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Synopsis: The translator and the scapegoat:
On mimetic desire and intercultural
mediation
Jan Buts et Saliha Özçelik

TEXTE

In the summer of 1993, several poets and musi cians, many of Alevi
descent, were staying at the Madımak hotel in Sivas (Turkey) for a
confer ence. One of the hotel guests was Aziz Nesin, a Turkish author
who had, contro ver sially, announced a trans la tion of
Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, a book widely condemned for its
alleged blas phemy. On July 2, after Friday prayer, resid ents of Sivas
marched on the hotel and set it on fire. Thirty- seven people were
killed and many others wounded. The inter na tional media response
to the event paid ample atten tion to the role of Nesin, who managed
to escape from the attack. This narrative framing is not illo gical: the
Italian trans lator of The Satanic Verses had previ ously been assaulted,
and the Japanese trans lator was murdered. This article draws on
several accounts of the events that took place in Sivas and discusses
them with refer ence to the scape goat mech anism, a central construct
in René Girard’s (2005, 1986) work on imit a tion, desire, and violence.

1

Girard’s mimetic theory postu lates that in any social group, human
desires are not guided by autonomous choice or predilec tion, but by
the desires of others. People covet the objects and posi tions their
models attach value to, and thus desire ulti mately turns models into
rivals. Consequently, conflicts ensue that may turn violent. In the heat
of strife and argu ment, a fearful symmetry mani fests between
indi viduals simul tan eously caught up in mutual imit a tion, and whole
social groups may descend into chaos as a result. In order to halt the
spread of viol ence, all members of a community convince them selves
that a single indi vidual among them is respons ible for the unrest that
besets them. Such an indi vidual, a scape goat, then comes to be
perceived as the sole source of tensions that are in fact shared among
all. The scape goat may be expelled from the community or murdered.
Wide spread approval of this sacri fice restores order among the
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parti cipants, at least until desire runs rampant once more. Thus, in
Girard’s work, viol ence func tions both as poison and as remedy.
Sacri fi cial rituals, for instance, may be inter preted as employing
cath artic viol ence in a regu lated, controlled envir on ment, thus
preventing its unchecked proliferation.

Within this frame work, the selec tion of a scape goat, or surrogate
victim, depends on a wide spread percep tion of culp ab ility that need
not corres pond to any concrete respons ib ility for the state of
conflict. Rather than on the basis of guilt, victims are selected
because of their ambiguous posi tion “neither outside nor inside the
community” (Girard, 2005, p. 287). Trans lators, who tend to occupy a
liminal posi tion at the bound aries of the communities in which they
operate, have for centuries been subjected to a common alleg a tion,
namely their supposed propensity for treachery or deceit. As Apter
(2007) argues, “even under peaceful condi tions, trans lators natur ally
arouse suspi cion” (p. 96), and wari ness of trans lators worsens in
conflict situ ations since their medi ating role may hint at double
alle gi ances. The conspicuous vulner ab ility of inter cul tural agents in
volatile situ ations is well- documented, which makes it all the more
remark able that the relev ance of Girard’s work to the status of the
trans lator has not been system at ic ally addressed.

3

The lack of mutual engage ment between trans la tion studies and
mimetic theory can partly be ascribed to scep ti cism: the all- 
encompassing nature of Girard’s work has left it vulner able to
critique on various fronts. Girard has claimed to explain the origins of
ritual and reli gion, and his work seems to suggest that, regard less of
differ ences in social organ iz a tion, there is a single explan a tion for
phenomena as diverse as Greek tragedy, Dinka rituals and
contem porary ‘cancel culture’ (Wrethed, 2022). The sheer scope of
the theory thus renders it under developed in many respects, and one
of the most remark able over sights relates to the role of trans la tion:
Girar dian schol ar ship is keen to draw paral lels between events and
stories across vast expanses of time and space, but there is little
reflec tion on how those accounts concretely travel, through various
layers of cultural and linguistic medi ation, from exper i ence to
inter pret a tion. The strange absence of sustained reflec tion on the
process of commu nic a tion itself is all the more striking in rela tion to
mimetic theory’s central outline, namely that of a community at risk
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of viol ence which must reach unan imity when selecting a sacri fi cial
victim. Girard (2005) describes the threat in terms of a “malefi cent
conta gion” for which the scape goat will provide a “cure” (pp. 84, 329),
and thus opts for medical meta phors rather than solid explan a tions of
the commu nic ative processes involved.

This article considers whether Girard’s work on scape goating could
benefit from more reflec tion on the under the or ized, commu nic ative
approx im a tion of violent unan imity. Conversely, it also aims to
estab lish whether trans la tion studies, partic u larly when concerned
with the cross- cultural framing of narrat ives of conflict, can benefit
from a confront a tion with insights from mimetic theory. Ulti mately,
the discus sion of the Sivas massacre in rela tion to the Satanic Verses
seeks to contribute to a better under standing of the role of agents of
trans la tion as poten tial cata lysts as well as victims of
collective violence.
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