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Cancel Culture and the Trope of the 
Scapegoat

A Girardian Defense of the Importance of 
Contemplative Reading

Joakim Wrethed
Stockholm University

What unfolds in this article encompasses violence, language/reading, 
and ethics. René Girard addresses these topics primarily in terms 
of mimesis, its potential violence, and the trope of the scapegoat. 

Still, toward the end of his career and life, he relentlessly pointed out the dan-
gers implicated in the dynamism of these forces. He addressed it clearly in his 
“apocalyptic book” Battling to the End (2010):

I have been accused of repeating myself too often, of turning my theory into a 
fetish, of using it to explain everything. Yet it has described mechanisms that recent 
discoveries in neuroscience confirm: imitation is the initial and essential means 
of learning; it is not something acquired later on. We can escape mimetism only 
by understanding the laws that govern it. Only by understanding the dangers of 
imitation can we conceive of authentic identification with the Other. However, we 
are becoming aware of the primacy of moral relationship at the very time when 
the atomization of humanity is being realized, and when violence has increased in 
intensity and unpredictability.1
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It is this thin line between necessary/harmless imitation and its dangerous 
versions that will be the central theme in the analysis. As Girard states, a vast 
amount of established research confirms that the mimetic impulse is innate.2 
We should pay specific attention to “the atomization of humanity,” since it 
zooms in on our contemporary epoch’s paradoxical “mass- individualism,” 
evidently tremendously enhanced by information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT). In order to contribute to Girard’s lifework and to extend it beyond 
his own writing, we outline a few contemporary phenomena that clearly exhibit 
the primordial dangers of human violence that Girard draws attention to. These 
phenomena are initially only roughly sketched, but subsequent sections give 
them sharper relief. The central phenomena are cancel culture, speed, and the 
reading of literature. Just to be clear, the intended mode of reading should be 
construed in a broad sense, thus potentially including philosophy and theology, 
if one is inclined to emphasize the differences between these disciplines and the 
reading of literature.3

Cancel culture in certain ways makes manifest a social welfare society ver-
sion of escalating violence, indicating that “violence has increased in intensity 
and unpredictability.”4 A succinct definition of cancel culture will initially 
suffice:

Cancel culture refers to ending (or attempting to end) an individual’s career or 
prominence to hold them accountable for immoral behavior. Driven primarily by 
young progressives, often through social media, cancel culture has attracted contro-
versy since it swept into the national conversation.5

This definition can easily be extended into larger historical patterns in which, 
for instance, colonial crimes are highlighted and demands are raised for con-
temporary acts of atonement. As Rob Henderson points out, the obvious flip 
side is that “the swift and decisive nature of cancel culture can stifle debate, and 
some believe that dialogue is a more productive way to foster change.”6 The 
“swiftness” and the immediate collectable consequences are decisive in their 
functions as social punishment and exclusion; in other words, digitalized speed 
accomplishes verdict and punishment in a very short time span, which is a 
reflection of desire pure and simple. The rapidity from intention to anticipated 
effect rather resembles an instinctive and violent action more than the forward-
ing of a carefully thought through argument or statement. The present becomes 
an invincible ivory tower bristling with power to finally mete out the justice that 
the erroneous ethics of earlier times were incapable of conceiving and achiev-
ing. An always already accelerating modernity speeded up immensely through 
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the fast growth of information and communication technology (ICT). To be 
sure, the whole evolution of computer technology is defined primarily in terms 
of processing speed, together with the quantity of information that can be con-
tained in as small a spatial entity as possible. The present- day reality of having 
almost everything only one or a few clicks away on a screen— as a modern day 
realization of the library in Alexandria— enhances the relevance of a phenom-
enon historians have referred to as “presentism,” through which history is not 
merely reinterpreted but actually rewritten and forcefully edited and molded 
into a quite often superficially constructed ethical system of the present.7 To 
avoid dwelling too much on this intriguing concept, I settle for a concise defini-
tion: “Presentism, at its worst, encourages a kind of moral complacency and 
self- congratulation. Interpreting the past in terms of present concerns usually 
leads us to find ourselves morally superior; the Greeks had slavery, even David 
Hume was a racist, and European women endorsed imperial ventures.”8 The 
cyberspace lynch mob is never far away and a fair court trial is out of the ques-
tion. Time is precious. Unfortunately, this culture fosters very poor readers of 
literature and philosophy.

We encounter here a connection with more primordial experiences of 
speed and their subsequent computer simulations, something Enda Duffy 
has termed “the Adrenaline Aesthetic.” Duffy exemplifies with video games 
simulating dangerous car velocity, of course without the player endangering 
her-  or himself physically.9 Such experience of speed goes hand in hand with 
the speediness of Internet information flows and global polemics, where argu-
ments cannot be longer than a tweet, a headline, or possibly the maximum of 
a two- minute video clip.10 This speed culture obviously suppresses its opposite 
phenomenon, which in my argument is reading, reading closely and reading 
slowly, while opening up for a dialogue not only with the Other or others, but 
also with the artwork or the philosophical text.11 Evidently, such potentially 
well- founded and carefully anchored arguments do not have any place in speed 
culture. First, no one has the time to read them. Second, they threaten to open 
a slower and more pensive dialogue, which then would challenge the thrilling 
violence and power felt in being able to wipe out other agents or contenders by 
means of split- second decisions and clicks in front of the screen. Third, such 
complex arguments require a relatively elaborate understanding of history, 
which in cancel and speed culture is efficiently eliminated by the omnipotent 
power of presentism.

This essay intends to closely analyze cancel culture and read it through 
various aspects of Girardian theory. It is meticulously shown how this is just 
another manifestation of the toxic version of mimetic desire. First, cancel 
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culture is elucidated. Second, speed culture is examined and its alluring power 
as a phenomenon is revealed. Third, as a potential antidote to cancel and speed 
culture, I closely analyze Christina Rossetti’s “In an Artist’s Studio.” Paradoxi-
cally, this microworld sonnet displays its profound force through its utter weak-
ness and fragility. Thereby, the inquiry hermeneutically closes the circle when 
linking back to Girard and his views on Christ, the withdrawal of God, and the 
Christian concept of agape.

CANCEL CULTURE READ THROUGH GIRARD

Rob Henderson lists five ways through which he tries to explain cancel culture’s 
way of functioning from a neuro- psychological perspective.

Cancel culture may

 1. increase the perception of social status;
 2. reduce the social status of others;
 3. demonstrate commitment to community;
 4. be vulnerable to “concept creep”;
 5. force “adversaries” to reveal themselves.12

The first statement is rather straightforward. According to Henderson, humans 
are “hardwired to seek connection and belonging.”13 The brain has been 
observed to react to social exclusion similarly to the way it does to pain. More-
over, another aspect that is neurologically confirmed as a basic principle of the 
functioning of the brain is empathy. Indeed, according to neurological research, 
this seems to exist on a primordial affective level:

In an oft- cited experiment, William Hutchison’s laboratory found a set of neurons 
in the anterior cingulate cortex that fired not only in response to a painful pin- prick 
but also at the sight of someone else’s finger being stuck by a needle. In a corroborat-
ing experiment, Tania Singer and her colleagues did brain scans of participants who 
were given a painful shock and compared these with fMRI images taken when the 
same subjects were shown electrodes being attached to a beloved partner’s hand 
and were told that this person would also be shocked. The scans showed identical 
activity in the insula and the ACC. So I literally can feel your pain.14

This goes to show that cancel culture and speed culture have a great force. Obvi-
ously, the neurologically manifested dispositions at least temporarily are put 
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out of play. If the purpose is to scapegoat, these mechanisms have to be shut 
down. In the Girardian cultural landscape, this part of cancel culture seems bla-
tantly predictable. By pointing out the scapegoat, the collection of individuals 
is both strengthened as a group and cleansed from the aberrant morality pro-
jected on the scapegoat. In Girardian analysis: “Those who make up the crowd 
are always potential persecutors, for they dream of purging the community 
of the impure elements that corrupt it, the traitors who undermine it.”15 The 
group (“the crowd” in Girard’s terminology) positions itself on a higher rung 
in the ethical hierarchy, which goes hand in hand with a sense of itself attaining 
a higher social status. In mass- individual logic, the discrete person of course 
feels elevated and that social improvement is achieved at a very low level of risk, 
since the person is often simultaneously concealed in the multitude. According 
to Girard, what Christianity does is to reverse the perspective within the myth. 
It takes the point of view of the victim when shifting focus to Christ.16 Thus, the 
violence of cancel culture is revealed by its complete inability to make this shift. 
The cleansing has to be carried out and they literally do not know what they are 
doing. This refers us back to Girard’s explicitly displayed antidote to escalating 
violence in the wake of freewheeling mimetic desire: “We can escape mimetism 
only by understanding the laws that govern it.”17 Moreover, the individual acts 
according to a cultural pattern that functions as a model, which is substanti-
ated by the fact that cancel culture and various versions of historical cleansing 
have spread from the United States to Europe and Scandinavia.18 Without 
making a general judgement about specifics— which statues could rightfully 
be torn down, which prominent persons have acted or spoken immorally, or 
what words and expressions should be eradicated from our vocabularies, and 
so on— one can still emphatically conclude that mimesis is highly contagious. 
It spreads like a virus.

The second statement above is relatively forthright as well. The noticeable 
addition is that the dimension of envy is opened up. If the targets of cancel 
culture are in powerful positions socioeconomically, all the more pleasurable is 
the accomplishing of their downfall. It gives the group more of the exhilarating 
experience of having power that reaches higher up in society and it confirms 
that the group can tear down even highly potent individuals. This phenomenon 
ties in with speed culture too. It is faster to take someone down than to build up 
something morally good that lasts to the benefit of humankind; therefore, can-
cel culture “offers social rewards more quickly.”19 The group itself becomes the 
do- er or the cleaner who by default does not belong to the category it projects 
its moral indignation on; that is, it inhabits the moral blind spot that is auto-
matically cleansed when the social sphere is purged of the scapegoated disease.
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The third assertion is strongly related to the first two. By attacking the 
scapegoat, the group collectively confirms a set of values, and these values could 
potentially be strengthened even if the target escapes. In Girardian terms, the 
phenomenon may be regarded as that which restores cultural order. The moral 
transgression has disturbed the social order; therefore, the expulsion of the 
perpetrator will enable a restoration: “the victim polarizes the growing mimetic 
conflicts that tear the community apart; the victim breaks the vicious circle of 
violence and becomes the single pole for what then becomes a unifying ritual 
mimesis.”20 This means that the ritual has to be repeated. Eventually there have 
to be new scapegoats in order for the ritual to remain effective.

The fourth statement most definitely accentuates the contemporary 
dimension. Fairly large groups of people living in the rich welfare states of the 
West are not exposed to deadly violence on a daily basis. In Henderson’s words, 
this can lead to “concept creep”: “As the world becomes safer, our definition of 
harm expands.”21 Thus, “minor” moral transgressions tend to be enhanced in 
the wake of the posse searching for scapegoats and potential abuse. Indeed, in 
my university teaching I have encountered students who have expressed that 
Alice in Wonderland should not be read or taught any longer, because Charles 
Lutwidge Dodgson obviously was a pedophile. Not only does this highlight the 
presentism phenomenon mentioned above, but it also reveals another aspect of 
this culture’s harmfulness when it comes to the endeavor of fostering strong and 
competent readers. Cancel culture and speed culture synergetically produce 
a metamorphosed entity that consists of an essentialized author and her/his 
work. This reductive understanding of interpretation, narratological structure, 
and reading stems from the Internet culture’s notion of “deplatforming,” which 
means that the sender is silenced for good, that is, the means to send out her/his 
messages (funding, actual sites, etc.) are (or should be) eliminated. Dodgson’s 
channel is books, so these have to be banned, otherwise he can continue pro-
moting pedophilia from beyond the grave. That phenomenon further augments 
the effect that debate is no longer primarily about actual arguments, but more 
about where the arguments come from, and that this source should be silenced 
as quickly as possible. In Girardian terms, this just accentuates that mimetic 
desire and its violence has to have its outlet. The apparent, and most probably 
temporary, decrease in physical violence merely opens channels for other types 
of violence that may be equally devastating for the individual. The fifth asser-
tion above further enhances the need for the group to unite in its established 
values and thereby to condemn adversaries. Henderson also emphasizes that 
this part of a process can be fruitful since it may stimulate a debate about what 
is supposed to lead to cancelation, what evidence should be required, and so on. 
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That comes closer to the type of dialogue that arguably should have been there 
in the first place.

Ultimately, cancel culture as a phenomenon confirms Girard’s assessment of 
escalating violence in the 21st century. To a certain extent, the binary structures 
that work synergetically together with mimetic rivalry— even though those are 
triangular— seem to become even more strongly manifested through ICT. It 
is as if the system itself— as based on binary code, together with the speed of 
communication— generates global binary structures that escalate polemics that 
in turn escalate violence and destruction. Dialogue based on sound and well- 
anchored facts and arguments seems to be more distant than ever. In Battling to 
the End, Girard touches on Hegelian dialectics as an escalation that can only be 
stopped by revelation, either as Apocalypse for mankind or as conversion for 
the individual. He also explicitly articulates that mankind is inevitably religious:

Reality is not rational, but religious. This is what the Gospels tell us. This is at the 
heart of history’s contradictions, in the interactions that people weave with one 
another, in their relations, which are always threatened by reciprocity. This aware-
ness is needed more than ever now that institutions no longer help us and we each 
have to make the transformation by ourselves. In this, we have returned to Paul’s 
conversion, to the voice asking, “why do you persecute me?” Paul’s radicalism is 
very appropriate for our time. He was less the hero who “rose” to holiness than the 
persecutor who turned himself back and falls to the ground.22

The uncanny aspect of cancel culture as amalgamated with increasing velocity is 
that self- consciousness and soul- searching do not have prominent positions, if 
they even are allowed to exist at all. The potential psychopathy of perpetrators 
of past crimes is transferred to the revenge seekers, who will mete out justice 
according to Old Testament law. A modern version of an eye for an eye.

SPEED CULTURE

The growing modernist fascination with speed was further enhanced when 
cyberspace came into being about two- thirds of a century later. Cyberspace 
speed is clearly similar in terms of the modernist shift that Duffy draws attention 
to: “Adrenaline aesthetics works to delineate a pleasure that is effected first on 
the body and its sensorium.”23 With that move, Duffy argues that speed moved 
away from the Kantian model, in which the object of speed should be avail-
able for aesthetic judgment at a certain distance. If speed becomes embodied 
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experience, the distance needed for judgement is eradicated. Indeed, as an agent 
interacting with computer media, the objects become prostheses controlled 
from the agent’s point of view. Speed governs the whole experience, whether 
the agent is gaming, watching film, or surfing between images, clips, and various 
text types. For instance, cyberbullying is not the same but a strongly related 
phenomenon. James O’Higgins Norman and Justin Connolly have studied the 
case of the cyberbully victim Phoebe Prince through Girardian theory. Miss 
Prince committed suicide at the age of 15 after having been exposed to online 
and offline bullying. Significantly, the authors pinpoint the speed of the media 
as an important distinguishing factor: “Cyberbullying can spread exponentially 
faster than traditional forms of bullying. For example, a text message or online 
image can be copied and forwarded to thousands of other people in a matter of 
minutes.”24 In addition, the anonymity factor becomes important too:

The new dimension to this process is the use of communications technologies as the 
medium through which the victim is scapegoated. The arrival of social net- working 
websites such as Facebook and Twitter enable bullies to harass their peers with texts 
on mobile phones, chat- room conversations and emails. The anonymity provided 
by these technologies allows a certain level of protection to the bully and removes 
the need for them to engage in overt victimisation of those who are scapegoated.25

Anonymity and speed make an already cumbersome set of phenomena even 
more complicated and dangerous. Given that scapegoating also in its modern 
forms involves human lives as stakes in the games, the whole spectacle comes 
close to escalating violence to the level of war, duel, or fray. Due to the almost 
automatic functioning of the rivalry of mimetic desire, the bullies cannot stop 
themselves and reflect on what they are doing. They do not know what they are 
doing. Indeed, Paul Virilio discusses warfare in terms of speed, but in the cancel 
culture context, the projectiles are images, words, phrases, and accusations:

With the supersonic vector (airplane, rocket, airwaves), penetration and destruc-
tion become one. The instantaneousness of action at a distance corresponds to 
the defeat of the unprepared adversary, but also, and especially, to the defeat of the 
world as a field, as distance, as matter.

Immediate penetration, or penetration that is approaching immediacy, 
becomes identified with the instantaneous destruction of environmental condi-
tions, since after space- distance, we now lack time- distance in the increasing accelera-
tion of vehicular performances (precision, distance, speed).26
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Not only does this activity give rise to a new aesthetics of embodied speed, but 
it can be said to generate or stimulate two modes of cognition. N. Katherine 
Hayles has categorized these types as hyper and deep attention:

Deep attention, the cognitive style traditionally associated with the humanities, is 
characterized by concentrating on a single object for long periods (say, a novel by 
Dickens), ignoring outside stimuli while so engaged, preferring a single informa-
tion stream, and having a high tolerance for long focus times. Hyper attention is 
characterized by switching focus rapidly among different tasks, preferring multiple 
information streams, seeking a high level of stimulation, and having a low tolerance 
for boredom.27

Younger generations have already grown up in an environment that stimulates 
hyper attention and perhaps older generations have gradually become accus-
tomed to it as well. Obviously, this state of affairs affects how one engages with 
literature. The operator at her/his screen is allowed to click between different 
texts, images, and video clips, obviously fostering a different kind of reading 
skill. The survey Hayles refers to places reading on the low level of 0.43 hours 
per day, whereas other media make up 8.5 hours.28 It is feasible to assume that 
reading shorter texts and multitasking while reading is the more dominant 
form of reading in the multimedia atmosphere. In relation to our analysis, it 
is more fruitful to think about the potential ethical implications of this shift. 
The purpose is definitely not to try to claim that electronic media in themselves 
eliminate slow and close reading. Those activities could just as well be done 
on a screen. It is probably more important to think about the context— most 
plausibly an educational milieu— that would be needed to achieve this at all, 
since it does not seem to happen by itself.

John Frow addresses precisely this issue when contemplating how a phi-
lologist’s methodology can be maintained in the cyber era. Frow identifies 
philology with the type of deep attention and close reading that I want to focus 
on as possible antidotes to violent effects of cancel and speed culture. He also 
identifies the tradition of this type of reading and acknowledges that its practice 
may be in danger even though this does not solely have to do with the expan-
sion of media forms: “The even more profound challenge  .  .  . is to learn that 
there are many ways of dealing well with texts, whether digital or print, and 
that one of them, perhaps the most endangered, is the philologist’s craft of slow 
and attentive reading.”29 More importantly, Frow accentuates the immanent 
importance of the historical aspects of texts, in a way that clearly positions itself 
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in opposition to contemporary tendencies toward presentism. This obviously 
applies to the craft of literary studies as well.

[Philology’s] attempt to correlate events synchronously across cultures and calen-
dars gave rise to the concept of the historical period. The sense that arose amongst 
Renaissance philological humanists of a historical discontinuity between the fall of 
Rome and their own situation at the end of the newly conceived ‘middle ages’ was 
the first stage in the development of a modern notion of linear historical time; and 
another was the Reformation’s deduction from its faith in sola scriptura, the literal 
word of the Bible, of the need to ground interpretation in historical understanding: 
to see the Bible as a historical document and a historical record.30

Indeed, literary studies rest on this foundation as well. Not only does this imply 
the adoption of a reading praxis with a sensitivity toward the historical dimen-
sion, but it also contains an empathic aspect in which the Other is understood 
as human, not just as a prop that should be eliminated and deplatformed. The 
Other as same but different, problematic but emerging with or through some 
form of narrative that has to be heard, a naked face before us that demands 
responsibility.

ANALYSIS OF “IN AN ARTIST’S STUDIO”

With the above outlined scene of violence as an inevitable backdrop, we are 
prompted to attempt to see the Other. When moving into the space of Christina 
Rossetti’s studio, we explore the tensions involved in any human encounter. In 
what follows, we in addition make use of Jean- Luc Marion’s contemplations on 
the phenomenon of the erotic. In order to do so, we must open up for a broader 
understanding of the erotic. Even though the Other may take many different 
shapes— and certainly contours that are not at all initially associated with the 
erotic— the form of the erotic phenomenon guides us toward the understand-
ing of the constitution of the Other that I wish to implement in the analysis. In 
Marion, the erotic is not so much a desire as a call for love and an opening up to 
love. In the context of this reflection, love may be seen as the cradle of compas-
sion, which ultimately constitutes the ethical sphere of relevance.

As soon as it is a matter of feeling, and feeling in my flesh not just things, but another 
flesh, there is no longer any thing to perceive, and the flesh can expose itself without 
translation, immediately to a flesh. And the flesh that exposes itself to another flesh, 
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without a thing, without a being, without anything as intermediary, shows itself 
naked— the nude- to- nude encounter of one flesh with another. This modification 
of the flesh, which passes from its perceptive function to its nude phenomenality, 
eroticizes my flesh and thus radicalizes the erotic reduction.31

It is crucial to understand the phenomenological function of “the flesh,” since it 
has the wrong connotations in its “natural attitude” usage. Marion is here draw-
ing on Merleau- Ponty, and the flesh constitutes the living experience, which 
is neither in the world nor in the body. We are always already enmeshed in 
complex zones of the sensing and the sensed. The flesh of the other— and its 
calling out— is then a potentially sacred interweaving of a sphere in which self 
and other oscillate between selfhood and empathy. The fleshes come into being 
when the calls are heard and answered. Thus, this is a domain in which self and 
other are rather helpless in front of each other’s helplessness.

Christopher Marlowe once suggested that the sonnet form offers “infinite 
riches in a little room.”32 In order to further prepare our entry into the room of 
Rossetti’s sonnet, we also have to consider the function of language. Language 
is itself strongly reliant on mimesis even though it may become a conceptual 
force that completely re- structures the familiar edifice. Heidegger draws atten-
tion to the equiprimordiality of language and being. As summarized by Sean J. 
McGrath:

While he emphasizes the primacy of intuition in cognition, Heidegger holds 
expression to be “equiprimordial” with intuition. Like all Dasein’s experience, 
unconcealment is fundamentally and ineradicably mediated; truth only occurs 
within language. On one level, truth generates language for the logos apophainestai 
is an expressed interpretation of aletheia. On a deeper level, truth is generated by 
language: the word gives birth to thinking. We live in language and have no access 
to experience that is not permeated by language. The task of hermeneutical phe-
nomenology is to loosen up the primal words through which life first expresses 
itself by dismantling the superstructure of theoretical judgments that conceal them. 
Phenomenology does not attach words to unexpressed intuitions; it goes along 
with the way historical life is already expressed for us and frees up more basic expe-
riences of thinking. Heidegger annuls the traditional dichotomy between intuition 
and expression: the intuited is always already expressed; conversely, the primal 
expression is not the construction of projection of a subject but an intuited domain 
of meaning.33
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To add further to the historical dimension, we may note that this equiprimor-
diality of language and experience is prefigured in the philosophy of Duns 
Scotus: “It is a natura communis specified by haecceitas, an individualized 
common nature. Recognizing the essence in the common nature, the intellect 
abstracts it from the thing, gives it the mode of universality, and expresses the 
concept, the verbum interius.”34 Thus, we do not one- sidedly “create” reality by 
means of linguistic construction, but neither do we passively let language speak 
us. Rossetti’s studio is made up of language, but simultaneously it constitutes 
a conceptual revelation that we may open up to. The erotic in Marion’s sense 
is doubly manifested: as a theme in the sonnet itself but concomitantly as an 
erotic encounter with the aletheia of the poem.

One face looks out from all his canvases,
One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans;
We found her hidden just behind those screens,
That mirror gave back all her loveliness.
A queen in opal or in ruby dress,
A nameless girl in freshest summer- greens,
A saint, an angel;— every canvas means
The same one meaning, neither more nor less.
He feeds upon her face by day and night,
And she with true kind eyes looks back on him
Fair as the moon and joyful as the light:
Not wan with waiting, not with sorrow dim;
Not as she is, but was when hope shone bright;
Not as she is, but as she fills his dream.35

The immediate reading most certainly involves seeing and representation. Gen-
der and power introduce themselves early too, since the portrayed figure is a 
“she” and the artist is traditionally a “he.” Moreover, we need to pay attention 
to the overall structure that introduces a “we.” As readers, we are forced into 
the “we” and the poem would be a completely different entity unless we had 
this tripartite structure. In the Petrarchan arrangement of the sonnet, we get 
the turning after the octave, stating that he “feeds upon her face.” This blatantly 
reveals the gendered power relations in terms of a predatory gaze. The aspect of 
the aesthetic nourishment seems to overshadow all ethical concerns. An imme-
diate impulse of mimetic desire as clad in the robes of presentist ethics would 
presumably close the reading by stating that the sonnet is an early critique of 
masculine power. The label “toxic masculinity” would quickly find enough 
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adrenaline to dismiss the depicted version of the artist as an inappropriate one, 
perhaps in the worst- case scenario questioning why one should read this sexist 
rubbish. Cancel.

However, this is still just a superficial level of our inquiry. It is impossible 
to approach the conceptual sphere of the Other without engaging with the 
philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. The third— la troisième personne— will be 
explored further through some Levinasian concepts. As concisely formulated 
by Robert Bernasconi:

The Other serves the third party and commands me to join with him or her in this 
service. However, we would not be equal if the Other did not also recognize my 
own self- mastery. Hence Levinas stipulated that “this command can concern me 
only inasmuch as I am master of myself ” (TeI 188; TI 213). My mastery over myself 
is recognized even as my freedom is questioned. As in “The Ego and the Totality,” 
the Other issues a command that commands me to command the one who is com-
manding me: “The presence of the face, the infinity of the other, is a destituteness, 
a presence of the third party (that is, of the whole of humanity which looks at us) 
and a command that commands commanding” (TeI 188; TI 213). It is important to 
attend carefully to the personal pronoun in Levinas’s account of the third within 
the face of the Other. The whole of humanity looks not at me but at us. Separation 
is the precondition of the face to face, but through the third party I am joined with 
the Other.36

The speaker of the poem may be expected to emulate the desire of the artist. 
Indeed, this seems almost unavoidable. Dolores Rosenblum contends that the 
model is “vampirized by art,” but she also states that through the witness the 
female figure can become “an emblem of self- possession and untiring endur-
ance.”37 The duality of the encounter always seems open to the Hegelian master– 
slave structure that was further elaborated on by Sartre, but the third party in 
the context of the present analysis introduces a political and hopefully also an 
ethical dimension that clearly disturbs the master– slave logic. The speaker parts 
with pure mimesis and lets the Other emerge from the canvas and in addition, 
it surges forth from the poem. The female figure endures as an aesthetic force 
in her own right. In Heideggerian terms, she becomes the aletheia that in turn 
can carry language toward something other, even to ethical concerns. The third 
dimension can in the secularized parlance of our times be called “the whole 
of humanity,” as in Bernasconi’s assessment of Levinas’s discourse above. This 
element is what used to be called God or Christ. In Marion’s understanding of 
the erotic reduction, we could see the destruction of the Other as a destruction 
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of flesh, which also entails destruction of my own flesh (or our own flesh). The 
third part of the structure potentially saves me, or us, together with the Other. 
In Rosenblum’s reading, the third party is the reflecting speaker, reflecting upon 
herself as the object (model) of the artist’s gaze. Be that as it may, my point 
here is that in whichever way we look at it, the tripartite structure is needed to 
avoid the back and forth locked into the master– slave duality. Cancel culture 
cannot achieve this, and thus remains in the venomous pendulum of mimetic 
desire. In short, this logic is fully consistent with Hegel’s struggle as described in 
The Phenomenology of Spirit: “They must engage in this struggle, for each must 
elevate its self- certainty of existing for itself to truth, both in the other and in 
itself.”38 Thus, in our context the third witness is needed to break this destructive 
dialectic of lordship and bondage.

In contrast, as reflected in Heidegger’s philosophy, haecceitas is always 
already expressed in its historical existence. The world worlds and words. To 
disentangle is to interpret. In terms of Rossetti’s poem, we may see the historical 
relevance of the witness as a discloser of ethically questionable gender struc-
tures, but we may also see what the artist clearly is prevented from seeing. The 
aletheia of the Other as a command that commands us to command. To master 
ourselves we cannot escape responsibility. The peculiarity of the sonnet’s rela-
tively closed structure is that it manages to contain a certain complexity that 
definitely is graspable, even for a relatively unexperienced reader. As incarnated 
fundamental seeing, we see through the mimetic dimension and become mas-
ters, not of the Other, but of the situation. The extensive use of sibilants in the 
beginning of the sonnet entices us readers to enter the room silently and not to 
“deafen” or “overwrite” it with our tainted seeing illustrated by the artist’s gaze. 
In order to actually see, we need to step back and engage in what Heidegger 
calls Gelassenheit. In that way, engagement with art can inspire more elaborate 
empathic cognition. As Heidegger wrote in his 1947 piece “Letter to Human-
ism”: “Language is the house of Being. Man dwells in it.”39 The phonological 
patterning helps to create a situation of intimacy, of sharing a secret, that is 
partly close to— but simultaneously very far from— the graphic and the visual. 
It rather draws attention to the darkness on the hither side of the world as a 
picture. This realm is similar to Marion’s erotic sphere of the flesh. The ethical 
is not proclaimed, but rather implied in the intricate structure of the sonnet. To 
fully open up to the Other, we need to open up to our potentiality as interpret-
ers of the human in its historical existence.

Gianni Vattimo helps us pull together the aspects of the Heideggerian read-
ing and the Girardian dimensions I have wished to highlight above. First of all, 
an important affinity is made manifest already on a hermeneutic level. Vattimo 
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makes use of Luigi Pareyson’s concept of forma formante, which means that any 
work introduces an “operative” component that is a “rule that is given with the 
work itself.”40 Thus, no system of aesthetic rubrics can solely be applied to the 
work without losing this inherent component. The forma formante of Rossetti’s 
sonnet is that the Other of the female figure has to be read on her own terms. 
Through the witness, the reader has to restrain the impulse of judgment. This 
ideal reader should not even have the power to judge the artist, who clearly 
is blinded by his own desire, because this act would violate the sonnet and it 
would mimetically repeat the artist’s judgement and willingness to steep the 
model into preexisting molds, and so on ad infinitum. Vattimo further draws 
attention to the forma formante of Heidegger’s philosophy, which is constituted 
by a withdrawal of Being that in turn could be linked to the Girardian under-
standing of the culture of modernity balancing between escalating violence and 
Christian agape:

Seen in these terms, the weakening of Being as its sole form of manifesting itself 
beyond metaphysical oblivion, is an analogon of the dissolution of the violence 
of the sacred, which, for Girard, is the meaning of the Judeo- Christian Scripture. 
Kénosis is probably the word best suited to connect these two discourses, which are 
apparently so different. For both Girard and Heidegger, the emancipatory meaning 
of history— the salvation that takes place in it— is related to a self- consumption of 
the violence that characterizes natural religion or, in Heidegger, the metaphysical 
oblivion of Being.41

Kénosis is the exact opposite of cancel culture’s reactive will to power. Cancel 
culture’s disregard for historical sensitivity and the readymade readings of 
agents, situations, characters, and narratives incarnate the movement of mimetic 
violence. The compulsory cleansing activities are mere attempts to compensate 
for the aggressions and the movements of escalating violence. Paradoxically, the 
withdrawal of Being as analogous to the withdrawal of God and Christ and the 
escalating violence indicate the movement toward Revelation that is also the 
Apocalypse. In Girard’s words:

The presence of the divine grows as the divine withdraws: it is the withdrawal that 
saves, not the promiscuity. Hölderlin immediately understood that divine promis-
cuity can be only catastrophic. God’s withdrawal is thus the passage in Jesus Christ 
from reciprocity to relationship, from proximity to distance. This is the poet’s basic 
intuition, which he discovered just when he began his own withdrawal. A god that 
one can appropriate is a god that destroys. However, the Greeks never sought to 
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imitate gods. It was not until Christianity that the mimetic perspective imposed 
itself as the only possible form of redemption, given the revealed madness of 
humanity.42

In the context of the present study, cancel culture’s violence consists mostly of 
neglect and oblivion. The reading as illustrated in Rossetti’s sonnet seems to be 
more and more rare. Instead, younger generations are inevitably fostered in the 
fragmentary and inherently violent culture of dismissal and linguistic and moral 
cleansing. In all, this constitutes a disfigured reduction, that is, a mutilation of 
the flesh in Marion’s sense.

THE DEATH OF READING

The cultural phenomena above— mainly highlighted by means of Girard’s 
theory— are first and foremost harmful for the culture of reading. Such reading 
practice has been formed over a long period of time and has to be preserved 
by some form of counterculture to cancel culture and speed culture that seem 
to dominate more and more, mainly because of a strong technological advan-
tage that in turn is intimately intertwined with global economy. “Read books 
slowly and carefully” is a product that is becoming increasingly hard to sell. The 
decline of a strong academy and educational system that can carry such values 
is evidently disastrous. As emphasized above, Girard propounds that we cannot 
free ourselves from the power of mimetic desire unless we become aware of its 
mechanisms. Fostering generations of poor readers will diminish the possibility 
of using reading as an antidote. As I tried to indicate through the close analysis 
of Rossetti, the reading of literature must contain an ontological component 
through which the empathic dimension at least temporarily overflows the 
instinct of judging and purging. This means that the artist, the model, and the 
speaker in the sonnet must somehow be seen as being alive. History must be 
seen in its full potential as alive and stipulating its own premises through the 
logic of forma formante. Joseph North makes a very profound statement:

The humanities being in as weak a position as they are, literary studies’ ability 
to succeed at any genuinely resistant task will be dependent, most of all, on the 
strength and suppleness of its articulation with the larger forward movement— if 
indeed there is to be one. The challenge is to do our part in ensuring that there is.43
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As indicated, the forces of speed and cyber culture are linked to huge interests 
of global capitalism and the development of technology. How is so fragile a 
praxis as close reading going to survive? Even if this is the only antidote to the 
free reign of mimetic desire, how can it be marketed to younger generations? 
North clearly outlines what is at stake:

In this connection, it is hard not to endorse [ Jane Gallop’s] turn to the radical peda-
gogy in the last section of the paper, and her claim that we have chiefly the practice 
of close reading to thank for the fact that the “literature classroom has represented 
a real alternative to the banking model” of education, in which the teacher simply 
deposits knowledge in the mind of the student.44

Such resistance would obviously involve the type of critical and sensitive read-
ing that I refer to above. To even begin to come to terms with the reductive 
reading mode steeped by cancel and speed culture, the practice of contempla-
tive close reading must be almost forced upon the learners. The fragility of this 
endeavor is obvious.

Itamar Even- Zohar, Elias J. Torres Feijó, and Antonio Monegal come to 
a similar conclusion, even though they also state that the decline of reading 
books generally has been exaggerated. However, in the present argument I 
merely claim that it is a specific type of reading that is in decline, but also that 
it is the central and most important component. Even- Zohar et al. assert: “It 
is difficult to dispute, nonetheless, that literature has lost its hegemonic role 
as a provider of models and resources for making sense of human experience. 
Audiovisual media and the internet have greatly reduced the influence of litera-
ture on the social imaginary.”45 It is precisely the latter part in their observation 
that is the crucial one. If cancel culture and the Internet speed culture begin 
to dominate and rule over the overall experience of university students, then 
universities seemingly have to begin adjusting to that structure of feeling. For 
the endangered practice of close reading, this is a disastrous development. In 
the long run, it is also devastating for the overall awareness of scapegoating and 
the forces of mimetic desire. Anything that is slow, that takes time, patience, and 
energy, is under the threat of becoming extinct or being transformed into an 
abridged and distorted version of itself. It almost goes without saying that such 
a demise would have consequences for cultural growth in the future. As has 
been indicated, if there are no antidotes to the dialectics of cancel culture and 
other types of abuse and violence, the outcome can only be escalating violence. 
In order to understand the mechanisms of mimetic desire, one cannot remain 
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in the dialectic of master– slave, or more accurately lordship and bondage, since 
the forces involved can only shift slots in this perpetuum mobile.

GIRARD AND AGAPE

In a deep analysis of Lars von Trier’s Breaking the Waves, Ian DeWeese- Boyd 
probes the problematic distinctions that have to be made between eros and 
agape. According to DeWeese- Boyd, there is a misunderstanding of these con-
cepts in at least one previous reading of von Trier’s film. In a slightly simplified 
form sufficient for my argument, the misconception consists of the notion 
that agape is purely unselfish love. Love with traits of selfishness would pull 
the concepts closer to eros. The film’s protagonist Bess is drawn into a spiral of 
destructive self- sacrifice in order to save her beloved Jan from death and insan-
ity. In DeWeese’s reading, that self- sacrifice can actually contain a dimension 
of agency and “selfishness” in terms of the protagonist sacrificing her love for 
a higher form of love, which makes Bess into a Christ figure. For her the love 
sought in relationship with another human being trumps the Law (which is a 
very Paulinian notion): “For Bess the love of another human being necessarily 
takes precedence over the love of the law. She is willing to violate the law for the 
sake of love. Her response indicates her belief that love is fundamentally about 
relationship.”46 This notion of agape can also help us understand its function in 
the above analysis of “In an Artist’s Studio.” As a suggested antidote to cancel 
culture, the reading allows for agape in terms of the flesh. Any violation of the 
flesh of the Other would entail a violation of one’s own flesh. Similarly, any vio-
lation of the erotic love would mean a violation of agape. The potential selfish-
ness of the erotic gaze (eros) is countered by the “true kind eyes” that steadfastly 
look back at the artist. In the tripartite structure, the synergy of mimetic desire 
is broken and a linkage to agape is opened.

Such a construal of agape connects with Girard’s thinking in Battling to the 
End. Girard sees agape as a real force at work in the world, but also that it can 
only break the escalation of violence to a certain limit. The ideal of breaking out 
of the binarism of mimetic desire remains an ideal, but that does not mean that 
agape is without power and is nonexistent in our world.

That ideal is not mine. Up to a certain point, we might be in a state of positive undif-
ferentiation, in other words, identified with others. This is Christian love, and it exists 
in our world. It is even very active. It saves many people, works in hospitals, and 
even operates in some forms of research. Without this love, the world would have 
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exploded long ago. We should not say that there are no legitimate, healthy political 
actions. However, politics is in itself powerless to control the rise of negative undif-
ferentiation. It is more than ever up to each one of us to hold back the worst; this is 
what being in an eschatological time means. Our world is both the worst it has ever 
been, and the best. It is said that more victims are killed, but we also have to admit 
that more are saved than ever before. Everything is increasing. Revelation has freed 
possibilities, some of which are marvelous and others dreadful. The Scriptures thus 
announce a historical necessity and this is very important.47

Even though Girard seems to wish to uphold the strong opposition between 
eros and agape in Things Hidden, most clearly when alluding to Anders Nygren,48 
it is also made clear in the quote above that agape may coexist with other active 
dynamics in the world. In relation to the present essay, agape generally, and in 
Girard’s sense too, could potentially function as an at least temporary antidote 
to escalating violence. For instance, cancel culture’s swift responses to certain 
phenomena reduce individuals to props in a purging activity fueled by moral 
panic. As has been indicated, such a culture also spills over into other human 
activities that become corrupted versions of themselves (such as refusal to read, 
engaging in linguistic cleansing, editing of history without any contemplation 
and serious second thoughts, etc.). Ultimately, this whole process threatens 
reading, close reading, slow reading, and a necessary reverence for history. The 
maintenance of the sense of wonder in encounters with literature and the Other 
should not be replaced with a blind, reductive, aggressive, omnipotent, contem-
porary, presentist machine.

To conclude, the escalating violence identified by Girard spreads swiftly in 
the age of cancel and speed culture. The blindness to the mechanisms of mimetic 
desire speeds up the escalation. Possible antidotes as contemplative and slow 
reading, careful construction of arguments, and a sensitive understanding of 
the inevitability of history are pushed to the side by the rapidity of ICT and the 
overwhelming force of presentism. Seemingly necessary ethical purging pro-
cesses that are aimed at getting rid of “immoral” elements spread more widely 
and affect human culture more generally. The analysis of “In an Artist’s Studio” 
illustrates how the deadlock of the destructive dialectics can only be broken by 
the introduction of a tripartite structure and a notion of the flesh as an instantia-
tion of agape. In regarding the argument holistically and politically, academic 
institutions have to start promoting their values more clearly and more strongly. 
Slow reading and close reading are not just miniscule details among the vast 
set of skills learned at university. They are the most important skill. Together 
with these come also a certain sensitivity and a more subtle understanding of 
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history. This is all linked to the construal of the literary text as the staging of a 
meeting with the Other as something alive and the text itself in its revelation as 
something alive. This also has to be thought together with the momentous and 
petrifying force of history. Seeking to hide behind the thin walls of presentism 
will only escalate violence even further. In Girard’s words: “The primacy of 
victory is the triumph of the weak. The primacy of battle, by contrast, is the 
prelude to the only conversion that matters. This is the heroic attitude that we 
have sought to redefine. It alone can link violence and reconciliation, or, more 
precisely, make tangible both the possibility of the end of the world and recon-
ciliation among all members of humanity. We cannot escape this ambivalence. 
More than ever, I am convinced that history has meaning, and that its meaning 
is terrifying.”49
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