empirical foundations to the hypothe-
sis of homo mimeticus: namely, that the drive to imitate others, including affects
like empathy that generate a shared pathos, or sym-pathos (feeling with) might
be rooted in “mirrors in the brain” (Rizzolatti and Sinigaglia 2008) that do not
simply mirror or represent reality but, rather, mirror other people. How ? On the
basis of what Vittorio Gallese calls an “embodied simulation” that gives “birth
to intersubjectivity” (Ammaniti and Gallese 2014) along phenomenological
and unconscious principles, which, as we saw in volume 1, are resonant with the
birth of homo mimeticus.® We shall return to clarifying the genealogical conti-
nuities between the theory of homo mimeticus and the one of mirror neurons in
both the Prelude and, in the company of Gallese, in the Coda as well.

As any book on a subject as longstanding, influential, and above all resil-
ient—for it spans nothing less than the entire history of culture—what applied
to volume 1 equally applies to volume 2: although we aimed to cover as many
areas as possible in terms of disciplinary perspectives, historical periods, and cul-
tural as well as scientific manifestations of mimesis, our ambition was never to
be exhaustive—obviously so, since mimetic studies is an emerging area of studies
with fast-expanding, plastic, and porous borders. The aim was rather to provide
new theoretical perspectives, conceptual tools, and critical discourses, or logos,
that both establish foundations for mimetic studies and serve as inspiration for
further studies on homo mimeticus and the hypermimetic patho(-)logies it en-
tails. Thus, if part 1 gives significant attention to re-framings of classical figures
in mimetic studies such as Aristotle and, especially, Plato, it is for genealogical
reasons in line with the re-turns to a vita mimetica that was well-known at the
dawn of philosophy and is worth reconsidering in the digital age.

Historical philosophizing, as Nietzsche understood it, is not the same as
antiquarian history for it keeps a focus on problems vital for the present. It also
calls for a type of modesty that leads genealogists of mimesis to acknowledge
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influential precursors. To be sure, Plato and Aristotle are often considered re-
sponsible for framing mimesis in a stabilizing metaphysical mirror or aesthet-
ic representation mimetic studies aims to go beyond. In the case of Plato, “he,”
under the mask of Socrates, even dismissed mimesis as an illusory shadow or
phantom without reality thereby staging “the programming of non-mimetic
discourse” (Lacoue-Labarthe 1998, 123) that reached up to the past century.’
And yet, a careful re-reading of founding texts about mimesis like Republic,
Ion, and the Poetics central to part 1, shows a more complex picture: Plato and
Aristotle, in fact, set theoretical foundations for a more nuanced understanding
of “technai,” as Henry Staten argues, as well as of “contagious” affects, as Mikkel
Borch-Jacobsen stresses—both of which are central to a genealogy of homo mi-
meticus that is rediscovered today. These classical figures also staged an agon
between a critigue of mimetic pathos and the pathologies it generates (Plato),
on the one hand, and a defense of mimesis for the philosophical logos it entails
(Aristotle), on the other. And yet, their drawing hands are not simply opposed
via the violent logic of mimetic rivalry. Rather, they set in motion a mimetic
agonism that, as we shall see, informs the genealogy of mimesis from antiquity
to modernity and continues to inform the patho(-)logical tendencies of homo
mimeticus in the present.

More recent precursors of mimetic studies need to be acknowledged
as well. As we move into the twentieth century, critical theorists like Walter
Benjamin, Roger Caillois, and Theodor Adorno agreed that “the mimetic fac-
ulty” (Benjamin’s term) is central to the evolutionary development of Homo sa-
piens. Here, too, Nietzsche is a key influence, for he traced the birth of homo
mimeticus back to animal mimicry, as we saw in volume 1. In Minima Moralia,
Adorno is thus missing Nietzsche’s complex patho-logical diagnostic of the birth
of consciousness as a social network as he unilaterally aligns his influential pre-
cursor with a celebration of “authenticity” and “genuineness” (Adorno 2005,
154). Nietzsche would have been the first to agree with Adorno, and thus with
along tradition in mimetic studies that goes back to Plato, that “[t]he human is
indissolubly linked with imitation: a human being only becomes human at all by
imitating other human beings” (154). The agon between Adorno and Nietzsche
is thus a mimetic one, if only because they both agree in tracing the birth of
Homo sapiens back to an all too imitative principle.” Beyond ancient and mod-
ern quarrels that, for a long time, simply opposed les ancients and les modernes,
realists and modernists, this is, indeed, the fundamental hypothesis this volume
continues to reevaluate and promote.
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Closer to us, mimetic studies is fully informed by precursors sensitive to the
imitative nature of human desire and the destabilizing improperties of writing;
yet it should not hastily be confused with neither mimetic theory nor decon-
struction. There is, in fact, a genealogical sense in which perspectival patho-logies
drive a wedge between mimetic theory and poststructuralism, mimetic desire
and the mime of nothing, scapegoating (pharmakos) and writing (pharmakon),
as was also shown in volume 1. It does so to account for the immanent, material,
and embodied manifestations of a homo mimeticus in need of supplementary
theoretical foundations sensitive to both logical and patho-logical perspectives.

Mimetic studies both draws on previous theories of mimesis while develop-
ing new concepts in order to promote a more encompassing, transdisciplinary,
and collaborative field of investigation. Sufhice it to recall that on one side, René
Girard rightly stresses the anthropological foundations of mimesis by rooting
them in triangles of mimetic desires and rivalry; yet the narrow focus on qua-
si-Oedipal triangulations that unilaterally lead to violence and scapegoating
neglects the anthropological fact that mimetic pathos goes beyond good and
evil in the sense that it operates for good and ill, generating pathologies and
patho-logies. Hence the suggestion to incorporate mimetic desire in the more
generalized concept of mimetic pathos, and the patho(-)logies it entails, a move
that as was shown elsewhere is productively entangled with affect theory."

On the other side, a poststructuralist tradition that finds in Jacques Derrida,
Jean-Luc Nancy, J. Hillis Miller,'" and even more acutely, Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe, its major representatives, was very sensitive to the troubling and dest-
abilizing pharmacological “improprieties” of mimetic subjectivity crucial to the
critique of rising (new) fascist movements, for instance. Lacoue-Labarthe, for
one, already announced that “mimesis returns to regain its powers” (1998, 138).
Supplemented by feminist, decolonial, and posthumanist theorists like Luce
Irigaray, Homi Bhabha, and Katherine Hayles, among other thinkers internal to
this volume like Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen and William E. Connolly, a number of
influential figures have been contributing to launching mimetic studies on the
international scene.'? This tradition also denounced ethnocentric and phallo-
centric tendencies that tend to project the troubling (im)proprieties of mimesis
onto gendered, racial, and queer others via a move characteristic of what we call
mimetic racism and mimetic sexism qua transphobia. While attention to the
feminist implications of what we call, with Adriana Cavarero, “mimetic incli-
nations,” is already informing the re-turn to mimesis," there is still much to be
done on the front of gender equality. Hence, we aim to return to this subject in
Homo Mimeticus I1I in the company of Catherine Malabou."
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Since the general commitment to the linguistic turn dominant from the
1970s to the 1990s did not sufficiently emphasize the embodied, relational, af-
fective, and mirroring qualities of subjects embedded in what an immanent tra-
dition calls a “world of becoming” (Connolly 2011), a supplement to mimetic
studies is needed. A theory of homo mimeticus is, in fact, not exclusively limited
to humans—though it finds in our species distinctive features of mimesis; it also
troubles a set of binaries that dominated rationalist accounts of Homo sapiens in
the past, such as brain/body, pathos/logos but also human/nonhuman, mimic-
ry/biomimicry among others, in view of propelling mimesis beyond nature and
culture in the present and future.

All contributing to the same forward-oriented gesture beyond aesthetic re-
alism, the chapters that follow draw sustenance from a variety of disciplines that
go from classical philosophy to the neurosciences, literary studies to the social
sciences, new materialism to environmental studies, among other perspectives
informing and transforming the mimetic turn via a plurality of re-turns. Let us
thus outline the general trajectory of this gesture animating Homo Mimeticus 11
by payingattention to the plurality of voices that compose its tune in more detail.

Program

Given the genealogical orientation of the book, we shall follow a trajectory that
draws selectively from a tradition in mimetic studies from antiquity (part 1) to
modernity (part 2) into the present (part 3). In a way, Nidesh Lawtoo’s Prelude
titled “The Discus and the Bow” condenses this threefold approach by following
a mimetic agon that goes from Homer to Machiavelli, reaching, via grandissimi
esempli, present generations as well. Its general goal is to flesh out new concep-
tual arrows for mimetic studies that will inform many of the chapters that fol-
low. It also sounds the initial tune to launch the plurality of voices re-turning
to an ancient mimetic agon reframed in light of modern and contemporary
preoccupations.

And yet, despite its threefold temporal division, we hasten to add that the
volume does not aim to develop a linear historical argument based on a grand
narrative of progress. On the contrary, each essay provides a different perspective
on the spiraling patho(-)logies of homo mimeticus that keep turningand re-turn-
ing in a kaleidoscope of changing masks. We shall thus consider phenomena as
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diverse as poetic inspiration and technical craft, coercion and domestication,
mimetic nihilism and heterology, violence and theatricality, empathy and peda-
gogy, hysteria and the mimetic unconscious, the Anthropocene and biomimicry,
among other concepts and perspectives that, once again, do not aim to map the
entirety of a fast-expanding field; rather, they open up transdisciplinary paths
for new mimetic studies to come.”

Across the shifts of emphasis and perspectives, all the chapters contribute to
the re-turns to mimesis. They do so by shifting the focus from the dominant defi-
nition of this longstanding concept restricted to a visual representation or copy
of reality, toward the immanent, embodied, and material foundations of a homo
mimeticus who imitates with all the senses. This overturning of perspective
proposes an alternative to what Adriana Cavarero calls a “videocentric” (2005,
40) tradition whose roots stem from ancient thought and will be subjected to
a rigorous reconsideration in part 1. It also overturns the idealist privilege giv-
en to ideal Forms over and against base material copies by focusing on modern
materialist theories that reveal how bodily drives are at the origins of thought.
Lastly, the focus on mimetic pathos unmoors mimesis from Oedipal triangles
restricted to mimetic desire and rivalry to affirm a pre-Freudian conception of
the unconscious that was marginalized in the past century for it was untimely
but, as genealogical lenses make clear, finds timely empirical confirmations in
the neuroscience of the present post-Freudian century.

The general aim of part 1, “Re-Framings of Classical Mimesis,” is to return
to the Greek origins of mimesis to find the means to understand our present.
Prominent and emerging classicists, philosophers and theorists join forces to
display the still-standing strength of the Greek concept of mimésis by relying on
technical bows whose conceptual arrows—techne, enthusiasm, pathos, among
others—reach into the present.

In “Plato on Facebook,” Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen goes back to the problem-
atic of the mimetic subject that already preoccupied him at the dawn of his ca-
reer;'¢ he does so by inscribing this subject at the dawn of philosophy itself while
showing its relevance for the present. In particular, he takes the Arendtian in-
junction to “think the present” as a starting point to diagnose our phantom-like
condition in the digital age. To that end, he re-turns to a founding text for mi-
metic studies: namely, Plato’s Jon—a dialogue we already encountered in vol-
ume 1 now interpreted from the angle of psychic dispossessions reloaded by new
media. This genealogical move allows Borch-Jacobsen to diagnose multiple var-
iants of infectious mimesis and psychic dispossessions currently at the heart of
today’s populisms, post-truth, and spell-binding social networks. In particular,
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via the protean figure of the rhapsode, Borch-Jacobsen reminds us that already
in Plato mimesis troubles the philosopher for its disquicting malleability—or, as
we shall call it in volume 3, troubling plasticity. The magnetic chain of the Jon
that goes from Apollo to the Muses, Homer to rhapsodes, reaching via new mag-
netizing media into the present, turns out to be a contagious and viral chain, or
network; it includes digital networks where each one joins in turn in the dance
to become ozher, the same as another. Rather than simply banishing mimesis,
Borch-Jacobsen shows that Plato’s strategy consists in using “mimesis against mzi-
mesis” In a paradoxical, patho(-)logical move the antidote (pharmakon) against
the mimetic poison of mimesis—namely philosophy—turns out to be implicat-
ed in this very same poison (pharmakon, again) it attempts to cure.

Furtheringa reevaluation of mimesis as both poison and remedy, in “Techne
vs. Mimesis in Plato’s Republic: What Socrates Really Says against Homer,”
Henry Staten overturns the metaphysical foundations of the most influential
text for idealist theories of mimesis—namely, Book 10 of the Republic—via an
immanent techne theory that goes beyond the mirroring logic of representation.
In particular, Staten shows that the notorious Platonic “imitation of a copy”
schema is quickly left behind by Socrates in favor of an entirely new three-level
schema of techne in which the concept of artisanal “use” replaces the level of
abstract ideas. Showcasing an agon between Socratic techne contra Platonic mi-
mesis, the chapter proceeds to uncover a Socratic theory of techne (or “techne
theory”) sensitive to the immanent power of technai to give material for7 not
only to artisanal objects but also to ethical subjects in the Greek polis. Rigorously
focused on the tensions and aporias in Plato’s text, which is re-framed in the con-
text of a consistent Socratic concern with techne haunting a plurality of Platonic
dialogues, this chapter has far-reaching consequences for classicist and philoso-
phy more generally. It shows that the Platonic metaphysics of ideal Forms that
dismisses art as an “imitation of an imitation” rests on nothing more, but also
nothing less, than the history of an interpretative error. In the process, Staten
contributes to contemporary re-turns to different, more embodied, and imma-
nent, Socratic-Nietzschean crafts of imitation that benefit from a down-to-earth
technical supplement.

Acting as a counterpoint to one-sided interpretations of Platonic mime-
sis as a dangerous pathology, in chapter 3, “Coercion and Mimesis in Plato:
Compelling Someone to Change their Nature,” Carlos Carvalhar focuses on
Plato’s diagnostic of the power of dramatic mimesis to form and transform sub-
jectivity, a question known by classicists as “second nature” shaped by mimetic
experiences. The chapter contributes to the mimetic turn by displaying Plato’s
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ethical and pedagogical concerns with plastic subjects formed by mythic and
literary models for both good and ill—a point central to mimetic studies in
general that will re-turn in Homo Mimeticus 111 as well. In particular, Carvalhar
foregrounds Plato’s patho-/ogical evaluation of mimesis geared toward “becom-
ing-god” via a mimetic reenactment of positive models discussed in less-known
dialogues such as Protagoras and Theaetetus. He also suggests ways in which this
“becoming-god” impulse can manifest itself in today’s secular societies, for in-
stance, as a striving for perfection, or as a pursuit of elevated virtues.

In chapter 4, “Mimetic Resistance,” Teresa Casas Hernandez offers a com-
parison between Plato’s and Aristotle’s foundational accounts of mimesis that
does not focus on their often-repeated opposition but on their continuity in-
stead. Caught in the paradoxical logic of mimetic agonism, Casas Hernindez
shows that the founding fathers of antithetical traditions in philosophy shared,
across their opposed evaluations, a similar concern to move away from an oral
tradition of mimesis rooted in mimos and performance. Since the elos of mi-
metic studies is to recover an oral tradition sensitive to the contagious powers of
pathos, the chapter contributes to the mimetic turn by tracing the hidden rea-
sons that lead Plato and Aristotle to replace oral mimesis via the visual trope of
painting. The chapter ends with a return to the present, suggesting that oral mi-
mesis is a potentially political and epistemic tool for social resistance, as shown
by contemporary performative manifestations of passive forms of imitation that
stress its power to steal, re-appropriate, and subvert.

Mark Pizzato concludes this first part with a chapter arguing that Plato’s
allegory of the cave can be reframed in light of the problematic of media vio-
lence. In “Behind Plato’s Shadows and Today’s Media Monsters,” he shows that
the distinction between a visual mimesis based on representation and a bodily
mimesis based on (imaginary) identification—both of which are present in the
cave dispositif—helps understand the power of images to cast a spell on the ego
generating what mimetic studies calls phantom egos. Drawing on a wide range
of theories that go from anthropology to evolutionary psychology to the neu-
rosciences Pizzato furthers a transdisciplinary re-turn to homo mimeticus that
shows how ritual aesthetic experiences are not opposed to the findings of science,
even on a topic as contested as media violence. In line with neuroscientists like
Vittorio Gallese who engage with cave paintings from the dawn of Homo sapi-
ens (Gallese and Guerra 2020, xv—xvii), Pizzato goes from Plato’s cave to prehis-
toric cave art to foreground an “inner theater” generated by neuronal networks
that intersect patho(-)logically with media networks with the potential to trig-
ger mass-shootings in the United States and elsewhere. In the process, Pizzato
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emphasizes transdisciplinary genealogical continuities across nature/culture di-
vides that support the hypothesis that our vita mimetica is born out of ancient
caves. Be they prehistoric, philosophical, or mediatized, these caves set the stage
for theatrical spectacles that are not only visual and exterior but affective and
interior. This also means that they do not simply generate visual phantoms but
phantom egos instead.

Overall, these five chapters in part 1 mark a shift from a predominantly
visual and realistic mimesis that cast a shadow on most theories of mimesis in
the past toward a more embodied, relational, and theatrical mimesis, which pro-
vides the driving telos of the mimetic return oriented toward the present and fu-
ture. Together, the chapters demonstrate that the Greek philosophical origins of
mimetic studies do not merely serve as subjects of antiquarian interest. Instead,
they open up philosophical genealogies and wellsprings of ideas to diagnose a
plurality of problems, including viral mimesis in modern media, education, plas-
ticity, performativity, and violence, among many others.

Part 2 furthers the “Theorethical Re-Turns to Homo Mimeticus” by focus-
ing on genealogical precursors of mimetic studies in modern and contemporary
philosophy. In particular, they deepen our understanding of mimesis pathos
and the multiple patho(-)logies of mimesis internal to contemporary preoccu-
pations, including the modern nihilism first diagnosed by Friedrich Nietzsche,
René Girard’s account of escalation of violence during war, George Bataille’s het-
erology as a science of the excluded or accursed share, an account of the mimetic
unconscious via a reframing of hysteric women at play in dramatic spectacles,
and a reevaluation of Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s and Luce Irigaray’s sensuous,
theatrical mimesis which is not one.

Given Nietzsche’s centrality in our genealogy of homo mimeticus, in chap-
ter 6, “Nietzsche’s Nihilism and Mimetic Studies,” Marina Garcia-Granero
studies the birth of nihilism out of mimetic relations. After contextualizing
Nietzsche’s account of the different layers of nihilism, she argues that, like
mimesis, nihilism has a Janus-faced nature, manifesting both as salvation and
threat. As a mimetic affect, nihilism produces a crisis of difference and loss of the
ego that Nietzsche himself conceptualized via the mimetic trope of the “shad-
ows of God.” Garcia-Granero furthers an agonistic confrontation with Girard’s
mimetic theory to show that its theological solution to the death of God reveals
itself as a nihilistic “shadow of God.” Indeed, different strands of contemporary
philosophy have focused on either side of nihilism: as a threat, like mimetic the-
ory, or as a liberation, such as the hermeneutic school. Instead, mimetic studies
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fosters a pluralist, comprehensive understanding of the patho(-)logical character
of nihilism as a pharmakon.

Picking up the discussion on Girard, in chapter 7, “Essential Violence
and René Girard’s Mimetic Theory, William Johnsen presents Girard’s theo-
ry of essential violence as a precursor of the mimetic turn for he shifted atten-
tion from mimetic realism to an anthropology of mimetic desire and violence.
While Girard’s theory of desire, violence, and the scapegoat is well-attested in
the scholarship, his early interest in cybernetics is not. Consequently, an entire
area of research has been left unexplored. Johnsen begins to close this impor-
tant gap. Thus, he recalls Girard’s alarms concerning radical violence and viral
contagion in Battling to the End (Achever Clausewitz) to show that violence is
a single subject for Girard, wherever it starts. He argues that competition over
scarce resources is not the focal point of Girard’s own thinking—rather, the way
violence spreads once fighting starts. To stop the reciprocal and escalating vio-
lence of the war—regrettably, a timely question—it is thus crucial to understand
the logic of bifurcation that turns pathology into patho-/ogy. Demystifying the
logic of contagion and polarization, Johnsen generates productive connections
between mimetic theory (via Girard and Dupuy) and mimetic studies (via
Morin, Lawtoo, and Gallese), furthering the productive dialogue between the
two transdisciplinary fields.

After Nietzsche and before Girard, Nidesh Lawtoo argues that it is Georges
Bataille who went furthest in recognizing the centrality of mimesis in intersub-
jective forms of non-verbal communication mediated by affective contagion.
Hence, in chapter 8, “Bataille on Mimetic Heterology,” he shows how multiple
concepts now internal to mimetic studies emerge, phantom-like, from Bataille’s
carly and little-known theory of heterology he developed in the 1930s and the
well-known later concerns with the sacred, eroticism, and affective contagion
it foregrounds. Supplementing Durkheim, Plato, and Freud, Lawtoo presents
Bataille as a transdisciplinary thinker avant la lettre who paves the way for mi-
metic studies. He does so by proposing heterology as a materialist science of
troubling subject matters—from (new) fascism to ecstatic experiences internal
to death and love—an idealist tradition tended to exclude in the past but are cur-
rently resurfacing via new turns to affect, materialism, and mimesis. Following
the transgressive dynamic of “mimetic communication” that has been neglected
during the linguistic turn allows Lawtoo to show that Bataille remains a pow-
erful transdisciplinary ally to account for both the affective and hetero-logical
foundations of the mimetic turn.
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In “A New Logic of Pathos: The Anti-Oedipal Unconscious and Hysterical
Mimesis,” Maria del Carmen Molina Barea further unravels the thread of a the-
atrical mimesis that cannot be restricted to realism but destabilizes the very no-
tion of a proper subject. In particular, she develops a genealogy of the mimetic
unconscious from an anti-Oedipal perspective on desiring mimesis that turns
the dominant pathological view of hysteria into a patho-/ogical dramatization
that escapes representation. Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s well-known an-
ti-Oedipal theories of desiring production, in fact, cannot be dissociated from
their less-known interest in “microimitation” that flows contagiously between
self and others. Drawing on theories of hypnosis internal to both anti-Oedipal
and mimetic accounts of the unconscious as well as on Antonin Artaud’s theater
of cruelty, Molina Barea turns to Robert Wilson’s theater as well as paintings
and photographs to provide dramatic specificity to her diagnostic. In the pro-
cess, she reframes the pathological stereotype of hysteric women as an active mi-
metic subject that explodes Oedipal schemas and goes beyond psychoanalytical
theaters of the unconscious. What emerges in the end is an account of the mi-
metic unconscious driven by an anti-Oedipal desiring pathos that transgresses
representational forms and opens up immanent possibilities for becoming other.

In chapter 10, “Exhibition/Exposition: Irigaray and Lacoue-Labarthe on the
Theater of Mimesis,” Niki Hadikoesoemo connects two prominent precursors
of the mimetic turn, namely the French philosopher and critic Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe and the feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray, thus providing a feminist
and gendered supplement to our mapping of mimetic studies. Hadikoesoemo
argues that the double sidedness of Lacoue-Labarthe’s theatrical conception of
mimesis bears the traces of Irigaray’s deconstruction of “two mimeses” already
staged in Plato. Both thinkers join hands in this chapter to affirm a corporeal
philosophy of theatrical/feminine mimesis that anticipates the rise of performa-
tivity. They also pave the way for a feminist theory of gendered mimesis that is
internal to mimetic studies. In the process, Hadikoesoemo links femininity to
theatrical mimesis thereby troubling the binary logic of theater (re-presentation
of reality) and the feminine (re-creation of a masculine imaginary) in favor of a
more sensuous, relational, and process-oriented display of mimeses.

Part 3, “New Mimetic Studies from Aesthetics to Biomimicry,” provides
present and future-oriented lines of inquiry for mimetic studies: a genealogy of
negative empathy overcoming the aporias of current debates in post-critique;
two patho(-)logical accounts of fiction—one on Fernando Pessoa, the other on
Maylis de Kerangal; a revolutionary perspective on how technology can imitate
nature—or biomimicry—to face the impeding ecological crisis; and, finally, a
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call for a radical reassessment of our experience of time via a planetary mimesis
in the epoch of the Anthropocene by one of the most influential political theo-
rists writing today. Across their innovative perspectives central to new mimetic
studies, these chapters also re-connect with the original, etymological under-
standing of aesthetics, that is, the science of sensation and feeling. Together, they
confirm that the mimetic turn goes beyond autonomous conceptions of artistic
representation that dominated the past century. They do so by engaging with the
affective, bodily, technological, and immanent powers of art to break the wall
of representation via a sym-pathos that reconnects, on new foundations, homo
mimeticus to homo aestheticus."”

In chapter 11, “Negative Empathy in Fiction: Mimesis, Contagion,
Catharsis,” Carmen Bonasera frames the concept of negative empathy as a mi-
metic, immanent, and contagious human behavior. By drawing on reevaluations
of empathy central to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866) and
Demons (1873), this chapter defines negative empathy as a form of emotion-
al contagion constitutive of complex aesthetic experience. Negative empathy
encourages readers to oscillate back and forth between emotional identifica-
tion and moral detachment toward/away from certain works and characters
disturbingly portrayed as immoral and seductive. This oscillation between hu-
mans’ openness to pathos and the ability to set up a critical distance from it,
parallels the Nietzschean concept of pathos of distance that set the theory of
homo mimeticus in motion. Thus reframed, empathy is put back in touch with
its aesthetic origins first theorized by the nineteenth-century aesthetic theorist
Theodor Lipps, now reclaimed as a precursor of mimetic studies, affect theory,
and the discovery of mirror neurons. Bonasera supplements current debates in
post-critique that tend to privilege positive empathy with fictional characters
generative of negative empathy instead.

In chapter 12, “Fernando Pessoaand the ([P]Re)Birth of Homo Mimeticus,”
Kieran Keohane and Carmen Kuhling show that Fernando Pessoa’s poetic and
philosophical fascination with protean identities and multiple personalities
make him an important precursor of the mimetic turn. Pessoa’s literary language
and multiple heteronyms give poetic and experiential lifeform to a vita mimet-
ica that is constitutive of artistic creation, including the emulation of artistic
models. Rather than generating envious rivalries that develop into sacrificial
crisis and scapegoating, Keohane and Kuhling show that Pessoa and his multi-
ple heteronyms imitate and emulate diverse models—from Shakespeare to Walt
Whitman to Oscar Wilde—that resonate with one another joyfully, playfully,
and above all, creatively. Located at the productive intersection of the Oedipal
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and the mimetic unconscious, the chapter ultimately shows how Pessoa’s perso-
nas are not simply pathological; rather, they support the patho-/ogical embodied
and phenomenological foundations of mimetic studies.

In line with a diagnostic streak that started in modernism, in chapter
13, “Literature, Pedagogy, and the Power of Mimesis: On Teaching Maylis de
Kerangal’s 7he Heart Evelyne Ender reflects on the pedagogical powers of mi-
mesis via stories that shape new generations of readers in the classroom. Given
the origins of mimetic studies with Plato’s pedagogical concerns with the power
of narratives to form and transform subjects, it is a welcome move to bring mi-
mesis back in touch with the effects of a contemporary text in the classroom.
Drawing on her teaching experiences at Johns Hopkins University with students
exposed to the pathos internal to Maylis de Kerangal’s The Heart, Ender argues
for the cultivation of a mimetic, literary education. Her strategy is to progres-
sively move from the pathos generated by the experience of reading to a type of
patho-/ogy articulated on the delicate pharmacological balance between emo-
tion and thought. More generally, establishing productive continuities between
phenomenology, deconstruction, and mimetic studies, Ender argues that the rise
of the novel and its influence on our modern sensibilities involves both a histor-
ical and an epistemic awareness that fiction triggers a resistance conducive to
critical thought, providing its own antidotes and remedies in the reading process.

The two final chapters complete the volume by opening up new mimetic
studies to two major areas of investigation that take mimesis beyond nature and
culture: biomimicry and planetary mimesis. In chapter 14, “The Biomimicry
Revolution: Contributions to Mimetic Studies,” Henry Dicks unfolds the rel-
evance of mimetic studies for the environmental crisis via the concept of bio-
mimicry and the new philosophy it entails. Supplementing Janine Benyus’s
Biomimicry (1997), Dicks proposes a “biomimicry revolution” (2023) that
challenges the dominant conception of mimesis restricted to aesthetic creation
in favor of a theory of techne based on the imitation of nature. His goal is to
find points of convergence between biomimicry and mimetic studies while also
broadening the reach of both fields. In particular, engaging mimesis from the
angle of the object rather than the mimetic subject allows Dicks to expand the
genealogy of mimetic studies beyond Plato and Aristotle (via Democritus of
instance), to account for the shift to the imitation of God in the Medieval peri-
od (or theomimicry), while also reaching into the anti-mimetic foundations of
modernism and hypermimetic inclinations of postmodernism central to mimet-
ic studies as well. In the process, Dicks develops new patho-logical insights on
how technology and its contemporary re-turns to the imitation of nature not
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only goes beyond anthropocentrism; it can also help mitigate impending eco-
logical crises and environmental catastrophes in the Anthropocene.

In the concluding chapter, “Arks at Sea and Arcs of Time,” political theorist
William E. Connolly re-turns to the myth of Noah and the Ark, as portrayed in the
Book of ], to explore dicey relations between events of nature and mimetic relays in
cultural life, where temporal interruptions periodically occur. Connolly considers
the “evental register of time” as a fundamental feature of time itself, and, as a result,
points to some necessary philosophical and cultural adjustments concerning the
character of time, culture and nature relations, as well as mimetic processes. To
that end, Connolly establishes a dialogue with Michel Serres, Joseph Conrad, and
Nidesh Lawtoo, all drawn upon to help explore time as a multiplicity and think
of time as composed of multiple temporalities moving at different speeds and tra-
jectories. Each evental turn in an old trajectory carries pressure to adjust and revise
old extrapolations misinforming our understanding and experience of time, tra-
ditionally influenced by both Christian religion and sociocentric tendencies that
run deep in western culture. Such an exploration contributes to overcoming what
Connolly calls “climate casualism.” It also gauges the relations between evental
time and mimesis during the period of the Anthropocene, in line with mimetic
studies’ environmental sensibilities underscored by previous chapters.

Acting as a Coda to the volume, in “Beyond Brain and Body: A Dialogue
with Vittorio Gallese,” Vittorio Gallese and Nidesh Lawtoo show that the mi-
metic turn finds in contemporary neuroscience a timely empirical supplement
to promote a re-turn to homo mimeticus that cuts across the brain and body
divide. Part of the original Parma team led by Giacomo Rizzolatti that discov-
ered mirror neurons in the early 1990s, Gallese contributed to the (re)discov-
ery that we are mimetic animals. He is thus a strong ally for the mimetic turn:
he develops a theory of “embodied simulation” relevant for imitation, but also
empathy, theory of mind, aesthetics, film studies, and emerging hypermimetic
subjects central to mimetic studies as well. Thirty years after the discovery of
mirror neurons, Lawtoo travelled to Parma in 2023 to meet Gallese and deepen
the genealogical connections between neuroscience and mimetic studies. They
first discuss untimely philosophical physicians like Nietzsche, Charles Féré, and
Pierre Janet, who anticipated the contemporary association between “move-
ment and sensation” (Féré’s phrase) via the insight that humans are embodied,
relational, and intersubjectively attuned to the mind of others. As the dialogue
unfolds ranging from phenomenology to mimetic theory, from critics of mir-
ror neurons to the most recent experiments in the neurosciences on aesthetic
experiences, Gallese provides new empirical evidence to support the mimetic
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hypothesis that we are embodied, social, and relational creatures whose behavior
is shaped by mimesis, for good and ill. In conclusion, Gallese and Lawtoo join
voices across old-fashioned two-cultures divides to call for new interdisciplinary
bridges to tackle multiple social and technological challenges transecting new
mimetic studies in the years to come, such as hypermimesis in the digital age.

As the chorus of voices in this volume confirms, mimetic studies arises with
force and attention to confront pressing social issues and challenges that require
the awareness that we are, for good and ill, mimetic creatures. This ancient re-
alization calls for new perspectives to reevaluate the patho(-)logical manifesta-
tions of mimesis in the past, present, and future. We are confident this further
mapping of mimetic studies by a plurality of international scholars will provide
coordinates to navigate this fast-moving field while also encouraging transdisci-
plinary and innovative diagnostics of homo mimeticus to come.

Notes

1 In addition to vol 1 of Homo Mimeticus, mimetic studies has so far been the subject of spe-
cial issues on “Poetics and Politics: with Lacoue-Labarthe,” MLN 132.5 (2017), “The Mi-
metic Condition,” Counterlext 8.1 (2022), “Posthuman Mimesis,” Journal of Posthumanism
2.2 (2022), “Mimetic Inclinations with Adriana Cavarero,” Critical Horizons 24.2 (2023),
and “The Mimetic Turn” MLN 138.5 (2023). For further mapping of “mimetic studies” see
also Lawtoo 2023a, 1-34, 2023b, and www.homomimeticus.eu.

2 For a collective volume on “homo mimeticus 2.0” exploring “posthuman mimesis,” see Law-
too (ed.) 2024.
3 This volume assembles only a small selection of more than 60 papers presented at an in-
y

ternational conference titled “The Mimetic Turn” held at KU Leuven in 2022 to mark the
conclusion of the Homo Mimeticus project and the beginning of mimetic studies. Other
essays emerging from the same conference were published in a special issue of MLN on The
Mimetic Turn (2023). Chapter 1, “Plato on Facebook” by Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen was first
published in MLN 138.5 (2023); chapter 7, “Bataille on Heterology;” is a revised version of
an article that first appeared in a special issue of Theory, Culture, ¢ Society 35.4-5 (2018)
devoted to “Bataille & Heterology” We are grateful to both journals for allowing us to re-
produce them. All the other chapters are original works that have not appeared in print
before.

4 Waulf’s and Gebauer’s contributions to mimetic studies appeared in Counterlext 8.1. For
other excellent introductions to mimesis in line with mimetic studies by contributors to the
conference see Borch-Jacobsen 1993, Potolsky 2006 and Borch (ed.) 2019. For an informed
praise of copying as essential to humans see Boon 2013. For a more recent study on the way
“mimetic processes” at play in rituals, dance, play, performance, and gesture contribute to
the transmission of “cultural heritage” and “identity formation” sece Wulf 2022, 11. On the
role of mimesis during the Covid-19 crisis, see also Gebauer 2022.
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As indicated in volume 1, signs of a re-turn of mimesis were already emerging in the twen-
tieth century, paving the way for the mimetic turn. For an informed overview see Spariosu
(ed.) 1984.

As Ammaniti and Gallese put it: “the mirror mechanism may play a role in imitative behav-
ior, even perhaps in unconscious mimicry of body postures, facial expressions, and behaviors
of social partners” (2014, xi). Despite some psychoanalytical assumptions in productive ten-
sion with mimetic studies, the overall focus on maternal forms of empathic communication
that foster “cooperation” more than rivalry and violence is perfectly in line with Nietzsche’s
genealogy of homo mimeticus (see Lawtoo 2022, 51-67).

Lacoue-Labarthe shows that Plato’s “refusal of mimesis” predicated on a “psychology of
desire (epithumia) and aggressivity (thumos)” (1998, 98) leading up to the sacrificial “ex-
pulsion of the pharmakos” (103) qua sacrificial poet not only anticipates the fundamental
building blocks of René Girard’s theory; it also entails a dramatization in which “he’ he
who is named Plato, loses ‘himself,” thereby anticipating a problematic central to mimetic
studies.

See Lawtoo 2022, 43-67.

For a Benjamin-inspired account of mimesis understood as “the nature that culture uses to
make second nature” (the latter being a concept as old as Plato) see Taussig 1993, 70 and
Boon 2013. For recent accounts of Benjamin’s and Adorno’s critical theories in line with the
mimetic turn see also Wolf 2022 and Durrant 2023.

On the links between mimetic studies and affect theory see Lawtoo 2023a, 19-34.

For Nancy and Miller direct contributions to mimetic studies see Nancy and Lawtoo 2022,
and Miller and Lawtoo 2020.

For dialogues on imitation including William E. Connolly, J. Hillis Miller, Jean-Luc Nan-
cy, Katherine Hayles, Christoph Wulf, Gunter Gebauer, Vittorio Gallese, Adriana Cavare-
ro, Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, and Edgar Morin, sece HOM Videos, https://www.youtube.
com/@homvideosercprojecthomomim971/videos

See Cavarero and Lawtoo 2021. For a special issue on mimetic inclinations see also Lawtoo
and Verkerk (eds.) 2023.

Provisional title: Homo Mimeticus III: Plasticity, Mimesis, Metamorphoses with Catherine
Malabou.

Mimetic studies has been from the beginning sensitive to the “mimetic racism” and “mi-
metic sexism” (Lawtoo 2013, 101-130) projected onto gendered, sexual, and racial others.
For readers interested in the relation between gender and mimesis from the angles of fem-
inist philosophy, queer theory, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning,
and others (LGBTQ+) studies see “Gendered Mimesis Project;” https://genderedmimesis.
com/. While the link between mimesis and racist images of Africa has been investigated
from the angle of “postcolonial mimesis” (Lawtoo 2016, 173-209) and influential stud-
ies on “mimesis and alterity” have helpfully revaluated the powers of “sympathetic magic”
(Taussig 1993), a project on contemporary decolonial mimesis is still missing and would
greatly benefit (from) mimetic studies.

Borch-Jacobsen’s early work on the psychoanalytical subject was informed by deconstruc-
tion (Lacoue-Labarthe), mimetic theory (Girard), and a pre-Freudian tradition attentive to
hypnosis, all of which are now internal to mimetic studies. For a good starting point into his
carly work on mimesis see Borch-Jacobsen 1993.
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17 For an account of homo aestheticus that revisits “empathy theory” from a transdisciplinary
perspective that resonates with our theory of homo mimeticus, see Dissanayake 1992, 140—

193.
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PRELUDE
THE DISCUS AND THE BOW

Homer, Machiavelli, and the Grandissimi Esempli

Nidesh Lawtoo

From time to time, opposition to Homer
rose up from the deepest foundations of Hellenism;
but he always remained victorious.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human I

Mimetic studies creates new concepts to diagnose the immanent patho(-)logies
of homo mimeticus in the twenty-first century. Concepts, just like theories, do
not come down ready-made from the sky of ideas; nor do they emerge from
the solipsistic head of Homo sapiens considered in isolation. Rather, concepts
emerge genealogically from logical and affective encounters with a long chain of
thinkers generative of a productive interplay between pathos and logos. Often,
in fact, new concepts emerge via agonistic intellectual confrontations with in-
fluential predecessors that are not simply antagonists or rivals but, rather, serve
as models on whose shoulders younger generations can push against—with ag-
onistic gratitude in view of going further. Over time, and not without efforts
and good doses of perseverance, if a diagonal field is opened up, concepts some-
times become interwoven to form a longer chain, or conceptual network, which
allows for innovative communications moving back and forth across periods,
disciplines, and traditions of thought.

Following up on volume 1, the present volume connects genealogically a
long chain of untimely thinkers to form precisely such a theoretical network.
To broaden its ramifications, in guise of Prelude, I flesh out three additional
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conceptual rings in a chain that is not meant to constrain movement or impris-
on, as in Plato’s cave but, rather, to channel pathos and set new patho-/logies in
motion. Re-turning to the dawn of western myth to a foundational scene that
gives birth to the concept of mimetic agonism in Homer’s Odyssey (ca. 8th C.
BC) will allow us to pick up a conceptual discus and propel it further in time,
toward the Renaissance that started the re-turns to mimesis in the first place.
Not without Homeric echoes, Machiavelli’s 7be Prince (1513) will then provide
us with a theoretical bow that fleshes out new conceptual arrows that reach into
the present. But let us proceed in order by stepping back to a Homeric contest,
or agon, that set mimetic studies into motion in the first place.

Conceptual Arrows for Mimetic Studies

We have already seen in volume 1 how a conceptual trilogy—namely, “mimetic
pathos,” “pathos of distance,” and “patho(-)logy”—provide a theoretical matrix,
or womb, out of which mimetic studies is born. These three concepts, let us stress
it again, do not form an a-historical structure or universal system aimed to be
mechanically applied to cultural, aesthetic, or political phenomena from the ori-
gins of culture to the present. On the contrary, they set in motion a complex con-
tradictory double movement between attraction to pathos and critical distance
to mimetic pathologies. This movement, in turn, is endowed with the theoret-
ical power, or dunamis, to keep up with the spiraling transformations of homo
mimeticus in its multiple and often paradoxical patho(-)logical manifestations.

What we now need to further specify in guise of Prelude is that the next
conceptual trilogy informing volume 2—namely, “mimetic agonism,” “hypermi-
mesis,” and the “mimetic unconscious”—provides three additional conceptual
arrows that allow contributors to further extend the network of mimetic studies
to new areas of investigation. Let us introduce these arrows individually first, be-
fore foregrounding the conceptual discus that gives them a direction, providing
a resounding note that resonates throughout the volume more generally.

First Arrow: Mimetic Agonism

This is a performative concept in the sense that it itself emerges out of the ago-
nistic dynamic it accounts for. Mimetic agonism is, in fact, meant as a productive
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supplement to the Girardian concept of mimetic rivalry. If the latter’s theory of
desire leads inevitably to a rivalry with a model in view of possessing the same ob-
ject of desire, our focus on mimetic pathos is neither deterministic nor unilateral
in its diagnostic evaluation. On the contrary, it opens up a type of competitive
yet creative and productive intellectual confrontation, or contest (agon), with
predecessors that is not simply generative of pathological violence but, rather, of
new creative insights and theoretical patho-/ogies instead.

First described in the context of Nietzsche’s philosophical agon with his
intellectual models qua educators, the beginnings of mimetic agonism go way
back to pre-Platonic, and thus Homeric times.' A genealogical starting point can
be traced back to an ancient Greek culture dominated by what Nietzsche’s col-
league at Basel, the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt, calls “agonal age” (1998,
160-213), a period spanning from the twelfth to the sixth century BC. Part of
a noble spirit of competition at play in a plurality of contests, from gymnastic
to chariot racing, dance to music, epic poetry to tragedy, stretching to include
philosophy as well,> the agon was central to the education and formation of the
Greeks. It informs the history of culture, and might continue to transform our
education today.

One must turn to myth to find, if not an origin, at least a starting point
to push the mimetic turn further. The dunamis or power of mimetic agonism
is perhaps most famously dramatized in Book 8 of Homer’s Odyssey, a pivotal
book where Odysseus, invited at the court of King Alcinous, asks a blind rhap-
sode called Demodocus if he “can sing the story about the Wooden Horse” and
show that he is truly “blessed with inspiration” (Homer 2020, 8.499).> This is a
mise en abyme if there is one. The scene is thus not deprived of mirroring effects
and affects that reach—via a chain of listeners and readers—into the present: if
the blind rhapsode alludes to Homer, the song also leads Odysseus to be moved
to tears by pathos—though “no one noticed that his eyes were wet with tears, ex-
cept Alcinous” (8.532-533). Wrapped in his purple robe, he is moved to reveal
his identity that is no(t) one.

Odysseus is not only polymétis (cunning), but also polytropos (of many
turns), for he twists and turns assuming different roles: he is King and warrior,
pirate and lover, husband and friend, carpenter and thief, sailor and liar, father
and beggar, rhetorician and trickster, among other protean masks of a homo
mimeticus that is both vulnerable to contagious pathologies such as violence
and revenge and, at the same time, and without contradiction, is able to rely on
his cunning logos to generate life-affirmative patho-/ogies. How does this mythic
figure, then, reveal a paradoxical identity that is no(t) one for he is presumably
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everyone? By narrating “himself;” in mimetic speech, who he “is.” Thus, he tells
the journey that now bears “his” name. “I am Odysseus, Laertes’s son / known
for my many clever tricks and lies” (9.21), and so on, you know the myth of that
self-proclaimed “lord of lies” (21.73). Another designation would be, of course,
lord of mimesis.

But the pathos of the mimetic agon does not concern only poetry and the
“lies” it presumably dramatizes. During the day, in fact, the Phaeacian had organ-
ized games, which, to this day, provide the mythic model for the Olympic games.
Challenged to prove his athletic skills by youngsters, Odysseus initially refuses.
He does so by taking some distance from the competitive pathos internal to the
challenge. As he puts it: “now I only want to get back home” (Homer 2020,
8.157). But as the agon turns rivalrous and offensive and a youngster accuses
Odysseus to be “no athlete” (8.165), his agonistic strife or Eris is awakened.
This does not mean that rivalry turns into violence. On the contrary, it turns
into a contest (agon) to prove both his skill (zechneé) and excellence (aréte) as he
says: “you have challenged me and stung my heart. / Despite my suftering, I will
compete” (8.185-186). Odysseus does so by seizing what Homer describes as “a
massive discus, heavier than that used by the others.” And then, dramatizing this
athletic turn, the poet adds:

He spun around, drew back
his arm and from his brawny hand he hurled.
The stone went humming [bombésen] (8.188-191)

Athena is mimetically disguised in the crowd via a mimicry she shares with the
owl that bears her name (Minerva) and makes her—and sometimes Odysseus as
well—imperceptible during the day. We are told that she “marked the spot,” and
concludes: “A blind man, stranger, could discern this mark by groping. It is far
ahead than all the others” (8.197-198). A pioneering practitioner of the agon,
we find in this nomadic character without a proper identity on the way home
an exemplary model who, in his best agonistic moments, is perhaps still worthy
of imitation today—not simply physically but intellectually as well. In any case,
Athena joyfully concludes: “You can celebrate!” (8.198).

Striving to reach his natal home, in this founding scene of mimetic ago-
nism, Odysseus’ strife (E7is) is, in fact, not driven by envy, “jealousy;” and “resent-
ment” characteristic of what Jacob Burckhardt, following Hesiod’s Works and
Days, calls “bad Eris” (1998, 165)—that will only reappear toward the end of

the Odpyssey in Odysseus’s violent confrontation with the suitors occupying his
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home, which leads to a brutal escalation.* Here, during the games organized by
the Phaeacians, Odysseus’ agon is animated by a noble spirit of competition driv-
en by bad Eris” positive counterpart: namely, “good Eris;” which as Burckhardt
reminds us “was the first to be born” and was placed by Cronos at “the very root
of the earth” (165). Indeed, if bad Eris is characterized by sad passions central
to mimetic rivalry and violence that threaten more than ever to escalate today,
mimetic agonism finds in good Eris its genealogical starting point to promote
life-afhrmative possibilities and festive celebrations rooted here on earth.

What was true in Johan Huizinga’s account of “homo ludens” (Huizinga
2016) remains true for our account of homo mimeticus: the separate space of
games, including intellectual games, has the quasi-magical power to contain
all too human violence in order to channel it, via measured confrontations be-
tween worthy contenders, toward agonistic, productive, and ultimately creative
use. That massive discus—you will have understood the mise en abyme—has
a mirroring counterpart...in a massive concept: namely, mimesis. Collectively,
contributors to this volume picked it up from our mythic past; we then used
the (will to) power of the ancient agon to hutl it into the future. Titled “Discus
Thrower” the image on the cover of this book outlines precisely this gesture.
Michaela Lawtoo does so by not simply representing a discobolus from a sta-
bilizing visual distance; on the contrary, she captures the destabilizing power,
or pathos of throwing the discus itself via a dynamic, spiraling brushstroke that
artistically performs the re-turns to mimesis.’

Still central to classical quarrels between philosophy and poetry (Plato con-
tra Homer comes to mind), the re-productive dynamic of mimetic agonism con-
tinues to silently inform intellectual and creative confrontations from ancient to
modern quarrels (les anciens contre les modernes come to mind); it resurfaces in
the modernist period and, we contend, it continues to inform mimetic studies in
the present period as well. After mimetic theory’s obsessive focus on the jealousy,
rivalry, and resentment of bad Eis, it seems indeed vital to recuperate its positive
and forgotten counterpart: namely, the productive, generous, yet still competitive
spirt of good Eris, which, as Burckhardt puts it, “awakens even the indolent and
unskilled to industry” (1998, 165). This turn from bad Eris to good Eris, from
the violence of mimetic rivalry to the creation of mimetic agonism is more urgent
than ever. In times of planetary crises that include the re-turn of escalating wars, we
already have ample manifestations of bad Eris. No scapegoating mechanisms are
likely to put an end to them—on the contrary, these mechanisms are constitutive
of the escalating logic of violence itself. Alternative diagnostics and therapies are
thus needed. Philosophical physicians, in fact, remember that crisis (from 47in0)
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indicate a medical judgment or diagnostic marking the critical decision in which
a patient will live or die.

Without ignoring the violence of bad or pathological Eris, mimetic studies
strives to turn to good or patho-logical Eris for vital inspiration. It is perhaps no
genealogical accident that in order to “face the planetary” (Connolly 2017, 4),
as William E. Connolly urges us to do, chapters in this volume turn to a type
of strife rooted in the materiality of the earth. This entails, among other things,
furthering a vibrant conception of mimesis that goes beyond nature-culture bi-
naries, as Jane Bennett’s contributions to the mimetic turn also suggest. In the
process, we shall propose a return to nature as a “model” to imitate, perhaps even
asa “mentor” who can teach us the virtue of “measure;” as Henry Dicks’s account
of “biomimicry” as a revolutionary philosophy (Dicks 2023) indicates. There
are thus performative properties built in mimetic agonism to be pursued further,
which leads us to the next conceptual arrow.

Second Arrow: Hypermimesis

If mimetic agonism looks back, genealogically, to better look forward to the cre-
ation of new concepts, hypermimesis provides its mirroring counterpart. It takes
as a starting point the future-oriented concept of “hyperreality;” defined by Jean
Baudrillard as a type of “simulation” that no longer rests on the logic of “imita-
tion” or “doubling” for it entails a “generation by models of a real without origins
or reality: a hyperreal” (1981, 11, 10). Defined at the dawn of the digital revolu-
tion, this world of hyperreal simulations prefigures the replacement of reality by
digital simulacra that do not simply represent an external reference that would
serve as a model, along the traditional lines of aesthetic realism. On the contrary,
as Guy Debord was quick to note, it is the “spectacle that constitutes the con-
temporary model for the dominant form of social life” (Debord 1992, 17; my
transl.). The implications of this overturning move are far-reaching not only for
mimetic studies but for the entire history of metaphysics. As Nietzsche would
say, such an overturning dissolves the very distinction between copy and origi-
nal, the “true world” and what he called, in an ironic overturning of Platonism,
the “apparent one” (Nietzsche 1982b, 486). We now live, or attempt to live, in
what Morpheus, echoing Baudrillard in 7he Matrix, calls the “desert of the real”

What we must add in this echo chamber is that an immanent philosophical
tradition encourages not only to dismiss the ideal world as a fable; it also urges
homo mimeticus not to forget its embodied, relational, and all too imitative na-
ture rooted in the earth—lest we lose sight of the earthly cave in which we are
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bound to live. This also means that hyperreal simulations no longer rest on the
logic of mimesis understood as simple copy or representation of a pre-existing
world; and yet, these simulations continue to generate all too real performative
effects that operate on the brain-bodies of homo mimetics—and quite conta-
giously so. In the wake of artificial intelligence (AI) revolutions in which chat-
bots effectively simulate human language (GPT-4 being the latest version as I
write), the risk that homo mimeticus 2.0 will be increasingly dispossessed of its al-
ready limited agentic control over an ego that is not one but is a phantom ego in-
stead will increase exponentially in the years to follow: from deepfakes to digital
avatars, chatbots simulating human logos to simulacra generating all too human
pathos, it should be clear to all by now that mimesis, understood in its plural
manifestations that go beyond realism, is back—with a hypermimetic vengeance.

It is thus urgent to open up a new transdisciplinary field to study the insidi-
ous ways in which new Al phantoms driven by increasingly effective algorithms
will take advantage of humans’ all too mimetic tendency to believe phantoms
that dispossess them of an already limited agentic control over a phantom ego.
The proliferation of Al simulations that increasingly assume human roles, from
the workspace to education, entertainment to politics is thus calling for new
diagnostics of “posthuman mimesis” that are already underway animating homo
mimeticus 2.0.” They shall also continue to inform the plastic metamorphoses of
Homo Mimeticus 111, both consciously and, more often, unconsciously so. This
leads us to the third and, for the moment, last conceptual ring in the chain we
inscribe in the network of mimetic studies.

Third Arrow: The Mimetic Unconscious

For along time, the unconscious has been limited to Freud’s discovery. Still, his-
torians of psychoanalysis have now confirmed that this concept has a long-ne-
glected history that intersects productively with mimetic studies. Genealogical
lenses reveal, in fact, that well before Freud, a number of philosophical physicians
were sensitive to the involuntary nature of imitation rooted in an unconscious
that is physiological, embodied, relational, and thus social in orientation. If this
immanent unconscious has been mostly forgotten in the past Freudian century,
under different names—be it cognitive, cerebral, or as we call, it mimetic—it is
currently returning to the forefront of post-Freudian theoretical discussions in
the present century.

This re-turn is, in many ways, long overdue. In the wake of influential

critiques of the “repressive hypothesis” (Foucault 1976, 23-67) redoubled by
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equally influential “anti-Oedipal” critiques of the unconscious staged within
a familial and rather “classical order of representation” (Deleuze and Guattari
2008, 62), the mimetic unconscious has been waiting to reemerge from the
shadow of Oedipus for quite some time. This is especially evident in theorists
like Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari who rightly critique Freud for not seeing
what a previous pre-Freudian tradition saw very well: namely, that “the uncon-
scious itself is essentially a crowd” (2008, 33) traversed by what they call, follow-
ing pioneer of mimetic studies Gabriel Tarde, “flows of microimitation” (241).
Hence their claim that “imitation is the propagation of a flow” (241). In the wake
of these and other feminist, queer, post-feminist critiques, it is somewhat sur-
prising that whenever the question of the unconscious is concerned, scholars
in the humanities tend to routinely rely on Oedipal or quasi-Oedipal models
rooted in patriarchal myths or repressive legends.

The problem with legends is that they do not need to be historically true to
continue informing or disinforming the public imagination. As the historian of
psychology Henry Ellenberger has shown, the mythic appeal of the “Freudian
Legend” (1970, 547) rests on the romantic myth of a single heroic figure that
overcomes insurmountable resistances to access the repressed truth of his
Ocdipal desires. This is a legend that had the power to impress many in the past
century. Its mimetic effect was subsequently redoubled as influential successors
generated influential repetitions with linguistic differences that cast an imagi-
nary spell on generations spell-bound by the linguistic turn. As Mikkel Borch-
Jacobsen has convincingly shown in a series of books genealogically entangled
with mimetic studies, psychoanalysis—in both its Freudian and Lacanian vari-
ants—was born out of the initial fascination with and subsequent foreclosure of
“affective mimesis” (1991, 70).* While not repressed in the Freudian sense, it is
this affective-hypnotic-suggestive—and we should now add—neuronal mimesis
that now re-turns onto the theoretical scene. The mimetic turn, in many ways,
entails a genealogical re-turn to the hypnotic-affective-contagious tradition of
the mimetic unconscious that does not have dreams but mirroring reflexes as
a via regia. While the Oedipal/repressive hypothesis has come under severe at-
tacks in recent years, untimely theoretical figures now allow us to leap ahead
to recent discoveries, or rather, rediscoveries of mirroring principles they had
anticipated in the first place.

Such serendipitous genealogical connections will be pursued in more detail
in the Coda to this volume. A brief anecdote will suffice here. We were honored
to have the neuroscientist Vittorio Gallese as a keynote speaker for the confer-
ence at the origins of this volume. Along with Giacomo Rizzolatti, Gallese was
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part of the team in Parma who discovered mirror neurons in the early 1990s. He
has since developed a theory of “embodied simulation” (Gallese 2017) with sig-
nificant implications for aesthetics, the phenomenology of intersubjectivity, and
the humanities in general.” The talk, titled “Narrative as Body,” was a success. It
drew a large virtual public eager for new dialogic connections between the neu-
rosciences and the humanities that go beyond ossified nature—culture divides.

Right after his presentation, I sent Gallese a personal email of thanks and
took the occasion to mention why I got interested in mirror neurons in the first
place.® Genealogical lenses reveal that Nietzsche, in aphorism 142 of Daybreak
titled “Empathy [Mitempfindung];” had actually anticipated the theory of embod-
ied simulation. As I showed in 7he Phantom of the Ego, he did so via a phenom-
enological account of unconscious mirroring reflexes that blur the boundaries
between self and other generating a sym-pathos (feeling with) at play in empathy
and other shared affective experiences, including aesthetic experiences (Lawtoo
2013, 38-43). This was thus the ideal occasion to hear the response from one of
the participants in what many consider a revolutionary scientific discovery.

The response was genealogically illuminating. Revealing his philosophical
knowledge, Gallese not only confirmed he was familiar with that specific section
of Daybreak; he was also happy to confirm that it describes “something similar
to embodied simulation” as he specified: “it prefigures the inner imitation [in-
nere Nachahmung] of [ Theodor] Lipps.” Lipps had indeed been the figure that,
along with Nietzsche, had been originally convoked to account for this mimetic
reflex.” The mirroring effects of this genealogical connection were striking. A
scholar of mimesis can only dream of such a specific intellectual correspond-
ence. Gallese himself concluded: “Impressive! There is nothing that is really
new!” [Non cé mai nulla di veramente nuovo!).

For those afraid that the neurosciences are anxious to replace the human-
ities, this genealogical anecdote suggests that there is no need to worry. In this
case, the opposite is true: science can draw sustenance from the long tradition in
the humanities that precedes it, paves the way for it, and, sometimes, anticipates
revolutionary discoveries. Independently of the controversies mirror neurons
generated and will continue to generate, it is becoming uncontroversial to claim
that humans are eminently social creatures who resonate with other humans
and nonhumans. As sociologist Hartmut Rosa puts it, the discovery of mirror
neurons “does not necessarily lead to a kind of scientific neuro-reductionism
that traces all consciousness, communication, and social processes back to neu-
rological processes” (2019, 150). On the contrary, these processes introduce
intersubjective resonances that arguably gave birth to Homo sapiens, are not
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deterministic in their reciprocal orientation, and can both be “obstructed” from
a critical distance and “amplified” (151) with pathos to generate broader societal
transformations. The new relational concept of resonance, in other words, is not
only a new conceptual mask of mimesis; it also rests on similar intersubjective,
affective, and mirroring presuppositions that will have to be explored in more
detail in Homo Mimeticus I11.**

Hence the need for mimetic studies to deepen genealogical connections
between philosophy and neuroscience, untimely discoveries and timely (re)dis-
coveries in order to go beyond body-brain dualisms we shall return to in the di-
alogue with Gallese that concludes the volume. In the end, what Gallese suggests
is an insight valuable for mimetic studies more generally: rather than making
radical claims about one’s originality in a way characteristic of previous mimetic
theories, it is more productive to step back to untimely predecessors who may
have been marginalized, yet open up paths on the long journey of homo mimeti-
cus that deserve to be pursed in the present. In the process, contributors pick up
conceptual arrows from the past in order to propel them further into the future.
Let us take a look at the virtues internal to these paths and arrows.

Virtues for Homo Mimeticus

The mimetic turn aims to be innovative and forward oriented. Still, a modesty
in genealogical matters cautions us against claiming that the re-turns to homo
mimeticus operate a full-blown paradigm shift in theorizations of mimesis—at
least not in Thomas Kuhn’s sense of “scientific revolution” (Kuhn 1996). In fact,
for Kuhn, who theorized the latter in the first place, such a shift entails a radical
break with previous theories that are “replaced” and rendered “incommensura-
ble” with the new theory. Such epistemic breaks characteristic of scientific rev-
olutions, for Kuhn, find in figures like Kepler, Newton, and Einstein their para-
digmatic examples in the hard sciences. These are of course exemplary thinkers
still worthy of imitation. Already for the moderns, they generated imitations
that went beyond nature and culture oppositions.

Given the imitative tendencies of Homo sapiens, we can thus understand
that it has been tempting for humanists of the past to align themselves with
grand paradigmatic shifts operated by the like of Kepler and Darwin—the case
of Freud as the self-proclaimed “Darwin of psychology” comes to mind."* More
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recently, among mimetic theorists, René Girard played with the same zopos as he
considered that despite his theological focus on Christ as the ultimate scapegoat
he operated, paradoxically, within a “Darwinian perspective” (2007, 96). This
led him to accept Michel Serres’ denomination of “Darwin of the human scienc-
es” with an immodest, “why not?” (2007, 96)—perhaps unsurprisingly so, given
the numerous affinities between Girard and Freud.*

Renaissance of Grandissimi Esempli

Mimetic studies is rooted in a-theological foundations very much in line with
both evolutionary theory and more recent epigenetic developments in the bio-
logical sciences we shall return to in volume 3; yet it chooses an alternative path
in line with a different attitude and ezhos. In fact, genealogical lenses on the long
and complex history of mimesis urge theorists of the present to cultivate “the
virtue of modesty” (Nietzsche 1997, 17)—Nietzsche’s advice in volume 1 comes
to mind. For this reason, we opted for stressing re-turns to mimesis that propose
not so much a paradigm shift but, rather, a paradigmatic shift of emphasis or,
better, of perspective. If a revolutionary break might sometimes (very rarely) take
place in the hard sciences, we argue that the humanities benefit from shifts of
emphasis that retain selective continuities with the past to foreground perspec-
tival changes—sometimes quite radical ones—in the present and future.

There is much to be learned from the past, but there is also much to add
to it. While shifting perspective from dominant accounts of aesthetic realism
to the fundamental philosophical, but also anthropo-logical, psycho-logical,
neuro-logical realization that humans imitate with their brains as much as with
their bodies, individually as well as collectively, subjectively as well as techno-
logically, contributors trace genealogical continuities with exemplary theories
of mimesis of the past that serve not only as models to passively imitate. Rather,
they can inspire contemporary practitioners of good Eris to go further than
they did in a spirit of agonistic gratitude—what William Connolly also calls
“agonistic respect” informing relations of “affective modes of communication”
with “Double[s]” (2022, 123, 112) not far from home. Hence the importance
of stepping back, selectively, to influential precursors in view of pushing against
their shoulders to provide new conceptual foundations, reorient the field, and
open up new areas of inquiry to be pursued in the future.

A field called mimetic studies could not fail to realize the importance of
imitation, not only as an object of study but also as a problematic that informs
the all too human subject of study. While a romantic anxiety of influence made
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it sometimes difficult for modern and contemporary theorists to acknowledge
influential models, or precursors, whose traces are erased via what we call roman-
tic agonism, the chapters that follow recuperate a pre-Romantic awareness of the
importance of models to imitate with an agonistic difference characteristic of
mimetic agonism. After the Greek agonal period recuperated by Burckhardt and
Nietzsche, this agonistic culture finds, perhaps, in the Renaissance some of its
most influential representatives. This was already suggested in the reference to
Montaigne in the Introduction as a key genealogical link between the ancients
and the moderns in matters of patho(-)logies.

After the Greeks, it is arguably in the Renaissance that key figures in mi-
metic studies find the theoretical éaz that propels this field into the future. This
should not come as a surprise. After all, it is in the Renaissance that the Greek
immanent spirit was reborn as philosophical and literary texts were rediscov-
ered, including the Homeric poem with which we started. As Henry Dicks also
notes in his contribution to this volume, in this period we witness a shift from a
“theomimetic” conception of mimesis based on the imitation of God that dom-
inated the medieval period toward an “anthropomimetic” tradition predicated
on the “imitation of the ‘most excellent’ being in nature, namely man”. This does
not mean we should limit mimetic studies to anthropocentrism for nature will
become a source of imitation as well. To confirm this genealogical shift of per-
spective that, in different, often imperceptible ways, informs many essays that
follow, paving the way for “posthumanist,” “planetary” and “biomimetic revolu-
tions” already underway,' let us thus engage with another renaissance thinker of
mimesis who is deeply aware of the virtue of imitating what he called the “great-
est examples” (Machiavelli 2020, 17), including, of course, Homeric examples.'

That Machiavelli has Homer in mind is clear, but what hero should be taken
as example to imitate is less so. In chapter 18 of The Prince, in fact, Machiavelli out-
lines two methods of fighting that go beyond human and animal qualities. Ideally,
if all men were “good,” properly human means of fighting should operate by “law;”
but since humans are a “sad lot” for Machiavelli, he advises the prince that it is
necessary to fight by “force” (2020, 55) as well. The explicit example of this duality
is, indeed, Achilles who “was sent to be reared by Chiron, the centaur,” a mythic
figure whose human-animal duality embodies Machiavelli’s principle that “the
prince must know how to make a good use of the beast as well as the man” (55).

The beast, however, is already double and opens up an ambivalence in the
Homeric example in question. Thus, Machiavelli famously specifies that the
prince must choose to imitate both “the fox and the lion” for it is “necessary
to be a fox to recognize traps and a lion to frighten off the wolfs” (55). Both
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qualities, he later specifies, the prince “must imitate [necessarie imitare]” (62).
This is an indication that not only foregrounds the centrality of mimesis in learn-
ing and education along classical humanistic lines; it also anticipates a type of
mimesis that goes beyond culture and nature. The examples of the fox and the
lion, in fact, trouble the binary dividing human from non-human animals; they
also place the latter as models endowed with animal instincts for humans to imi-
tate culturally, but also by drawing on the “beast” in them.” Now, if the force of
the lion is an attribute characteristic of wrathful Achilles that is not deprived of
violent pathological implications, it seems that it is the patho-/ogical cunning of
Odysseus Machiavelli has in mind as he speaks of the cunning of the fox."

Interestingly for Machiavelli, the fox’s cunning method of deception is ex-
plicitly based on chameleon-like qualities of “pretense” that are partially lost in
translation; yet, once they are rendered in the original color of “simulation,” they
turn out to be well known to mimetic studies. As Machiavelli puts it: “The man
who enjoyed the greatest success was the one who knew best how to use the fox.
But it is necessary to know how to do a good job of coloring [colorire] over this
character, and to be good pretender and dissembler [gran simulatore e dissim-
ulatore]” (56). Simulation and dissimulation are indeed not only the specialty
of a mythic hero who is “no one [outis]” and is thus endowed with “cunning’
[métis]—an intentional and playful homophony that performs the cunning of a
grand simulatore also called Odysseus we shall return to."” Both simulation and
dissimulation that color this character are also, and above all, eminent mimetic
qualities Machiavelli considers worthy of emulation. Mimesis of mimesis via a
paradigmatic mimetic example: this is, in a nutshell, the formula that emerges
from the patho(-)logical examples Machiavelli convokes from antiquity. Which
also means that if we further their paths from antiquity to the Renaissance into
the present a discerning evaluation of both the pathos and the logos still worthy
of imitation today is required.

If these mythic examples come from the past, with some caution, we can
still pick up their conceptual arrows of knowledge in the present to shoot them
further into the future. Here is how Niccold Machiavelli describes the process of
creation based on the imitation of grandissimi esempli in chapter 6 of The Prince
that paves the way for the examples we have just discussed:

Since men almost always walk along the paths beaten by others and
proceed to act by imitating them [e procedendo con le azioni loro nelle
imitazioni] and since they cannot always stay on others’ paths or attain
the level of skill [virtit] of those you imitate [# imiti], a prudent man
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[sic] should always enter the paths beaten by great men [sic] and imi-
tate those who were the very best, so that, if his [sic] own talent (virzit)
does not measure up to theirs, at least it will give off something of its

odor. (2020, 17)

Prudence is indeed an underrated quality of the mimetic fox with the power to
supplement the brute force of the lion. What was true of theoretical virtue for
a Renaissance theorist like Machiavelli who imitated ancient models to address
modern transformations, might still hold true for theoretical virtue in mimetic
studies prudently addressing contemporary metamorphoses—provided we un-
derstand what the connection between “imitation” and “virtue” actually entails.
As Nietzsche reminds us via an interrogation that finds inspiration in past vir-
tues while being aimed, like an arrow, toward future readers: “how to nourish
yourself so as to attain your maximum of strength, of vz in the Renaissance
style, of moraline-free virtue?” (1980, 52). Let us find out by considering the
mimetic paths re-turning to Renaissance virtues.

Paths for Renaissance Virtues

With the untranslatable concept of virzz (Italian translation of the Greek arete)
Machiavelli certainly does not mean a moral virtue predicated on the imitation
of Christian figures. Neither does he suggest imitating the character or soul of
these models themselves, via what a Roman and later Romantic tradition called
“sublimity” understood as “the echo of a great soul” (Pseudo-Longinus 2005,
IX: 98). Rather, the focus of imitation is directed at the “actions” [azioni] of
exemplary models endowed with a type of excellence, strength, or skill [virzs]
trained via a plurality of crafts or, as Henry Staten calls them, “technai.”™

Not unlike techne, virt as Machiavelli understands it, is immanent, em-
bodied, practical, and material in its orientation. It is thus the technical excel-
lence internal to the actions of exemplary figures that is the object of imitation,
not the moral character or soul of the exemplar. If we apply technical virtue to
the art of reading central to the theory we pursue, we can already see that the
metaphor of walking along a path opened up by predecessors remains down to
carth, allows for movement, and provides the re-turns to mimesis with an imma-
nent goal or telos; it also strays from passive notions of imitation, for following
up on a path presupposes an ability to walk with one’s own legs in order to travel
further. As Nietzsche will later put it in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, ““One repays a
teacher poorly if one always remains only a student™ (2008, 68).
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What is the relation then, between imitation, vir#i, and the type of fu-
ture-oriented innovation that mimetic studies aims to foster? Again, let us be
ambitiously modest and follow up on the paths opened up by worthy predeces-
sors. This entails looking for secret passages that have been left untrodden for
decades, or perhaps centuries, yet might provide shortcuts that allow long-dis-
tance runners to leap ahead into the present. In the process, we might even open
up new paths of our own—or, to switch metaphor, pick up arrows of predeces-
sors and shoot them high up in order to reach distant targets.

The Sweet Note of an Ancient Bow

This is, indeed, what Machiavelli also suggests, albeit between metaphoric lines
in need of strong interpretations. In fact, he abruptly shifts metaphor from a
“path” to a “bow” to give speed and intensity to a conceptual arrow. He does
so in view of describing the action of what he calls a “prudent archer” whose
exemplary virtue worthy of imitation might help us propel the re-turns to homo
mimeticus further into the future. Here is how the passage continues:

And he [sic] will do what prudent archers do when the spot they want
to hit seems too far away: knowing the strength [vir#it] of their bow,
they aim much higher than the target they have chosen, not because
they expect their arrow to reach such a height, but to be able to hit
their target by aiming above it. (Machiavelli 2020, 17)

Prudent archers must imitate the prudence of the fox if they expect their arrow to
reach a distant target in space and, perhaps, in time as well. In its future-oriented
trajectory, this image captures nothingless than the gesture we aspire to reproduce:
if we aimed high in mapping the new transdisciplinary field of mimetic studies, we
also adopted a modest position by prudently following ancient paths first breached
by exemplary predecessors that traverse the history of culture. This also means that
from different angles, contributors to this volume, by training and exercise, “know
the virts of their bow.” From excellence to skill, techne to strength, power to will to
power, the virtit we imitate actively from exemplary theoretical actions of the past
rests on the intimate “knowledge” of how far we can stretch the bow of knowledge.

Inspired by fox-like figures whose journey home (noszos) already oriented
volume 1, Machiavelli’s double metaphors of the path and the bow account for
the virtue of an imitation that is already yours. Notice, in fact, the narrative shift
from the diegetic and gendered-biased “he” to the mimetic and gender-balanced
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“you” [tu imiti], perhaps to performatively induce a virtuoso imitation in the
Prince he is addressing and, at one further remove, in you, the reader, as well.
What is certain is that this Renaissance spirit will continue to animate the ac-
tions promoted in the Homo Mimeticus trilogy. The conceptual arrows that fol-
low are thus shot high, not to reach the world of ideas located in imaginary
worlds behind the world. Rather, they are shot high for the practice of mimetic
agon re-turns to grandissimi esempli to further their thoughts and reach new
targets down to earth. Our goal, as the double metaphor suggests, is thus both
modest and ambitious: modest because we follow up on the paths of exempla-
ry models; ambitious because we shoot high to explore new paths for mimetic
studies to come.

In the end, having picked up the arrow of mimesis, we needed a strong bow
to shoot it further. And what bow could be stronger than an ancient mythic
bow central to a long journey home with which we started? Remember that in
the Odyssey, after the Phaeacians ship Odysseus back to Ithaca overnight, having
(almost) re-turned home, he engages in what his son Telemachus calls the “con-
test of the bow” (Homer 2020, 21.112). Penelope, in fact, challenges the suitors
to string Odysseus’s old bow and shoot an arrow through twelve axles. A final
agon is thus staged at the end of a long journey home. All the suitors engaged
in the agon naturally fail to even string the bow. Only Telemachus comes rather
close, paving the way for the protean “Foreigner,” “dressed as a beggar,” lord of
camouflage tricks who espoused prudence as a virtue. The colors changed by the
prudent simulation; the agonistic spirit remains unchanged.

To narrate this special dramatic moment, Homer convokes a musical lan-
guage that is inspired by Apollo. That is, the god of archery, but also, as we know,
the god of music. Here is how an inspiring voice tied to a long chain that goes
from Apollo to the Muses, reaching via Homeric rhapsodes to a magnetized au-
dience and readership tells, or rather sings, the story:

So he had tricked [polymeétis] them all.
After examining the mighty bow
Carefully, inch by inch—as easily
As an experienced musician [aoidés] stretches
A sheep-gut string around a lyre’s peg
And makes it fast—Odysseus, with case,
Strung the great bow. He held it in his right hand
And plucked the string, which sang like a swallow-song [chelidoni ei-
kelé auden),
A clear sweet note. (21.406-413)*
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The final trick of this figure of many turns who is no(t) one is, of course, a mi-
metic trick: it consists in turning the bow into a lyre, and, conversely, the lyre
into a bow. The string of the lyre inspired by the Muse is thus entangled with the
string of the bow at play in the agon, just as the fox cannot be entirely dissociated
from the lion, or the discus from the bow. Together, they generate patho(-)logies
that still need to be disentangled, for the pathos of the bow and the violence it
generates is not the same as the pathos of the lyre and the agonistic contest of
which it is part. And yet, at the instant in which Odysseus’ destiny, after twenty
years of navigation, is about to turn, they are paradoxically joined in a single
string. And it is this double string that strikes the note of a return home. For is it
an accident that this “singing” (azese) marks precisely the re-turns of “swallows”
(chelidoni)? That is, migratory birds par excellence whose collective journey al-
ways leads them back home, in the end.

And so, from different perspectives, in a virtuoso reenactment of an ancient
agon, contributors joined forces, drew back their arms, and aimed high. The ar-
row, not unlike the discus that preceded it, went humming on its course, from an-
tiquity to modernity, reaching into the present—and mimesis re-turned to regain
its ancient power, or pathos. If you listen carefully in the pages that follow, perhaps
you can still hear the distant echo of this humming resounding—in the chorus of
voices singing swallow-songs, propelling homo mimeticus toward the future.

A strong bow,

A virtuous string,

A clear sweet note.

Notes

1 In “Homer’s Contest” Nietzsche specifies that the focus of the agon is not on the individual
genius who creates in (romantic) isolation. Rather, the focus is on “several geniuses, who
incite each other to reciprocal action as they keep each other within the limits of measure”
(1996, 5). For a detailed and penetrating discussion of agonism in Nietzsche see Siemens
2021; for the difference between mimetic rivalry and mimetic agonism see Lawtoo 2023,
45-57.

2 As Emily Wilson notes, by 566 BC the civic/religious festival of the Panathenaia was insti-
tuted “which included a poetic competition featuring performances of the Homeric poems”
(2020, xviii). For an account of Plato’s quarrel with Homer in the context of an agonistic
“oral culture” see Havelock 1963, 61-86, 134—164. See also Borch-Jacobsen’s chapter in
this volume.

3 For a compelling reading of this Homeric scene by an ally in mimetic studies see also Cavare-
ro 2000, 17-31.
4 See also Kehoane and Kuling who pursue the patho(-)logical diagnostic of homo mimeticus

in this volume.
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The editors warmly thank Michaela for using her inimitable zechne to perform this spiraling
gesture.

For Jane Bennett’s first engagement with mimesis via the mediation of Lacoue-Labarthe and
Lawtoo, see Bennett 2017; in her more recent work, Bennett develops a conception of the
“porous I” or ego open to a “mimetic” sympathy (Bennett 2020) that is genealogically and
productively entangled with mimetic studies (see Lawtoo 2022, 255-275).

See Lawtoo ed. 2024 as well as Hayles and Lawtoo 2022.

Furthering insights internal to key rings in the chain of mimetic studies (most notably, Gi-
rard and Lacoue-Labarthe), Borch-Jacobsen also supplements a psychological tradition at-
tentive to hypnosis to the mimetic turn. See Borch-Jabcobsen 1992. For a further genealog-
ical link between Nietzsche, Freud, and Girard, see Lawtoo 2023, 81 =100, 129-135. For a
return of attention to identification as central to both the feeling (or pathos) of attachment
in art “which is not the opposite of critical or reflective thought” (or distance) see Felski
2020, 83,79-120.

For a rich study on the role of embodied simulation in film, see Gallese and Guerra.

The following quotes are from an email communication between Gallese and Lawtoo,
22 April 2022.

See Lawtoo 2013, 257. For a re-evaluation of Lipps theory of empathy from a perspective
on homo aestheticus that resonates productively both with homo mimeticus and embodied
simulation, see Dissanayake 1992, 140-157.

While the connections between mimetic studies and resonance theory are many a point of
divergence could be the following: for Rosa “resonance” is the “solution” to the pathologies
of modernity and the “acceleration” it entails (Rosa 2019, 1); a long genealogy in mimetic
studies reminds us that there are pathological resonances just as there are mimetic patholo-
gies. For a chapter that pursues the links between resonance and mimesis see Mathijs Peters’
contribution in Homo Mimeticus I11.

For an informed historical reframing of Freud’s “sclf-canonization” as the “Darwin of psy-
chology,” see Borch-Jacobsen and Shamdasani 2021, 1-24.

See Lawtoo 2023a, 33-80.

See Lawtoo ed. 2024; Connolly 2017; and Dicks 2023.

As Peter Ahrensdorf notes: “even though Machiavelli never explicitly mentions Homer in
the Prince, he unmistakably singles out Homer for praise as a fellow, effective, teacher of
princes” (2016, 15); specifically “through the example of Achilles” he stresses “the impor-
tance of imitating the harsher qualities of beasts and not simply the finer qualities of men”
(15-16). Let us take a closer look.

In Homo Mimeticus IIT we shall return to a mimesis that goes beyond nature and culture via
contemporary developments in epigenetics.

Registering this implicit shift of examples to “imitate;” Ahrensdorf also notes that “the
Homeric hero who excels at deception is Odysseus himself” (2016, 22) and proceeds to
indicate that “Odysseus also exhibits a leonine ferocity against his enemies” (22), a point
that confirms the patho(-)logical double sides of homo mimeticus. See also Ahrensdorf 2016,
23-29.

As Jean-Pierre Vernant points out: “the two syllables ox-#is can be replaced as another way of
saying métis. In Greek on and mé are the two forms for negation, but if ox#is means no one,
métis designates deception [ruse]” (2007, 80; my transl.).
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20 See chapter 2 in this volume. For a more general account of the way a “mimetic tradition”
can store technical skills learned by “pure imitation” across generations, from tool making
onward, informing a techne theory that goes from Plato to Kafka, see also Staten 2019, 77.

21 The editors thank Carlos Carvalhar for his assistance in checking Wilson’s excellent but free
translation of The Odyssey against the Greek original version for this crucial passage.
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PART 1

RE-FRAMINGS OF
CLASSICAL MIMESIS






CHAPTER 1
PLATO ON FACEBOOK

Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen

Socrates: Of the many excellences which I perceive in the order of our
state, there is none which upon reflection pleases me better than the
rule about Internet.

Glaucon: To what do you refer?

Socrates: To our refusal to admit the memetic kind of media, for it cer-
tainly ought not to be received ... Speaking in confidence, for you will
not denounce me to Facebook and the rest of the memetic networks,
all memes are made to contaminate the thinking (dianoia) of the hea-
rers, unless as an antidote (pharmakon) they possess the knowledge of
their true nature.

We must think the present, Hannah Arendt (1961) admonished in the preface
to her collection of exercises in political thought, Between Past and Future. We
must think the present because thought is born of the event, of what happens to
us here and now.

Her present was, of course, totalitarianism, which she defined as a totally
new political regime, different as much from the various forms of tyranny as
from democracy. No regime until then had completely abolished the differences
around which the Polis is organized and articulated. Democracy, in particular,
rests on the explicit recognition of the division of society—horizontal division
between parties, classes, and opinions, vertical division between the people,
demos, and its representatives. In contrast, totalitarianism, whether Nazi or
Stalinist, was characterized according to Arendt by a unification and homogeni-
zation of society through the imposition of an ideology, by which she meant the
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logical coherence of an idea, of a grand omni-explicative narrative that was made
real, literally, through terror. Anything that contradicted the cohesion of the
Germanic Volksgemeinschaft or of the classless society was physically eliminated,
whether it be “inferior races” or “moribund classes.” It did not matter whether
this ideological narrative corresponded to reality or not, since reality itself could
be shaped in the image of the narrative, with death or re-education camps, autos-
da-fe, or cultural revolution. Minds, likewise, were formed and informed by a
centralized and omnipresent propaganda that disseminated the narrative to the
masses using all the means of mass communication available at the time—press,
radio, cinema, not to mention art and literature.

Our present is no longer that one, even if truly totalitarian regimes have
appeared since the time of Hannah Arendt, such as Maoist China, the Khmer
Rouge, or the Islamic State. What we are witnessing today is the rise of pop-
ulisms. They too are characterized by a will to abolish the division of society
in favor of a people that is one, united, unanimous, except that this will, un-
like what happened in totalitarian regimes, arises from within democracy it-
self. Populism is often seen as a threat to democracy, but we forget that it is its
staunch defender. Populism, whether of the right or the left, does not want less,
but more democracy, and a more direct one, more referendum-based, more rep-
resentative of the demos: “Stop the steal!” “Take back control!” Populism wants
to get rid of all the mediations that separate the people from itself—political or
trade union representatives, governmental institutions, media outlets, experts,
lobbies, Eurocrats, all accused of deciding in place of the people, without the
people, and behind its back: “Drain the swamp!” Hence the propensity of pop-
ulist movements to give credence to the most outlandish conspiracy theories,
insofar as any official discourse or narrative necessarily becomes suspect since
it is distant and therefore opaque, non-transparent. The criterion of truth is no
longer the consensus of experts on a “matter of fact,” but the proximity of the
people to itself: “It’s true because my neighbor or my cousin told me so, and I
believe it precisely because the elites say the opposite and see it as a baseless fic-
tion.” In a dizzying reversal, the rumor becomes truer than the best-established
fact because that fact has been established by witnesses who cannot be trusted.
Welcome to the world of “alternative facts” and “post-truth.”

We sce the difference with totalitarianism and its regime of truth: where-
as totalitarian propaganda formed unanimous masses by imposing on them a
top-down Single Narrative that was supposed to be truer than reality, populisms
achieve the same result by the proliferation of narratives and rumors that spread
from one person to another, in a rhizomatic and horizontal way. And if they
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achieve this so easily, it is because proximity has taken on a whole new mean-
ing with these novel forms of mass communication that are electronic social
networks, Facebook, Twitter/X, TikTok, and so on. In the past, rumors were
limited to small, word-of-mouth social networks, such as congregations, neigh-
borhoods, or professional circles. Today, they are shared “virally” by millions of
people who are all “friends” or “followers” of one another, all united in a single
rejection of the lies that are the official truths. That these rumors are sometimes
launched or retweeted by the head of state himself does not change anything,
insofar as he presents himself as the first and closest “friend” of his millions of
“followers” and denounces the actions of the “deep state” and the cabal of pedo-
philes of which he is both the victim and the slayer. The populist demagogue,
unlike the charismatic leader of totalitarian regimes, is a deconstructor of state
and truth, a clown who ridicules his office to be closer to us, his “base.” He is like
us, and we are like him, “We the people.”

So, this is what we need to think through, this electronic sociality and this
politics of “post-truth” that seem to us to destroy at its base the social and epis-
temic contract on which democratic life is based. How is this reversal of truth
into falsechood and falsehood into truth even possible? How can enlightened
and law-abiding citizens be transformed overnight into an irrational, emotional,
violent, insurrectional mob? Obviously, it is not on the side of modern philos-
ophies of the social contract that one should look for an answer since it is pre-
cisely this contract that populisms shatter. I propose therefore to go back to the
past, as Hannah Arendt always did, and more particularly to Plato, the father of
political philosophy, to find the means to understand our present.

Plato’s great text on social networks is the Joz. Ion, in the dialogue that bears his
name, is a rhapsode, that is, a professional reciter of Homeric poetry. Rhapsodes,
dressed in sumptuous red costumes, would recite or, better, perform, mime pas-
sages from Homer, Hesiod, or Archilochus (these being often in the direct style,
the recitation of rhapsodes came necessarily close to acting). Rhapsodes often
contended for prizes at the rhapsodic contests held during the religious festivi-
ties of Greek cities, such as the Athenian Panathenaic Games. For context, let’s
recall that these festivals, like the Great Dionysias during which tragic contests
were held in Athens, were civic events which gathered all the residents, male and
female, except for the slaves (Plato, in the loz, speaks of an audience of 20,000
people). The citizens communed there in the ritual recall of the great stories
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(murhoi) in which the poets, in particular Homer, the “father of Greece,” told
the divine and human origins of Hellas. In this still largely oral culture that was
Greece of the fifth century, rhapsody and the tragic theater were, literally, the
means of mass communication of the time, just like the recitation and memori-
zation of poetry was the essential instrument of education (paideia).!

So, one day Socrates meets Ion in the street. Ion has just returned from the
festival of Epidaurus where he has won the first prize by reciting Homer. For Ion
is specialized in the interpretation (hermencia) of Homer, a bit like Laurence
Olivier was specialized in the interpretation of Shakespeare or Glenn Gould in
that of Bach. Socrates admits to him that he envies his profession (zechné), which
allows him to wear such beautiful clothes and especially to be the “interpreter of
the poet’s thought to those who listen,” which is “impossible unless one knows
just what the poet is saying (o#i legei)” (Ion 530c). Techné, which is translated
here as “profession” and elsewhere as “art) “craft” or “skill,” means more pre-
cisely the know-how of a specialist, the knowledge that allows someone to do
or make something, and only oze thing.* Socrates insists on this point, both in
the oz and in the Republic: “The deity has assigned to each separate profession
the power of knowing a particular occupation” (537c¢), so that the pilot does not
have the same techné as the doctor, the doctor does not have the same techné as
the carpenter, and so forth.

So how is it, Socrates then asks, that Ion can only interpret what Homer
says, his /ogos, and not what other poets say? Archilochus and Hesiod also talk
about divination and war, just like Homer, but Ion only knows how to talk about
it as Homer talks about it, by adopting his /exis. Ion is obliged to admit, he poet-
izes and rhapsodizes well only when it’s Homer who is in play. So, his art is not
the “techné of poetry taken as a whole” (532c) and it is not, Socrates explains to
him at some length, a zechné at all:

This gift you have of speaking well on Homer is not a techné; it is a
divine force (theia dunamis), impelling you like the power in the stone
Euripides called the magnet [...] This stone does not simply attract the
iron rings, just by themselves; it also imparts to the rings a force ena-
bling them to do the same thing as the stone itself, that is, to attract
another ring, so that sometimes a chain is formed, quite a long one,
of iron rings, suspended from one another. For all of them, however,
their force depends on that loadstone. Just so the Muse. She first makes
men inspired [entheous, enthusiasts], and then through the inspired
ones others share in the enthusiasm, and a chain is formed, for the epic



Plato on Facebook 61

poets, all the good ones, have their excellences, not from zechné, but are
inspired and possessed (kazechdmenoi). So it is also with the good lyric
poets; as the participants in the Corybantic rites are not in their senses
when they dance, so the lyric poets are not in their senses when they
make these lovely poems [...] they are seized with the Bacchic trans-

port and are possessed. (loz 533d-534a)

The poets, Socrates continues, are only “interpreters of the gods, each one pos-
sessed by the divinity to whom he is in bondage,” and the rhapsodes in their
turn are “interpreters of interpreters” (534e—535a), each one held by the poet
by whom they are possessed, before transmitting this enthusiasm to their public
(hermeneia, interpretation, also means transmission): “Well, do you see that the
spectator is the last of the rings I spoke of, which receives their force from one
another by virtue of the loadstone? You the rhapsode and actor (hupocrités), are
the middle ring, and the first one is the poet himself” (535¢-536a).?

Here is a chain, a social network through which a “divine force” is trans-
mitted from one person to the other, attaching them to each other. Now, what
is thus transmitted is not a content, a message, a divine /ogos; it is a very specific
state that allows the transmission, the magnetic contagion. Plato calls it enthu-
siasm (enthusiasmos), in other words the trance of possession (katokiché). The
poet, then the “rhapsode and actor,” then the public are all entheous, that is liter-
ally “en-godded”: they become the god (zheos), each one in its turn.

The reference to the Corybants and the Bacchants will help us understand
what Plato is talking about. The Corybants, or, more accurately, those who “act like
Corybants, celebrated rites (zeletai) intended to relieve people affected by what
Plato calls in Phaedrus the ritual or “telestic” madness (Phaedrus 265b). Phrygian
melodies attributed to the Silene Marsyas and his disciple Olympos, two figures of
the Dionysian pantheon, were played on the aulos, at which point the celebrants,
recognizing the god’s signal, would go into a trance and perform a furious dance
during which they imitated the behavior of the particular daimdn they were pos-
sessed by. In Laws, Plato thus mentions “the Bacchic dance and those who engage
in these dances that they mime (mimounthai) by evoking, it is claimed, Nymphs,
Pans, Silenes and drunken Satyrs, in certain rituals of purification (katharmoi) and
initiation (zeletai)” (Laws 815c). The corybantic ritual to which Plato compares
the enthusiasm of poets, rhapsodes, actors and their audiences consisted therefore
in a spectacular mimésis during which the celebrants literally, identified with the
divine force that agitated them and thus found a “cathartic” deliverance and puri-
fication—this is the term used by Aristotle in an identical context (Politics 1342a).
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The magnetic chain or network of the oz is a mimetic chain or network
where each one joins in turn in the dance to become an other, the same as an-
other. Hence its contagious, viral character: behind the dances of the Corybants
loom the ritual choreas of the Bacchants, these ecstatic orgies of women of
which poor Pentheus, in the tragedy of Euripides, say that they spread “like a
fire” (Bacchae 778). The mimetic pull of the dance/trance of possession is prop-
erly irresistible (one is reminded of the medieval dances of Saint Vitus in which
Nietzsche and his friend Erwin Rhode saw a return of the Dionysiac, or again
of the epidemics of demonic possession of Loudun, Louviers, and Morzine).
What Plato describes here is exactly what others, at the turn of the 19th and
20th centuries, would call variously “psychic contagion,” “collective hysteria,” or
“crowd psychology,” all phenomena characterized by a subjective malleability
and a contamination— “imitative” in nature said Gabriel Tarde, “identificatory”
said Sigmund Freud—between individuals. Needless to say, these phenomena
are now the affective/infective subject matter of mimetic studies as well.

As a matter of fact, the enthusiasm that is communicated from one to an-
other is not something that would be communicated; it is communication itself,
the receptivity to the other. Mimetic enthusiasm is communicative. When Ion
interprets, that is to say “transmits” Homer, it is not so much Homer who pos-
sesses him, it is the state of enthusiasm that had allowed Homer to be possessed,
inspired by his characters and that now allows him too, Ion, to play the roles of
Andromache, Hecuba, or Priam by experiencing all their emotions before hav-
ing them be experienced in turn by his listeners: “Whenever I recite a tale of pity
(eleinon) Ton explains, “my eyes are filled with tears, and when it is one of terror
(phoberon) or dismay, my hair stands up on end with fear and my heart goes leap-
ing” (Zon 535c¢). (One will have recognized in passing the effect proper to trag-
edy according to Aristotle, the famous katharsis of fear, phobos, and pity, eleos.)

In Jon, Plato is content to describe this contagious force of poetic mimésis, even
qualifying it as divine. In the Republic, on the other hand, he firmly condemns it.
This is even, Socrates tells Glaucon at the very beginning of Book 10, the reason
why mimetic poetry had to be solemnly banned from the City: “Why, between
ourselves—for you will not betray me to the tragic poets and all other mimeti-
cians (mimetikous)—that kind seems to be a corruption of the minds of all the
listeners who do not have as an antidote (pharmakon) the knowledge of its real
nature” (Republic 595b). Socrates comes back to this a bit later:
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But we have not yet brought our chief accusation against poetry. Its
power to take possession (lambasthai),* with rare exceptions, of even
the better sort is surely the chief cause for alarm. [...] When we hear
Homer or some other of the makers of tragedy imitating one of the
heroes who is in grief and is delivering a long tirade in his lamentations
or chanting and beating his breast, you know that even the very best
of us feel pleasure and abandon ourselves. We follow him in genuine
sympathy, and we praise as an excellent poet the one who so to speak
puts us in the same state as his hero. (605¢-605d)

Notice that this sum-patheia, the feeling-with or com-passion, takes place when
we listen to “Homer or some other of the makers of tragedy imitating one of the
heroes who is in grief;” and so on. Not only does Plato quite simply identify the
epic poet and the tragic one (which in fact was common at the time: Aeschylus
was often quoted as saying that his tragedies were “slices of Homer’s banquet”),
but he stages them, literally, as rhapsodes or tragic actors playing roles in front
of us, the listeners. A little earlier, Plato had also used the verb “rhapsodize”
(rhapsédein) to describe Homer and Hesiod reciting their verses (600d). The
reason for this crushing of all differences between poets and performers is of
course that for him they are all interpreters, hermeneis, that is, enthused and
enthusing, magnetized and magnetizing, inspired and inspiring mimeticians.

Socrates then warns against this “sympathetic” contagion that makes the
passionate part of the soul (psuché) escape from the control of its rational part,
thus upsetting the hierarchical division of the soul, which echoes the hierarchi-
cal division of the City into distinct professions and skills (zechnai):

That part which is by nature best in us [...] relaxes its guard over this
plaintive part under the pretext that it is the spectator of another man’s
sufferings and there is no disgrace in praising and pitying someone else
who [...] abandons himself to excessive grief. Few people, I think, are
capable of reasoning that the enjoyment we derive from other people’s
experiences inevitably affect our own. For it’s not easy to restrain pity
in our own sufferings when we have nurtured it and made it strong
in those of others [...] And poetic mimésis has the same effect on us
with regard to sex and anger and all the other appetites and pains and
pleasures of the soul [...] For it nourishes and waters them when they

ought to be dried up. (606a-606d)



64

Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen

Poetic mimésis is an accelerator of passions, just like the modern algorithms of
Facebook or Twitter/X. It impassions us, affects us, infects us, and as such it has
a real power over us. Under its influence, we espouse the passions of others and
become properly irresponsible, uncontrollable, since we are no longer ourselves.
We should not believe therefore, Plato tells us, that it is a mere simulacrum, a
copy without reality that we could watch unharmed.

Yet this is what he had just stated a little earlier, when defining mimésis not
as “the imitation of what is as it is,” but as “the imitation of what appears (phain-
omenon) as it appears,” that is to say as a mere semblance or simulacrum (phan-

tasma) (598b). The passage is well known:

1. The God produces the Idea or Form (idea, ¢idos) of the bed, which is unique
and solely real.

2. 'The bed-maker (demiourgos klinés) “does not make anything real but some-
thing that is similar to what is without really being it” (597a); this is what
Plato calls elsewhere the image or copy (eikén), which is a resembling,
“eikastic” imitation (mimésis) of the original (Sophist 235d-236a).

3. 'The painter produces an “appearance,” a “semblance” of the manufactured
bed, that is what Plato calls here simply a mimésis and more specifically, in
the Sophist, a “phantastic” imitation (mimésis). (236b)

The painter, like “the maker of tragedies (#ragddopoios) [...] is in his nature three
removes from the king and truth, as are all other mimeticians” (Republic 597¢).
Thus, the Model, the copy, and the copy of the copy. Or, as Gilles Deleuze put it
in a famous essay on Plato: the Same, the Similar, and the Simulacrum.®

Itis at this ontological hierarchy that commentators usually stop, even when
they want to overturn it in a Nietzschean or Baudrillardian fashion: the mimetic
simulacrum or phantasm would have less being, it is said, than the Idea and its
exact copy, the good eikastic imitation. But why then would this pale phantom
be so dangerous, so politically dangerous that Socrates sees in the banishment of
mimetic poets the essential achievement of his plan for the Po/is (595a)? In fact,
the passage on the three beds is not so much about the being of imitations, good
or bad, as about the being, or better said, the identity of the imitator. Either the
craftsman, the demiourgos, always imitates the same model to always make or do
the same thing, in which case he has a zechné of his own that defines, identifies
him as a bed maker, a pilot, or a doctor. Or he is like the fantastic demiourgos
Socrates imagines, who can create anything by holding up a mirror to the world,
in which case he is a mimetician, that is, a polytechnician who has no techné of
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his own. “The painter;” says Socrates, “will paint us a cobbler, a carpenter, and
other craftsmen (demiourgous), though he himself has no knowledge of any of
these professions” (598c). Likewise for the makers of tragedy and their “father,
Homer,” of whom “some people tell us that these poets know all kinds of crafts
(technas)” (598d).

This is the reason why mimeticians are so dangerous: they imitate everyone,
thus destabilizing the strict division of roles and identities on which Socrates,
in Book 2, had founded the just City: “One man, one techné.” Worse still, the
mimeticians invite us to imitate their mimicry, to enter the dance of enthusiasm
and to become in our turn a ring in the mimetic chain or network. As Socrates
said, mimetic poetry corrupts “the minds of all the listeners who do not have as
an antidote (pharmakon) the knowledge of its real nature.”

This antidote is of course none other than the theory of Ideas, which allows
here to tie each techné, and thus also each craftsman to the unique and invar-
iable model to which they must conform (which they must imitate, in other
words). Platonic ontology is a politics of Ideas, a way to stabilize the division
of society by rigidly distributing skills and identities, and thus prevent the viral
proliferation of ideas, stories, and memes: “One Idea, one man, one zechné.” But
it should be noted that this ontology had first to be created, made (pozezos) and
even, very literally, fictionalized, since it is presented in Book 7 in the form of a
story (muthos), that of the Cave, and this within the larger narrative or myth that
is the Republic itself. It should be borne in mind that Socrates, in this dialogue,
“maps out,” as Glaucon puts it, “a City that is founded only in our words (logois),
for I think that it can be found nowhere on carth” (592a). Having “laid the foun-
dation of a city by words (26 logd)” (369¢), namely the “true principle” accord-
ing to which “it is impossible for one man to do the work of many professions
(technas)” (374a), Socrates proposes in Book 2 to create a body of “guardians”
to protect the City against internal as well as external violence. It will therefore
be necessary to train, that is, to educate, men having a character corresponding
to this zechné that will be, as we will learn subsequently, the zechné of the philos-
opher-kings: “Come, then, just as if we were telling stories or myths (nzutholo-
gountes) [...] let us educate these men in our discourse (/ogd)” (376d).

It turns out that this pedagogical Jogos is a discourse about the pedagogical
power of logos, more precisely of the stories (7uthoi) that one tells children. The
Grecek paideia was based on gymnastics for the body and mousiké, the art of
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the Muses, for the mind, the latter of which consisting largely in the oral, sung,
and sometimes danced recitation of the deeds of the Greek gods and heroes as
narrated by the poets. Now, Socrates explains, these stories told to children may
well be a fiction or a lie (psexdos), but they still form their psuché, that is, their
mind and character (or soul, as psuché can also be translated): “That is the time
when they are easily molded and take the impression [or model, zupos] that one
wishes to stamp upon them” (377b).¢ This is of course the very principle of paid-
eia, but it is also its danger: the psuché of children and more generally of men is
mimetic, it models itself on everything it is told, whether it be a true or a false
logos (377a). The mimetic regime is the regime of post-truth, which it would
actually be better to call pre-truth since it predates the very distinction of truth
from fiction and fake news: we become—Dbetter, we are—the stories we are told,
beyond truth and falsity, beyond good and evil.

Since such is our mimetic condition,” it is therefore necessary to control the
logos of poets and storytellers in order to propose to the future guardians only
models or types that will form their mind and character in the desired direction.
This is the age-old logic of censorship, which we still find today in discussions
around media and social networks. Note that Socrates defends himself from
forging myths here, even though this is obviously what he is doing: “Adeimantes,
you and I are not poets but founders of a city; and founders need to know the
models (#upous) on which poets are to compose their stories [...] but they don’t
need to compose the stories themselves” (378¢). Socrates consequently enjoins
poets to depict gods and heroes that are virtuous, honest, temperate, coura-
geous, and so forth, so that the future guardians model themselves on them.
In particular, poets should not represent a god who changes form like Proteus
(380d-381¢), for the guardians must follow only oze role-model, a model who
“remains in his own form without variation for ever” (381c), lest they follow a
mimetician fit for all kinds of roles and technai.

Indeed, this would pose a grave threat to the stability of the social differenc-
es on which Socrates founded the City, which is why Socrates goes on to censor
not only the poets’ logos, what they say, but also their /exis, their way of saying
it. For the storyteller must not set the bad example (the bad model) of some-
one who speaks “as if he were someone else” (393e¢). This is the well-known dis-
tinction between simple narration (haplé diégésis), where the poet uses indirect
speech without confusing himself with the one he is talking about, and mimetic
narration (mimésis), where he uses direct speech—imitating, therefore, the char-
acters he is having speak. This idea of the poet imitating his characters may of
course seem strange to us who associate poetry with literature, that is to say with



Plato on Facebook

writing, but it was in fact self-evident in a culture that was still largely oral and
for which the arch-poet, Homer, was a bard (20idos) who would sing and per-
form the stories he composed. Still in Poetics 1455a, Aristotle recommends that
the poet “carry out the appropriate gestures as he composes his speeches,” as if he
were on stage. The young Nietzsche will later remember: “Aeschylus composed
as he played, as an actor.”® The poet, as soon as he gives the floor to gods and
heroes, is necessarily a mime, a 7zim0s who assumes all kinds of roles.”

But in our City, Socrates declares, “there is no twofold or manifold man
among us, since every man does one thing” (397¢). We must therefore banish all
the mimetic storytellers—epic poets and rhapsodes, tragic poets and actors—
and retain only the more austere storyteller who proposes distinct and invariable
role-models while remaining himself invariable. Only in this way will it be pos-
sible to form and mold guardians who will remain in their turn invariable, each
one in his place, before they become philosophers by turning their gaze toward
the immutable Ideas of the Beautiful, the Just, and the Good, this conversion of
the soul being the ultimate goal of paideia (518b-518d).

This, in a nutshell, is what Plato says in his story about the education of
the guardians-philosophers. But how does he say it? He says it in a story where
he speaks through a general narrator, Socrates, who himself oscillates between
narrative passages and mimetic ones in which he speaks “under the name” of
Glaucon, Adeimantus, Thrasymachus, and others. So Plato does, as has often
been pointed out, the very thing he reproaches the poets and rhapsodes for do-
ing. This is all the truer since Plato, as Pierre Hadot reminds us, used to read his
dialogues aloud in public readings that were at the time the most efficient way
to spread one’s ideas.'” Plato must therefore have been “interpreting,” miming
Socrates and the other characters, just like any old rhapsode or actor. The rea-
son for this, Hadot explains, is that Plato viewed his dialogues as a means to
change people. They were not written, Hadot says, to “inform” his listeners, but
to “form” (118) and transform them: “The dialogues can be considered as prop-
aganda works, [...] intended to convert to philosophy” (Hadot 1995, 116) and
their aim was therefore eminently political (124).

More precisely, it was a matter of forming, shaping, and fictionalizing citi-
zen-philosophers with the help of appropriate myths, all the while making them
believe that they were borz and not made such. Socrates, in the Republic, thus
recommends committing a pious lie (psexdos), a “useful remedy” (pharmakon
chresimon, 382¢, 389b) reserved for rulers (and even more so for city-founders-
who-are-not-poets). The guardians will be told the ancient “Phoenician” fable of
the founding of Thebes, how Cadmos, “as the poets have said and made believe,”
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had sown dragon’s teeth in the earth from which the hoplites who were to de-
fend the new city had emerged fully armed, and so on:

I will try to persuade first the rulers, then the guardians, and then the
rest of the citizens, that this education and instruction which they re-
ceived from us and of which they believed they had the feeling and ex-
perience, all that was only a dream; that in reality they were fashioned
and raised in the bosom of the earth, they, their weapons and all their
equipment; that after having fully formed them, the earth, their mo-
ther, brought them into the world; that from then on, they must re-
gard the land they inhabit as their mother and nurse, defend it against
anyone who attacks it, and treat the other citizens as brothers, as sons

of the mother earth like themselves. (414d—e).

But will we manage, Socrates asks, “to make people believe this muthos™? No,
answers Glaucon, at least “to those of whom you speak, but it seems to me that it
can be persuaded to their sons, their descendants and all those who will be born
in their wake.” Well, then, Socrates concludes, “let this,” our myth, “make its way
as rumor pleases” (415¢—d). No one disputes the rumor, phémé, that spreads by
word of mouth, for it is ageless and without creator—without poiézés.

We see that what Plato tells 77 the story that is the Republic is exactly what
he does with us, his captive and captivated audience. He educates and trains us
by telling us the myth of a City where everyone stays in place, keeping to oneself
and minding his own fechné, without being carried away in the mimetic chain of
storytellers and rumormongers. But he does this by using mimésis against mimé-
sis, the power of myth and story-telling against myth, philosophical enthusiasm
against the enthusiasm of crowds and social networks. In the end, the antidote
(pharmakon) against the poison of viral mimésis is this very same poison (phar-
makon, again). It is called philosophy, useful rumor.

Notes

1 See Havelock’s seminal work, Preface to Plato (1963). Editors’ note: all the translations of

Plato and Aristotle are the author’s and follow the standard numeration by line number
(Stephanus for Plato and Brekker for Aristotle).

2 On Plato and zechné in the Republic see ch. 2 in this volume [editors’ note].
3 On mimesis and Dionysian contagion in Joz see also Lawtoo 2022, 74-80.
4 As Rouget points out, the verb lamband, “to take,” “to scize,” was part of the vocabulary of

ossession: one was “seized” by the deity, just as nowadays one can still be “seized” by the
p Y Y ) Y Y

demon (1980, 272).



Plato on Facebook

5 See Deleuze 1969, 292-306.

6 See Lacoue-Labarthe 1989 and Roux 1961.

7 See also a special issue of CounterText 8.1 (2022), titled The Mimetic Condition, which start-
ed to disseminate mimetic studies [editors” note].

3 Nietzsche, unpublished fragment 5[69] from Autumn 1870 (Nietzsche 1978, 112).

9 This is why Aristotle added that “poetry implies a happy gift of nature or a strain of mad-
ness. In the one case a man is able to easily take the mold (euplastoi) of any character; in the
other, he is lifted out of his proper self (ekstatikoi)” (Poetics 1455a). Also, Agathon, in Aris-
tophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae, 149-156: “To be a poet a man must fashion his way of being
(tous tropous) to the requirements of his plays. [...] But qualities we do not possess must be
sought by mimésis”

10 See Hadot 1995, 116. See also Detienne 1981, 71-72.
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CHAPTER 2
TECHNE VS. MIMESIS IN

PLATO’S REPUBLIC
What Socrates Really Says Against Homer

Henry Staten

At the beginning of Republic 10 Socrates expresses satisfaction with the
now-completed design of his optimal polity, and in particular with the ban on
tragic poetry. Evidently unsatisfied with his previous justification for the ban,
however, he returns to the attack. Mimetic poetry is a peril for a just society
because it “corrupts the soul” of those who don’t possess the “antidote” to its
toxicity: a knowledge of its “true nature”; and so, apparently to provide this an-
tidotal knowledge, he initiates a final confrontation with tragic poetry and its
master, Homer.

What does Socrates identify as this antidote? How does he define the “true
nature” of imitation? The answer is not as clear as has often been presumed. It
isn’t that poetry is an “imitation of an imitation.”

He begins via the customary Socratic route, the positing of a single Idea
(idea) or Form (eidos) in the case of any empirical multiplicity; for example, a
unique Idea/Form of couch, which a demiourgos “artisan” can “look to” in order
to make multiple physical copies (Plato 1988, 596ab).! However, Socrates adds,
there is also a sort of artisan who can make anything without consulting the
Form, simply by reflecting it in a mirror. This “imitator,” as opposed to the gen-
uine artisan, Glaucon observes, creates only the phainomena “appearances,” not
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onta, “realities” (596¢), and Socrates then gets him to agree that the painter is the
same kind of demiourgos as the mirror-holder—a mere imitator. Since Glaucon’s
point is to deny that the imitator is a genuine artisan, the implication is that the
genuine demiourgos does indeed produce onza “realities.” But this implication is
for the moment lost as Socrates launches into his famous “imitation of an im-
itation” allegory. The eidos “Form” of couch, he suggests, has, so to speak, been
made by god; the physical couch by an artisan; and the image or appearance of
a couch in a painting, by an imitator, the painter, who is introduced as analo-
gous to the mirror-holder. The god-made Form is truly, completely (zeleos) real,
whereas the couch made by the artisan and the imitation made by the painter are
only amudron “dimly, obscurely” real (597a). Socrates never calls the artisanal
work an imitation, and it’s apparently this single reference to the dimness of its
reality that has authorized the phrase “imitation of an imitation.”

The three couchmakers/three couches allegory has been represented for
centuries as the epitome of Platonic art theory; yet it is both obscure in its rela-
tion to the standard Platonic “Theory of Forms,” and a deviation from the line of
argumentation indicated by the immediately preceding mirror analogy and the
associated distinction between appearances and realities.

The super-worldly Platonic Forms are of abstractions like the Good, the
True, the Beautiful, and the One, not of empirical objects, and Socrates makes
no attempt to explain how Forms of artifacts would be possible.> Recognizably
misguided though it be in its application to artifacts, most readers have assumed
the ontology of Form to be in some vague way the basis for the entire critique
of mimesis, including the culminating critique of Homer. Yet when Socrates fi-
nally gets to Homer, he doesn’t (except by dubious implication) convict him of
failing to imitate Forms; rather, he argues that Homer, like the mirror-holder
and painter, lacks the knowledge of a techne and is thus not a real demiourgos.
Demiourgos just means “artisan,” but, as numerous dialogues show, Socrates al-
ways thinks a demiourgos as oze who knows a techne, and we miss the underlying
thrust of his thinking here if we do not keep in mind the sustained exploration
of the nature of techne that he mounts in the carly and early middle dialogues.*
Throughout, from the first evocation of the mirror holder, the true demiourgos
is conceived as maker of oz#a ‘realities” on the basis of authentic proficiency in a
techne. Only passingly, and in a way that is obscurely connected to the trajectory
of his argument, when the dubious notion of the god-made Form pops up, does
Socrates class the artisanal work with the imitation as deficient in reality (596e).

An important clue to the real focus of Socrates’ critique of mimesis is the
fact that when he introduces the mirror-holder as paradigm of the imitator at
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596de he says that such an imitator can make everything and repeats five times
that he can make it guickly (taxu). The significance of this emphasis doesn’t
emerge until after the digression into the allegory of the three couchmakers,
when the argument finally (at 598) starts turning away from painting and to-
ward poetry. At that point Socrates says that the mimetic techne can (like the
carlier mirror) produce everything because it imitates only a phantasm, and then
(at 599a) explains that the poet’s own ease of creation, like that of other imita-
tors, results from the fact that he gets by without the techne-knowledge that a
real artisan would possess. The absolute reality of the Forms is at best a peripher-
al issue in this argument, even if we overlook the logical difficulties involved in
trying to adapt it to the ontology of artifacts.

The notion that the Form of couch is made by a god rhetorically underlines
the gap between the reality of the Form and the reality of the artisanal copy,
thereby creating the misleading sense that the artifact’s deficiency of reality is
the fundamental issue for Socrates’ critique of mimesis. Socrates himself wavers
on this point when he momentarily disparages the reality of the artisanal prod-
uct as amudron, a characterization that corresponds to the popular concept of
“Platonism,” the sense that this whole world is a world of appearances, some
more substantial than others, but all mere appearance. Yet, immediately after
characterizing artisanal products as sharing the ontological deficiency of mere
appearances, he begins turning back toward his essential concern with techne by
sharply distinguishing both god and the carpenter from the imitator as true mak-
ers, god as the couch’s source in nature and the carpenter as demiourgos “maker,
through the exercise of techne” (597d); and from this point on there is no more
talk of the ontological poverty of artifacts.> From this point on Socrates throws
the relation between objects and transcendent Forms into the background and
focuses on the question of the maker qua artisan, therefore as knower of a tech-
ne, as opposed to the mere imitator, who only pretends to techne-knowledge.

Only after he concludes his indictment of Homer, however, does Socrates
fully clear his argument of its shady relation to absolutely real Form, in the
three-techne hierarchy that he articulates at 601c-602a, and that, because of its
disconnection from the ontology of Form, scholars have found either puzzling
or inconsequential.®* When he identifies the technai of use, based on practical
experience with artifacts, as the highest level of his new hierarchy and as the true
locus of episteme, Socrates finally rids his argument of the distracting reference
to a god-made Form. The new three-level hierarchy of technai, which makes
clear what it is that makes true techne different from quick-and-easy imitation,
looks very much like a direct replacement of the earlier Form-copy-imitation
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hierarchy, yet it is a replacement that without comment boots the transcendent
Form from the top spot.

It may be that, as Anders Wedberg suggested, Plato himself did not clear-
ly make the distinctions in the meaning of eidos “form” that we make.” The
word-concept ¢idos has three commonly recognized senses in Plato. The first,
ordinary-language sense of eidos is the visual shape of an entity; from this sense
Platonic Socrates developed the notion of an intellectual form, a concept or
“idea” in our sense of the term; and then he raised these forms to a metaphysical,
eternal, transworldly status. In Republic 10 it’s sometimes hard to see which of
these latter two senses Plato intended.®

But there’s also a fourth, more complex sense of eidos that scholars have
largely ignored, and that is central to the present interpretation. David Wolfsdorf
has recently focused attention on this fourth sense of eidos: that of artisanally
shaped form. Wolfsdorf suggests that Socrates’ own intuitions of the principles
of intellectual form were initially derived from observation of artisans impart-
ing form in their various crafts.” On this reading, Socrates initially understood
intellectual form in terms of the “organized work or structure” that the artisan
creates by skilled practice of a zechne, a systematic form of knowledge of how
to do something, such as carpentry or mathematics or battlefield strategy. The
notion of transcendent Form magnetizes our attention on the relative degrees of
reality possessed by a material artisanal product such as a couch or table and its
visual imitation, but, seen from the techne-perspective, what Socrates is primar-
ily illustrating, even in the Form—copy—imitation allegory, is not the ontological
nature of the three couches, but the nature of the productive powers of the two
carthly couchmakers, the demiourgos “artisan” and the imitator. The posited ar-
tisan-god, who is explicitly evoked only as a manner of speaking to underline
the transworldly nature of the Form, is nothing to this point, since he, like the
imitator, creates without need of a techne. Hence, he quickly recedes into the
background of Socrates’ discourse. The reference to the god is a back-formation
from the divine nature of the absolutely real Form, and the only productive pow-
ers that are actually in play here are the ones Socrates is concerned with—those
of the artisan and the imitator.

The obscurities in the critique of mimesis in Book 10 make most sense if we
see them as products of the growing pains of the Platonic theory of transcendent
forms out of the artisanal background from which Socrates began. The Socratic
line is intensely concerned with the model of the technai, from cookery to rhet-
oric to mathematics; in the Republic, the Platonic ontology of Form or “theory
of Ideas” —which emerges in the dialogues of the middle period, beginning with
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the Phaedo, and gradually becomes dominant in subsequent dialogues—co-ex-
ists with the Socratic line. But this co-existence creates a muddle in the critique
of mimesis of Republic 10, a muddle that it is possible to untang]e.

In Section IV I will begin tracing the path by which Socrates slides from his
initial to his final three-level hierarchy, but this section and the next briefly
summarize the way in which the concept of techne ties together every aspect
of Socrates’ thinking in the Republic. This dialogue can be described as funda-
mentally a treatise on education, as Eric Havelock masterfully did; but we might
equally describe it as a treatise on techne.”® (Both immanent perspectives are
central to mimetic studies as developed in these volumes on homo mimeticus.)

The danger of mimetic illusionism is not, for Socrates, that the audience
will mistake an image for a real object, but that the image will mold their own
psyches into the unstable, self-divided forms of irrational, unmeasured types,
and the pre-eminent counterforce to such disruption is the devoted, soul-unify-
ing practice of a techne; hence the most insidious mimetic illusion of all is that
which counterfeits the knowledge of techne. This—counterfeiting the knowl-
edge not just of a techne, but of all technai—is the charge that Socrates ultimate-
ly makes against Homer.

It’s notable that Socrates in his assessment of the role of techne in his im-
agined city doesn’t acknowledge the essential role that imitation plays in educa-
tion. As Havelock says, all the practical details of techne-knowledge that Homer
leaves out of his formulaic descriptions of traditional procedures (such as sailing
a ship or piloting a chariot) are, in the training of an artisan, “communicated by
example and habituation and imitation” (1963, 82-83; italics added). Socrates
briefly suggests this kind of imitation when he says that if one is going to imitate,
one should imitate the good man, but he doesn’t connect such imitation to prac-
tical training, in which apprentices take skilled artisans as “role models” in a way
that transcends merely following their lead."!

Techne is so important to Socrates because it’s fundamental to his pursuit
of a reliable definition of arete “excellence, virtue” and of a reliable way of teach-
ing it.'”* Unlike the transcendent Forms, the forms created by the technai are
ineluctably functional, definable only in relation to the material exigencies of the
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practical tasks of human existence. All the fundamental, worldly technai—car-
pentry, farming, horsemanship, military strategy, politics—are concerned with
the forms of objects or states of affairs that belong to the world perceived by
the senses, and they exist, as Socrates says specifically of medicine in Republic
1, in order to fulfill a need of the human body (341e). Socrates explains there
that medicine has been discovered “because our bodies are deficient rather than
self-sufficient,” and the same can be said of all the technai: the kind of knowledge
they involve is tied to the needs of the body, thus as far removed as possible from
the static perfection of the transcendent Forms. Unlike animals, which can sur-
vive using only their bodies and their instincts, human beings require tools and
techniques optimally adapted to the performance of specific practical functions.

Yet, while Socrates speaks respectfully of techne most of the time, he de-
means it when discussing it in the vicinity of the transcendent Forms. Thus in
Book 1, where there’s no reference to such Forms, he says that every techne is
“perfect in itself;”*® but in Book 7, where he introduces the Form of the Good,
he says that the technai are banausoi, menial or vulgar.' Similarly, as we've seen,
in the allegory of the three couches, where he floats the notion of a god-made
Form of couch, Socrates demeans the reality of the carpenter-made couch, and
of the techne of carpentry itself, along with that of the painter-made imitation
and the techne of painting. He agrees with Glaucon that the painter doesn’t
make things that really exist (07274), and then adds that the carpenter too doesn’t
make “that which is” (bo estz) but only something “resembling” that which is,
hence its “dim” or “obscure” reality (596e—597a). Most strikingly, he says that
compared with the higher reality of the Form of the Good human affairs in
general “aren’t worth taking very seriously” (604b—c)—not even the pursuit of
justice in the law courts, which he describes as contention over mere “shadows”
of justice (517d). This, even though in the entire Republic he labors to design an
carthly polity that could instantiate the virtue of justice.

Nevertheless, after his flights into the ideal Socrates always comes back
down to earth to grapple with the problems of ethics—and of the enabling
condition of ethics, the constitution of the polis, the central problem of the
Republic. Even in Book 7, where he describes how dialectic leads the mind from
the darkness of the cave up to the vision of the intelligible sun—and emphasizes
how paltry our worldly doings are by comparison—Socrates ends by treating the
ascent to the vision of the Form as instrumental to the cause of earthly justice.
He reminds Glaucon that the polis educates the guardians up to the vision of
the Good-in-itself “not in order to turn in whatever direction they want, but
to make use of them (katachraomai) to bind the city together” (520a; emphasis



Techne vs. Mimesis in Plato’s Republic

added). I leave it to the reader to decide how much significance there is in the
invocation of the notion of use here, where it is the vision of the Good itself that
is being turned to practical account.” However much the philosopher-guardi-
ans might desire to spend their lives rapt in intellectual vision, they are obligated
to put their knowledge to use because they owe a debt to the city for educating
them, a debt they must pay by coming back down “to the common dwelling
place” where they must “grow accustomed to seeing in the dark” (519-520), so
that, using the Good itself as a model (paradeigmati chromenous), they can bring
good order to the city and its citizens (540a—b; emphasis added).'® The life of
the polis is notionally of little importance, yet it’s the supreme value that drives
Socrates” pursuit of philosophy, as it was, apparently, the main purpose of his
own life—he who spent his entire life trying to make the citizens of Athens bet-
ter, and who drank the hemlock rather than be exiled. If the struggle for justice
in the law courts were really just contention about shadows, there would be no
compelling reason for the dialecticians to sacrifice their ecstatic vision for the
aggravation of governing, or for Socrates to expend so much effort in designing
the polis that would educate them."”

The fundamental way in which the guardians would bind together the optimal
polity is through the new pedagogy that Socrates proposes as a replacement for
the Homeric pedagogy. One can act wisely only by learning to see the Form of
the Good, which Socrates describes as the aitia “source” of all that is correct
and beautiful, orthos and kalos, and of all truth and understanding (517c). The
most elite guardians who became philosopher-rulers would get their own intui-
tions of graceful Form, which would give them the power to govern wisely, from
the direct vision of this Form. Aitia is usually translated into English as “cause,”
but, as Gregory Vlastos pointed out, this is misleading, because ai#ia has a much
broader meaning than cause does, and Plato never treats the Forms as causal
in the usual English sense.' In the Phaedo, where the transcendent Forms are
first introduced, Socrates says the real cause of all things is Mind, to which he
attributes the power to direct everything in the best possible way; mind is the
aitia of a dynamis in each thing with the “divine power” daimonian iskhun to
be in the best possible arrangement (97¢, 99¢). But Socrates confesses that he
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doesn’t know how Mind carries through this causality; and a similar problem
arises with respect to the Form of the Good in Republic. How is the influence
of the Form supposed to translate into guidelines for correct action? The only
rational, reliable guide for action that Socrates knows is techne; and he tries to
bridge the gap between the Form and the technai through “number and calcu-
lation.” The vision of the Good can only be attained by those who follow the
mathematical path of abstraction all the way up, but something of the benefits of
mathematics accrues to any technites, no matter how lowly—the carpenter and
the cook as well as the general and the statesman—because all the technai must
measure and calculate things in their true proportions, undeceived by the illu-
sions of perspective (a point to which he returns in Book 10, after the discussion
of mimesis, to explain how the soul-distorting effects of mimetic pathos are to
be resisted).”” Dialectic is the highest of the technai because it raises the arts of
calculation to the highest level of abstraction, treating pure numbers detached
from any “visible or tangible” realities (525d). By doing this, dialectic teaches
the soul to look “upward” to the realm of the invisible, while remaining linked to
the lower technai by the reliance on number. There is thus a sort of techne-pyra-
mid, with the most material, least abstractly mathematical, of the technai at the
bottom, and dialectic at the apex from which the Forms can be viewed in their
purity. What links them all, from the highest to the lowest, is their foundation
in the arts of objective measurement. They are all part of a complete system of
paideia, all of which is essential to the order and perpetuation of the community.

For the Socrates of Book 7, then, the transcendent Form of the Good is not
only real but also, in principle at least, effectual (although not as direct cause): it
is the source of all that is orthos and kalos, correct and beautiful, but its power
remains merely potential unless actualized by human action, via the formative
power of the technai. As long as the minds of human beings are fixated on the
shadows of the cave, the Form itself has no power to turn them toward itself; the
paideia “techne of education” is required to actually zr7 the soul from darkness
to light (518b-d), and the paideia to be instituted by the guardians must mobi-
lize every aspect of the city so that the souls of the citizens can be properly mold-
ed from earliest childhood, so that they will be inclined to turn toward the good.
To begin with, the citizens must be exposed to “harmony, grace, and rhythm” on
all sides, through the technai of music and poetry and the forms represented in
weaving, embroidery, pictures, or architecture (400-401). Such works, when
properly crafted, will “permeate the inner part of the soul,” endowing it with
euskemosune “grace” (3.401a-402a); such a soul will “sense it acutely” when it
encounters something that has not been kalos demiourgothenton, “finely crafted,
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intuiting the lack of grace not only in poor craftsmanship but in shameful be-
havior, even before it achieves the age of reason (401d—402a). The soul will then
finish its process of formation through the practice of one, and only one, techne
as a lifelong discipline.

Childhood paideia would be followed by apprenticeship in a techne that
would render each of the citizens capable of organizing some specific corner of
reality in a kalos “optimal, therefore fine, graceful” way, whether that be a couch,
a performance of music, or the fighting of a battle. Each techne has its specific
dynamis “power, mode of effectuality” (346a), and one who acts in accord with
this dynamis practices it in a way that is kalos (347a), so that such practice brings
graceful form to the soul of the artisan (a soul already oriented toward such
gracefulness, as a consequence of childhood exposure to graceful forms) at the
same time as it shapes the artifact. But graceful form would be nothing without
the unity that practice of a techne brings to the soul; “No one in our city is dou-
ble or multiple because each practices only one thing” (397¢), and it’s the unity
of the soul that throws up the prime boundary against mimetic contamination
(370, 374). The guardians, who are responsible for the harmonious order of the
city as a whole, above all others must make their souls unitary, avoiding the dan-
ger of imitating unworthy people; it would be intolerable for them to “mold”
ckmattein and “fx” enistanai their souls in the shape of an inferior zpos, “type,
pattern” (396d—e). And what is true of the entire soul is true also of its three
parts. Each part has its own proper techne; when each part practices its own
techne correctly the soul is harmonious, with a harmony that adumbrates the
justice of the entire city (443).

The entire Republic tries to work out in as much detail as possible the organ-
ization and teaching of the technai—from farming and carpentry to gymnastics,
warfare, and dialectic—by which they would be able to actualize the ordering
influence of the supreme Form of the Good.” The specific political techne of
the guardian-dialecticians would be that of organizing the entire hierarchy of
technai in the polis, and of doing so in the most orthos and kalos way.

Thus, Socrates tries in the Republic as a whole to devise a bridge between
the mysterious influence of the Forms and the practicalities of techne, which is
supposed to implement this influence.
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The mirror analogy with which Socrates launches his attack on mimesis implies
that images are reflections of realities, from which they are once removed, and
that artisanal products, even of a humble kind, are among the realities that can
be imitated; but in the three-level ontology images are at two removes from the
only kind of reality that is really real, and artisanal objects (like all other merely
physical objects) are, like mere appearances, deficient in their reality. So paint-
ed imitations of such deficient onz4, are not at one but two removes from the
only full reality; and, by analogy, Socrates eventually concludes that tragic poets
too—even though they imitate, not objects like couches that have a transcend-
ent Form, but the world-shaping activities of generals, statesmen, and educa-
tors—are, like painters, at two removes from the truth.

However, immediately after the initial statement of the “two removes” ar-
gument in connection with the three-couches ontology, perhaps sensing that
this ontology has muddied the waters, Socrates returns to the reality—appear-
ance distinction that Glaucon had articulated in relation to mirror-images.
They have left this distinction insufficiently examined, he says, and now “need
to get clear about that” (598b). To effect this clarification, he now distinguishes
between the physical couch and its phainomenon “appearance,” saying that the
phainomenon, not the actual couch, is what the imitator imitates; and he uses
the terms ho esti and 7o on, previously used to name the reality of the Forms, to
name the reality of the couch.

This new distinction between the physical couch and its phainomenon in-
troduces a new level of unreality separating imitations from Forms. Socrates is
now saying that imitations not only don’t imitate Forms, they do not even im-
itate physical objects, only the perspectival appearances of such objects. Since
the perspectival appearance is itself already ghostly, the imitation of the perspec-
tival appearance would be, it now seems, the ghost of a ghost. The individual
three-dimensional couch, by contrast, is now evoked without qualification as
a unitary reality, referred to as o esti that remains hidden and unchanging be-
hind its multiple appearances. It thus replicates, at a lower level of reality, the
unity and unchangingness that Socrates had previously attributed to the Form
in relation to its multiple copies; and when Socrates then asks again whether
the painter imitates the real, 20 07, or whether he imitates “what appears as it
appears” (598b), the reference of 70 o7 is clearly to the reality of the couch that
remains hidden behind its appearances, and no longer to the Form that is z0 ov in
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a higher sense; “what appears as it appears” isn’t the couch itself but a phantasma
that intervenes between the bed’s reality and the perceiving eye.”

The notion of the image, phantasma or eidolon, that is reproducible without
techne-knowledge finally fills out the analogy of imitator with mirror-holder to-
ward which Socrates had pointed at the beginning of his discourse on mimesis.
He can now explain that the mimetic art, like the earlier mirror, can “make”
everything because it produces only images of this kind (598bc), and he can now
set up the transition to Homer by declaring the reported existence of “a man
who knows all the technai”—that is, the imitator, the maker of mere images—to
be a fraud.

But Socrates concludes his indictment of paintings of artifacts with the re-
mark that imitations are “at the second remove from o7za,” “real things,” and
“easy to make without knowledge of the truth” (599a). The “two removes”
formula indicates that he is still thinking in terms of the Form evoked in the
three-couches ontology, ignoring his recent reference to physical artifacts as
onta, as well as the further distancing of imitation from Form that he has intro-
duced by denying that it is the reality of the artisanal couch that the imitator
imitates. Here we see how the “theory of Ideas” intermittently pulls on the arti-
sanal conception of form described by Wolfsdorf, a tendency that will continue
through the remarks on Homer, and that will only be completely absent when
Socrates finally articulates the three-techne hierarchy.

On the present reading, Socrates has now gotten three sets of distinctions
tangled together in his argument: reality/appearance, transcendent reality/arti-
sanal copy/imitation, and, now just beginning to make its full emergence, mak-
ing easily/making with knowledge. The reality—appearance distinction (which
digressed into the ontological hierarchy) is rooted in the realm of perception, but
the making easily/making with knowledge distinction comes from the realm of
techne. Socrates is trying to navigate from appearance—reality to the question of
making, which would be straightforward in itself (those who make with knowl-
edge make realities; those who don’t, make appearances), but the notion of the
transcendent Form has obscured what would otherwise be a clear logical path.

That would explain why at 598bc, immediately after establishing his new
phantasm-of-the-empirically real account of the object of imitation, Socrates
so abruptly shifts his critique of painting from representations of phantasms
of artifacts to representations of phantasms of artisans. It’s really artisans and
their techne-knowledge that Socrates has aimed at from the beginning of his dis-
course on mimesis, and techne-knowledge not of the type that makes artifacts,
but of executive practices of the type with which the guardians are charged.
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Now, artisans are physical realities just as much as artifacts are, and their
images can be similarly reproduced in painting. But even paintings of artisans
won’t get Socrates where he needs to go, because the physical reality of the ar-
tisans whose image is reproduced is the basis of the analogy of painted artisans
with painted artifacts, and the counterfeiting of physical realities is not the
point of Socrates’ new argument; the point is the counterfeiting of the reality
behind the image, the techne-knowledge that real artisans possess. This reality,
which lay behind his earlier complaint that the mirror-holder could reproduce
everything quickly (and so, easily), and that is the reality that Socrates is most
urgently concerned with, can’t be pictorially represented at all. That’s why the
whole three-couches ontology and its introduction of the analogy with painting
is such a serious misstep. Socrates can’t get to where he wants to go by proceed-
ing logically from this analogy; so in the end he’s forced to brazenly smuggle
the reality of techne-knowledge into his analogy.”* A good painter, he says, can
make a painting of a carpenter that at a distance “would deceive children and
foolish men, and make them believe it to be a real carpenter”; but the sin of
which he convicts the painter isn’t making people think this is a real zechnites
(the way they might mistake a painted couch for a real one). This mistake is only
the basis for the real sin, which is that these ignorant and foolish viewers would
attribute to the illusory artisan the techne-knowledge that corresponds to the
kind of artisan imaged, and would, thus, be further deceived into thinking that
the painter himself knows what the supposedly real artisan in the picture knows,
even though the painter “has no expertness in any of these technai” (598bc).?

So, when Socrates finally concludes at 605b that poetry “sets up in each
individual soul a vicious constitution by fashioning phantoms far removed from
reality,” the most pernicious phantoms will be, not of objects with a heavenly
original, but of techne practice.

\'

With the turn to imitations of artisans, and the far-fetched notion that the arti-
sanal knowledge of the imaged artisans will be attributed to the painter, Socrates
is at last in position for his direct assault on tragedy and its leader, Homer—
all of it based on the notion that Homer did not possess the genuine knowl-
edge (gignoskein) (600c) of those who have successfully practiced the executive
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technai of war, civic life, and teaching (599d). Some people think that “these
poets know all the technai,” because in order to make poems well, they must
do so “knowing what they do” (598ce); these people, then, don’t see that the
works of the poets produce phantasmata, not onta, and so are “two removes
from reality” (599a), and therefore easy (hraidia) to make. Because Socrates has
defined the artisanal object as the reality that the painter fails to imitate, and
phantasmal appearance as what he does actually imitate, the implied reasoning is
that the poetic imitation of techne-practice is, analogously, at one remove from
the phantasm of techne-practice that it doubles in painted form, and at two
removes from the empirical reality of the actions whose phantasm it doubles.
But Socrates apparently doesn’t see, or doesn’t yet see, the way his new phantas-
mata-onta distinction has muddied the “two removes” terminology, because he
will shortly say that if Homer had possessed the genuine techne-knowledge to
make other humans better he would have been at one remove from truth and
reality (599d). This implies that techne-knowledge is, like the physical objects
that painters imitate, a defective, amudron reality, a mere copy of a transcendent
Form, ignoring the difficulty in assimilating highly stochastic technai like those
he names (statecraft, generalship, and pedagogy), technai possessed by those
who do make men better, to mere artisanal objects.

Nevertheless, he points toward what is really at stake when at the end of his
tirade he concludes that “all the poetic tribe” are “imitators of images of excel-
lence (arete)” who do not “lay hold on (haptesthai) truth,” and makes clear that
arete and techne are essentially related, if not identical, by immediately rephras-
ing “images of arete” as “colored pictures of the various technai” (601a). He then
culminates his indictment of imitators at 601c by saying that they know only
appearance, not reality, and says that he and Glaucon s#i// have not fully expli-
cated the appearance-reality distinction. This, at last, leads into the exposition
of the three-techne hierarchy.

Whereas poiesis “making” in the three-couches ontology had been the only
kind of techne mentioned by Socrates, and knowledge glossed as knowledge of
the Form, or at least the ability to “look to” the Form, those who use the artifacts
produced by makers—a class of demiourgoi not previously evoked—are now
introduced as the supreme knowers of the real. For each thing there are three
technai, “one that uses it, one that makes it, and one that imitates it” (601c—d),
and only the user possesses actual episterne about the excellence of the artifact,
because only the user knows whether the artifact functions well in actual use,
and can instruct the maker as to what is and what is not chreston, optimally func-
tional or usable, about the artifact (601¢). Whereas in Book 7 he says that the
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correctness and beauty of all things derive from the Form, now, apparently in
direct contradiction, he says that “the aréte, the kallos, and the orthotes of each
implement, living creature, and praxis” are “related to nothing but the chreian
‘use’ (ou pros allo i e ten chreian) for which each is made or naturally adapted”
(601d; emphasis added).** The bit-and-bridle maker, or the flute maker, has only
“right opinion” about their products, since they don’t know first-hand how well
the artifact functions in use; but the user has episteme about it, because he has
the most empeiria “experience” (is empeirotaton) working with the implement.”

We might still read Socrates as silently taking for granted the three-level ontol-
ogy, with the transcendent Form at the top, as the background for these remarks,
and now simply addressing a lower level of reality. Yet this supposition has been
making less and less sense since the introduction of the empirical reality/phantasm
distinction—the distinction that Socrates says he left half-stated and that he now
claims to be articulating in full. Nor can the supposition that he still has the Forms
in mind account for the categorical nature of his declaration that 4// the ruling
values of Form (aréte, kallos, orthotes) are related to nothing but (ou pros allo 1) the
friction with empirical reality involved in the artisanal use of implements. The doc-
trine of use opens the eidos “form” of both implement and practice to all the con-
tingencies of experience. On one side there is a maker who has to try out different
materials, tools, and procedures until the right ones are found; on the other side,
the skilled user who must try out the finished artifact to see if it will perform ex-
cellently in the exercise of the superordinate techne for which the artifact has been
designed, and sends it back to the maker for revision as needed. On this account,
function determines form, not as itself a form to which the demiourgos can simply
look, as a painter looks to his or her model, but as something the nature of which
is gradually discovered in the interaction among user, maker, tool, and world.?

It remains true, as Socrates says several times, that the carpenter does not
make the unique eidos/idea of the bed, but for a more profound reason than its
failure of ideality. The new hierarchy implies that the artisanal eidos is not made
at all, not even by a divine maker; it emerges as a set of functional principles
from the intersection of human purposes with the conditions set by the mate-
rial realities of tools, materials, and the uses to which the resultant products are
put.”’ It is still form that the user discovers, but not by consulting a pre-existing,
intellectually apprehensible Form. For Platonic Socrates, however, these impli-
cations are not fully thinkable, as the thought that drives these pages is pulled in
two incompatible directions.

This, then, is Socrates’ full account of the knowledge of 70 07 of which the
imitator is ignorant. Homer possesses neither the true opinion of the maker, nor
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the episteme of the user; his techne belongs to the third and lowest level in the
hierarchy of technai—if, that is, imitation is to be called a techne at all.

Vi

The new hierarchy, with its three levels of techne—user, maker, and imitator—
bends the discussion of imitation back toward the central concern of the entire
dialogue, the organization of the polis, in which the supreme “use;” according to
Book 7, would be that which the philosopher-guardians make of the Idea of the
Good in order to properly organize and govern it (see section II, above).

The technai themselves contain no guidance regarding the moral value of
their goals, and in the earlier dialogues Socrates repeatedly arrived at a dead end
when he tried to conceive what a techne of virtue would be like. In the Republic,
by contrast, he seems to take for granted that virtue cannot be taught as a tech-
ne-knowledge communicated by a teacher to a pupil. Instead, in the well-formed
polis all the technai must function as an ensemble to shape the souls of its citi-
zens in a way that immunizes them from the soul-distorting influences of mime-
sis—a process that, if it is to succeed in at least some measure in turning the eyes
of the soul toward the intellectual Sun, must begin in earliest childhood.

The works of poets, unlike those of true demiourgoi, because they are
“mere appearance” (601c), are “easily produced without knowledge of the truth”
(598¢-599a)—a truth that starts out being identified with the Form but has by
now modulated into the truth of use, as known by a master user-artisan. But im-
ages of this sort can only fool “children and foolish people” (598b); the normal
adult in the optimally organized polis would be a skilled technites raised in a
milieu of harmonious aesthetic forms who knows that real things are not “casily
produced,” but require deep and protracted discipline, and who have put “the
part of the soul that puts its trust in measurement and calculation” in charge
of their souls (603a). Such persons would be secure against the seductions of
unmeasured emotion as represented in poetry, and minimally susceptible to the
allure of mimetic identifications.

This, then, would be the knowledge of the true nature of mimesis that
Socrates calls its “antidote” at the outset of Book 10.

Socrates” best clue to what he calls arete—and we call virtue, which is far
from the same thing—is the skilled exercise of these highly stochastic technai.
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Hence, as I've noted, what he first calls Homer’s imitations of “images of arete”
(600e) he quickly restates as “colored pictures of each of the technai” (601a).
The higher stochastic technai on which he focuses represent the conceptually
obscure area in which strictly techne-guided action shades off into the larger
field of the ethical conduct of life, with all its uncertainty—the field evoked in
603ff, where Socrates talks about the disorderly emotions that poetry stimulates.

Socrates doesn’t try to model moral knowledge on techne, but he does his
best to extend the insight into the nature of well-formed action that he gleans
from observation of techne-practice from the level of the lowest technai, where
the kalos form of action is easily discernible, and therefore reliably teachable and
practicable, to that of the highest practical technai, where the intuitive part be-
comes more prominent, and from that to gain some insight into how one can
shape an entire life in an ethically correct and graceful way. In this attempt he
navigates as close as he can, as long as he can, to the shoreline of purposeful,
well-formed action in the subordinate technai, then tries to extend the insights
gained from the lower technai into the area of the higher, but still practical,
technai. The higher a techne is in the hierarchy of practical technai, the more
its practice depends on chance and on the character and judgment of the demi-
ourgos; hence, the practitioner of the fundamental technai, who, in principle at
least, acts at each moment with the assurance of one who intuitively knows the
correct next move because he has been rigorously trained in his techne, remains
Socrates’ best clue regarding what it would be like to know how to live rightly.

The actions strictly associated with the performance of one’s techne are not
the whole of virtuous behavior; but, on Socrates’ account, they manifest the sta-
ble sub-structure of personality that provides a ground for the rest of virtuous
behavior, and thus the most solid ground he knows from which to negotiate the
relation to mimesis of both the impersonative and the mirroring type.

Vil

But Socrates was conceptually unequipped to address the fact that learning a
techne, becoming a professional, especially in the case of the higher stochas-
tic technai, requires imitation of excellent “role models”—which is even truer
about learning to become an ethical subject. Even within the realm of techne
narrowly defined, apprentices don’t only imitate the specific craft-performances
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of an artisan, they’re also subjected to mimetic contamination by the role mod-
el’s personal mood, manner, and attitude.

The concept of mimesis with which Socrates works in the Republic doesn’t
extend as far as this socio-psychological concept of imitation,” perhaps because
the idea that mimetic identification is fundamental to learning a techne is ab-
horrent to him, but also because his conception of mimetic identification re-
mains tied to the notion of theatrical representation. In Book 3 he says that the
guardians must neither “do nor imitate anything else” than their own techne
of guardianship, “lest from the imitation they come to enjoy the reality;” and
that “such imitations are most dangerous when practiced from youth”; but even
here he is clearly not thinking of unmediated imitation of demiourgoi and their
actions, the kind an apprentice in a workshop practices. Socrates is evoking imi-
tation of fictional or imagined representations of persons—their phantasms—in
make-believe play or on the stage.”” (This could, perhaps, truly be called an “im-
itation of an imitation.”)

Thus, when he says the guardians shouldn’t imitate those in lowly occupa-
tions, we could take this to mean they shouldn’t imitate the practice of those
occupations; but in Book 3 he clearly means they must not play-act at being #he
kind of person that performs them. As Janaway notes, Plato is thinking in terms
of someone kalos kagathos, “a superior person of noble class” or “gentleman,” and
the limits of allowable imitation are being defined in a way that follows from
this class distinction. Obviously, no “gentleman” would take a woman or slave
or lowly workman as a role model in the sociological sense, much less those of
persons who display obviously pernicious and shameful behavior, and least of all
madmen; but he might do so in theatrical play.

Notes

1 Unless indicated otherwise, all line references are to the Republic. Other Platonic dialogues
are drawn from the Perseus Collection and quoted via standard Stephanus pagination:
hteps://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection%3Fcollection%3DPerseus: collec-
tion:Greco-Roman [editors’ note].

2 Cf. Nehamas, who writes that, while “it’s important for [Socrates] to show that imitation is
at two removes from reality,” showing this “does not clearly require” Forms of artifacts, or
a god, or even the one-over-many argument that opens the door to the three-couches hier-
archy (Nehamas 1999, 257). But Nehamas doesn’t explain exactly how the “two removes”
terminology works without transcendent Forms (for which, see below).

3 Christopher Janaway summarizes the problems with the notion of Forms of artifacts in
Janaway 1995, 112. Plato never formalized his list of Forms, which are a mixed bag that
shifts from dialogue to dialogue. See the concise and comprehensive list of types of Forms

in Wedberg 1971, 35-36.
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The Ion, in particular, shows this aspect of Socrates’s thought in a way that is directly linked
to Republic 10. Editors” note: see also chapter 1 in this volume and chapter 2 in volume 1 of
Homo Mimeticus, both focusing on the affective powers of mimetic impersonation linking
Ion and the Republic.

I use “artisan” as the name for every kind of practitioner of a techne, from carpenters to
musicians, rulers, and mathematicians. A person skilled in a techne was called by various
names, including zechnites, “one skilled in a techne,” and, more commonly, demiourgos, “one
who works for the people” The point is that all of these must have expert knowledge of the
“art” or “craft” (techne) that they practice if they are to perform their functions well. See the
survey of the ancient Greek conception of techne in Roochnick 1996, 17-88. Editors’ note:
see also Staten 2019, 47-83.

Halliwell says that the second, pragmatic hierarchy is merely “unintegrated” with the first,
metaphysical hierarchy. The “most economical” explanation for the discrepancy is, accord-
ing to Halliwell, that Plato was carlier addressing knowledge of “things as such” but is now
addressing “knowledge of ‘how to” (Halliwell in Plato 1998, 129). This explanation skips
over difficulties that I address below. Nikolas Pappas thinks the new hierarchy is “hard to
make sense of;” but suggests that the association of flutes and bridles with Athena might give
the category of use a divine reference, therefore linking it somehow to the divine couch-
maker (Pappas 2020, n.p.). Alexander Nehamas simply ignores it (1999, 251-278). See also
Janaway 1995, 140-142.

Wedberg 1971, 31n. 4.

Halliwell, for example, thinks the form in question in Republic X can’t be “simply logical,”
but concedes that “it remains opaque...what the transcendent reality associated with ‘couch’
is supposed to be” (Halliwell in Plato 1988, 112-113).

Thus, according to Wolfsdorf, in the early dialogues Socrates understands eidos not as a uni-
versal of any kind but as “an idealization of the ergon [work or product] of a craftsman”
(2008, 117). As I read it, Plato, having idealized the form that results from artisanal work,
in the Theory of Forms reversed the derivation, making metaphysical Form the cause of the
artisanal work’s being correct in the first place.

See Havelock 1963.

Havelock explained how Homer and the tragedians promulgated a model of pedagogical
mimesis that operated at a physiological level, entraining the entire psyche-soma of the view-
er or listener in traditional models of behavior that were far from completely rational and
measured. This traditional mode of socialization was to be replaced by the visual-intellectual
model of knowledge Plato developed in the wake of Socrates, but this could only happen if
the grip of poetry on the city could be broken (see Lawtoo 2022, 74-92). The identifica-
tion of mimetic psychic formation with the seductive power of poetry, however, appears to
have made the whole notion of mimetic identification so noxious to Plato that he ignores
its fundamental role in the transmission of technai from one generation to another in the
process of paideia. Yet, as Roochnick points out, the pre-Socratic writings on techne of the
Hippocratic authors on medicine and Isocrates on rhetoric stress that “the relationship be-
tween student and teacher must be intimate; in order to convey the kind of sensitivity to the
medical version of the kairos [the particular occasion, with its unpredictable demands] the
student must spend time with the master.” And he adds: “A human paradigm replaces the
purely abstract and formal one” (Roochnick 1996, 80, 78).
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See Roochnik’s lucid overview of the complex debate over whether Plato considered “moral
knowledge” to be “analogous to a techne” (Roochnick 1996, 1-15). His own view that it
is not follows from his definition of a true techne on the model of mathematics, which he
calls “technel”; technai like medicine and rhetoric that don’t always provide results, and
that require constant adaptation to circumstances by the technites, he defines as “stochastic
technai” or “technai2,” which, in Roochnik’s view, aren’t true technai. His conclusion, that
Plato conceives moral knowledge as at best a techne2, is surely correct; but in my view the
terms of this debate (technical or non-technical?) are somewhat ossified, and I don’t frame
my own reading in these terms. I find more useful Roochnik’s vaguer conclusion that Plato
is “ever exploring, through the lens of techne, the nature of the extraordinary moral knowl-
edge that he seeks” (176).

Book 1 is presumed to have been written earlier than the last 9 books of the Republic, and
the notion that each techne is self-sufficient is repudiated by the argument in Book 10 that
the technai of making require direction from the techne of use, but it nonetheless indicates
the respect that Socrates has for the technai.

When he says the technai are banousoi, he must mean the more menial technai, not math-
ematics and dialectic, which are also technai, and probably also not the higher practical
technai that he discusses: generalship, government, paideia.

Techne is knowledge of how to accomplish the end that is intrinsic to a given techne; but
techne-knowledge says nothing about how this end is to be fitted into the larger realm of
human ends. This larger realm, Roochnik argues, is that of chrestos “use,” which “means not
only ‘useful’ but also ‘good;™ “...it is in the use of the techne, not simply in the techne it-
self, that ethical value resides. This importation of ethical weight into ‘use’ is reflected in
the Greek Word chresros. A verbal adjective derived from chraomai, ‘to use] it means not
only ‘useful’ but also ‘good” (Roochnick 1996, 31). Ethical evaluation in general takes place
within the realm of “use” (31); but of course not all use is necessarily good in an ethical
sense. Hence the problem of how to get from the practical good of techne to the good of
ethical virtue.

Socrates passingly suggests that it’s possible for men like his philosopher-guardians to grow
up spontancously in other, less well-ordered cities (520b); and Socrates himself, of course,
was such a spontaneously grown lover of Truth. But clearly such random growths could not
be counted on to keep the polis on its proper course.

Nehamas suggests that, given that contemplation is the highest way of life, it’s unjust to
make the philosophers become rulers (1999, 327, 316-328).

See Vlastos 1981, 78-102. Plato recognized that there is a variety of different ways in which
X can be the aitia of Y, and we have to look to context to see which sense is intended in
each case.

Plato writes in Philebus: “If someone were to take away all counting, measuring, and weigh-
ing from the technai, the rest might be said to be worthless” (55¢).

In Book 7, Socrates says dialectic uses “the crafts we described” to turn the soul around, ap-
parently meaning the crafts of number; but only the philosopher-guardians will learn higher
mathematics, whereas all the crafts are necessary for the well-ordering of the souls of the
ordinary citizens. The overall architecture of Socrates’s argument in the Republic implies
something like a trickle-down effect, via proper deployment of the technai in the polity as
a whole, as guided by the illuminated guardians, of the ordering effects of the Idea of the
Good.
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Nehamas shrewdly remarks that Socrates’s use of the terms phantasma and eidolon for both
what is imitated and the imitation itself makes it seem Socrates “believes that the painter
lifts the surface off the subject and transplants it onto the painting” (1999, 263). But Ne-
hamas rejects the notion that this appearance has “its own ontological status,” and deduces
from this denial, and Socrates’s assertion that imitation fouches (ephaptesthai) a small part
of the object, that the object itself (though only a small part of it) appears in its appearance.
But Socrates has explicitly said that what appears and is imitated is not the object, but its
phenomenon, phantasm, or image: an illusory, non-existing object of perception. We need
notattribute any distinct ontological status to the image for it to serve in this role, otherwise
than to note that it belongs to the realm of appearances, which are far removed from the
truth, yet capable of bedeviling perception. As for ephaptesthai, Liddell and Scott translate
this middle voice of ephapro, “to touch,” when used with genitive (asitis here), as “to lay hold
of with the mind” (cf. 601a). So, when Socrates concludes that the painter ephapretai only a
small part of each object, he adds “and that part a mere eidolon,” an image or phantasm of the
object. An image cannot literally be touched, nor through touching it can any small part of
the object of which it is the image be touched. It is the appearance itself (to phainomenon),
not the appearing object (to on), that is mentally laid hold of by the imitator.

Actually, it is not even techne-episteme per se that will be the reality of which Homer falls
short, but the skilled actions or practice that are given their kalos and effectual form by that
knowledge. But Plato does not distinguish these two.

This is the same indictment of poets that was already brewing in the Jon. See the detailed
unpacking of this leap from painting to epic in Janaway 1995.

The addition of living creatures and praxeis to the list is intriguing, because, whereas the
mention of implements follows directly from the examples just given, it would take some
unpacking to explain how the forms of organisms or those of actions would be honed by use.
Socrates doesn’t here bridge the gap between practices like horsemanship and flute playing
and the higher technai of government and so forth. But the notion of a hierarchy of technai,
in which each level submits its product for use by a higher level, is more fully imagined at
Euthydemus 290a—-292¢, where Socrates decides that the highest level of use is kingship, and
that its product should be “to make all men good, and good in all respects” by imparting the
knowledge that will make other men both good and happy (292de).

I have delved deeper into these matters in Staten 2019, ch. 4 and 5.

Cf. Annas 1981, 230.

That is, the concept of imitation that is now re-turning via mimetic studies [editors’ note].
Cf. Aristotle’s Politics, where he writes that tales and stories, told to children, as well as the
games they play, “are designed to prepare the way for the business of later life, and all such
childish amusements (paidias) should be for the most part imitations (mimeseis) of the oc-
cupations which they will hereafter pursue in earnest” (1336a30-4).
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CHAPTER 3
COERCION AND MIMESIS IN PLATO

Compelling Someone to Change their Nature

Carlos Carvalhar

This chapter examines Plato’s criticism of the power of dramatic mimesis to form
and transform subjectivity via the interpretative lens of the mimetic turn. It will
emphasize his ethical and pedagogical concerns about plastic and mimetic sub-
jects formed by traditional mythical and literary models instead of the preva-
lent concept of mimesis as mere imitation. This approach allows us to examine a
more positive and active aspect of mimetic actions in Plato: the assimilation to
an ideal of perfection, powerful enough to change someone’s nature. Detaching
from the simplistic understanding of mimesis as imitation and reframing it from
a visual and external representation to a dramatic impersonation and reenact-
ment, this chapter will focus on the ethical and political use of mimésis through
education.

The argument will explore passages from Republic and Protagoras to clar-
ify how the mimetic power to change one’s subjectivity (a question known in
Platonic discussion as “second nature”) might be beneficial or harmful in educa-
tion. Since this process in Greek society traditionally involves imprinting mod-
els through mimetic pedagogy and poetry, Plato must evaluate these paradigms
due to their consequences. It also shows how the artistic vocabulary entangles
with philosophical discussion and how the philosopher king should coerce or
persuade the citizens, in order to lead them to the most perfect level of human
development. The combination of two Platonic concepts, mimésis and homoiosis
theoi (from Theaetetus), allows us to explore a positive and active side of mimesis:
the will to assimilate to a model of perfection via its mimetic reenactment.
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With this argumentative scheme, this chapter highlights the political as-
pect involved in the discussion of mimesis, which is directly related to the eth-
ical development achieved through education. The fundamental point is that
mimetic affections can induce behavior, especially in children and youngsters,
because their temperament is plastic, and they are more easily conformable to
society’s ideals. In fact, the selection of these paradigms is the main point in
Plato’s philosophy. After all, they shape how poets can create myths and arouse
emotions (pdthos) through their work, thus embodying the potential for mimet-
ic actions, whether good or bad.

Although this discussion focuses on the Platonic dialogues, and therefore,
Greek society, none of these arguments are limited to that period. In our con-
temporary society, mimetic models still have the same potential to influence
behavior, especially among young people—just remember the impact of social
media’s influencers.! Hence this chapter contributes to the mimetic turn or re-
turns, proving that the concept of mimesis, already in Plato, should not be re-
stricted to its ontological and epistemic concerns regarding copies, as it is a vital
force strong enough even to create a second nature in homo mimeticus.”

The first point to examine is how mimesis has the power to reconfigure
a second nature, as Plato explicitly admits in Book 3 of the Republic, but also
indirectly in Protagoras. After this acknowledgment, the powerful capacity for
mimetic action creates the need to be controlled by the ruling class, which then
selects the models found in the works of poets. Since ancient education centered
on copying poetry, the young generation would be raised with moral models
derived from these myths. As a result, for Plato, the suppression of any artis-
tic movement that could lead to the reinforcement of future citizens’ vices was
necessary. Hence, some poets had to be expelled from the city at the end of the
Republic. In sum, the moralist interpretation of Plato is that myths in poetry act
like role models, and because of this, rulers must control how poets influence
education. Therefore, mimesis becomes political.

Contrary to the most common reading, the aim here is to interpret mimesis
as an instrument of political strategy capable of coercing people to modify their
own nature, rather than merely as aesthetic imitation, a copy of a copy. This per-
suasive and subtle mimesis would be promoted by the ruling class from an early
age, whether through education, laws, or even moral sanctions, and it would
adhere to their original nature (albeit through coercion), leading them to trans-
form themselves and be consonant with the ideal city. Consequently, it is no
longer a problem of imitation because a well-educated person can rationally rec-
ognize a higher paradigm and act toward the assimilation with it. This process is
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a philosophical type of mimesis, that is closely related to the concept of becom-
inglike god, as expounded in Theaetetus, and understood here, in our contempo-
rary world that has lost faith in divine beings, as the pursuit of perfection.

A Problem of Nature

What we are, our characteristics and behavior, could be understood in Greek as
physis, our own nature. This concept was often opposed to 7dmos, law, and cus-
tom, thus creating a dichotomy between what was considered natural, given by
birth, and what was conquered through training and education. As a symbol of
aristocratic thinking, some ancient authors regarded innate talent as superior to
that acquired through study, such as the poet Pindar, who exalts natural qualities
and associates them with the ethics and lineage of nobility.? In Plato, conversely,
this determinism of nature could be defied by the educational process through
mimésis,* considered here in its broadest sense, also relative to the performative
realms of dance and theater.’ In this sense, it is best translated as “representation”
or “enactment” because it is not yet restricted to the meaning of a copy or an
imitation from two ontological levels below the form (as specified in Book 10
of Plato’s Republic). Therefore, in Book 3, Socrates acknowledges the notion of
a second nature reconfigured through mimetic experience since the guardians:

must imitate [mimeisthai] from childhood what is appropriate for
them, namely, people who are courageous, self-controlled, pious, and
free, and their actions. They mustn’t be clever at doing or imitating
[mimeésasthai] slavish or shameful actions, lest from enjoying the imi-
tation [miméseds], they come to enjoy the reality. Or haven’t you no-
ticed that imitations [iméseis] practiced from youth become part of
nature and settle into habits of gesture, voice, and thought? (395¢-d)°

The passage above indicates how mimésis is able to reorient the nature of a per-
son, especially a child or a youngster (377a-b), inculcating manners and habits
to the point that it is powerful enough to transform the original character. Thus,
philosophy becomes a tool to transform subjectivities since it concerns the mod-
els and paradigms that reinforce desirable traits acquired through mimetic ac-
tions, given that the human condition is endowed with plasticity.” Alternatively,
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as Nidesh Lawtoo defines it, the affective drive resembles the pdzhos experienced
in mimetic activities, and it is also susceptible to contagion, since poetry pre-
sents a contagious power of affection and has a pedagogical effect.® Therefore,
Plato also implicitly appointed how human nature is mimetic, as we all tend to
act according to models in our own vita mimetica.

In addition to this well-known example from the Republic, Plato, in a pas-
sage from the Protagoras” Great Speech, presents the sophist as an antagonist
to Socrates; but, in relation to our discussion, he expresses once again the same
general view that we have considered above. In the discussion of education and
the teaching of virtues, Protagoras (actually a mouthpiece of Plato) states that
children are mimetic beings and that they are able to learn by assimilating a mor-
al model reenacted by poetry:

when the children have learned their letters and are getting to unders-
tand writing as well as the spoken language, they are given the works
of good poets to read at their desks and have to learn them by heart,
works that contain numerous exhortations, many passages descri-
bing in glowing terms good men of old, so that the child is inspired
to imitate [mimétai] them and become like them [toioditos genésthai).

(Protagoras, 325¢-326a)°

The main difference between these two passages is that Prozagoras only claims that
achild “is inspired to imitate” models and “become like them.” On the other hand,
in the Republic, there is an additional statement regarding the quality of the mod-
els imitated.' The latter entails a selection of moral paradigms and an exclusion of
those that do not propagate the philosopher’s aim. Furthermore, Plato develops
a defense of punishment in the educational process.! This attitude is not out of
pure vengeance but, contrary to Pindar, because “human beings consider virtue to
be something acquired through training” (Protagoras 324c), a training supervised
by the one responsible for disciplining the wrongdoers. In other words, coercion
could be used to compel a person onto the right path—at least in Protagoras’ view,
since the official mouthpiece of Plato, Socrates, left the topic open.
Notwithstanding these differences, Plato’s ruling class might exploit the dif-
ferent types of mimetic actions to foster understanding among citizens and to
promote the most beneficial ends for them, namely, the enforcement of good
values and desires. Consequently, the rulers create a system of mass coercion
through customs and behaviors that influence all fellow citizens. In such a society,
youngsters would grow up feeling dishonored if their nature does not resemble
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the ideals promoted by the government. Thus, they would seck to behave appro-
priately, not by mere imitation, which might be only a superficial agreement with
aveiled revolt, but rather by aligning their desires in consonance with the rulers’
strategies determined by law and morality. The first method can punish physi-
cally or economically, while the second persuades by arousing feelings of shame
and guilt. However, note that both possibilities constitute manners of coercion."
In conclusion, both dialogues demonstrate that mimesis plays an educational
role powerful enough to change a person’s nature and that the teacher or the ruling
class should control this potency through the coercion and selection of models.
Hence, in the Republic, Plato states that the philosopher king must reinforce good
paradigms, for “fine ways of living lead one to the possession of virtue, shameful ones
to vice” (444e). Put differently, mimetic actions can lead to good or evil characters,
depending on which values are reenacted. Most importantly, however, is that both
passages emphasize how these educational paradigms can affect people, as they can
encourage either helpful or harmful behaviors, since we all have a mimetic tenden-
cy. This conception aligns with Nidesh Lawtoo’s central claim for mimetic studies
that “humans remain, for good and ill, all-too-mimetic creatures” (2022, 13). Since
to be human is to engage in mimetic activity, the judgment of homo mimeticus’
actions depends on the moral quality of what is being reenacted. Otherwise stated,
the value of the mimetic actions is equivalent to the model’s worth, which influenc-
es and shapes them. For this reason, they are not only evaluated according to the
final result (as it could be understood if we limit the meaning merely to imitation)
but also conforming to the quality and moral value of their mimetic expression.

Controlling Mimesis

Plato’s diagnosis exposes the danger of mimetic actions since they are so power-
ful that they can transform one’s nature, not only physically but also spiritual-
ly. As a result, Plato’s moral perspective needs to avoid any artistic movement
that would reinforce the evil actions of citizens. Instead, he regards philosophy
as the master of the educational process and, later, he will need to expel some
poets from the city because of their moral deviation (Republic 596a-598d).
However, this example also shows that the guardians, or in other words, the
philosophers, should only reenact (mimeisthai) in the same sense as an actor
who portrays the qualities and gestures of the virtuous and avoids at all costs
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interpreting dishonorable actions. In conclusion, the shift from the pathological
mimesis, which Plato condemns, to the patho-/ogical and philosophical mime-
sis, which he advocates, arises through the rational selection of paradigms.” As
this patho-/ogical method indicates how affect and reason (pdrhos and légos) are
constitutive of homo mimeticus, the Platonic use of mimesis to reenact good
qualities and to shape the human being combines both the rational and the af-
fective approach.” Due to the effects produced by the power of the mimetic
pdthos, this philosophy rationally selects models that should adhere to a person’s
subjectivity, helping them to develop such qualities.”

Plato is willing to apply virtuous role models (according to his values) to
draw the figure of the philosopher, composing how should be his skhéma. This
concept is understood as “a codified and crystallized posture that communicates
determined and recognizable values” (Celentano et al. 2004, 94; my transl.).' It
refers not only to the external appearance (influenced by physical training) but
also to the mental attitude and manners (through 7ousike, the art of the Muses)
and is always correlated with mimesis and education (paideia).

The imprinting of models through mimetic education is a process that
preferably takes place at a young age, when a child is still tender and unable to
resist conformation. To put this another way, as Plato writes, when “it is most
malleable [plirtetai] and takes on any pattern [#)pos] one wishes to impress on
it” (Republic 377b)."” In this sense, Lacoue-Labarthe emphasizes that this mal-
leability has a potential for mimetic plasticity that requires a subjective base,
like wax, and uses this passage from the Republic to affirm that the infant soul
is plastic and can be fashioned by myths.'® This point of view is central to mi-
metic studies as well. For example, Lawtoo states, in agreement with Lacoue-
Labarthe, that for Plato the soul “has a plastic [...] side, which is best molded by
the formative power of mimetic impressions generated by mythic models,” since
a myth, “like mimesis, can [...] have both negative or positive formative effects,
and every myth functions “as a formative model that has the power to generate
not only copies or reproductions of reality, but also copies or productions of
subjects” (2017a, 1210; 2017b, 73, 65)."”

In sum, Plato believes that higher principles must guide the use of myths in
poetry since young people are still flexible and impressionable. In addition, an-
cient poetry was recited collectively with rhythmic verses and music rather than
merely read individually, so this emotional and active effect made it easier for
people to absorb the content through memorization, increasing the chances of
someone imitating the paradigms contained in the poems and reenacting them
throughout their lives. Aside from the fact that the impact of these types can
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mold the human condition, the educational process based on poems provides
many opportunities to impress models and make people conform to them, via
coercion or a subtle way that they cannot even perceive the persuasion. Although
translators often choose “imitation” to translate mémeésis, this choice indicates a
passive state (as static as drawings or written texts of poetry copied by students)
that represents the idea of someone who suffers the action of being molded. It
is, therefore, necessary to emphasize that its semantic field also expresses a sense
of creative action by consciously reenacting, that is, actively performing, a type
that has been constructed as a role model (good or bad), as portrayed in dance
or drama (comedies and tragedies). As a result, for Plato, art is not restricted to
aesthetics because mimeésis can be pedagogically harmful if it is not moderated,
thus requiring good models to influence the development of citizens by shaping
their ethical character.?

Consequently, those natures deemed unsuitable by Plato must be
convinced, through arguments or force, to moderate their undesirable qualities
and become harmonious with a city ruled by the purpose of becoming as ex-
cellent as possible. Admittedly, this sounds like an oppressive purpose for our
modern tastes. Nevertheless, this kind of coercion should not be considered a
totalitarian imposition, as Karl Popper concluded. In fact, for Plato, the ruling
class acts to benefit all citizens and not just to protect itself from the majori-
ty (Republic 342e-343a). Moreover, Plato recognizes that everyone is different
from everyone else (Republic 370a~b). Therefore, he still retains a form of auton-
omy that contradicts the totalitarian mass control experienced in the twentieth
century, as a Popperian reading would imply. Furthermore, in political life, a
vivid mimetic action can lead to a conformation with an ideal model of com-
munity, achieved through a rational agreement among all citizens, regardless
of their class. Everyone has the potential to be well-educated in the ideal city,
and the virtue of moderation (saphrosyné) is the same in the city and in the soul
(Republic 442c~d). In this way, in an ideal model of a just city, all citizens would
be in harmony with the one who holds the political power: on the one hand,
they were all raised with good paradigms and did not imitate evil deeds; on the
other, the ruler strives to promote happiness in the whole city, and not just for

himself and his class (Republic 420b).
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Mimesis as an Active Force

Now that we have recognized the possibility of the active and positive use of
mimésis*' and seen that it is powerful enough to change someone’s nature, the
problem shifts to the selection of types and models. Thus, words such as #ypos
and parddeigma represent the Platonic appropriation of the vocabulary already
present in the artistic workshops transposed to philosophical concepts. In other
words, Plato applies an analogy to the process of artistic creation while discuss-
ing how education can induce human behavior through the mimesis of forms.*?
Overall, these concepts come from the artistic field, as in the case of the word
typos (mold), which is related to the verb #jpzein (to stamp and produce a seal,
a coin relief, or a mold for ceramic reproductions), but presenting a philosoph-
ical meaning in Plato’s dialogues (that is, the model that should conform good
actions). For example, in the following passage, where the verb apotypdomai (to
stamp) is employed alongside two other verbs referring to impression and mod-
els (ekmatto and ensemainomai):

We make impressions upon this of everything we wish to remember
among the things we have seen or heard or thought of ourselves; we
hold the wax under our perceptions and thoughts and take a stamp
(apotypodisthai] from them, in the way in which we take the imprints
[ensémainoménous) of signet rings. Whatever is impressed [ekmagéi]
upon the wax we remember and know so long as the image remains in
the wax; whatever is obliterated or cannot be impressed [ekmﬂgénﬂi],
we forget and do not know. (Zheaeterus 191d—e¢).2

In this passage, Plato explains how memory recovers the imprints stamped on
the soul via the image of the wax block (a malleable material), performing an
action similar to a sculptor. Therefore, this artistic influence establishes a paral-
lel between the craftsmanship of the workshops and education: both processes
work with models, just as a craftsman who reproduces ceramic votive offerings, a
philosopher, as a guardian of the virtues, nourishes and educates the new genera-
tion by selecting the good models used to mold their character. The ability to be
influenced by models is, therefore, a characteristic present in our subjectivity, that
demonstrates the plasticity of the soul.* This malleability of the human character
allows the philosopher to encourage his fellow citizens to approach the ideal; that
is, it enables the assimilation of a higher order and can serve as a guide for political



Coercion and Mimesis in Plato

conduct and human development. Irmgard Mannlein-Robert calls this positive
perspective on imitation the philosopher’s mimesis: that is, “a process of assimi-
lation, as a dialogical-dialectical, intellectual movement, which is related to and
directed toward a very specific goal” (2021, 189; my transl.), and relates it to bo-
motasis thedi, a concept that means “assimilation to god” or “becoming like god.”
This argument is made explicit in Theaetetus, exposing a religious motif in
Plato and how it is impossible to detach Platonic philosophy from its theological
reformism. As Socrates puts it: “a man should make all haste to escape from earth
to heaven; and escape means becoming as like god [homoiosis thedi] as possible;
and aman becomeslike god when he becomes justand pious, with understanding”
(Theaetetus 176a-b). In this context the word “god” may suggest a kind of biblical
monotheism, but, in reality, it expresses a generic use (the collective meaning of
a singular word), keeping the polytheism intact.”> Besides, this concept indicates
the idea of divine perfection that characterizes someone trying to achieve their
best form. Thus, being like a god entails a form of mimesis: the assimilation to a
paradigm shows that the human is trying to “imitate” the behavior and qualities
of amodel of supreme quality. In other words, this assimilation to an ideal of per-
fection shares the same intention indicated by Niccold Machiavelli’s “grandissimi
esempli)” as discussed by Nidesh Lawtoo in this volume’s Prelude.”® Therefore, this
assimilation entails a purification of wrong deeds by someone who is rationally
pursuing the realm of elevated virtues.”” However, such assimilation cannot be
complete since humans do not become gods in Plato’s thought, but they are able
to strive and resemble, as much as possible, the divine perfectness. This likeness

to an ideal paradigm is also expressed in Book 5 of the Republic:

Then it was in order to have a model [paradeigmatos) that we were
trying to discover what justice itself is like and what the completely just
man would be like, if he came into being, and what kind of man he’d
be if he did, and likewise [hoios] with regard to injustice and the most
unjust man. We thought that, by looking at how their relationship to
happiness and its opposite secemed to us, we’d also be compelled to
agree [homologein] about ourselves as well, that the one who was most
like [homoidtatos] them would have a portion of happiness most like

(homoiotdtén) theirs. (Republic 472c~d)

In the above passage, Socrates refers to the possibility that a just person will be
able to assimilate the paradigm of justice, becoming as similar as possible (ho-
moidtatos) to its ideal. In other words, he is saying that the plasticity of the soul
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must be conformed using one model of the highest standard. Lacoue-Labarthe
even comments that mimesis is “literally, in homoiosis” (1989, 121) when the
former is consonant with truth, that is, the perfect paradigm. In fact, the con-
cept of homoiosis (that is, “assimilation”) shares some common points with the
semantic field of mimetic actions, and its parallel with mimésis becomes more
explicit in the Republic:?

as he looks at and studies things that are organized and always the
same, that neither do injustice to one another nor suffer it, being all in
a rational order, he imitates [mimeisthai] them and tries to become as

like [aphomoiodisthai] them as he can. (Republic 500b—c)

Here, we have two verbs used next to each other, mimeisthai (the mimetic ac-
tion, that is, “to imitate,” “to reenact”) and aphomeoiotisthai (“to become like,”
etymologically linked to hdmoios and therefore to homoiisis), to express this mi-
metic assimilation as a process of thinking, which creates an alignment within
the immutable paradigm.’® Both actions refer to a type of mimesis that does
not mean just a copy since it makes a person similar to a high model, and be-
cause of this, one becomes altered by the result of their own action. Thus, this
assimilation configures an active process® that entails an understanding toughly
acquired by this will to alter one’s nature, an endeavor aimed at a higher ideal
and a perfect version of oneself. On this account, the desire to improve, an eth-
ical strive for perfection, is thus comprehended as a mimetic action that can be
promoted through education and the selection of the best models of conduct.

Conclusion

The approximation between Theaetetus and the “second nature” of the Republic
(echoed in Protagoras) facilitates the understanding of assimilation to a model
as a mimetic practice with not only individual consequences but also political.
Consequently, a conscious philosopher king would prevent the existence of the
evil models perpetrated by poets, artists, and sophists. The latter type of people
promotes a mimetic pathology with negative consequences since they lack true
knowledge. In addition, the philosopher king would encourage, by persuasion
or coercion, this positive side of mimesis, considered here as a resignification
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equal to homoiisis.** For it is, in brief, an effort to adapt one’s nature to a higher
model of virtuous character. Actually, no one suffers coercion anymore because
everyone has assimilated all these higher values and is willing to perfect them-
selves. This selection of mimetic models through education is the actual utopian
project Plato envisioned: to trust in every citizen.

Finally, it is necessary to emphasize that, even in the Republic, the meaning
of mimesis is not reduced solely to copy or imitation. Mimetic action can also be
an active performance, where no one is being passively molded by a tyrannical
leader but is diligently aiming to perfect oneself, exposing a philosophical nature
(even if only partially). This process happens due to a characteristic shared by the
ideal philosophers, as they are moderate and well-educated enough to perceive
their flaws and can understand the rational consequences of this assimilation
to a higher paradigm. In such idealistic circumstances, coercion would not be
necessary; at most, persuasion would be required to convince someone already
on the right path to act even more orderly. However, suppose the person (or
persons) in charge detects the need to be involved in creating or selecting good
models. In that case, they will act to ensure the best scenario, banning false par-
adigms of virtue (the evil models) and even applying punishment by force, by
the penalty of law, or by instilling moral feelings of inadequacy—all of these ex-
amples configuring instruments of coercion for the bad or not so good natures.

Notes

1 See also ch.1 in this volume [editors’ note].

2 See Lawtoo 2022, 75.

3 Shorey 1909, 188. This position is made explicit by Pindar in Nemean 3, v. 40-41: “It is by
inborn distinction that a man gains authority, | while he who has only been taught is a man
of shadows,” translated by Anthony Verity (Pindar 2007, 94).

4 In Airs, Waters, Places XIV, Hippocrates discussed nature’s determinism, exposing how

ndmos (culture) could force different characteristics in the human body (phyisis). He exem-
plifies this issue with the case of the Macrocephali, a people who had elongated heads due to
cranial modifications but supposedly began to reproduce this characteristic naturally due to
custom. Thus, this sort of ancient Lamarckism also exposes how culture, by mimetic repe-
tition, could be interpreted as something strong enough to alter natures, although different
from the Platonic perspective.

5 As an etymological note: “Linguistically, the root word is mimos; derived from it are
mimeisthai. mimesis, mimema, mimetes, and mimetikos. ‘Mimeisthai’ denotes imitation,
representation, or portrayal. ‘Mimos and ‘mimetes’ designate the persons who imitate or
represent, whereby ‘mimos also refers to the context of the dramatic action. ‘Mimema’ is
the result of mimetic action, and mimesis’” the action itself. ‘Mimetikos’ refers to something
capable of imitation or to that which is subject to imitation” (Gebauer and Wulf 1996, 27).
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21

22

23

24

25

26

27

All citations from Plato’s Republic in this chapter were translated by G.M.A. Grube and
revised by C.D.C. Reeve (Plato 1997).

See Garcia-Granero 2023, 115.

See Lawtoo 2017a, 1211; 2022, 14-21.

Citations from Plato’s Protagoras were translated by Stanley Lombardo and Karen Bell (Pla-
to 1997).

Although in the Republic, the distinction between good and evil models is made explicit, a
similar comprehension is indeed stated in the already cited passage from Prozagoras because
the adjective “good” in the phrase “they are given the works of good [agathon] poets to read”
is demarcating an artistic curation of the pocts, therefore selecting also the models applied
in the educational process of the children.

In Laws VII 793¢, Plato specifies that this punishment in relation to education must not be
of a degrading kind.

In Laws IV 718b, the Athenian exposes how the laws should reinforce the correct behavior
by coercion or persuasion: “laws’ method will be partly persuasion and partly (when they
have to deal with characters that defy persuasion) compulsion and chastisement,” translated
by Trevor J. Saunders (Plato 1997, 1404). Moral values being used for shaming and blaming
are more prominent in passages such as Laws IX 881c and XII 964b—c.

See Lawtoo 2022, 74-85.

See Lawtoo 2022, 21.

See Garcia-Granero 2023, 139.

The concept of skhéma is derived from the verb ékhein (to have, to hold) and is used in the
sense of behaving in a certain way or taking a certain attitude; the suffix -7 expresses the re-
sult of the action of the verb. See Mugler 1957, 72. Thus, this concept “designates a behavior
fixed in the repetition of the same movements or the irrevocable immobility of an attitude”
(Mugler 1957, 75; my transl.). It indicates the body’s posture and attitude, and there is no
discontinuity in this language of poses among athletes, dancers, and speakers. See Celentano
etal. 2004, 10.

See also the comments by Lawtoo 2017a, 1211-1212 and Blumenthal 1928, 402. Note
that the verb pldttein is the attic version of pldsso (to mold or form), etymologically linked
to plasticity.

See Lacoue-Labarthe 1989, 115.

See Lacoue-Labarthe 1989, 126-127.

See Carvalhar 2022.

On other positive uses of mimesis see Gebauer and Wulf 1996, 32.

See Carvalhar 2022.

All citations from Plato’s Theaetetus were translated by M. J. Levett and revised by Myles
Burnyeat (Plato 1997).

As Lawtoo points out, plasticity is an innovative and recent concept, but it is not original,
since it is linked with the ancient Greek concept of mimesis, and possibly they are two sides
of the same double concept. See Lawtoo 2017a, 1201-1203.

Van Riel concludes that “there is no significant difference between the plural and the singu-
lar form of ho theds” (2013, 37). See also Minnlein-Robert 2021, 176-183.

See Lawtoo’s Prelude in this volume, pp. 45-49.

See Van Riel 2013, 21.
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28 There are passages where Plato specifies a limit to this assimilation, that is, the human impos-
sibility of a total assimilation to a paradigm of perfection. See Van Riel 2013, 23.

29 See Minnlein-Robert 2021, 172.

30 See Minnlein-Robert 2021, 172.

31 In connection with what Minnlein-Robert (2021, 185) designates as “normierende Mime-
sis” (normative mimesis), that is, the positive aspect of a mimetic action, even if available
only for the few, that is, the philosophers who orient themselves toward god. See also the dis-
tinction between passive and active mimesis, as discussed by Lawtoo (2017a, 1212-1213),
based on the work of Lacoue-Labarthe.

3 See Minnlein-Robert 2021, 168.
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CHAPTER 4
MIMETIC RESISTANCE

Teresa Casas Herndndez

The mimetic turn is the re-turn of orality. As I will show through attention to
details of Plato’s and Aristotle’s mimetic agon, orality is the ontology of mimesis.
At the dawn of mimetic studies, the two philosophers recognize that human be-
ings are homo mimeticus, namely, mimetic animals; equally, they tie knowledge,
mimesis and human nature as far as the human natural inclination to mimesis is
the manifestation of the equally human natural desire for knowledge." In doing
so, they discard oral mimesis in favor of abstract mimesis. The mimetic turn en-
tails the recovering of the fundamental aspect of orality in mimesis.

Nidesh Lawtoo defines mimetic agon as a clash, intellectual and creative,
that contains an inconspicuous, though fundamental, relation of continuity. As
he puts it: “mimetic agonism is a form of intellectual contest” between younger
thinkers and their models or educators “that appear at first sight to be simply
opponents, antagonists, or rivals, yet, on a closer genealogical investigation, turn
out to provide the very conceptual and theoretical tools to establish an opposi-
tion in the first place—in a creative, productive yet still creative way” (Lawtoo
2023, 45).2 Through the lens of mimetic agon, I want to underscore that both
Plato and Aristotle target oral mimesis. The reason is that both intend to protect
the core object of their theory from the, in their view, pernicious and threaten-
ing effects of orality—deformation.

Traditionally, Plato and Aristotle are seen as promoting opposite theories
of mimesis. Indeed, each address it differently: Plato circumscribes poetic mi-
mesis to relations of truth, which is made manifest in the particulars; Aristotle
instead pays attention to structure resemblance and judges the resemblance of
particulars—or the lack of it—as inconsequential. However, attention to their
respective views of orality shows that Plato’s preoccupation with the particulars

107



108

Teresa Casas Herndndez

matches Aristotle’s concern for structure. Indeed, while Plato protects particu-
lars from deformation, Aristotle shields the stability of structure.

Deformation takes a different form in each of their theories. For Plato
deformation takes the form of the ghostly, while in Aristotle it manifests as the
monstrous. In both cases, deformation epitomizes perilous contagious patholo-
gies that endanger the stability of the city by populating it with ghosts and mon-
sters. Such a city has no future. Ultimately, targeting deformation, both Plato and
Aristotle intend to guarantee the stability and continuity of the city. For it, the
two philosophers displace oral mimesis in favor of abstract mimesis. The latter
allows for a clean and neat outcome that fosters a sort of positive contagion—the
spread of virtue. For the same reason, it ensures the future of the city.

Awareness of the ontology of mimesis, I believe, underpins that the mimet-
ic turn brings deformation back with it—the unforeseen, the changeable; most
importantly, sheds light into the possibilities of mimesis beyond imitation and
reproduction emphasizing its creative, epistemic, and political potential.

Oral Mimesis vs Pictorial Mimesis

Unlike pictorial mimesis, oral mimesis entails a relation between process and
process. Three objects compose the structure of mimesis: model, agent, and ob-
ject resulting from mimesis (from now on, mimetic object). In oral mimesis the
three are in constant movement and change. Both model and mimetic object
are performances; they are in movement, and thus are both changing and un-
finished. Furthermore, the agent is indistinguishable from the mimetic object;
think of an actor playing a character, for instance. Consequently, the relation
between the three is blurry. By contrast, pictorial mimesis entails a different
structure: first, the three are clearly differentiated objects, and second (and con-
sequently) model and mimetic object are stable and unchangeable.

Oral mimesis is essential in the process of transmission, preservation, and
acquisition of knowledge proper of an illiterate culture. Studies on orality make
manifest the primacy of oral mimesis in the preservation and transmission of
knowledge. As Walter J. Ong puts it in oral cultures “you know what you can re-
call” (1987, 33); namely, what is not remembered, is forgotten. In oral cultures,
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remembering is tied to performance, to mimicking, and evanescence: listening,
bodily and oral repetition, combining and recombining,

By now, there is no doubt that Ancient Greek poetry was an oral art.
Milman Parry found proof of the oral composition of Homeric poetry in the
structure of epithets.” Memorization of formulae allowed for the process de-
scribed above: combining and recombing through oral and bodily repetition,
poets could compose on the spot poems that were different and yet the same.
This reveals first, the inherent variability resulting from oral composition and,
second, the key role of such composition in the transmission of knowledge.

Eric Havelock’s seminal work Preface to Plato applies Parry’s theory to the
whole of Ancient Greek poetry.* By thoroughly discussing the relevance of orali-
ty in Ancient Greece before literacy he shows how poetry and performance were
means to transmit knowledge, by means of repetition and mimicking. His work
also serves to point out an inherent tension in Plato’s work: he composes his
work at a time of transition between orality and literacy. In the advent of written
composition, oral composition felt stiff, limited, and dated.’

The tension between orality and literacy pierces both Plato’s and Aristotle’s
approach to poetry: both recognize the oral origin of tragedy and comedy and
its epistemic possibilities: Plato uses dialogue and fictionality, while Aristotle
discusses tragedy’s power for the education of the emotions. However, in their
discussions of tragedy and comedy, both present pictorial mimesis as the orig-
inal paradigm of mimesis. It is not an innocent choice: pictorial mimesis is a
steppingstone to privilege written over oral composition — and thus, key to the
dissociation of oral mimesis from the transmission of knowledge and from the
conception of mimesis itself. The result is a notion of mimesis perilously homo-
genous and homogenizing.

Plato’s and Aristotle’s overall operation has far-reaching consequences. The
Republic and the Poetics, as foundational texts for mimetic studies, set the basis
for future concepts of mimesis up until today. Addressing how both define and
solidify the concept of mimesis is vital to avoid perpetuating the restrictive ho-
mogenization that lies under Plato’s and Aristotle’s claims to universalism. By
the same token, it is essential to recover the discarded element of deformation,
which broadens both the scope and possibilities of mimesis.
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Plato’s Republic: The Antistrophe of Painting

Finding consistency across Plato’s dialogues comes close to an impossibility. An
irresolvable tension informs Plato’s regard of mimesis and oral tradition: while
recognizing their virtues and value, he also judges them as problematic. Here I
thoroughly examine the arguments of the Republic because, in it, he fully ex-
poses the tension that haunts his thought: on the one hand, Plato recognizes
the power of mimesis for the transmission of knowledge; on the other, he solely
targets oral mimesis in the form of tragedy and comedy insofar as both epito-
mize the danger of contagion of deformation. Making mimesis a good source of
contagion, so to speak, is Plato’s goal.

In Book 3, Plato performs the by now foundational ban of the poets. He
concludes that only diegesis (third-person narration) should be accepted in the
city; by the same token mimetic composition should be banned. The reason is
that stories that show the gods behaving viciously “produce in the youth a strong
inclination to do bad things” (391¢). The virtue of diegesis, says Plato, is that it
is not mimetic and, therefore, it allows for a differentiation between story and
narrator that prevents deformation and the contagion of pathologies in the souls
of the citizens and the city at large.

And yet, Plato’s conclusion is confusing. As the myths banned from the
city, the ones allowed in it cannot comprehend direct knowledge of the past.
For Plato, “we have no knowledge of these things” (427bc) and, as far as—in
his view—access to the past is impossible, so is knowledge of the past.® Hence,
accounts of the past allowed in the city such as the philosophers’ noble lie are
not faithful accounts of the past in terms of direct knowledge. This suggests that
the philosopher’s myth entails some sort of mimesis that is not fully elucidated.
Therefore, philosophical myths and poetic myths both seem to employ mimesis
and lack direct knowledge of the past; and yet, the first is admitted into the city
while the latter is banned from it.

I shall suggest that the difference between poetry and philosophical myth
is of mimetic origin: their opposed ontologies result from their different struc-
tures of mimesis. In Archaic oral tradition poets could transit between afterlife
and the world of the living, hence acquiring direct knowledge of the past. In
Ancient tradition, poets preserve their privileged access to the past through the
whispering of the muses. Poetic recitation, sung speech, were means to make
memory live but also, to preserve memory. To it, Plato opposes the philosophers’
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access to truth. The different means to access the object of mimesis necessarily
yield objects with opposed ontologies.

The distinction becomes clear in Book 10, where Plato’s comparison be-
tween mimesis and a mirror reflection of the world sets the frame for his hierar-
chy of mimesis aligned in relation to truth:

If you are willing to take a mirror and carry it around everywhere;
quickly you will make the sun and the things in the heaven; quickly,
the earth; and quickly, yourself and the other animals and implements
and plants and everything else that was just now mentioned. (596d)

This passage sets up a system of mimesis. First is the nature of the object, then the
work of the one with knowledge and skills (zechne) to create an object based on
that nature, and, finally, the painter. The latter, metaphorically speaking, holds
the mirror: he can make things appear, but unlike the craftsman, he cannot make
things as they are. To put it shortly, the relation among the three is from better
to worse in relation to truth.

Through a hierarchy of mimesis, Plato explains the origin of the world of
becoming and establishes the ghostly nature of mimetic objects. He identifies
a vertical chain of transmission articulated by mimesis, which intervenes in all
three stages—nature, craftsman, and painter. However, the kinds of mimesis
differ in relation to fechne: the craftsman’s mimesis is based on abstract values
such as measurement and proportion, yielding, for example, an actual bed. By
contrast, the painter’s mimesis is based on mere observation of particulars. As a
result, his bed is lacking in zechne and thus a bed that only seems to be a bed but
is not a bed: it lacks the foundational ontology of a bed (596a-597¢). Therefore,
the painter’s bed is like the ghost of Hamlet’s father in Shakespeare’s famous
tragedy: he looks like his father, but it s not his father because the nature of
the ghost is different from that of Hamlet’s actual father. Similarly, the painter’s
bed has the appearance of a bed, but it is not a bed. It is the ghost of the idea
of “bed.””

Having established the ghostly nature of mimetic objects, Plato moves onto
the tragedians and their mimesis. Plato succinctly informs us that the tragedian,
like the painter, is an “imitator” (597¢), inviting us to apply the same ontological
structure to objects of tragic mimesis. And yet, when Plato makes “the most seri-
ous charge against imitation” (605¢), he abandons the comparison between the
painter and the tragedian; it is leveled entirely against tragedians and comedians
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(605¢-607d). Accordingly, only the mimesis involved in tragedy and comedy is
banned from the city.

Plato’s final use of the analogy between painting and poetry is decisive be-
cause it confirms the ban of oral mimesis:

Therefore, it would at last be just for us to seize him [the poet] and set
him beside the painter as his antistrophe. For he [the poet] like the
painter is making things that are ordinary by the standard of truth;
and he [the poet] is also similar in keeping company with a part of
the soul that is on the same level and not with the best part. And thus,
we should at last be justified in not admitting him [the poet] into a
city that is going to be under laws, because he awakens this part of the
soul and nourishes it, and, by making it strong, destroys the calculating
part, just as in a city when someone by making wicked men mighty,
turn the city over to them and corrupts the superior ones. (605ab)®

Key to the passage is how Plato constructs the analogy between painter and
poet: poetry is the “antistrophe” of painting, writes Plato.” In tragic poetry, the
three parts of the chorus’ ode were presented in the following order of appear-
ance: strophe, antistrophe, and epode. The first and second can be translated as “a
turn” and “come back” or “return,” respectively. During that first part, a segment
of the chorus sang and danced moving from stage right to stage left. During
the second part, another segment of the chorus danced and sang moving left to
right. The antistrophe constituted a response to the strophe that consists in a
repetition of the strophe with variations. Finally, during the closing third part of
the ode, both segments of the chorus united in the center of the stage sang and
danced the epode.

The image of a poetic antistrophe is extraordinarily rich: if poetry is the
antistrophe, then painting must be the strophe. This analogy sheds light on how
Plato conceives the relation between both arts. As antistrophe, poetry comes
after painting, and it is an inexact and changing repetition. As strophe, painting
comes before poetry — meaning that painting is above poetry in the hierarchy
of mimesis. The reason, I believe, is that painting yields an unchanging object.
Thus, because of the unchanging nature of pictorial mimesis, the deformation
its mimetic objects represent is constrained within the static nature of painting.
By contrast, tragedy (and comedy) is in constant movement—every instance of
poetry entails variation thus increasing deformation. To put it bluntly, tragedy
gives birth to an unlimited lineage of ghosts that proliferate in the city. Because
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poetry produces variable and changing objects, its impact becomes dangerously
unpredictable.’” Consequently, concludes Plato, “we would be justified in not
admitting him [the poet]” in the city (605ab).

The essential difference between the unchanging and changing nature of
both poetry and painting grounds Plato’s “most serious charge against imitation”
(605¢), which is aimed at tragic (and comic) poetry and its effects. Essentially,
Plato critiques that poetry’s changing nature whet the appetitive part of the soul
and steer it toward “sex, spiritedness, too, and for all the desires, pain, and pleas-
ures in the soul” (606d). The poet, says Plato, “puts a bad constitution in the soul
of each individual” (605b), meaning that the orality of poetry fosters mimetic
pathos “the relational power of human bodies to be unconsciously affected by
human and non-human others” (Lawtoo 2022, 37). Shortly after these claims,
Plato restates the ban of the poets. Yet, painters may remain in the city."

Plato’s distinct treatment of the poets discloses both the hierarchy of his
mimesis and the different structures of mimesis at play. Platonic mimesis emerg-
es as a vertical line that articulates the relation between the nature of objects
(the Platonic forms) and the objects that we perceive in the world of becoming.
A philosophical mimesis concerned with universals and abstracts mediates be-
tween these two ontological spaces. Another kind of mimesis mediates between
knowledge and the craftsman’s objects. Mimesis of particulars is the third kind
mediating between objects in the world of becoming and the objects that result
from mimesis of particulars. This third kind of mimesis defines painting and po-
etry. On Plato’s views as expressed in the Republic, the main difference between
the second and third kinds of mimesis is zechne. The third kind involves no zech-
ne.”* Based on mere perception and deceived by the senses the agent is incapable
of engaging with the abstract; the result is an object that is a non-being—a ghost.

The key are the different structures of mimesis and the nature of the objects
that result from it. Though the nature of their objects might differ,'? craftsman
and the poet share the same structure of mimesis—it allows for a separation
among the model, the mimetic object, and the agent of mimesis. By contrast,
the mimesis of tragedy (and comedy), merges the three: the agent of mime-
sis (the poet or actor) presents himself as the model (a god or a hero), and the
resulting object is the appearance of the object of mimesis (said god or hero).
Agent, model, and mimetic object are all the same. The lack of distance be-
tween all three elements of poetic mimesis has a transformative, contagious, and
uncontrollable effect.

Oral mimesis, therefore, riddles the city with ghosts. They are perilous be-
cause for the untrained eye, the ghostly appears as a truthful being. Thus, with all
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the power of truth—it steers our desire, our love for knowledge in the wrong di-
rection fostering corruption and ignorance. Consequently, it corrupts the agent
turning it into a ghost. A city in which poetry oversees transmitting knowledge
is populated by ghosts, by non-living beings. And thus, it has no future. I con-
tend that Plato bans tragedy for these reasons.

The framing of poetic mimesis within the analogy of pictorial mimesis
provides a broader context for Plato’s critique of mimesis in Books 2 and 3: it
is directly related to poetry’s oral composition and its ghostly and contagious
nature. Its composition—bodily retrospective, repetition, and on-site assembly
of repeated formulae—is rooted in orality." Consequently, poetry in orality is
a ghost: it appears to be, but it 7s not. And last but not least, this ghostly con-
dition makes it extremely contagious. By addressing mimesis in relation to the
education of the guardians, Plato attempts to undo the mimetic pathos of oral
mimesis while preserving its educative function. In this double task, the usage of
pictorial mimesis to define poetic mimesis is essential.

Plato disregards mimetic poetry in favor of diegesis because it preserves the
contagious effect of mimesis without its pernicious effect—it is mimesis with-
out pathos, so to speak. It allows for distinctions among the model, the agent
of mimesis, and the mimetic object. The separation between the three orders
permits a relation with truth. Under these reformed conditions, poetic mimesis
can yield an object similar to painting: a copy with an unchanging nature that
freezes the endless stream of ghosts that riddle Plato’s Kallipolis with patholo-
gies, which endanger the unity, the order, and the stability of the city.

Aristotle’s Poetics: Teleological Uninterrupted Change

Atristotle’s setting for his discussion on mimesis might obscure the mimetic agon
that I am developing. For him mimesis articulates relations in the sphere of what
today we would call the Fine Arts; he liberates poetry from the mandate of truth
and focuses on its structure instead. However, by analyzing his usage of pictorial
mimesis, I show how Aristotle, like Plato, is very much concerned with mimetic
deformation, which he attributes to the mimesis of orality and, by the same to-
ken, of poetry.

The analogy between pictorial and poetic mimesis literally frames
Aristotle’s treatise.’> However, the most telling instance takes place in chapter
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four where Aristotle offers an apparently historical account of tragedy—its ori-
gin, evolution, and final form. However, attention to his explanation reveals that
his account is markedly teleological. Aristotle presents the coming into being of
tragedy as a change between opposites—from improvisation to tragedy.

Underpinning Aristotle’s narrative we find a key change between oppo-
sites—from oral mimesis to pictorial mimesis. At the outset, Aristotle states that
poetry was brought “into being from improvisations” (1448b20-25), which is
determined by mimesis, insofar as it “comes naturally to us” (1448b20-25); he
concludes that tragedy achieves “its own nature” (1448b15-20), by the hand of
the three great tragedians: Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides; namely when
it is composed in writing. I contend that at each end of Aristotle’s account we
find the two mimetic structures that we have just examined in Plato’s Republic.
Surreptitiously, Aristotle replaces the oral bodily performative mimesis of im-
provisation from the beginning of his account, by the written'® mimesis that we
find at the end. Aristotle’s move, I contend, exhibits the Platonic fear to defor-
mation. And the threat is averted by the same means: using pictorial mimesis to
displace oral mimesis and its inherent dangers.

In Aristotle’s system of thought, the cause determines the end. In the passage
below he establishes two causes for the origin of poetry: first, the human species’
distinctive mimetic instinct; and second, he points at human understanding:

For it is an instinct of human beings, from childhood, to engage in
mimesis (indeed, this distinguishes them from animals: man is the
most mimetic of all, and it is through mimesis that he develops his
earliest understanding): and equally natural that everyone enjoys mi-
metic objects. (1448b1-10)

Aristotle’s first move is to establish that the zelos of tragedy consists in the rela-
tion between mimesis and understanding. Aristotle uses pictorial mimesis to
explain how this relationship between mimesis and understanding works:

This is why people enjoy looking at images, because through contem-
plating them it comes about that they understand and infer what each
element means, for instance that “this person is so-and-so.” For, if one
happens not to have seen the subject before, the image will not give
pleasure qua mimesis but because of its execution or color, or for some
other such reason. (1448b15-20)
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According to Aristotle, it is by contemplating mimetic objects that we come to
understand. The basis of this understanding is recognition of “so-and-so” (olov
811 00Tog), which simply indicates the capacity to identify one thing with anoth-
er, even if one of the two is not present. In that process, human understanding
makes possible the recognition of objects that are not necessarily presented as
they are. Particularly “poetry does not have the same standard of correctness as
in politics” (1460b10-15), which is why it allows to show a “horse with both
right legs thrown forward” or “the pursuit of Hector” (1460b15-20)." For
faults in poetry are acceptable “if the poetry achieves its goal” (146015-20) or
if at least, it does not interfere with it. Hence, from very early in his theorization
of mimesis, first, Aristotle establishes the relation between mimesis and under-
standing and, second, he subsumes mimesis to plot structure.

Aristotle identifies two forms of mimesis that he presents in terms of de-
velopment: a rudimentary, childish mimesis and its corresponding object will
develop into an abstract mimesis with its corresponding object. However, I ar-
gue, what he presents as an evolution, I believe, entails an opposition between
oral and written mimesis, both of which entail different structures and different
objects. And he articulates this opposition by presenting pictorial mimesis as the
paradigm of mimesis that yields an object that leads to understating: a painting.

What constitutes the object of our contemplation is important for Aristotle.
On his view, improvisation is the first result of our mimetic impulse, led by our
desire to understand. Aristotle adds that the agents of improvisation are not
yet poets; thus, the product of improvisation cannot be considered poetry, let
alone tragedy. From improvisation, poetry develops into the forms of tragedy
and comedy. This development is achieved mainly by means of the poet’s in-
tervention. Beginning with Homer, the first poet to compose distinct genres,
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides give tragedy its final form by means of dra-
matic composition. In this final form, mimesis achieves its zelos: contemplating
it leads to understanding.

Critically, both improvisation and tragedy are mimetic, but in Aristotle’s
view, only tragedy can lead to understanding. Improvisation cannot lead to un-
derstanding because, as the bodily mimesis that it is, first, it does not contribute
to the agent’s understanding, and second, as far as it lacks the stable structure
of plot (or painting) it does not lead the audience to understand. In short, in
Aristotle’s view, bodily performance can only participate in Jogos as part of a
structure of representation. In any case, it contributes to the learning of the au-
dience, never the agent.
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On Aristotle’s account, improvisation is the result of primary mimesis—
oral mimesis. It reproduces previous performances and particulars, and it has the
mark of spontaneity. In improvisation, the agent, model, and mimetic object are
indistinguishable. Therefore, the final result is a moving, changing object. It is
evanescent and unpredictable. Written mimesis is the opposite of oral mimesis:
final, stable, and reliable. The object of the plot is the change between opposites,
and its three components are each distinguishable: model, agent of mimesis, and
mimetic object. And finally, it yields a written text: a static object.'®

The culmination of Aristotle’s account of the coming into being of tragedy,
the final form of tragedy, coincides with the moment in which tragedy is composed
in writing. The mimesis at play in the latter is busy with universals rather than par-
ticulars, is capable of dealing with abstraction, and, overall, yields a static object:
a text. Furthermore, the latter emerges as parallel and resembling to painting: the
structure of dramatic mimesis is the structure of pictorial mimesis. First, model,
agent of mimesis, and mimetic object are distinguishable, and second, the object is
a static unchangeable object. And in both, the structure plays a significant role: as
in painting tragedy’s ontological model is a change between opposites, a universal
that rules in nature. Aristotle identifies as determinant of tragedy a mimesis that is
far away from bodily performance, particulars, and enactment: abstract mimesis,
mimesis done in writing. Under these conditions, poetry can contribute to /ogos.

I believe that Aristotle substituting oral mimesis for mimesis in writing
is directly related to the need to avoid interference of opsis: the visual aspect
of theater. But it involves more, including all the material elements that make
theater possible.”” Aristotle recognizes opsis as one of the parts of tragedy, “trage-
dy [...] must have six components which give it its qualities—namely plot, char-
acter, diction, thought, spectacle (gpsis), and lyric poetry;” he also presents it as
inconsequential, for “the plot should be so structured that, even without see-
ing it performed, the person who hears the event that occur experiences horror
and pity;” and yet, it is deeply problematic because “to create this effect [expe-
riencing horror and pity] through spectacle has little do wo with the poet’s art”
(1453b10-15).% In Aristotle’s view, the effect of tragedy should be “built into
the events,” namely good plot composition. By contrast, the pleasure elicited by
opsis “has little to do with the poet’s art” (1453b5-10) and thus, I argue, with
logos. Therefore, for Aristotle opsis jeopardizes the zelos of the plot and, when
used as a condition of possibility for tragedy, it deforms tragedy.

Aristotle’s avoidance of gpsis is very Platonic: he wants to avoid a futureless
city of monsters. In Book 3 of the Physics, Aristotle argues that when zelos is
disrupted, the result is a monstrous being—a metaphysically flawed being. Such
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beings, like cows with two heads, are barren by nature and do not reproduce.
When opsis acts as a cause in tragedy, it deforms its telos and leads to a deformed
being. Provided the educative and epistemic role that Aristotle bestows to trag-
edy, a monstrous tragedy would lead to a city with no future. By replacing the
mimesis of orality for written abstract mimesis, Aristotle imprints in tragedy the
good qualities that he finds in pictorial mimesis: stability, unchangeability, and
universality. Tragedy determined by abstract mimesis becomes a mimetic object
suitable for understanding.

Aristotle, therefore, uses pictorial mimesis to profoundly intervene in the
conception of mimesis at the origin of poetry. The consequences are signifi-
cant. First, the mimesis of orality is stripped of any participation in knowledge.
Second, oral mimesis is subsumed under abstract mimesis, which is now charged
with making manifest a perfectly constructed plot. Third, abstract mimesis en-
tails a tightly knit structure in which the object of mimesis, the mimetic object,
and the agent of mimesis are clearly identifiable and separate. As a result of all of
the above, the proliferation of deformed monstrosity is avoided and thus trage-
dy becomes a welcome being in the city.

Mimesis: A Story of Continuation

In Book 10 of the Republic, Plato states his famous challenge:

All the same, let it be said that if poetry directed to pleasure and imi-
tation have any argument to give showing that they should be in a city
with good laws, we should be delighted to receive them back from exile,
since we are aware that we ourselves are charmed by them. (607cd)

Aristotle’s Poetics is traditionally read as a reply to it. His reply, however, as mi-
metic studies has begun to note, has a lot more of Plato’s prejudice than is of-
ten recognized.” In fact, examining the role of pictorial mimesis in both Plato’s
Republic and Aristotle’s Poetics, it comes to view that both employ pictorial mi-
mesis in their containment projects. For both the variability typical of orality
and, by the same token, of tragedy and comedy, is a sign of deformation. From the
standpoint of their theories, this makes sense: if the relation between cause and
outcome has no order, then anything is possible. It opens up a chaotic scenario,
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where predictability, order, stability, and a foreseeable future are impossible.
Identifying oral mimesis as the cause of poetic variability, the two mend the per-
ils of oral mimesis by means of pictorial mimesis. The latter establishes hierarchy
between mimesis of particulars and abstract mimesis. But also, preserves a logical
relation of causality. However, the outcomes of these similarities are different:
Plato privileges diegesis and bans the remains of oral mimesis from the city. By
contrast, Aristotle privileges writing and tames oral mimesis, thereby rendering it
inconsequential for understanding and, thus, for transmitting knowledge.

The different results conceal a story of continuation in taming and contain-
ing oral mimesis: both their interventions target it, identify it as the problem in
tragedy and comedy, and finally strip it from tragedy and comedy. Considering
this, Plato’s diegesis and Aristotle’s writing hold a striking structural resemblance:
differentiation between the elements of mimesis—model, mimetic object, and
agent—amounts to an object that provides a stable relation to abstracts. As such,
it can convey knowledge.

The ultimate consequence of their intervention is the deep transformation
in the structure of mimesis: mimesis imprinted with the structure of pictorial
mimesis, first, will become a normative concept and, second, will dominate dis-
cussions on mimesis and its two major translations, imitation and representa-
tion. The two cast a long-lasting shadow upon oral mimesis. The mimetic turn
is the recovery of that foundational, ontological, and primary sense of mimesis.

Mimetic Resistance

Pointing at the structure and role of mimesis in orality, I believe, has a political
side, which I would like to sketch further, even if briefly. Inadvertently, both Plato
and Aristotle reveal that the mimesis of orality played a core role in the transmis-
sion of knowledge. Namely it was core to the “epistemic structure” (Broncano
2020, 364)* of the city. Such role emerges as indissociable from the oral and
indomitable nature of mimesis, that both Plato and Aristotle intend to correct.
Oral mimesis points directly to our mimetic nature, our condition of
homo mimeticus: prone to do and engage in mimesis. However, both Plato
and Aristotle seem to imply that the human mimetic faculty needs training.
Plato assumes that oral mimesis is impossible to train, as it is the expression of a
corrupt nature. While for Aristotle it can be trained, it contributes to nothing
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substantial unless it is directed to the sphere of abstracts. In either case, oral
mimesis is dispossessed of any epistemic value or function. Contra them, what
resurfaces through their critiques, and lays at the core of their targeting of oral
mimesis, is that our mimetic faculty does not require training for it to be an epis-
temic asset. And its most immediate expression is the mimesis of orality: per-
formative, changing, intuitive, moving, blurry, and with an unstable structure.
It is this freedom that made it so essential in illiterate cultures and still today for
our human condition as epistemic agents. But, most important, I believe, it is
this freedom that makes it so dangerous, in Plato’s and Aristotle’s eyes.

The inherent freedom and indomitable nature of oral mimesis, I argue, is
key to explaining the ways in which mimesis is both subversive and resistant to
the domestication intended by Plato’s and Aristotle’s reshaping of mimesis. As
precursors of mimetic studies such as Homi K. Bhabha, Michael Taussig, Judith
Butler, or Luce Irigaray have argued, it is by means of mimesis that we can steal,
re-appropriate, subvert, and modify forms of being, narratives, and knowledge.
Mimetic studies recover mimesis’s instrumentality in articulating knowledge,
perhaps a knowledge that defies the abstraction hierarchy.

For Plato’s and Aristotle’s critiques reveal that mimesis is resistant: it re-
sists Plato’s ontology and Aristotle’s metaphysics. But, as the works mentioned
above suggest, mimesis also plays a role in strategies of political and individual
resistance to hegemonic orders. Via a process of doing as others do, the result of
mimesis is opened into the unforeseen and the unexpected: to the monstrous
and the ghostly. Therefore, mimesis is understood as a faculty that allows for an
unfinished process of changing re-appropriation with the potential to transform
both objects and agents involved, yielding the possibility of other epistemolo-
gies and other ways of being.

This chapter focused on the arguments that have cast a shadow on orality
for centuries and intends to stress the central role of orality in mimetic studies.
Further attention to the key role of orality, I believe, opens the space to iden-
tify the ontological common ground to the many heterogeneous forms of the
mimetic re-turn such as attention to the performative, contagion, and affects.
Furthermore, the mimetic turn is, necessarily, an oral turn. Consequently, future
developments in mimetic studies would benefit from focusing on the oral origin
of mimesis and its link to deformation. First, because it exceeds the prevailing
understanding of mimesis as either representation, copy, or imitation. And, sec-
ond, because rather than a means for homogeneity and domination, mimesis
becomes an essential tool for otherness and heterogeneity.
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The oral tradition of ancient theater is now reemerging under different

masks such as the performance of postdramatic theater. For that matter, an

awareness of both the ontology of mimesis and the prejudices that have ground-

ed for so long prevailing notions of mimesis are fundamental to avoid perpetu-

ating misconceptions against oral mimesis that live right at the core of mimesis

tout court. On that note, mimetic studies finds in the ontology of oral mimesis

and its far-reaching consequences a solid ground to examine the vital role of

mimesis in human affairs.

Notes

Plato doesn’t literally state that the human species is naturally inclined to mimesis, but his
whole discussion in the Republic, as well as in other works as such as the lon or Phaedrus,
suggests that mimesis is key in the relation between the world of being and the world of
becoming, as well as for education.

Examples of mimetic agon include Plato contra Homer, Aristotle contra Plato, Nietzsche
contra Wagner, Malabou contra Derrida, among others. For the oral foundations of mimetic
studies see also Lawtoo 2022, ch.2 [editors’ note].

See Parry 1928.

See Havelock 1963, 36-60.

See Ong 1987, 20-28.

Here Plato is challenging a deep-rooted understanding of poctic tradition as a means to
access the past. For more on this see Nikulin 2015, Detienne 1999, and Vernant 2006.

For a detailed analysis of mimesis and techne in Book 10 of Republic see Staten in this vol-
ume [editor’s note].

This passage has been deeply influential. For example, Arieti (1992), Halliwell (2009), and
Puchner (2010) all equate mental representation with staging. Their claim is that mental
representation constitutes the problem with poetry. However, this position obviates the
performative aspect of tragedy and accepts, prima facie, the equivalence that Plato draws
between pictorial and poetic mimesis. One could say that philosophers who have accepted
at face value Plato’s restricted—and restrictive—view of mimesis, have been tricked by Plato.
Some editions choose to translate “antistrophe” as counterpart. But this translation obscures
the hierarchical relation between both arts.

A similar conclusion can be drawn from Plato’s Jon. There, Plato shows Ion that painters can
paint anyone. By contrast, Plato claims, poets know only the words of one poet. Plato’s argu-
ment is meant to emphasize the opposition between art (techne) and divine possession. The
latter entails a changing repetition of the divine owing to the poet’s lack of knowledge about
what they say. Therefore, in the Joz, as in the Republic, painting and poetry have different
status. Painting, though mimetic, is superior to poetry. [Editors’ note: for a discussion of Jon
see Borch-Jacobsen in this volume and Lawtoo 2022, ch. 2.]

See Havelock 1963, 25.

Plato’s discussion in the Joz might suggest that he regarded painting as involving zechne. On
techne in Plato see again Staten’s contribution to this volume [editors” note].
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13 As established above, painter’s and craftsman’s mimetic object differ in their ontology: the
first does not participate of truth, while the latter does. The structure in place, however,
remains the same.

14 Of special importance on this matter are the works of Ong 1987 and Parry 1987.

15 This analogy first appears in chapter one, where Aristotle discusses modes of mimetic
production (1447a25). He uses the analogy for the last time in the penultimate chapter
(1460b5-120) to defend tragedy from possible criticism.

16 Admittedly, neither tragedies nor comedies were written to be read. But emphasis on writ-
ten composition, as cause of tragedy, shows that Aristotle was in scarch of an object that
could grant stability to tragedy. For more on this, see Kovacs 2005.

17 Aristotle distinguishes between incidental and intrinsic faules (146010-15). Both can be
acceptable insofar as they contribute to achieving poetry’s goal. In any case, showing a horse
as described above would not prevent the audience from recognizing it.

183 Undoubtedly, texts can be deformed by acting. This is Aristotle’s concern, which I address
later.

19 Today, we would refer to it as the theatrical dispositive, I believe.

20 See also 1461b25-1462a10, where Aristotle blames actors for the critiques to tragedy.

21 See, for instance, Lawtoo 2023, 109-110.

22 Fernando Broncano defines “epistemic structure” as the structure that sustains the distri-
bution, production, preservation, and transmission of knowledge in a determined society.
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CHAPTER 5
BEHIND PLATO’S SHADOWS
AND TODAY’S MEDIA MONSTERS

Mark Pizzato

This chapter adds to mimetic studies by exploring Plato’s ancient cave allegory
through psychology, anthropology, and neuroscience, regarding current screen
media and repeated mass shootings in the United States. It considers develop-
mental, ancestral, and “inner theater” sources of ego and group rivalry, involving
animal-human emotional drives. Comparing Plato’s metaphors with prehistoric
cave art and recent brain mapping discoveries, this spelunking expedition finds a
dark side to rational idealism in predatory scapegoating, as homo mimeticus path
or “patho(-)logy” of the “vita mimetica” (Lawtoo 2022).! The interplay between
inner and outer theater networks reveals subconscious Trojan Horse influences
and dangerous melodramatic ideals, with violent mimetic effects, and yet a po-
tential for tragic awareness about such repetition compulsions in our mass and
social media today.

In the Republic, Plato describes, through the voice of Socrates in dialogue
with Plato’s brother, Glaucon, a cave where people are chained for their entire
lives, heads restricted to watching shadow figures on a wall. Puppets parade be-
hind the prisoners, while a flickering firelight produces the cave-wall show and
invisible puppeteers give it voices (like Socrates conducting Glaucon’s imagining
of the scene and like Plato with these characters). Socrates gets Glaucon’s agree-
ment that such spectators would take the apparitions and voices as their only re-
ality. If one of them were unchained and forced to turn, seeing the firelight, and
then dragged outside the cave, that former prisoner would resist, yet eventually
realize the truth through philosophical reasoning.
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One might use such sunny idealism, outside the cave, to question the appar-
ent materialism of neuroscience and its brain—mind explorations.” But this chap-
ter takes a more interdisciplinary approach. It re(in)spects the ancient Platonic
parable, along with various social science and neuroscience views, through the-
atrical lenses, to explore new media dangers.

In the ancient text, Socrates directs Glaucon’s inner mental theater (and the
reader’s) to imagine how the freed prisoner in the cave, upon turning around,
would be pained by the firelight, at first unable to see the objects creating the
shadows. If dragged outside the cave, the former prisoner would be even more
pained by the sunlight, secing only shadows and reflections, but eventually per-
ceiving the stars at night and then daytime things. If that person returned to the
cave and tried to liberate others, he (or she) might be mocked or killed, accord-
ing to the character of Socrates, given voice by Plato. Ironically, the real Socrates
was sentenced to death in Athens in 399 BC, two decades prior to Plato’s
Republic, for corrupting the youth with such ideas, which he gained through
his own higher-order, sunlit consciousness (and daimonic inspiration). But if
we go deeper into his cave, exploring our developmental, ancestral, and neural
heritage, what can we see regarding current screen habits and copycat monsters?
Specifically, how do mass shootings in the United States, now under the lens of
mimetic studies,’ reflect melodramatic temptations from such inherited fissures
(and tragic flaws) of the human mind? How do they involve paranoid-schiz-
oid and depressive-integrative, mimetic and mythic, inner to outer theater net-
works, with cave shadows rationalizing violence through predatory, heroic, vic-
tim-vengeance projections?

Develop-mental

Each of us is born prematurely, with about half the maturity of other apes, due to
our mother’s upright stance and our genetically enlarged brains. We experience a
fundamental trauma in leaving the warm, wet cave of the womb and being thrust
into cold, bright shapes and sounds. Initially, we are unable to perceive and inter-
act with things as recognizable objects. We cry for the comfort of touch, food,
and cleanliness—not yet understanding our difference from those who hold,
feed, and clean us, or why the shifting sensations are painful or pleasurable. (My
first child had colic, so I remember that mystery from the other side.) In Melanie
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Klein’s psychoanalytic theory, we swing from paranoid terror, at being consumed
by the womb or breast, to schizoid ecstasy at feeding from the maternal body,
which seems to be an extension of our own, yet sometimes is lost, eventually
developing a depressive integration of anxious object relations.

We each develop personal desires for lost objects, as psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan theorized, with remnant animal instincts refashioned as human drives.
This involves real losses (and lack of being) with imaginary substitutes and sym-
bolic meanings, plus fantasies around them. These dimensions are exemplified
by the child’s “mirror stage,” with imaginary self-recognition, yet real alienation
(extended by videogames and social media). Eventually, a framework for mir-
ror stage mimesis, the Father’s Name/No, produces symbolic separation from
the primary caregiver as (m)Other, through mythic meanings and sacrificial
orders (also extended by current media). We develop ways of managing the zer-
rors of mortality, as existential loss and alienation, with cultural values, group
identifications, and self-esteem, or risky behaviors in defensive denial, accord-
ing to anthropologist Ernest Becker (1973) and “Terror Management Theory.”
Yet this is set up, early in life, by our aztachment to primary caregivers, as (1)
securely attuned, (2) anxious, (3) avoidant, or (4) a disorganized mix, in the
“Attachment Theory” research of psychiatrist John Bowlby and psychologist
Mary Ainsworth. Such developments also involve, according to psychoanalyst
D. W. Winnicott, transitional objects (such as toys or today’s screens), which
make us feel playfully connected to primal sources of nurturing and creativity,
from childhood onward.

Like Plato’s unchained prisoner encountering the firelit imaginary and
sunlit symbolic realms as initially fragmentary, but eventually coherent, this or-
ganizing of a “phantom ego” (Lawtoo 2013) happens gradually in the first year
of life. It develops through cultural frameworks of a more interdependent or
independent identity, in many mirroring interactions of touch, sound, sight, and
other senses with primary caregivers and the family (or screen) environment, as
extended cave-womb. Each of us passes through, yet continues to bear the real,
imaginary, and symbolic dimensions of Plato’s allegory: (1) cave shadows of lost
object relations, (2) fragmentary yet reforming fire-illusions in mirror stage re-
flections, and (3) starry or sunlit ideals as cultural reality frames. With alienated,
meaning-secking identities, conflicts arise between people and groups, through
mimetic—mythic rivalries about different terror management defenses, ego at-
tachments, and transitional objects or territories. This produces melodramatic,
hero-victim—villain projections in religions, politics, and gaming, sometimes
with spillover effects of real-life violence.
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Ancestral

According to cognitive anthropologist Merlin Donald, our ancestors shift-
ed from the episodic stage of animal awareness to the “mimetic stage” of early
hominins, such as Homo erectus, about two million years ago (2001, 260). This
involved a greater kinesthetic awareness, with tonal prosody, “playacting, body
language, precise imitation, and gesture” (261). It is evidenced by increased
brain size, stone tool making, big game hunting, a more group-oriented life, and
thus “a cultural strategy for remembering and problem-solving,” unlike earlier
Australopithecines, who were “immersed in a stream of raw experience” (120),
akin to Plato’s shadow-play prisoners.

Starting about a half million years ago, Homo sapiens developed a further
“mythic stage,” building on the prior ones, with oral storytelling, “mimetic ritu-
al,” narrative thought, and a “framework of governance” (Donald 2001, 260).
The archeological evidence includes vocal tract changes, more sophisticated
tools, elaborate graves, complex dwellings, “quasi-symbolic artifacts, and simple
musical instruments” (261-262). By 300 to 400 thousand years ago, humans
were using fire to warm themselves and cook food; by 100 to 200 thousand,
they were decorating themselves with pigments and beads (Fuentes 2019, 92).
Thus, our ancestors developed from the apparent real of episodic shadow-stream
immersion to imaginary mimetic playacting (as with Plato’s firelight puppetry
awareness) to symbolic languages across the globe (as with the former prisoner’s
sunlit, yet starry eyed, ideal truths).

Approximately 40 thousand years ago, humans started the current “theo-
retic stage,” with the “externalization of memory,” fantasy, and reality-making
through technological devices (Donald 2001, 262). But with evermore “pow-
erful external symbolic devices to store and retrieve cultural knowledge,” a new
danger evolved, especially in recent decades. With our mass and social media
screens, there is a “Trojan Horse” potential, which “invades the innermost per-
sonal spaces of the human mind” (316). Thus, Plato’s enchanting cave shadows
return (with Lacanian mirrors) in our megaplex cinema, boob-tube TV, laptop
screen, virtual-reality videogame, cellphone fetish, selfie posting, Facebook lik-
ing, TikTok bingeing, global streaming culture. This theoretically shared mem-
ory/fantasy field, as external yet internalized cave-womb shadow show, mixing
truthful insights with conspiracy theories, “can play our cognitive instrument,
directing our minds” (316), as Donald put it two decades ago.
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Our theoretical culture continues to build on the prior stages, while each
of us recapitulates them developmentally. In our body-brains there is an episodic
“stream of discrete events,” a mimetic matrix as “the theatrical domain of human
life, and a linguistic matrix of “knowledge representation, encoding countless
stories, myths, and traditions” (Donald 2001, 321). Also, an external matrix
between us, with “powerful media for formulating and displaying knowledge,”
involves “institutions, governments, and formal symbolic systems of thought”
(321). As infants, we start in the episodic stage, but soon develop a mimetic
stage of mirroring family theatricality, with an awareness of one’s image around
year one and of others’ intentions and knowledge by year four. We build on that
with language learning, creating, and sharing (mythic stage), while the theoret-
ic matrix invades the prior primate—human matrices of our brains, especially
through today’s screen images and ideals.

Early evidence of the theoretic stage appears in prehistoric, Upper
Paleolithic cave art, from 45 to 11 thousand years ago, etched in stone walls,
drawn with black charcoal, or painted with red and yellow ochre at many sites
in Indonesia, Australia, and Europe. (Evidence of a Middle Paleolithic flute in a
Slovenian cave, made by Neanderthals from a small bear bone, 50 or 60 thousand
years ago, might push the start of the theoretic stage even earlier.) According to
anthropologist David Lewis-Williams (2002), the abstract symbols, animal fig-
ures, and animal-human hybrids of prehistoric cave art reflect stages of altered
consciousness, which lab experiments re-create today as an inner-theater vortex,
akin to walking or crawling through the deep passages of such caves. In these
hallucinatory stages, we might also see a return to prior ancestral matrices, as if
re-entering Plato’s cave, from symbolic light to image-making fire and real-loss
shadows.

Indeed, Lewis-Williams theorizes that stone walls, in the deep darkness
of firelit caves, became “membranes” to a spirit realm for our ancestors, whose
brains projected their hallucinations onto the natural shapes and cracks. They
then painted what was perceived as real, yet imaginary, and became symbolic,
especially when shared with others—akin to African Bushmen more recently,
with their rock art as “a stage set awaiting the shamanic actors” (Lewis-Williams
2002, 35). Returning to the surface where they lived, gathering food and hunt-
ing, stone age shamans and their tribes brought the cave shadows with them as
fiery emotions and sunlight ideals, continuing such communion with animal
and ancestral spirits, if they were like today’s hunter-gatherers, who inspired
Lewis-Williams’s comparisons. Thus, the cave shadows of our Ice Age ancestors
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became a supernatural reality in the sunlight (conz7a Plato), enabling their sur-
vival and genetic/cultural reproduction. But a tragic flaw developed with such
theoretic (Trojan Horse) projections, which we inherit in our neural and inter-
personal theaters, seeking meaningful lives through heroic illusions.

Zombie Scene-Setters, Puppeteers, and Mirrors

Cognition involves prediction and recognition, with current situations, past
experiences, and future imaginings interacting through our “inner theater” net-
works. Our brains have billions more neurons at birth than later in life. Circuitry
is “pruned” through experiences, with neurons that fire together wiring together
and those not used dying off. This organizes each brain uniquely, at the finest
level, with neural circuitry as a basic form of unconscious memory. Yet at anoth-
er level of detail, the structures we have in common, with each brain’s 87 billion
neurons and 100 trillion connections, derive from the genetic inheritance of our
human and animal ancestors, as a much longer, unconscious memory of motiva-
tional and functional circuits. They are also shaped by different cultures and sub-
cultures, as we interact in that environment, from family and peers to schools,
playgrounds, and workplaces, with current mass and social (Trojan Horse) me-
dia “directing” our cognitive instrument.

More than 90 percent of brain activity is unconscious, beyond the one to
four distinct items (or framed chunks) of consciousness in the inner theater’s
“spotlight,” and about seven more on its “stage” of working memory, readily ac-
cessible as “actors” competing and cooperating for such presence.* Conscious
processes are serial, consistent, slower, and more error-ridden, with limited ca-
pacity, yet with a greater ability to interrelate conscious and unconscious fram-
ing contexts (Baars 2019, 205). Unconscious processors operate in parallel, with
more diversity, are faster at their distinct tasks, and less error prone. Together,
they have greater capacity, yet each has a limited range over time. An “actor” of
consciousness “can call out a question to the audience [of unconscious proces-
sors], which may then respond with specialized knowledge” (109).

Conscious events include retrieved, newly generated, and automatic yet
challenged images in all sensory modalities, plus “inner speech,” which also in-
volves “currently rehearsed words” on the stage area of working memory (Baars
2019, 146). Unconscious events include unretrieved memories, automatized
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images, and unrehearsed words. Indeed, “inner speech maintains a running com-
mentary about our experiences, feelings, and relationships with others,” regard-
ing past events and future plans (149).

Revising Plato’s allegory through cognitive science, the brain’s inner theater
involves: (1) unconscious backstage shadows of diverse parallel feelings and oth-
er contents, (2) preconscious stage-edge firelight with puppets of working (or
“Short Term”) memory, and (3) conscious spotlight-focused sunlit actors, which
are interrelated through a serial inner-speech narrative. (Notice that Plato’s sun-
ny idealism is hereby shadowed and firelit by the brain’s evolving, real-imagi-
nary-symbolic, episodic—mimetic—mythic dimensions.) This inner theatricality
also includes rehearsed speech on the working memory stage and “feelings of
knowing” even without recall (Baars 2019, 613-615). Thus, a “narrative inter-
preter” in the left frontal cortex, as “observing self;” along with an “inarticulate
self” in the right, forms the “framework for conscious experience” (107).

Exemplifying the unconscious “scene setters” staging a conscious sense of
self (Baars 2019, 101), blind-spots in each eye, where it connects to the optic
nerve, are continually filled in, as the eyes move in jerky saccades, with only the
foveal center of vision in focus—although a full visual field is perceived.” The
circuitry of vision runs through the optic nerve to the occipital lobe at the back
of the brain, where about thirty different areas interpret various aspects of vi-
sion, such as spatial edge detection, complex patterns, orientation, color, speed,
direction, contour, and the body’s own motion. They then project signals along
several pathways to further “association areas” in the middle of the brain, which
use prediction and recognition circuits from memories, anticipating and check-
ing what is seen (as expected, new, or hallucinatory) and how the body interacts
with it.

People with damage in the ventral (lower) “what” pathway can still touch
a point of light on a wall, or put a letter in a mailbox slit, through the dorsal
(upper) “how” pathway, without being able to see consciously. This phenom-
enon is called “blindsight” (Ramachandran 2011, 62-64). It demonstrates
the unconscious operation of the “how” pathways (and association areas) as
scene-setters in all of us, along with the many partial “what” signals, which be-
come organized into conscious perception and action. According to neurologist
V. S. Ramachandran, there is also a “salient” pathway for emotionally valuable
perceptions, “such as eyes, food, facial expressions, and animate motion” (65),
with quick reactions to them, adding to the unconscious staging of conscious
awareness and motivations.
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Like Plato’s initially freed prisoner, at the fire and then in sunlight, confused
but becoming used to new perceptions, each of us makes holistic, focal sense of
fragmented aspects of perceived images and interactions with the world. But
the cave of shadow-play feelings and firelit imagery comes with us into the light,
with the unconscious salient and how circuits staging the what of vision, plus
other senses. Through sensorimotor stimuli, translated into numerous, partial,
neural signals, and then organized into narrative imagery, which is also “reality”
tested, our unconscious scene-setters stage a full shadow-puppet, yet apparently
sunlit movie in consciousness. According to neuroscientist Antonio Damasio,
this involves dispositional “puppeteers” in parietal, temporal, and frontal areas
of the brain, producing perceptions and ideas, from deep goal and conceptual
contexts to the “image spaces” of occipital, temporal, and sensorimotor associa-
tion areas.® In Plato’s allegorical terms, we take the shadow-play with us, but alter
it, from the womb (or nightly dreams) to later waking life, through our inherited
brain systems and our current cultural environment. This includes mass and so-
cial media, with news and fiction (or conspiracy theories)—as the sunlit realm
again becomes an episodic, mimetic, mythic, and theoretic Trojan Horse space
with cave fire.

The unconscious “zombie” aspect of dispositional puppeteers appears in
some of us with blindsight, sleepwalking, or alien hand syndrome.” In the latter
case, damage to the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), a gear shifting network be-
tween the prefrontal cortex and central subcortical areas, produces the strange
effect of the patient’s hand reaching out to do things against her will, while the
other hand fights to control it. Such problems are extraordinary. Yet zombie
circuits, as unconscious scene-setters, influence the staging of a phantom ego
consciousness in all of us.

The zombie circuits of our phantom egos can be considered more collec-
tively through literary anthropologist René Girard’s theories, from the 1970s,
of mimetic desire (related to Lacan’s earlier idea that one’s desire is the desire
of the Other).* According to Girard, as clarified late in his career and devel-
oped further by others, mimetic desire can sometimes be positive and creative.’
But Girard emphasized that 7ivalry often emerges through /iking between peo-
ple and groups, with attraction, imitation, and bonding, which may twist into
the opposite, a desire to distinguish onc’s self, through what Freud called the
“narcissism of small differences.” With groups, this also relates to what anthro-
pologists call “schismogenesis,” as members cooperate through competition
against outsiders, distinguishing their identity (Graeber and Wengrow 2021).
According to Girard, mimetic desire, admiration, and liking ironically become
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envy, rivalry, and scapegoating—with the social drama of “reciprocal violence”
between groups (or in family and workplace feuds) potentially resolved by fo-
cusing enmity on an innocent person, who is not a member of either group.'

Research on mirror neurons reveals how zombie puppeteers and phantom
egos interact, within and between brains, through mimetic desire. These brain
cells fire when watching someone perform salient actions, or hearing sounds
for them, or seeing objects related to them, or reading about them—and also
fire when the viewer/listener/reader performs the same action." The spectator’s
mirror neuron system thus increases empathy, especially with artworks, “auto-
matically simulating the emotional expression, the movement or even the im-
plied movement within the representation” (Freedberg and Gallese 2007, 197).
The brain sends signals to mimic (¢)motions seen and heard, as spontancous,
staged, or read, while other neural circuits block the automatic mimicry from
being fully acted out.

Experiments find that mirror neuron areas are more active in dancers
watching videos of a dance style from their own “motor repertoire” than from
others (Calvo-Merino et al. 2005). Mirror neurons also relate to “emotion syn-
chrony” through shared facial and bodily expressions, which involves the power
“to manipulate the internal states and behavior of others” (Harris 2018, 257~
261). Thus, personal memories and physical experiences increase the salient, in-
ner-theater mimicry in all of us and its potential for outward, emotional, shared
expressions “in service of social goals.” Yet how do such mimetic mechanisms,
with zombie circuits, phantom-ego pathologies, and intersubjective mirrors, in-
volve emotional drives and inner/outer theater networks, especially with mass,
social media monsters?

Animal-Human Drives of Inner-Theater Shadows, Fire,
and Sunlight

Remnant instincts inherited from our animal ancestors and transformed by vari-
ous human cultures extend from primary to complex social emotions and values,
motivating mimetic and mythic, creative and destructive actions, through our
inner-theater puppetry and theoretic Trojan Horse technologies. Most basic
to all of life are the drives of competition and cooperation, through the genet-
ics of survival and reproduction. The survival drive is felt in desires and fears,
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especially through ego and group pride or conflicts, as courage or anxiety, with
moral rewards and punishments. The reproduction drive is felt with love and lust,
through cooperative legacies even beyond one’s lifetime, involving friendship or
greed, toward beliefs and rituals, religious and secular."

Building on those basic drives, we share with many animal species: zerri-
toriality as a form of competition and cooperation, protecting or expanding
survival and reproduction. Human extensions of ego and group territoriality
involve feelings of security or rage, especially through border trading or wars,
with nostalgia for one’s homeland and vengeance for historical (yet mythic) vic-
timization, sometimes focused on sacred sites as sanctuaries. Humans also share
with mammals the nurturing-care drive, building on survival, reproduction, and
territoriality. Yet this is reshaped in each person by beneficial and traumatic
experiences of mother—infant attachment, through feelings of sympathy—or
grief and panic in separation, at the infant’s loss of maternal care, with seeking
and cries, then depressive withdrawal for safety, as in the related behavior of rat
pups when the mother is missing.” Later in life, such sympathy or panic may
involve self-sacrifice or transitional object attachments (from toys and handheld
screens to memorabilia, cars, and collectibles) with complex feelings of kinship,
reciprocal altruism, and consumerism—sometimes in the staging of violent acts
through group identifications. Care also becomes violent through the western
heritage of Roman law, with “family” related to the Latin famulus (house slave)
and paterfamilias (patriarchal head of the house), while “dominate” relates to
domus (houschold) and dominium (power over property), as anthropologists
have pointed out."

Humans share with social animals, especially primates, the alliance-hierar-
chy drive, often felt as mimetic fairness or rivalry, as shown in experiments with
capuchin monkeys, who reject cucumber slices by throwing them back if a neigh-
bor is given more delicious grapes for the same task." With humans this extends
to laws and rulers, in complex emotions of honor, awe, and envy, plus moral
devotion. Throughout the millennia of patriarchal “civilization,” males have spe-
cialized in the alliance-hierarchy and territoriality drives, although matriarchies
existed across the globe, with remnants today, according to some researchers.'¢
Females are biologically equipped for the physical care of children, with repro-
duction in the womb and nurturing at the breast, but in various cultures multi-
ple parents and parenting styles are possible, involving men as nurturers also."”

Many mammal species exhibit another drive at a young age, competitive
and cooperative play, practicing survival, reproduction, territoriality, care, and
alliance-hierarchy skills. Yet humans extend playfulness far into adulthood, with
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emotions of joy-surprise or mischief, through organized sports, creative art-
works, and multiple media, involving complex emotions of freedom and rebel-
lion, sometimes with a sense of spiritual powers. According to neuro-psychoana-
lyst Mark Solms (2021), play “hovers, as it were, between all the other instinctual
emotions—trying them out and learning their limits” (119). Play, with its “as if ”
quality, may thus be a bridge from animal to human consciousness: “a biological
precursor of thinking in general (i.c. of all virtual versus real action) and the
whole of cultural life” (120, 234). The shadowy figures, fiery passions, and sunlit
ideals of play reprogram other drives, especially through theoretic Trojan Horse
influences, in our mass social media, virtual and real worlds.

Primates spend as much as 20 percent of their waking hours grooming one
another, parting the hair and touching the skin of a fellow troop member, pick-
ing out and eating insects. This increases cleanliness, belonging, and reciproca-
tion, leading to more food sharing and sex between mutual groomers, some-
times using playful trickery to avoid the alpha male’s hierarchic and territorial
control. Humans, however, have converted such belonging-grooming massages
(and messages) into culturally legitimate or secretive acts, along with gossip as a
verbal extension of ingroup identifications and personal bonds." This relates to
dramatic news and entertainment media, sometimes focusing mimetic rivalry
into scapegoating vengeance. Belonging—grooming—gossip, building on care,
alliance, and play, involves trust in comrades or disgust at aliens, with emotions
of liking (through endorphin pleasure and oxytocin bonding), shame, or guil,
toward melodyamatic ideologies of good and evil.

The most distinctive human drive is seeking immortality, which transforms
animal foraging for survival, with meaning and purpose beyond loss, as hope
emerges from grief, through stories about the past and future (with dopamine
anticipation/reward circuits). Humans find symbolic meaning, despite real and
imaginary mourning, through a sense of metaphysical purpose in mortality and
other ills, producing optimistic gratitude toward life itself or religious figures.
And yet, belonging—grooming—gossip and metaphysical secking drives can turn
into ideologies of mimetic—mythic, sacrificial bonding, with group demands,
collective conspiracy theories, and hate-mongering leaders, who increase their
power by stressing outgroup threats—in the “melodramatics of the paranoid
style” (Melley 2021, 59).

The left cortex of the human brain has developed specialized functions of
symbolic narrative verbalizing, abstract analysis, and focal control, with what
might be termed, regarding the inner theater’s staging of consciousness, script-
writer/critic networks.”” These evolved from predatory, objectifying, focused
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functions of the left hemisphere in many vertebrates, including birds and toads,
compared with prey-wary, mating, and broad awareness functions of the right.’
In humans, left-cortical, symbolic, scriptwriter/critic networks interpret, through
specific cultural frameworks, the emotional drives of territoriality, alliance-hi-
erarchy, play, grooming-gossip, and secking immortality, which also involve
subcortical affect signals and right-cortical imagery. It is not a matter of more
left or right “brained” people. But with political melodramas, online conspira-
cy theories, and related real-life violence, how do rationalizing ego/group ideals
filter holistic world views, between left and right cortical networks, as various
inner-theater elements stage self and Otherness through animal-human, mi-
metic—mythic drives?

Reentering Plato’s cave from the sunlit surface of mythic, more left-cortical
functions, we can see the puppets in firelight as reflecting mimetic, right-cortical
mime-improviser/scene-designer networks. Right-cortical (hemispheric) charac-
teristics involve care, cooperation, and more unconscious socio-environmental
influences, through intuitive emotions, via limbic and subcortical ties. Thus, the
right hemisphere includes a Devil's Advocate anomaly detector, often filtered
by left-cortical beliefs, competitiveness, conscious agency, analytical thinking,
and rule-based, orthodox ideas.” With verbal language hubs in the left-cortex
(although new metaphors and prosody involve image circuitry in the right), the
scriptwriter/critic specializes in self-referential certainty, as thing and machine
oriented, even toward the virtual and unrealistic. The right-cortical mime-impro-
viser/designer is other-engaged and empathic toward the living world, through
responsibility, shame, and guilt. It is also more realistic. Left-cortical aspects of
self-other consciousness are more optimistic, but involve anger and projections
onto others, while right-cortical are more melancholic, yet sensitive to change.
These characteristics can also be seen in Plato’s metaphysical idealism vis-a-vis re-
cent philosophers of “inclination” (Cavarero 2016; Lawtoo 2022, 70-74). But
there are subcortical and limbic (temporal-lobe) networks with key theatrical
aspects as well.

Baars uses the term “scene setters” for unconscious processors that frame
consciousness and “audience” for ones that it asks questions of. Adjusting the
first term via affective neuroscience (Panksepp 1998), subcortical drive-emotion
circuits could be considered as stagehands, with their ties to the right (more so)
and left cortex, in the staging of Other and self consciousness. Such stagehands
are mostly supportive in the homeostatic regulation of bodily systems, yet may
also become trickster-like, particularly with allostatic social relations. As Baars
suggests, we might consider the temporal lobe memory system (especially the
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hippocampus) on each side of the brain as a mostly darkened audience,> with
intuitive emotional circuits, particularly disgust (insula) and anger (amygdala)
more on the left,” plus various other emotions, such as fear and sadness, on the
right.

An inner actor might be seen in the neural network mapped by Matthew
Lieberman (2013), with a key hub in the medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC),
when brain-scan subjects were asked to think of aspects about themselves that
others do not know. Focusing attention on one’s hidden self may shift the spot-
light toward this inner actor, briefly staging it, even as it involves many uncon-
scious frames, deeply influenced by bottom-up, motivational, emotional szage-
hands and memorial, intuitive audience members. Using terms from Plato’s
allegory, the freed-prisoner awareness of internal fire-puppetry involves an actor
self, while sunlit performances outside the brain-body cave involve a character
self. But these still include the inner theater’s shadow-maker stagehands and
chained audience, with shadows also projected outside the cave.

What I am calling the inner character network, as presentation of self to
others in everyday life*, has been mapped by Lieberman with hubs in the lat-
eral prefrontal cortex (LPFC) on the sides of the forchead, by asking subjects
to look at themselves in a mirror. (This may involve more scripted functions
on the left and mimetic on the right, regarding various left-cortical scriptwrit-
er/critic and right-cortical improviser/designer networks.) The Theory of Mind
network, or inner director (as I call it), with subjects’ ideas of how others view
them, is centered in the dorsomedial prefrontal cortex (DMPFC), just above
the MPFC, between the eyes. The inner stage manager, monitoring one’s own
behavior, with subcortical stagehand emotions and temporal-lobe audience
memories, has its hub in the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPEC), below
the MPFC. (It also includes the anterior cingulate cortex, mentioned above re-
garding alien hand syndrome.) These various aspects of self and Otherness in the
inner theater might be considered as further permutations of Plato’s enchained
prisoner shadow-play, freed prisoner fire-puppetry, and sunlit seeing with ep-
isodic stream-monitoring stage manager, mimetic actor, and mythic character
vis-a-vis director networks. But how do such inner theater functions relate to the
theoretic, Trojan Horse devices of mass and social media, producing collective,
shadow-play “likes,” as fetishes and addictions, with periodic copycat violence?
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Trojan Horses or Tragic Catharsis

According to Baars, a conscious event can alter the scene-setter frames and
“shape future conscious events without itself being conscious” again (2019, 343).
Hence, the “more we are exposed to an extreme belief, the less extreme it seems,
while the perceived norm will shift toward the extreme” (359). Psychological
experiments show that people can be motivated by unconscious processors to
perform a specific action, such as picking a consumer item, and they will give a
different reason, rationalizing the choice afterward “with an air of conviction”
(491). More specifically, Lieberman’s brain mapping experiments with young
adults found a “Trojan horse self” in the MPFC actor network. If that circuitry
was activated by a message to quit smoking or use sunscreen, it predicted sub-
jects later performances better than their own reported “beliefs and intentions”
(2013, 198-200). This showed that the Other’s influence altered the private
sense of self, like the Greek soldiers sneaking inside the walls of Troy. Thus, there
is increasing evidence of the Trojan Horse effect that Donald theorized, as cur-
rent theoretic media “play” our cognitive instrument, directing our minds.
Research on “mortality salience” in Terror Management Theory has shown
that reminding people of death increases “worldview defense” and pursuit of
self-esteem, with stronger attitudes of punishing criminals (in judges deciding
bail amounts), rewarding heroes, and valuing symbols such as the crucifix and
American flag (Schimel et al. 2019, 4-5). Such group and ego defensiveness
correlates with activity between the temporal lobe (amygdala) and neocortex
(anterior cingulate), including the left and right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex,
for worldview maintenance and emotion regulation, plus VMPFC self-concepts
(Quirin et al. 2019, 350-353), as inner audience, character, and stage manag-
er. Various experiments found that death reminders increase ingroup liking
and outgroup animosity, regarding religion, nationality, and race, even to the
point of “actual aggression against worldview violators” or verbal support for
“pro-martyrdom” causes and “extreme military actions” (Schimel et al. 2019,
6-7), such as using nuclear weapons and pre-emptive strikes against threaten-
ing nations. Another experiment found that subjects with low “trait empathy”
became less forgiving toward outgroup members than ingroup, when given
mortality reminders, yet those with high trait empathy were forgiving toward
both (8). Thus, people with prosocial values tied to their self-esteem, or primed
to remember them, showed increased environmental concern and intention to
help others—when reminded of death (9). However, mortality salience may



Behind Plato’s Shadows and Today’s Media Monsters

encourage self-esteem attitudes that increase the risk of death, including “suicid-
al martyrdom” to gain “symbolic immortality” (9-10).

Personal and intergroup conflicts can be creative through cooperative com-
petition, as with sports or drama onstage and onscreen. But peers or political
leaders may push a person’s cognitive frames, as consciousness scene-setters,
toward mortality fears and specific threats. This can have rippling inner- and
inter-theatrical effects, especially through current mass and social media, with
the paranoid style of conspiracy theories. Playfulness as the hinge between basic
(survival, reproduction, territoriality, care, hierarchy) and more distinctly hu-
man drives (grooming-gossip and meaning-purpose) may then develop toward
melodramatic conflicts of victims, villains, and warped heroes.

For example, the 1999 Columbine High School shooters in Colorado,
two heavily armed male teens who became famous in the news media for killing
twelve classmates and one teacher (plus themselves), made several videos prior to
that event, with the help of another student who later said: “They always wanted
to be the intimidators, the guys out to get the bad guys” (Alvarez 1999). They
were well known in school for admiring Hitler and they picked his birthday for
the shooting (Duggan et al. 1999). One of them, the son of an Air Force pilot,
yet rejected by the Marine Corps, created new levels of a first-person-shooter
videogame, Doom, and shared them online, with numerous monsters to fight,
for virtual survival and reproduction, territoriality and hierarchy, in anxious/
avoidant attachment fantasies. (The U.S. Marines used a modified version of
Doom to train troops in the late 1990s.) Together, the teens insulted Jewish,
Hispanic, and African Americans, but especially hated evangelical Christians
and popular athletes at school.” They made a video wearing black trench coats,
as “Hitmen for Hire,” with guns as transitional object props and friends acting as
bad-guy “jocks” (athletes) shot by them, falling and bleeding fake blood. It was
a rehearsal for committing such violence in real life, when they wore the same
costumes and yelled at jocks to stand up and be killed, showing their mimetic
rivalry as perverse melodramatic heroism, in paranoid-schizoid terror-ecstasy.
This mass shooting inspired other young men toward copycat violence, includ-
ing a 23-year-old Asian-American who killed thirty-two people at Virginia Tech
University in 2007, after making a video that referred to the Columbine shoot-
ers as “martyrs.”* Their sacrifice of others also inspired several fiction films and a
2005 videogame, Super Columbine Massacre RPG'!, with players as the shooters
and flashbacks shown to carlier motivations, such as being bullied.”

Reportedly, the teenager who killed 19 children and two teachers at Robb
Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas, in May 2022, in the classroom where he
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had been a student, got angry while playing an online videogame, shortly before
the shooting, and suggested he would “shoot up a school” (Propper 2022). He
was also called “school shooter” by coworkers, prior to the act (Bogel-Burroughs
2022). The mass shooter in Highland Park, near Chicago, in July 2022, who
killed seven people at an Independence Day parade, previously made videos that
he posted in forums, “glorifying and fantasizing about violence,” according to
Jared Holt, a researcher on domestic extremism (Sullivan 2022). Cooperating
and competing playfully, he was seeking “perverted clout among other people
in the same online spaces,” through like-minded performers who “pride them-
selves on this fetishization of violence, of being as offensive as humanly possible”
(ibid.).

Mass shooters, nearly always male, show a consistent pattern: early child-
hood trauma, such as home violence, sexual assault, parental suicide, or extreme
bullying, with suicidal self-hatred turned oxsward, against a rival group, through
a quest for fame (Peterson and Densley 2021). Inner-theater shame is projected
as melodramatic blame upon “jocks” or others. Thus, a severely alienated Devil’s
Advocate improviser/designer re-identifies as a predatory scriptwriter/critic, with
twisted scene-setter frames, in the staging of self as perverse hero, objectifying
others, through melodramatic mimesis, subcultural myth, and Trojan Horse
media. According to the Gun Violence Archive online, there were 656 mass
shooting incidents (at least four victims killed or injured) in the United States in
2023, an average of 1.8 per day, after 646 in 2022, 689 in 2021, and 610 in 2020.

Such terrible examples of creative destruction, turning survival-reproductive
play into video-real violence, relate to the danger that Plato saw in art and artists,
rejecting them from his ideal republic, especially their mythic mimetic “pathos”
onstage, as falsifying truth and misleading others, like the “shadow-play” and
its puppeteers in the cave (Lawtoo 2023b, 89-115). Apparently, making vide-
os that acted out violence and sharing them with schoolmates in the 1990s, or
playing violent videogames and sharing videos with a vast online audience in
the twenty-first century, did not purge the melodramatic impulses of existential
terror management for male teens who became mass shooters, though it might
have been a plea for help. In some cases, it was a way to rehearse, gather audience
support, and perform vengeful violence, as worldview defensiveness and self-es-
teem building. In each teen, it involved left-cortical predatory scriptwriter/critic
and right-cortical anxious improviser/designer, along with subcortical trickster
stagehand and temporal-lobe memorial audience networks, objectifying per-
ceived bad guys or random people as villainous outgroup threats. This perver-
sion of rational idealism not only projects melodramatic cave shadows in current
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media, but also onto real-life scapegoats. However, the melodramatic impulse to
save victims from a villain can also stage positive heroes, as with Riley Howell
(a 21-year-old Star Wars fan) sacrificing his life to stop a classroom shooter by
running toward that fellow student, who shot him in the body and head, but
then stopped shooting, in April 2019 at the University of North Carolina at
Charlotte, the campus where I teach.

Plato’s student, Aristotle, argued for the value of ancient tragedy (onstage or
in reading) to evoke admiration, sympathy, and fear for complex heroes, yet also
awareness of their errors, which cause suffering for many. This is unlike simplis-
tic identifications evoked by melodramatic heroes on numerous screens today,
through righteous vengeance objectifying villains as deserving violence. Ancient
Greek theater was stylized with choral odes between episodes and males per-
forming all roles while wearing masks. According to most extant scripts, violent
acts were not shown onstage. They were heard offstage or described by a mes-
senger, sometimes with a bloody mask or dead body revealed afterward (such
as Oedipus’s gouged eyes, Pentheus’s decapitated head, or Medea’s murdered
children), emphasizing the tragic effects on various characters. And yet, even
with direct spectacles of pleasurable violence in today’s screen entertainments,
tragicomic twists may challenge melodramatic identifications, rebalancing com-
petition and cooperation, through hierarchy and territoriality, yet also care and
play, in the viewer. Catharsis as clarifying such emotional drives (from kathaird,
to wash) occurs through complex perspective changes,” in the left and right cor-
tical “reappraisal” of ego and group phantoms, with VMPFC stage manager and
amygdala audience “compassion” (Engen and Singer 2018, 176; Pizzato 2016).
This depends on the artwork’s plot/character twists with recognition moments
(as Aristotle put it), along with verbal, scenic, and acoustic ironies, altering
identifications. But it also depends on how we watch and later perform, and
for whom, in our patho(-)logical pathways of hypermimetic, contagious attach-
ments (Lawtoo 2023b), with sunlight, fire, and shadow-puppetry projections.

Notes

1 On the importance of Plato’s cave allegory for mimetic studies from an evolutionary
(Nietzschean) perspective, see Lawtoo 2022, 69-91; on the cave and media violence, see
Lawtoo 2023b, 75-122.

2 Not all neuroscientists are materialists. See McGilchrist 2021.

3 See Lawtoo 2023b, 181-196.

4 See Baars 2019, 102-103, 140, 164, 394-395, 576.

s See Ramachandran and Blakeslee 1998, 103-104.

6 See Damasio 2010, 140-141, 152, 189-190.
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26

27

28

See Ramachandran 2011, 64, 287.

On Girard’s debt to Lacan and Kojéve’s Hegelian dialectics of the “desire of the other,” see
Lawtoo 2013, 286.

See Redekop and Ryba 2014.

See Girard 1977, 52-55, 143.

See Corballis 2014, 62, and Iacoboni 2008, 6-7, 14.

See Pizzato 2024.

See Panksepp and Biven 2012, 100, 295-98.

See Graeber and Wengrow 2021, 510.

See de Waal 2006, 48.

See Goettner-Abendroth 2012.

See Hrdy 2009. See also Lawtoo 2022, 63-64, 72-73.

See Dunbar 2004.

See Pizzato 2019, 7-9.

See McGilchrist 2009, 25-28.

See McGilchrist 2009, for details in this paragraph on right and left hemisphere character-
istics. See Ramachandran and Blakeslee 1998, 135-47, about the right as Devil's Advocate
scout to the left as war-room general.

Baars 2019, 580, 625.

See Holtmann et al. 2020 and Siep et al. 2019.

On this, see Goffman 1959.

See Larkin 2007; “Trenchcoat” 1999.

See “Shooter” 2007.

On the relation between media violence, videogames, and mass-shootings, see also Lawtoo
2023b.

Cf. Lawtoo 2023a, especially 103-110, on catharsis as affective medical embodiment and
purging through sacred music, according to Aristotle’s Politics, yet involving “distance” with
theater or reading in his Poetics. Using Nietzsche, Lawtoo critiques the idea of catharsis as
“purging” the psyche or community, through emotional (unconscious memory) expression
or violent (ritual scapegoat) expulsion—in Freud, Girard, and popular views of current
screen media.
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CHAPTER 6
NIETZSCHE’S NIHILISM
AND MIMETIC STUDIES

Marina Garcia-Granero

It is uncontroversial to present Friedrich Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilism as
one of his most important legacies for contemporary thought. Among his ideas,
the thought of the death of God has significantly impacted European culture;
it also provokes vivid discussions within mimetic theory and is now under the
lens of mimetic studies as well. Although Nietzsche was not the first thinker to
speak of nihilism, and there is an important “prehistory” of nihilism crucial to
understanding where his originality and contribution lie, he is responsible for
formulating nihilism as a vital question in philosophy.

My goal is to provide an alternative, mimetic account of nihilism, starting
from Nietzsche’s texts, complementing them via the theoretical filter of mimesis
and drawing on his reception within mimetic theory and legacy within mimetic
studies. Indeed, Nietzsche is central to Girard’s thinking, even if as antagonistic
rivalry, as attested by Lawtoo’s work (2024). He is also one of the most influ-
ential philosophical references to promote a mimetic re-turn internal to homo
mimeticus and the emerging field of mimetic studies.'

The general goal of mimetic studies is to develop a new transdisciplinary the-
ory of imitation that includes not only Girard but also other genealogical founda-
tions, such as Nietzsche, among many other philosophical and literary sources, as
attested by the diverse contributions to this volume. Methodologically speaking,
mimetic studies has a problem-solving approach and pays attention to different
disciplines (philosophy, aesthetics, anthropology, psychology, medical sciences,
media studies, and so forth) relevant to the problem at hand, in this instance, the
emergence of nihilism out of mimetic relations. As a result, new mimetic studies
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redraws the boundaries of subjectivity, aesthetics, and politics for contemporary
times by adopting perspectival, immanent, and affective approaches.

The chapter furthers mimetic studies from the still underdeveloped problem-
atic of nihilism. It aims to display the differences between, on the one hand, Girard’s
pathological reading of Nietzsche and, on the other, mimetic studies’ focus on
patho-logies. Mimetic studies, in fact, reads Nietzsche without unilaterally pathol-
ogizing his thoughts. Moreover, contrary to mimetic theory’s zzbilistic anxiety after
the death of God, it comprehends nihilism as both a challenge and an opportuni-
ty to overturn transhistorical, totalizing hypotheses—which include not only the
Christian-moral hypothesis but also Girard’s transhistorical theory of mimesis.

The chapter will underline how this perspectival approach is a positive prod-
uct of the phenomenon of nihilism, resulting in a primacy of immanence over
transcendence, which appears as heavily eroded after the death of God. Mimetic
behaviors are not imposed from the outside, as by gods, for example. Our human
faculty to imitate is actually rooted in our human nature o court, whose intrin-
sic mimetic logic justifies its designation as homo mimeticus, and, as we now know,
has received empirical confirmation via the discoveries of mirror neurons in the
1990s and brain plasticity.” Contrary to mimetic theory’s longing for transcend-
ence, mimetic studies, then, remains rooted in material reality in connection to
human and non-human beings, nature, and Earth. These material foundations
are necessary to understand mimesis as “conditio humana” and to move beyond
the traditional metaphysical conception of mimesis as a copy, representation, or
adequation.’ Lastly, this chapter addresses myth as the fundamental hermeneutic
resource to respond to nihilism. In line with mimetic studies that have already
stressed the centrality of mythic identification in the context of fascism (old and
new),* I will analyze myth as an affective mechanism that ties humans to a shared
belief for good and ill. As a result, the chapter will reveal the mimetic implications
of Nietzsche’s thoughts on nihilism for us nowadays and will outline nihilism as a
Janus-faced mimetic problem manifesting both as a salvation and a threat.

The Different Levels and Meanings of Nihilism

Nietzsche’s most extensive and systematic treatment of nihilism is a posthu-
mous fragment from 1886 famously known as “Lenzer Heide” because of the
location in Switzerland where it was written. Drawing on this crucial fragment,
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prominent Nietzsche scholar Paul van Tongeren (2018) argues that Nietzsche
conceptualizes nihilism in at least three stages, each of which represents a par-
ticular meaning of nihilism. Temporally speaking, the absurdity and meaning-
lessness of life represents the first, initial stage whereas the protective struc-
ture— Christian ideals—is a second stage aiming to hide the tragic insight of
life. Finally, the corrosion of those Christian ideals—the event also known as
“the death of God”—represents the third stage. Therefore, to have a full under-
standing of nihilism, one must consider all the stages. Paul van Tongeren’s inter-
pretation provides a documented and ambitious account that rigorously ensem-
bles the different meanings and layers of Nietzsche’s vision of nihilism. Hence,
his scholarship represents a solid, reliable foundation for us to build upon and
further the dialogue between Nietzsche studies and mimetic studies.

We will start from the initial layer of nihilism and move from the bot-
tom-up. First, nihilism-1 is the absolute lack of logic in the order of the world,
and its paradigmatic form or manifestation is Greek pessimism—the original
pessimism beyond good and evil, that is, before any consolatory, philosophical,
or religious ideal is projected onto it. Nihilism-1 is the tragic experience of life,
the sense of our insignificance in the context of radical becoming and passing
away. The archaic (or pre-Platonic) Greeks are Nietzsche’s paradigmatic model
and example. Their strength lies in the fact that they not only endured the tragic
experience but also desired it strongly “as a worthy foe against which it can test
its strength and from which it intends to learn the meaning of fear” (Nietzsche
1999, 4) instead of flecing from fear.

Second, nihilism-2 is the construction of “God,” “Truth,” “Being,” and
so on, as part of humanity’s self-defense against nihilism-1. It is the history of
European culture from Plato up to the nineteenth century, including Christian
religion, democracy, scientific positivism, and romanticism. Paradigmatically,
Christian religion succeeded in part because “it served the advocates of God to
the extent that, despite suffering and evil, it let the world have the character of
perfection—including “freedom”—and evil appeared full of sense” (Nietzsche
2010, 385).> Christianity provided meaning to suffering, to death, and to the
tragic insight of life. Following van Tongeren’s account, any ideal attempting to
conceal that original nihilism will be considered nihilistic in this sense because
all ideals, by definition, contain a negation of what they are opposed to: name-
ly, a negation of the meaninglessness of the world or nihilism-1 (van Tongeren
2018, 76). Nietzsche’s alternative is to embrace the innocence of becoming and
a radically immanent standpoint that does not aim to impose an external, ideal
perspective on life to life itself.
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Such a quest for meaning is a parallel strategy, symptomatic of the same
inability to endure or love life as it is. In the “Attempt at Self-Critique”—the
prologue Nietzsche added to the second edition of The Birth of Tragedy, thir-
teen years after its original publication—he realizes that the very quest for mean-
ing is intrinsically nihilistic; it is at the center of the problem and threatens to
fulfill the same consoling and redemptive functions as Socratism, Christianity,
Romanticism, or scientism. In that new prologue, he argues instead for “pessi-
mism of strength” (Nietzsche 1999, 4), capable of affirming the absurd character
oflife and its inherent lack of meaning without resorting to the traditional, met-
aphysical-moral consolations. Nietzsche himself was guilty of pursuing a nihilis-
tic ideal of life when he argued, in the first edition of the book, for a regeneration
of German culture via Schopenhauer’s philosophy and Wagner’s music. Hence,
in the “Attempt at a Self-Critique;” he criticizes his past romantic quest to find
meaning in life through art because he, in his youth, was not strong enough to
endure the original meaninglessness of life.

Third, Nietzsche argues that Socratic philosophy and Christian morali-
ty inculcated truthfulness, and the longing for truth led to its corrosion and
self-undermining manifesting in the event of the death of God (nihilism-3). The
death of God is the corrosion and undermining of the meaning previously pro-
vided by different walls of protection against pessimism and absurdity.

Nihilism-2 had its condemnation inscribed for at least two reasons. The
first reason is that Socratic philosophy and Christian morality inculcated truth-
fulness and the will-to-truth, which materialized, for instance, in the progressive
development of modern science. The advances of evolutionism in the nineteenth
century also led to the loss of authority of religion and morality, and therefore,
to their corrosion and self-destruction. The very will-to-truth of nihilism-2 dis-
covers the illusory nature of Good, Truth, and Beauty, which acted as walls of
protection and prophylactic ideals against the insight of the original nihilism.
The will-to-truth is what causes the corrosion of nihilism-2 toward nihilism-3.

The second reason is that nihilism-2 is a “physiological contradiction” in
which life ideals deny life itself, and Europeans have been raised and educated
with the predisposition to despise and devalue their existence.® This aporetic
situation opens an abyss between life, action, and values. When ascetic values
become the absolute judges over life, even life has to sacrifice itself, and these
values are resented as unattainable and obsolete. For these two reasons, God is
dead, “and we have killed him” (Nietzsche 2001, 120), which is what Nietzsche
truly adds to the phrase “Gozt ist tor” already pronounced by Hegel in The
Phenomenology of Spirit.
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An interesting detail contradicts superficial understandings of nihilism re-
duced to the idea that everything would be in vain. The generalized feeling that
“everything is in vain” is nothing more than a pathological response to the death
of God. In the Lenzer Heide fragment, Nietzsche writes that “oze interpretation
has collapsed, but because it was considered #be interpretation,” now the world
in its entirety seems worthless. He lamented that extreme positions—by which
he explicitly referred to “God”—are succeeded not by “moderate” positions
but rather by “equally extreme but opposite ones” (Nietzsche 2010, 386). The
interpretation opposite to the extreme idea that everything has meaning in the
context of a Christian worldview and eschatology is the also extreme idea that
nothing in the world has sense. When one interpretation falls, people become
suspicious of every kind of meaning and perceive all their moral needs to be
dissatisfied. But, Nietzsche contends, the loss of credibility of one interpretation
is not reason enough to devalue the entire world. Therefore, the persistent prej-
udice according to which nihilism would mean that “everything is in vain” and
“nothing in life matters” is incorrect in Nietzsche’s account.

Instead of such an “extreme” conclusion, Nietzsche argues for a more
“moderate” position. He argues that human power has grown to such an ex-
tent that people should no longer need consolatory processes to soothe despair.
Thus, people could endure nihilism-1. Nowadays, given our position of power
over nature, we should be able to live with a somewhat diminished sense of the
value of human existence. While “weak people” long for a replacement of “the
dead God” to provide said sense of value, powerful and strong people, Nietzsche
writes in the Lenzer Heide note, can live with a certain degree of randomness
and nonsense (Nietzsche 2005, 386-389). By strong and powerful, Nietzsche
does not mean people with power over others but people strong enough to live
without dogmas and to endure and affirm the inherent meaninglessness of the
world as a positive aspect of life. It is positive, for instance, in the sense that
before the death of God there was no space for pluralism. Even more so, our
capacity to transcend ourselves and such an absurdity is what makes us human
(Roodt 2018). The original lack of meaning in life will come out forever; what
defines our essentially human experience is to try to make sense of it.

As we can see, in Nietzsche’s account, nihilism designates simultaneously
(1) a human condition, namely, the fundamental meaninglessness and absurdity
of life, which cannot be overcome; (2) the nihilistic ideals created to protect
humanity against that tragic insight of life; and (3) the event of the death of
God, manifesting in a feeling of aimlessness after the values articulating a given
culture—for example, Christian values—lose their authority. As a result, one
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can go backwards in time and conclude that nihilism is “(3) the decline of (2)
the protective structure that was built to hide (1) the absurdity of life and world”
(van Tongeren 2018, 100). As we will later see, René Girard’s misinterpretation
of nihilism and pathological reading of Nietzsche are largely due to reducing
nihilism to the event of the death of God, thus oversimplifying Nietzsche’s true
insight into our human, mimetic, and nihilistic condition.

The Shadows of God, or the Aftermath of the Event

God is dead, but the shadows still survive. Even after God’s death, there is still
faith in the idea that truth will save us, and we need someone to provide that
truth. The shadows of God designate the axiological structure of some values
given to us because we want it that way. Even if the emancipation from authority
represents one of the main motifs in nihilism, Nietzsche warned that the more
frequent response to the event of the death of God is to look for another au-
thority that speaks unconditionally and can order goals and tasks.” Thus, other
instances come to occupy the position of the dead God. The shadows of God
constitute a new danger of religions “without God,” of worship without divinity.
They provide an ideal, unique truth, points of reference, and moral appreciation,
which replace the “dead God” and deliver the same security and comfort once
provided by the metaphysical-moral hypothesis of God as the absolute and ulti-
mate foundation of the world.

It is not a question of eliminating a belief in God but of becoming aware of
this heteronomous habit of mimicry and that other instances occupy the posi-
tion of the dead God and are in charge of answering the questions of where to
and what for. Such powerful intrusion in the ego deprives the person of their
autonomy and individuality. This constant anxiety of losing the “purpose” of
“being” is symptomatic of a mimetic dispossession.® Therefore, nihilism will re-
main until we assume the burden of creating values, purpose, and meaning for
our lives, previously delegated to (particular types of ) theology.

Nihilism destroys the differences within a herd, a herd of obedient beings
who incorporate a totalizing myth (such as Girard’s anthropology) for the se-
curity promised to them, mimetically replacing individual differences with col-
lective sameness. In Nietzsche’s account, this dynamic happens because the ex-
perience of nihilism has an affective basis.” Nihilism will not disappear through
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simple awareness because living conditions that have been inculcated and incor-
porated as needs by a long educational tradition for centuries do not disappear
with the sole force of theoretical arguments. It requires a long-term reworking
and reconfiguration of our affects.

Therefore, nihilism is an affective and relational problem, manifesting as
the inability to create meaning when the purpose is missing, an incapacity to
create or posit productively a goal for oneself. Thus, like mimesis, nihilism is a
human condition manifesting in affective, bodily, and relational behaviors. One
of the main goals of mimetic studies is to sketch a diagnostic of good and ill
forms of mimesis. And one can do the same with good and ill forms of nihilism.
Hence, the parallels continue to grow.

It should be noted that even before famously announcing the death of God
in aphorism § 125—via the mask of the madman—Nietzsche had already pro-
claimed its death in § 108, immediately followed by a warning concerning new
struggles with his remaining “shadows”:

New battles.— After Buddha was dead, they still showed his shadow in
a cave for centuries—a tremendous, gruesome shadow. God is dead;
but given the way people are, there may still for millennia be caves in
which they show his shadow.—And we—we must still defeat his sha-
dow as well! (Nietzsche 2001, 109)

This mimetic trope of a “shadow” suggests a projection of human needs and
a desire for unconditional authority. This is a mimetic trope that echoes Plato
and is different from it. These shadows are not merely illusions or appearanc-
es in Plato’s sense; they are akin to a phantom as far as they take possession of
weak bodies and egos.'” But they also have the characteristics of a bodily/affec-
tive mimesis because Nietzsche is critiquing the affective emergence of nihil-
ism out of mimetic relations. Humans may lament the loss of a god who could
communicate clear commands or draw us closer to the fundamental design of
things and substitute God with surrogates that claim to provide meaning and
protect against the world’s fundamental nihility. These shadows can emerge, for
instance, in modern science and technology and politics."!

The death of God can be experienced as a liberation because the bankrupt-
cy of transcendence and traditional norms and values represents an opportunity
for self-legislation, experimentation, and individuality. It raises the awareness
that there is no inherent meaning in the world because meaning is a human cre-
ation that we introduce into the world—and, in this sense, it is fictional, as it
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has no correspondence in the world. However, the death of God is also danger-
ous since it not only impacts Christian morality. Institutions and political ideals
such as democracy, traditionally legitimized by Christian values—for instance,
altruism and love for thy neighbor—are also affected by the loss of orientation.
This is why nihilism represents a threat not only at a personal level but also has
significant consequences for any form of community now that these ideals have
been revealed as constructs and have lost their divine guarantee. The loss of a
“given” reference point is so unbearable that people cannot help but search for
God/arché, to whom they remain attached even though they can no longer be-
lieve in them."

Now that our definition of nihilism is clear and aligned with mimetic stud-
ies’ Nietzschean inspiration, we will see that understanding mimesis as a human
condition allows us to understand better how nihilism works, how to promote
its patho-/ogical side, and how to avoid its pathological manifestations.

Nihilism as Patho(-)logy

In what follows I will analyze the specific dynamic of this pathological contagion
and the logos Nietzsche uses to diagnose this nihilistic pazhos, parallel to his cri-
tique of mimetic pathos."* I will argue that Nietzsche’s nihilism follows the same
paradoxical diagnostic movement coined by Lawtoo through the term “patho(-)
logies” (Lawtoo 2013, 6-8). As I see it, this interwoven dynamic between pathos
and Jogos applies to nihilism, first, in the form of affective contagion or “pathol-
ogy”—nihilism is a mimetic pathology because it has the contagious character-
istics of a sickness—and second, “patho-/ogy”: a critical, liberating discourse or
logos on mimetic pathos that is central to the experience of nihilism and, special-
ly, the event of the death of God.

Indeed, Nietzsche uses pharmacological vocabulary in Lenzer Heide sup-
porting our reading of nihilism as a pathology. He writes that the Christian
moral hypothesis “prevented man from despising himself as man, from taking
against life, from despairing of knowing [Erkennen]: it was a means of preserva-
tion—in sum: morality was the great antidote against practical and theoretical
nihilism” (Nietzsche 2010, 385). The death of God can aggravate the symptoms
of such despair, but it also can lead to recovery and emancipation from nihil-
istic ideals. Therefore, nihilism is a malady and remedy in one. It is a mimetic
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patho(-)logy in the sense that it goes beyond good and evil, generating both
contagious pathologies, such as despair, suffering, dependency, and critical dis-
courses on mimetic pathos. People can discuss values and consider alternative
values when these appear contingent instead of dogmatic. Therefore, nihilism
represents a dawn, a new light, because it opens new horizons. Old ideals fade,
and new opportunities emerge to transform humanity, society, and culture, as
Nietzsche hoped with his idea of “transvaluation of values.”

In his reading of Nietzsche, René Girard senses the mimesis—nihilism con-
nection but restricts it within his schema whereby identification with a model
determines the object of desire, leading to rivalries that, in his view, trigger envy
and resentment (1965 [1961]). This identification prompts people, especial-
ly when assembled in a crowd, public or virtual, to involuntarily mimic, feel,
and reproduce the effects of the leader qua model. The imitative structure of
desire produces a “mimetic crisis” and “loss of difference” in Girard’s terms, or, in
Nietzsche’s terms, a gregarious society, easy to manipulate. Moreover, this trans-
formation of differences into sameness is a defining characteristic of (negative)
mimesis and nihilism.

Instead of only mimetic desire, the theory of homo mimeticus provides a
broader, alternative frame of mimetic pazhos, including all affects and not just
desire. All affects, sympathy, pain, jealousy, resentment, disgust, fear, panic, trust,
and happiness, tend to generate mimetic affects, both positive and negative, sad-
ness or joy, as theorized by Spinoza and Nietzsche, among many other modern-
ist philosophers. A pathos possesses us; it unfailingly hits us like madness, anger,
fear, rejection, or love—a drive that is so primal and deep-rooted that it acts
as instinct and produces an internal tension toward something."* The power of
pathos overflows intentional consciousness and generates unconscious patholo-
gies. As a precursor of mimetic studies, Nietzsche engages a conception of affect
that is not simply intra-corporeal but flows across bodies like anger, revenge, or
inspiration. Likewise, the new theory of imitation internal to homo mimeticus
is a theory about the transmission of affect via mimesis between human (and
non-human) beings who are part of a “social network” (Lawtoo 2022a, 48).

Not surprisingly, Girard and other Girardian mimetic theorists, such as
Giuseppe Fornari, seem to only consider or understand nihilism as the event of
the death of God because they do not agree with the other levels or dimensions
of nihilism. Indeed, informed by their theological beliefs, they do not character-
ize Christian ideals as nihilistic (nihilism-2) or agree with Nietzsche’s anthro-
pology and anti-realist depiction of the world as fundamentally meaningless
and absurd (nihilism-1). On the contrary, Girardians start from a very particular
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anthropological structure that acts a total explanatory theory, so much so that
Jesuit philosopher Paul Valadier (1982), also a prominent Nietzsche scholar
who specialized on the topic of religion, famously criticized Girard for reducing
Christianity to an all-encompassing sociological theory.

Interestingly, some aspects of Nietzsche’s critique of religion can be used to
critique Girard, and we will see that there are mimetic theoretical stakes at play.
At the end of Ecce Homo, Nietzsche signaled the direction of his transvaluation
or inversion of values (Umwertung ): “Dionysus versus the Crucified One;” insist-
ing that the “disciples of the philosopher Dionysus” have the task to propagate
new values, as opposed to those designated by the symbol of “the Crucified One.”
There are two antagonisms at play. The first is the prominent and well-known
antagonism between Dionysus (or Nietzsche) and the Crucified. The second,
less known antagonism, but equally important for our account of mimetic ni-
hilism contra Girard, lies on the very designation of “the Crucified,” specifically,
the fact that Nietzsche creates a second antagonism between Jesus and Christ.

Karl Jaspers (1961) and Jérg Salaquarda (1985) convincingly argued that
Nietzsche’s criticism of Christian religion does not target the historical figure
of Jesus, and pointed toward the disparity between Paul’s theology and Jesus’s
teaching. Paul the Apostle turned Jesus into Christ, substituting his love with
guilt (the cross). The historical Jesus did not know ressentiment, he accepted his
helplessness, he was strong in his weakness, he welcomed life and death equally,
and he learned to endure life’s afflictions, meaning, he was closer to Nietzsche’s
values (Vitiello 2006). Although one could still debate Nietzsche’s depiction of
the historical Jesus, there is no doubt that he mostly worried about the use of
Christ as a cognitive and moral weapon, and that he preferred the life of Jesus
over the miscreation of Christianity, as attested by § 39 of The Anti-Christ.

Even the word “Christianity” is a misunderstanding—there was really
only one Christian, and he died on the cross. The “evangel” died on the
cross. What was called “evangel” after that was the opposite of what be
had lived: a “bad tidings,” a dysangel. It is false to the point of absurdity
to think that Christians are characterized by their ‘beliefs, like a belief
in salvation through Christ: only the practice of Christianity is really
Christian, living like the man who died on the cross... A life like this is
still possible today, for certain people it is even necessary: true, origi-
nal Christianity will always be possible... Not a believing but a doing,
above all a zor-doing-much, a different being. (Nietzsche 2005, 35)
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Evidently, Nietzsche is critical of ecclesiastical institutions and attacks Christian
morality, but, as attested by the paragraph above, he still suggests an immanent
and personal form of religiosity, anchored in responsibility."> Thus, Nietzsche’s
critique of Christianity can serve as a basis for reconstructing the religious ex-
perience after the death of God. What has fructified for two thousand years is a
misinterpretation that denies Jesus’s true Christianity. In the face of the growing
psycho-sociologization of religion in contemporary life, Nietzsche points out
the dangers of using the cross as a verdict and an argument, that is, of reducing
religion to a nihilistic, anesthetic instance of salvation. In The Anti-Christ, he
suggests other ways of living religion, for instance, through the example of Jesus
of Nazareth’s way of life as an authentic tragic Christian.

On the other hand, Girard, from his particular theologically informed
standpoint, argued for “the central relevance of Christianity, the truth of Christ
crucified as against the falsehood of Dionysus” (Fornari 2021, 490). Girard’s ac-
count centered on Christ, and not Jesus, because Christ’s sacrifice as a scapegoat
will cease vengeance and violence. The worship of his sacrifice is supposed to
bring peace, whereas Nietzsche’s message was to forget about salvation, and, in
line with his immanent thinking, he suggested that “true original Christianity”
should consist in “a doing,” that is, a patho-logical way of life characterized by
love in Earth. This question lies at the heart of nihilism, specifically the transi-
tion from nihilism-2 to nihilism-3, because as we have already seen, Nietzsche
hints multiple times at the idea that European culture murdered God by patho-
logically associating Jesus, or Christian religion in general, with ascetic values,
which are not necessarily the values that the historical Jesus practiced in life.
This is to say, Christian religion could have experienced a different fate had it
been more faithful to the life of the man who died on the cross.

The Perspectival and Hermeneutic Shift in Mimesis

and Nihilism

In what follows, I will show how mimetic studies has benefited from a perspec-
tival shift inaugurated after the event of the death of God and its liberatory
outcomes in the form of patho-logies. The hermeneutic school is intrinsically
characterized by recognizing that there is no way back to the old certainties, and
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many of its key representatives, such as Heidegger, Gadamer, Figal, Ricoeur, and
Vattimo, found inspiration in Nietzsche.

Most authors in the hermeneutical tradition, such as Gianni Vattimo, fo-
cus on the liberating outcomes of nihilism and the absence of fixed orientation
points. They value the death of God as the moment of Modernity when herme-
neutics came into its own, or better, the event marking the human challenge to
think of reality from a multitude of perspectives. The death of God is a herme-
neutic event because it goes hand in hand with a human awareness of the role
of worldviews and interpretations of reality, and it entails the lesson that world-
views do not claim to represent, mirror, or duplicate reality as it is in itself since
there is no impulse of truthfulness inside them. Worldviews are mere “pragmatic
interpretations embraced by our language-world” (van der Heiden 2018, 156).

As a result, authors in the hermeneutic tradition stress that the conditions
in which we find ourselves now should prove fertile: modern manifestations of
morality are “more pluralistic, religion less dogmatic, philosophy more critical”
(van Tongeren 2018, 88). Humans have power over how they interpret and live
in the world. They have the power to make sense of nonsense and create mean-
ing out of the absurd. In these conditions, western culture—traditionally artic-
ulated by Christian religions—could learn to live wizhin nihilism, as Nietzsche
suggested calling for a “pessimism of strength.” The key takeaway for mimetic
studies is to argue for a new way to respond to what one is faced with, that is,
how we respond to the tragic insight of life so that it increases our relational
capacity and prevents its instrumentalization via an alleged leader or model. It
is not a question of avoiding pain, denying the harmful elements of life, its ab-
surdity, and meaninglessness via a new, totalizing, redeeming anthropology. It is
instead a question of being strong enough to live without such redemption and
finding a new way of experiencing the tragic insight.

It is fascinating that Gebauer and Wulf, even if without mentioning the
death of God, also stress the importance of the nineteenth century as the period
in which “perspectival mimesis” emerges and “individuals begin to have a rela-
tively free hand in interpreting the world within the frame of their own social
experience” (Gebauer and Wulf 1995 [1992], 238), that is, the period where
individuals are faced with the opportunity to form an interpretation of their
own. However, they stress that the novelty resides in “the fact that this can occur
at all” because, sadly, the reality is that, more often, “the subject misses its chance
by subjecting itself to an already existing interpretation, which is present in an
inner medium” (238).
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Based on this realization, Gebauer and Wulf further critique Girard, and,
specifically, the triangular structure of his theory of mimesis, by stating that the
key issue is not the identification with a model. Radically, the interpretation
determines that said model is worth imitating and, therefore, the object is de-
sirable. The interpretation is the internal medium and “has the power to guide
wishes, fantasies, desires, and dreams, which is to say, extensive areas of the im-
agination” (1995 [1992], 238), and they conclude their argument by alluding to
the power of interpretation in Nietzsche’s account. Whoever has control over
the interpretation will have power and control as an individual, social group,
or institution, such as the Church, over the individual who internalizes it as a
compulsion. The key factor in perspectival mimesis is the interpretation itself,
not the model—and there are always multiple interpretations at play, meaning,
there are alternatives. Such awareness provides a route to solve mimetic pathol-
ogies without the promises of a fundamental anthropological structure such as
Girard’s, which is nothing more than a perspective, hence the need to struggle
against his pathological interpretation.

One of the hermeneutic powers or resources to navigate the event of the
death of God is the mimetic resource of myths. Notwithstanding the main-
stream bad reputation of myths as a false narrative standing in contrast to log-
os, myth means “formulated speech,” belongs to the domain of legein, and does
not originally stand in contrast to logoi (Vernant 1980). On the contrary, myth
makes the development of logos possible, which is why, despite Girard’s faith
in the Gospels to discredit mythologies and bring an end to the mechanisms of
prosecution,'® mythology can never be brought to an end because it is part of
our human ability to think and fantasize about the world.

Myths are also /ogos; they are narrations that play a role in education and
provide general references and orientation of socially accepted behaviors. Myths
have a formative character: they give form and inform and ultimately result in
impressing a particular shape or type into a form. Mythic figures have the pow-
er to impress, form, and in-form impressionable and plastic subjects—a process
that Lacoue-Labarthe (1989) called “typography.”"”

Fiction, especially in the form of narration, is also one of the primary moral
sources of the hermeneutic tradition because, in fiction, meaning is not indexed
to reality or truth. The same fictional principle existing in novels—as Girard
himself diagnosed in Deceit, Desire, and the Novel—exists in society—despite
Girard’s fundamental anthropology in Violence and the Sacred, which does not
recognize its necessary fictional character in the hermeneutic sense.
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Even if there is no truth claim but simply an interpretation (conscious of
itself as an interpretation) that is valued as superior to others, it is still possible to
functionally find, create, and evaluate meaning, for example, “in terms of pow-
er relations, tactics, and strategies” (Becker 2018, 69). There is no truth-claim
behind hermeneutics, but there is still, at the very least, a criterion for value
discernment. One could elaborate an infinity of interpretations of a text—or
points of view about an event—but not all those interpretations will be valid or
of the same worth.

In fact, despite prejudices that still associate Nietzsche with relativism, he
foregrounded the pluralization of perspectives—enabled by the death of God—

as a major opportunity to compare and choose.

[T]o see differently, and to want to see differently to that degree, is no
small discipline and preparation of the intellect for its future “objecti-
vity”—the latter understood not as “contemplation without interest’
(which is, as such, a non-concept and an absurdity), but as having in
our power the ability to engage and disengage our “pros” and “cons’:
we can use the difference in perspectives and affective interpretations

for knowledge. (2006, 87)*

Any interpretation, narration, or myth is open to being contested by alternative
perspectives that prove themselves as more valuable and as having a more positive
impact on life, which Nietzsche recognizes as the key criterion in Beyond Good
and Evil § 4. Nietzsche’s perspectivist philosophy (and hermeneutics after him)
recognizes all reality as interpretative, and such hermeneutic awareness helps
find new ways to live within nihilism and avoid its pathological manifestations.

Nihilism, Mimesis and Mythic Identification

As we have seen, authors in the hermeneutic tradition tend to focus on the liber-
ating side of nihilism as patho-/ogical. This perspective should be supplemented
with important lessons on the politics of mimesis by key figures of mimetic stud-
ies who have also stressed the catastrophic, pathological, and dangerous side of
nihilism. Continuing with our argument, we will see that the search for myths is
a patho(-)logical strategy to respond to the insight of nihilism.
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As already pointed out, Nietzsche warned that the State, nationalism, the
market, or science often act as shadows of God because they provide consolation
as omnipotent myths and exempt people from autonomous decision-making.
This nihilistic logic and relationship manifests in a search for candidates to re-
place the dead God, and such a nihilist diagnosis or subtext is implicit in mul-
tiple texts by precursors of mimetic studies that have dealt with “the politics of
mimesis.”

Already Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy explicitly allude to
the paradoxical situation of a “double bind” in German culture from which the
“malady of National Socialism” emerged (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990,
300). The unstable state of German culture at the end of the nineteenth century
between, on the one hand, “the collapse of religious transcendence and its cor-
responding social and political structures” and “popular romanticism [which]
founded itself on a nostalgia for medieval Christianity” (300), on the other,
gradually created a breeding ground for the allegedly saving mission of Nazism
and its restoration of the sacred, particularly, sacred identities: a people unified
by a chief, a community a fatherland, race, blood, soil, and nature. Sociologically
speaking, Nazi symbolism could partially emerge out of a pathological experi-
ence of weakness and nihilistic impotence.

Let us recall that Nietzsche diagnosed this double bind and became particu-
larly wary of Romanticism after breaking ties with Wagner in 1876. In writings
such as The Case of Wagner, Ecce Homo, and Nietzsche contra Wagner (Nietzsche
2005), he denounced that romantic art, like Wagner’s spell-binding spectacles,
did not stay true to the tragic insight of Greek tragedy but instead performed a
magnetizing, political function analogous to the solemn mass. Wagner profited
from his audiences’ “need to anaesthetize feelings of hunger and monotony using
anarcotic art” in such a way that his art became instrumental in fostering obedi-
ence to the political interests of Bismarck’s regime and promoting the Germanic
type itself (Nietzsche 2005, 118). Since Christian religion no longer created in-
tense, communal bonds of solidarity, art received a new political mission: erect-
ing mythical figures in which humanity could recognize itself and create a new,
or not-so-new, identity. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy point to this “aesthetic
solution” as actually not merely aesthetic, since it also “beckons to the political”
(Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990, 303).

Furthering Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Lawtoo (2013, 76-83) developed
Nietzsche’s critique of Wagner’s magnetism on the masses. Continuing this ge-
nealogy, I will foreground the problematic of nihilism, showing how myth rep-
resents a patho(-)logical strategy to respond to the death of God. At the basis
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of the strategy is the awareness that myth is not merely a representation, but
instead a performative power put into moral and political practice. In the words
of Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy:

Myth is a power more than it is a thing, an object, or a representation.
Myth is the power to bring together the fundamental forces and direc-
tions of an individual or a people, the power of a subterranean, invi-
sible, nonempirical identity. (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990, 306)

In line with our understanding of mimesis as mimetic pathos—embodied, af-
fective, and relational—myth should not be understood in representational
terms. Nietzsche’s recourse to pathos represents a mimetic critique of European
metaphysics since Plato’s founding defense of /ogos against pathos and mythos.”
Indeed, Nietzsche’s lesson is that the dichotomy is mistaken. Paying attention
to the pathological side is not equivalent to renouncing rationality but rather
represents an opportunity to enrich and amplify our understanding of reason
so that social phenomena, such as nihilism and mimetic heteronomies, can be
better comprehended.

Myths become central to the question of patho(-)logically responding to
nihilism. They are plastic fictions that do not remain in the sphere of realistic
representations, as a myth is a primary medium for mass communication. As a
narration, it provides meaning to life, the exact meaning that is missing after the
death of God. A myth provides models, types, and forms of imitation through
which a person, a city, or a people manages to understand and identify itself.
The power of myth is bodily, mimetic, and contagious: it rests on a desire to be
somebody via an affective identification, the desire to acquire an identity, even if
it is not an original identity. Myths act as an identificatory mechanism. In fact,
according to Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, they are “#he mimetic instrument par
excellence” (1990, 298). The ancient Greeks resorted to myths as part of their
mimetic paideia. With their myths (namely, Homer’s epic and Greek tragedy),
they learned to perceive beauty in life and the world, despite their pessimistic
awareness about the meaninglessness and absurdity of the World (nihilism-1,
following van Tongeren’s terminology), captured by the wisdom of Silenus.

Later, in the twentieth century, the “Nazi Myth” is, of course, only one of
many possible myths. The loss of transcendence after the death of God teaches
us that interpretations and myths are performative in the sense that they depend
on their reiteration and reenactment to persist in time. Citizens have the power
to reflect and decide which myths they give credibility to and choose to reenact



Nietzsche’s Nihilism and Mimetic Studies

and project onto the world. Therefore, like mimesis, myths act beyond good and
evil: they are fictional narrations that affect and infect our psychic lives and can
shape either ethical citizens or uncritical masses.

Therefore, mimetic studies furthers a critique of fascist leaders that finds in
Nietzsche a genealogical starting point still relevant today. The more someone
wishes to have a “master,” the more power the master achieves because the latter
is aware of such dependence and need. On the basis of such awareness, tyran-
nical leaders exploit rhetorical tactics that spread affectively—not triangular-
ly—as well as strategies of demonization of minorities and specific demographic
groups.”’ Tyrannical leaders appear charismatic and tempting to mimetic sub-
jects because they present themselves as powerful enough to solve the moral dis-
order and social disintegration that arises after the death of God, which suggests
a connection between nihilism, fascism, and the politics of mimesis worth pur-
suing in forthcoming mimetic studies.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that accounts that reduce nihilism solely to the event
of the death of God are inadequate. In particular, they fail to comprehend and
target the pathological heteronomies spreading out of mimetic relations, already
present before the death of God in the form of ascetic ideals and continuing
after the event in the form of shadows of God. Moreover, nihilism, at least in its
fundamental sense of nihilism-1—namely, the meaninglessness and absurdity
of life—shares with mimesis its definitory characteristics as conditio humana, as
they both materialize and manifest in affective, embodied, and relational behav-
iors. Understanding nihilism as a mimetic human condition and its Janus-faced
character as both salvation and threat allows us to understand better how ni-
hilism works and how to avoid its pathological manifestations via patho-/ogical
discourses that emerge precisely after the exposure to nihilism, or better, thanks
to the loss of transcendence intrinsic to nihilism.

As a result, it becomes clear that it is not a question of rejecting or con-
demning nihilism and mimesis or disavowing morality, mythology, poetry, and
imitations but reorienting them. Liberation from mimesis and nihilism are im-
possible as they are both part of our human condition. It is instead a question
of liberating ourselves from their ill, pathological forms and their limitations,
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and such liberation will work within mimesis and mythology. Likewise, freeing
ourselves from nihilistic ideals—originally intended to protect ourselves from
the abysmal insight of the meaninglessness and absurdity of life—will necessar-
ily entail coming to terms with our nihilistic condition. Girard’s pathological
response to nihilism reveals itself as intrinsically nihilistic, as it is a strategy to
conceal the fundamental meaninglessness of life and protect from it. Instead, as
we have seen in the chapter, genealogical precursors and representatives of new
mimetic studies have proven themselves as being more capable than mimetic
theory of providing a nuanced, multi-layered assessment of nihilism and its im-
plications for both good and ill.

Nihilistic ideals can be overcome (nihilism-2); what is more, they are con-
demned to be overcome because our will-to-truth will ultimately reveal them as
contingent and undermine their legitimacy, prompting a critical discourse on
its pathos, patho-logical. Dependent, mimetic relationships with deceiving idols
acting as ‘shadows of God’ can be overcome. But the pessimistic nature of exist-
ence (nihilism-1) and its tragic antagonism can never be overcome. As shown in
the chapter, attempting to overcome this tragic insight and experience of funda-
mental nihilism gives rise to heteronomous and potentially dangerous mimetic
relations, in which the mimetic subject becomes instrumental, for instance, for a
pre-determined socio-political project.

Notes

1 See Lawtoo 2013, 3—-83; 2022a, ch.1; and Garcia-Granero 2024.

2 See Lawtoo 2022a and the Coda with Vittorio Gallese in this volume.

3 On mimesis as “conditio humana, see Gebauer and Wulf 1995 [1992]; Lawtoo 2022b.

4 The concept of “(new) fascism” intends to stress both the genealogical continuities and dis-

continuities, the repetition with differences happening in the re-emergence of new fascist
phantoms and their specific forms of mimetic communication (Lawtoo 2019, xli).

5 Emphases and italicizations in Nietzsche’s texts are always those from his original manu-
script, here and in all subsequent citations.

6 See the posthumous fragment 14[91] from 1888. As a complete, English edition of
Nietzsche’s posthumous fragments is still underway with Stanford University Press, I will
refer to Nietzsche Source, the electronic, open-access edition of Nietzsche’s texts in German

(Nietzsche 2009).

7 See the posthumous fragment 9[43] from 1887 (Nietzsche 2009).

8 On Nietzsche’s critique of “mimetic dispossessions” as an alternative to Girard’s challenge,
see Lawtoo 2013, 47-52.

9 For a recent, affective account of nihilism, see Creasy 2020.

10 On Nietzsche’s use of “phantom” as part of a genealogy that goes back to the Platonic cri-
tique of mimesis, see Lawtoo 2013, 55-56.
1 On nihilism and technology, see Gertz 2018. On nihilism and politics, see Eden 1984.
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12 Paul van Tongeren designates the paradoxical awareness of this antagonism as nihilism-4, a
nihilism to which there is no beyond (van Tongeren 2018, 100-102).

15 Lawtoo proposes the concept of mimetic pathos “to account for the relational power of
human bodies to be unconsciously affected by human and nonhuman others via a shared
sympathy, or sym-pathos” (2022a, 37). For more on mimetic pathos and Nietzsche as its key
genealogical source, see 53-58.

i In fact, as already underscored by Lawtoo (2013), Nietzsche defines the hypothesis of the
will to power as a pathos: “the will to power is not a being, it is not a becoming, but a pathos,
it is the most elementary fact, only from which a becoming results, a producing effects...”
(Nietzsche 2009, posthumous fragment 14[79] from 1888).

15 See Conill 2021.

16 See Girard 1986.

17 On the power of myth today in relation to (new) fascism, see Lawtoo 2019, ch. 3, where the
author engages with Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy as key genealogical sources for mimetic
studies, now revisited from the angle of nihilism.

18 See also the posthumous fragment 23[85] from 1876: “The virtue of our culture is com-
parison. We bring together the most diverse products of older cultures and appraise them;
it is our job to do this well. Our strength shall be shown as we choose; we shall be judges”
(Nietzsche 2009, my trans.).

19 See Miiller 2005.

20 See Connolly 2017.
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