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Mimetic Desire and Harmonism

Part of the Convergences of Harmonism — a reading of René Girard’s discovery that desire is borrowed, the scapegoat mechanism it produces, and the positive source of desire that Girard exposed the counterfeit of but could not name. See also: Munay, Dharma, The Human Being, The Psychology of Ideological Capture, The Captured Word.




You Did Not Choose What You Want

You did not choose most of what you want. You caught it.

This is the discovery that organizes the entire work of René Girard, and it is among the most disquieting findings any modern thinker has produced, because it reaches a place the person experiences as the innermost sanctum of the self — the place where I want feels most spontaneously, most authentically mine. Girard’s claim is that the feeling is a deception. Desire is not a straight line from a subject to an object. It is a triangle: the subject desires the object because a model desires it first. We want according to the wanting of another — the admired one, the rival, the influencer, the crowd — and we then experience the borrowed desire as our own original impulse. Girard called the myth of self-generated desire the romantic lie, and the recognition that desire is imitated the novelistic truth, because the great novelists — Cervantes, Stendhal, Proust, Dostoevsky — had seen it before the psychologists and named it without flinching.

Harmonism holds that Girard saw something true and saw it with rare precision — and that what he saw is a map of desire in its severed condition, desire cut off from its source, which he mistook for desire as such. The convergence is real and it is deep. So is the place where it stops. Girard anatomized the counterfeit of desire more thoroughly than almost anyone in the Western tradition, and never located the genuine article the counterfeit imitates. This article marks both — the seeing and its boundary — and names the source of desire that Girard’s whole architecture circles without ever touching: Munay, the love-will of the awakened Heart, desire re-sourced from imitation to alignment.



Desire Is Borrowed

Begin with the convergence at its strongest, because it is stronger than most readers of either system realize.

In the Harmonist anatomy of the human being, desire is the work of the second center — the desire-center, Svadhisthana — the seat of appetite, emotion, relational hunger, and the reaching of the self toward what it lacks. This center is real and good; the reaching is part of what makes a human being a living, generative creature rather than an inert one. But a center does not operate in isolation. In the bi-dimensional architecture of the person, each center is meant to be governed from above — the desire-center oriented by the Heart’s love and the brow’s discernment, so that what the self reaches for is what is genuinely good for it. When that governance is intact, desire knows its own object. When it is severed — when the upper centers are clouded and the desiring self has lost contact with its own ground — desire is left reaching without knowing what to reach for. And a desire that does not know its object will do exactly what Girard says: it will look to others to tell it what to want.

This is mimetic desire read through the cartography of the soul. The borrowed wanting is not a quirk of human psychology bolted on at random. It is the precise signature of desire severed from Logos — desire that, having lost its own compass, navigates by the wanting of the nearest model. Girard’s most penetrating move sharpens the point further. As the imitation deepens, he observed, the object itself recedes in importance and the model becomes the true fixation; the subject begins to desire not the thing the model has but the model’s apparent fullness of being, the self-sufficiency the model seems to possess and the subject feels itself to lack. Girard called this metaphysical desire, and it is the exact shape of the severed self’s predicament: cut off from its own ground, it seeks its missing being in another, and no acquisition of objects can fill the absence because the absence is not an absence of objects. It is the absence of contact with the source. The Harmonist names what Girard described without a metaphysics to hold it: metaphysical desire is the soul reaching for its own forgotten depth in the mirror of another person, because it no longer knows the depth is already within.

What modernity has done is industrialize this. The attention economy is a machine for the mass-manufacture of mimetic desire — the feed, the influencer, the visible wanting of millions of models delivered to the severed self at scale, each one whispering want this. Consumer culture did not invent borrowed desire; it discovered that a population cut off from the source will reliably want whatever it is shown others wanting, and built an economy on the reliability. Girard handed the diagnosis to an age that needed it and could not, from his own resources, supply the cure — because the cure is not less exposure to models. It is the recovery of the severed governance, the reconnection of desire to the ground that makes it sovereign.



The Victim and the Crowd

Girard’s second discovery follows from the first, and it is the one that earns him a place beside the great diagnosticians of civilization.

Mimetic desire, spreading through a community, breeds rivalry — for if we want the same things because we want them through each other, then we are set against one another by the very mechanism that binds us. Rivalry is contagious; it spreads from pair to pair until a whole community is convulsed by undifferentiated antagonism, each combatant a mirror of his enemy, the original objects of desire forgotten in the pure reciprocity of the conflict. Girard called this the mimetic crisis, and he argued that archaic societies discovered, without understanding it, a single mechanism that resolved it: the redirection of all the dispersed violence onto one victim. A scapegoat, arbitrarily selected, marked by some sign of difference, is accused, and the accusation spreads with the same contagion the rivalry did, until the community is unanimous. The victim is expelled or killed. And — this is the uncanny part — it works. The violence, discharged onto the one, releases the all; peace returns; and the community, stunned by the sudden restoration of order, concludes that the victim must have possessed terrible power to have caused such chaos and such peace, and divinizes him. The founding murder is buried under the myth that conceals it, and the cycle is ready to repeat.

Harmonism recognizes this mechanism, and recognizes it as live. The scapegoat is not an archaic relic. It is the structure beneath every phenomenon the diagnosis articles trace: the enemy who, as ideological capture shows, gives the captured identity its shape — without the enemy, the identity collapses. The public cancellation that bonds a tribe through the unanimous expulsion of a marked victim is the scapegoat mechanism running in a secular key, the sacrificial violence preserved with the blood removed and the social death retained. The captured word — the accusation that convicts without trial — is the verbal instrument of the expulsion, the modern stone the crowd throws in unison. Girard gives the deep structure of which these are the contemporary instances: the crowd achieving its cohesion at the expense of a victim, and concealing from itself what it has done.

And here Girard reached for an exit that Harmonism honors. He held that the Hebrew scriptures and supremely the Gospels accomplish something no myth had ever done — they tell the scapegoat story from the side of the victim, and reveal the victim to be innocent. Where myth conceals the founding murder by adopting the perspective of the persecuting crowd, the Passion narrates the same event and declares the executed one guiltless and the crowd deceived. Once the mechanism is exposed — once a civilization has been shown, from the inside, that its peace was bought by the murder of the innocent — the mechanism begins to lose its power to convince, because it worked only so long as it stayed hidden. This is a genuine seeing, and it converges with the Harmonist recognition that Logos stands with the innocent victim and not with the unanimous mob — that the cosmic order vindicates the scapegoat and indicts the crowd. The Abrahamic cartography, in Girard’s reading, became the place where humanity was shown its own oldest crime. Harmonism affirms the witness.



Where the Architecture Stops

Girard is not a smaller Harmonism. He is a diagnostician who mapped the disease of desire with surpassing precision and never described its health. Two boundaries mark where the convergence ends.

The first and decisive one: Girard has no positive ontology of desire. His entire architecture is built on desire-as-lack — desire as acquisitive, derivative, rivalrous, a reaching for what one does not have, mediated always by another. This is desire in its severed condition, and Girard, having described that condition with unmatched rigor, universalized it. For him there is no desire that is not mimetic; the best he can offer is good mimesis — the imitation of a model who points away from rivalry, ultimately the imitation of Christ. But this is still imitation, still derivative, still desire that takes its content from a model rather than from a source. Girard could conceive of copying a better model. He could not conceive of desire that originates — desire that flows outward from fullness rather than inward from lack, that gives rather than grasps, that wants the good of the beloved because it is overfull and not because it is empty. The category was unavailable to him, and so the exit from mimesis, in his system, is never an exit from imitation. It is only the substitution of a saving model for a destroying one.

The second boundary follows from the first: Girard’s only door out is a single historical revelation. The mimetic mechanism is dismantled, in his account, by one event in one tradition — the Gospel exposure of the innocent victim — and the human being’s hope lies in conforming to what that event revealed. Harmonism honors the Christian revelation as a true witness within the Abrahamic cartography (per the discipline that the cartographies are convergent witnesses, not the sole constitutive sources of what they witness). But it holds that the exit from severed desire is not the property of one revelation delivered once. It is a perennial structural possibility, available to any human being in any age or tradition or in none, because the door out of mimetic desire is the same door the whole Wheel of Harmony opens: the inward turn that reconnects desire to its ground. The contemplative who clears the lower centers and awakens the Heart in the Vedic stream, the Taoist who returns desire to the uncarved simplicity of the source, the Andean who restores reciprocity with the living cosmos — each walks out of the prison Girard described, by a door Girard’s exclusively historical exit could not see. He found one window in one wall and concluded it was the only opening. The room has many.

The pattern is the familiar one: the diagnosis is correct and the diagnosis is mistaken for the whole. Girard mapped fallen desire and called it desire. Harmonism holds that the fall is real, the map is accurate, and the fall is not final.



Desire Re-Sourced: Munay

What completes Girard is the thing his system has no name for: desire that originates from the source rather than copying from a model. The Andean Q’ero tradition names it Munay — love-will, the desiring power of the awakened Heart — and it is the exact article of which mimetic desire is the counterfeit.

Recall the anatomy. Mimetic desire is the desire-center reaching without governance, navigating by the wanting of others because it has lost contact with its own ground. Munay is that same desiring power reconnected — desire flowing from the Heart, the fourth center, Anahata, the organ in which love and will are one motion. When the Heart is awakened and the desiring self is governed from it, desire stops needing a model, because it has found its own source. The person who acts from Munay does not want what the crowd wants, nor the reverse of what the crowd wants (which is mimesis still, in negative); they want what is genuinely good, perceived directly, because their desire has been reconnected to the Logos that is the measure of the good. This is the positive ontology of desire Girard’s system lacks: not lack reaching outward, but fullness expressing outward; not the empty self seeking its being in another, but the self that has recovered its being and now loves from it.

Dharma is the name for this re-sourcing carried into a life — desire oriented toward Logos, the whole reaching power of the human being aimed at alignment with the cosmic order rather than at the mirror of the nearest rival. And the path to it is not the exposure of the mechanism, though exposure helps. It is cultivation — the clearing of the lower centers and the awakening of the Heart that the Way of Harmony is built to accomplish. Girard could tell the prisoner that his chains were forged by imitation. Harmonism hands him the file. The work of walking out of mimetic desire is the work of the Wheel: purify the desire-center of its compulsive reaching, awaken the Heart so that desire has a true source to flow from, cultivate the discernment that sees the genuine good directly rather than through the wanting of others. The scapegoat mechanism, too, dissolves at this root — not only when it is exposed from the side of the victim, but when enough individuals desire from Munay that the mimetic contagion has nothing to catch on, no severed desire to spread through, no crowd of empty selves to be welded into a mob by a shared and borrowed hatred. The cure for the crowd is the sovereignty of the person, and the sovereignty of the person is desire returned to its source.



Mimetic Theory in the Valley

Girard’s thought is in the middle of an unlikely revival, and the shape of the revival reveals exactly where the tradition runs thin.

His most consequential modern reader is Peter Thiel, who encountered Girard as a Stanford undergraduate and has spent a career applying mimetic theory to markets and culture. The application is genuinely sharp: Thiel reads competition itself as mimetic — rivals locked in imitation, destroying their margins by converging on the same contested ground — and counsels the founder to escape mimesis by building something singular, a monopoly in an uncontested space, rather than fighting the mirror-war of the rivals. Luke Burgis’s Wanting has carried the diagnosis to a wider business readership; the recognition that social media is a mimetic engine — the feed as an infinite procession of models broadcasting their desires — has become almost common knowledge. The seeing has reached an audience Girard the literary critic could scarcely have imagined.

But watch what the uptake does with the insight, because it is the same thing the Stoic revival did with amor fati — it detaches the diagnosis from any account of the cure and converts it into an instrument of advantage. Mimetic theory in the Valley becomes a founder’s edge: understand that desire is borrowed, so that you can escape the rivalry your competitors are trapped in and win. This is mimesis-avoidance as market strategy, and it is not nothing — it relieves a real form of suffering and clarifies a real trap. But it leaves desire itself untouched and unredeemed. The founder who escapes mimetic competition to seize a monopoly has not re-sourced his desire; he has out-maneuvered the other empty selves, and his own desire may be as borrowed as theirs — borrowed now from the model of the singular visionary, the non-mimetic genius, which is itself a model, and therefore mimesis wearing the mask of its own escape. The diagnosis, severed from the cure, becomes one more tool for winning the game it was meant to reveal as a prison. This is the precise point at which Harmonism meets the contemporary Girardian: not to dispute the diagnosis, which is sound, but to supply the source. The exit from mimetic desire was never a cleverer position within the war of models. It was the recovery of the Heart from which desire flows without a model at all.



The Completion

Girard found the counterfeit and described it down to the grain — the borrowed wanting, the rival who becomes a god, the crowd that buys its peace with a victim and forgets the price. Few have seen the disease of desire so clearly, and Harmonism does not surpass the seeing. It completes it, by naming what the counterfeit imitates.

Desire is not, at its root, a lack reaching for what it does not have through the eyes of another. That is desire fallen, severed, navigating in the dark by the light of the nearest model — and Girard mapped that darkness as well as it has ever been mapped. But beneath the fall is the source: Munay, the love-will of the awakened Heart, desire that originates rather than copies, that loves from fullness rather than grasping from emptiness, that wants the good directly because it has been reconnected to the Logos by which the good is measured. The crowd dissolves when the person is sovereign; the person is sovereign when desire has come home. Girard showed humanity its oldest crime and one historical door out of it. Harmonism opens the door that was always in the wall — the inward turn, available to anyone, that returns desire to its ground and ends the mimesis not by exposing it but by outgrowing the need for it. The novelist’s truth was that we want through one another. The deeper truth is that we were made to want from the Heart, and can learn to again.



See also: Munay, Dharma, Logos, The Human Being, State of Being, The Psychology of Ideological Capture, The Captured Word, The Attention Economy, Social Justice, Antifragility and Harmonism, The Five Cartographies of the Soul, Harmonism and the Traditions, The Way of Harmony
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