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Tribal tradition or scarcity?  

Christianity's challenge to humanity beyond two kinds of violent and sacrificial dynamics 

 

Erik Buys 

 

There's a remarkable analogy between political, dictatorial regimes that uphold themselves 

by using violence against dissident voices, and economic behavior that is based on the idea 

of scarcity. Both social phenomena are tragic in the sense that they accomplish exactly what 

they are trying to avoid.  

 

1. The king is dead. Long live the king! Or: how satan casts out satan casts out… 

 

Dictators try to maintain peace by means of sacrifice: their police apparatus violently 

suppresses citizens who are identified as a threat to their power. However, the more 

violence dictators use, the more they will fear increasing discontent from their citizens. This 

fear will tempt dictators to use even more violence in order to 'control' the potential danger 

of an insurrection. Peace within states ruled by such dictators then becomes somewhat of 

an irony: it becomes an anxiously patrolled state 'order' that generates ever more violence. 

Functioning as a horrifying monster towards its citizens, this order will eventually seal its 

own fate. A dictator can try to make his people fear him more than they hate him, but in the 

end a people's disgust for a dictatorial regime will take over from fear and it will (try to) 

expel its dictator. It's what happened to Nicolae Ceausescu, the dictatorial president of 

Romania, in 1989. It's what happens nowadays to the dictatorial regimes of the Middle East 

and Northern Africa.  

 

Many times a dictator is followed up by the one people call their 'liberator'. As one 'king' is 

dead, another one rises. Unfortunately, as history shows, so-called liberators often (not 

always!) tend to become dictators themselves, establishing their power on the initial 

support they receive from the masses. Then the whole aforementioned cycle starts again, as 

one violent regime is replaced violently by another violent regime. The temptation to 

pursue this logic of violence is called 'satanic' by biblical scripture, especially by the gospels. 

'How can Satan cast out Satan?' (Mark 3:23b), Jesus asks. In other words, how can violence 

cast out violence? As we imitate violence, in an act of revenge, we again deliver ourselves to 

violence and let this power take control over our identity and our destiny as human beings. 

We then avoid responsibility for our own behavior, stating that our 'enemy' leaves us no 

other choice than to act violently as well. Our thus conceived scapegoat (this term refers to 

the fact that we hold our enemy responsible for something he's not really responsible for, 

namely our reaction as an imitation – 'mimesis' in technical terms – of his action) in fact has 

tremendous power over us – 'commanding' us what we should do. 

 

Should we celebrate the death of a terrorist like Osama Bin Laden? Or should we mourn the 

fact that a human being lost himself to a life of violence that killed thousands in the 

process? Suzanne Ross and Adam Ericksen of the Raven Foundation recently discussed this 
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question. Osama Bin Laden reveled in the loss of lives on 9/11. It is tempting to imitate this 

showcase of inhumanity and to equally revel in the loss of lives on our 'enemy's' side. Some 

kind of justice might seem to be done, but at the same time the survivors of the 9/11 

terrorist attacks still have to deal with the loss of their dearly beloved.  Jesus simply invites 

us, wherever possible, to free ourselves from the logic of violence, death and destruction. 

He asks us to 'pray for those who persecute' (Matthew 5:44), and to actively and creatively 

live out the hope that evildoers might change their violent ways so that no more victims are 

made. In that sense, Jesus indeed is a different kind of 'Liberator'. Not only is he imagining a 

world in which peace is not provisionally established by violent means, he also dreams of 

human beings leading a life motivated by the experience of 'abundance', of creation as a 

'gift'. Tragically however, we are often guided by the fear of scarcity. 

 

2. Scarcity: the new scapegoat 

 

Paul Dumouchel and Jean-Pierre Dupuy offered an analysis of modern economics from the 

point of view of René Girard's mimetic theory, among others in a book entitled L'enfer des 

choses. Similar analyses are made by people like Hans Achterhuis (Het Rijk van de Schaarste) 

and André Lascaris. I'll try to summarize what I've learned from these efforts so far, as it 

sheds some interesting light on contemporary international social and political issues.  

 

First of all, scarcity is not so much an objective state of affairs as it is a social construction. 

True, pre-modern societies experienced periodical lacks of resources, but these went by and 

whatever little was available was distributed by a balancing system of interchange. Usury 

was not allowed in dealing with members from the same community or 'tribe'. The 

motivation behind this system must have been fear of violence. Indeed violence might erupt 

when people envy each other's possessions, so when people feel they have the same as 

their neighbor this becomes less an issue. The rules of interchange are quite simple: if 

someone gives you something, you ought to give him something back. You know who you 

owe something to, as you know who owes something to you. It is no surprise then that pre-

modern societies are guided by a strong sense of solidarity between members of the same 

community. Interchange and gift sharing, as important means to avoid violent conflict, 

eventually establishes a complex system of obligations between community members.  

 

During the course of human history, however, these traditional systems of solidarity 

gradually eroded. One important source of this erosion in the western world is Christianity. 

The gospels portray Jesus as someone who challenges traditional concepts of solidarity. See 

for example Matthew 5:46-47, For if you love those who love you, what reward do you 

have? Even the tax collectors do the same, don't they? And if you only greet your brothers, 

what more do you do? Even the Gentiles do the same, don't they? In other words, 

Christianity broadens the notion of who might be a neighbor and includes every human 

being – not only those belonging to the same 'family', 'tribe', 'clan' or  'nation'.  
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A positive effect is that we, as westerners, no longer always blindly pledge allegiance to 

potentially corrupt 'tribal systems' and its often idolized leaders – perceived as 'godfathers', 

as the 'embodiment' of a 'nation'. We no longer automatically feel morally obliged to uphold 

certain traditions and rules. We might even create bonds of solidarity with other, foreign 

people against the representatives of the community we belong to. This seems to become 

ever more easy in this day and age, as is also shown by the revolt of youngsters from 

different Arab countries and their mutual bonding through social media like Facebook, 

YouTube and Twitter.  

 

On the other hand, this gained freedom and attention to the rights of the individual also 

often create indifference towards others. Individualism means I'm granted the right to 

enrich myself and to explore all sorts of possibilities without me having to worry about what 

happens to others or to fear these others might 'punish' me for exploiting my freedom 

(modern society arises exactly when the right to 'legally' punish or use violence is 

monopolized by the state). Hence scarcity is created as the principle which regulates the 

social fabric. For if we all grant each other the right to put forward individual ends by 

undertaking certain activities and by pursuing certain goods, we know that the final 

acquisition of these ends is limited. The fear of this experienced 'limitation' or scarcity, is 

what drives individuals to pursue their ends even stronger, in a tragic attempt to avoid 

certain lacks. Tragic, because the more individuals pursue the same ends, the more these 

ends exactly become scarce during the process. What traditional economic theories often 

fail to realize is the mimetic (i.e. imitative) nature of economic interaction by which 

economic agents indeed pursue the same ends. Individuals don't just develop an economic 

rationale from a set of clearly established, autonomously determined preferences. They 

keep an eye on other individuals from the get-go, imitating what these others desire. The 

direction this game of mimetically desiring and competing individuals eventually takes often 

is not very predictable, so markets have to take into account certain factors of 'uncertainty'. 

 

Created by mimetic interplays between individual economic agents, scarcity becomes a self-

fulfilling dynamic, like violence. Scarcity generates scarcity, as violence generates violence. 

Moreover, scarcity is used as a justification for the way economic agents behave. It is 

perceived as an objective, unavoidable 'state of affairs', responsible for how the world 

works. In this sense scarcity becomes the new scapegoat. It is also used to justify the 

exploitation of certain people, and these victims are considered a necessary sacrifice along 

the road towards more wealth for more people. Sometimes even non-democratic and non-

western societies are supported by the west for the sake of a stability that allows for 

economic investment. It comes as no surprise then that the Osama Bin Ladens of this world 

sometimes find support in a war against those dictatorial regimes. Indeed these corrupted 

regimes are often at least partially experienced as a western assault on traditional ways of 

life, protecting western economic interests. Luckily, until now the current revolts in the Arab 

countries against different dictatorial regimes aren't claimed by warlike extremists. 
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It is clear that an economic system, based on the premise of scarcity, has led to an ever 

increasing production of goods to follow and create new demands of ever greedier 

consumers – always on the lookout for something to desire. The pressure this puts on our 

environment is sufficiently known. Jesus opposes the kind of negatively defined freedom 

behind our utilitarian 'economic' way of life. His plea for individualism is not an end in itself, 

it's a means by which we are freed to love others – especially those others suppressed by 

certain 'tribal' traditions (presented as 'necessary', unavoidable and 'objective' realities in 

the same way scarcity functions in modern societies). In becoming 'takers' we forget we 

always already have a lot to 'give', precisely because we 'received' a lot. In his parable of the 

prodigal son, Jesus points to the difference between two ways of looking at life. The 

younger son of a father with two sons recognizes at a certain moment he has a lot to thank 

his father for, while the older of the two feels he's not getting what he deserves as he 

enviously ('mimetically') compares himself to his brother. As the older son expresses his 

grief, the father tells him that everything the father owns is also his. In other words, 

following Jesus reasoning: the Grace of Love shines for everybody (see Matthew 5:45) – the 

love of the father is equal for both his sons –, but sometimes all of us are so blinded by envy, 

greed and an unhealthy sense of pride that we are not able to receive the gift of grace. For 

example, if we are motivated by envy we won't enjoy the talents of our neighbor but will 

experience them as a threat and a challenge to our self-esteem.  

 

As Jesus puts it, we cannot serve two masters, God and Mammon (the idol of wealth) – see 

Matthew 6:24. The Christian tradition can help us to rethink and reshape our attitude 

towards nature and the global community of human beings. Simply replacing remnants of 

pre-modern societies (structured by traditional principles of solidarity) with a liberal 

democratic society (structured by the principle of scarcity) might just not do to manage 

environmental and social threats of apocalyptic proportions. 

 

Erik Buys, May 5th, 2011. 


