
C H A PTE R TW O 

Stereotpes of Perseution 

I SHALL CONINE my discussion to collective persecutions and their 
resonances. By collective pesecutions I mean acts of violence commit­

ted directly by a mob of murderers such as the persecution of the Jews 
during the Black Death. By collective resonances of pesecutions I 

mean acts of violence, such as witch-hunts, that are legal in form but 

stimulated by the xtremes of public opinion. The distinction is not, 

however, essential. Political terrors, such as the French evolution, 

oten belong to both types. The persecutions in which we are interested 

geneally take place in times of crisis, which weaken nomal institutions 

and avor mob formation. Such sontaneous gatherings of people can 
exert a decisive inluence on institutions that have been so weakened, 

and even replace them entirely. 

These phenomena are not always produced by identical circum­

stances. Sometimes the cause s xtenal, such as an epidemic, a severe 

drought, or a flood followed by famine. Sometimes the cause is 

internal-political disturbances, for example, or religious conflicts. 
Fortunately, we do not have to determine the actual cause. No matter 

what circumstances trigger great collective pesecutions, the experience 

of those who live through them is the same. The strongest impression 

is without question an xtreme loss of social order evidenced by the dis­

apparance of the ules and "diferences" that dene cultual divisions. 

Descriptions of these events are all alike. Some of them, especially 
descriptions of the plague, are found n our greatst writes. We rad 
them in . Thucydides and Sophocles, in Lucretius, Boccaccio, 
Shakespeare, Defoe, Thomas Mann, Antonin Ataud, and many others. 

Some of them are also written by individuals with no liteary preten-
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sions, and there i s  never any great diference. We should not be  
surprised since all the sources speak endlessly o f  the absence of difer­
ence, the lack of cultural diferentiation, and the conusion that results. 
For example the Ponuguese monk Fco de Santa Maria writes in 1697: 

As son as this violent and tem estuous spark is lit in a kingdom or a republic, 
magistrates are ewildered, people are terriied, the government thrown into 
diarray. aws are no longer oeyed; business comes to a halt; families l se 
coherence, and the streets their lively atmosphere. Everything is reduced to 
xtreme con usion. Eveything gs to ruin. For everything is touched and over­
whelmed by the weight and magnitude of such a horrible calamity. Pople 
egardless of position or wealth are drowning in mortal adness . . . . Thse who 
were buying others yesterday are themselves buried today . . . .  No pity is 
shown to friends since every sign of pity is dangerous .. . .  

All the laws oflove and nature are drowned or forgotten in the midst of the 
horrors of such great conusion; children are suddenly separated from their 
parents, wives from their husbands, brothers and friends from each other . . . .  
Men lose their natural courage and, not knowing any longer what advice to 
ollow, act like desperate blindmen, who encounter fear and contadictions at 
every step. I 

Institutional collapse obliterates or telescopes hierarchical and unc­
tional diferences, so that everything has the same monotonous and 
monstous aspect. The impression of diference in a society that is not 
n a state of crisis is the result of real diversity and also of a system of 
xchange that "diferentiates" and therefore concals the reciprocal 
elements it contains by its very culture and by the nature of the 
xchange. Marriages for xample, or consumer gods, are not clearly 
peceived as xchanges. When a society breaks down, time sequences 
honen. Not only is there an acceleration of the temo of positive x­
changes that continue only when absolutely indispensable, as n barter 
for xample, but also the hostile or "negative" exchanges tend to in­
crase. The reciprocity of negative rather than positive xchans be­
comes foreshonened as it becomes more visible, as witnessed in the 
eciprocity of insults, blows, revenge, and neuotic symptoms. That is 
why traditional cultures shun a to immediate reciprocity. 

Negative reciprocity, although it brings people into opposition with 
ach other, tends to make their conduct uniform and is resonsible for 

]. Fco de Santa ara, Hsoa e savaas OI:Te«S· . . (Lison: M.L. Ferera, 
169); quotd by Delmeau, a ur en Oidenc, p. 112. 
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the predominance of the ame. Thus, paadoxically, it is oth conlictual 
and olipsistic. This lack of diferentiation corrsponds to the reality of 
human relations, yet it remains mythic. In our own time we have had a 
similar experience which has become absolute because it is projected on 
the whole universe. The text quoted above highlights this procss of 
creating uniformity through reciprocity: "Those who were burying 
others yesterday are themselves buried today ... . No pity is shown to 
friends since evey sign of pity is dangerous .. . children are suddenly 
separated from their parents, wives from husbands, brother and friends 
from each other?' The similarity of behavior creates conusion and a 
universal lack of diference: "People regardless of osition or wealth are 
drowning in motal sadness .... Evething is reduced to an xtreme 
conusion?' 

The xperience of great social crisis is scarcely afected by the diver­
sity of their tue causes. The result is great uniformity in the dscrip­
tions that relate to the uniformity itsel. Guillaume de Machaut is no 
exception. He sees in the egotistical withdrawal into the self and in the 
seris or reprisals that rsult-the paradox of reciprocal consequences­
one of the main causes of the pla�e. We can then speak of a stereotype 
of crisis which is to be recognized, logically and chronologically, as the 
irst stereotype of pesecution. Culture is somehow eclipsed as it be­
coms less diferentiated. Once this is understod it is easier to under­
stand the coherence of the pocss of persecution and the sort of logic 
that links all the stereotypes of which it is composed. 

Men feel powerless when confronted with the eclipse of culture; 
they are disconcerted by the immensity of the disaster but never look 
into the natural causes; the concept that they might afect those causes 
by larning more about them remains embryonic. Since cultural eclipse 
is aove all a social crisis, t:tere is a strong tendency to xplain it by 
social and, specially, moral causes. Ater all, human relations disinte­
grate in the pocess and the subjects of those relations cannot be utterly 
innocent of this phenomenon. But, rather than blame themselves, 
people inevitably blame either society as a whole, which costs them 
nothing, or other people who seem paticularly harmul for easily 
identiable reasons. The suspects are accused of a paticular category of 
crimes. 

Cetain accusations are so characteristic of collective persecution 
that their very mention maks modern observes suspect violence in the 
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air. They look everywhere for other likely indications-other stereo­
typs of persecution-to conirm their suspicion. At irst sight the accu­
sations seem fairly divese but their unity is asy to ind. First there are 
violent crimes which chose as object those people whom it is most 
criminal to attack, either in the absolute sense or in reference to the indi­
vidual committing the act: a king, a father, the symbol of supreme 
authority, and in biblical and modem societies the weakst and most 
defenseless, especially young children. Then there are sxual crims: 
ape, incest, bestiality. The ones most frequently invoked transgress the 
taoos that are considered the strictest in the society in question. Finally 
there are religious crimes, such as profanation of the host. Here, t, it 
is the strictest taboos that are transgressed. 

All these crimes seem to be undamental. They attack the very foun­
dation of cultural order, the family and the hierarchical diferencs with­
out which there would be no social order. In the sphere of individual 
action they correspond to the global consequences of an epidemic of the 
plague or of any comparable disaster.lt is not enough for the social ond 
to be loosened; it must be totally destroyed. 

Ultimately, the persecutors always convince themselves that a small 
number of people, or even a single individual, dspite his relative weak� 
ness, is xtrem�ly harmul to the whole of society. The sterotypical 
accuation justiies and facilitats this belief by ostensibly acting the role 
of mediator. It bridges the gap between the insigniicance of the individ­
ual and the enormity of the social body. If the wrongdoes, even the dia­
olical ones, are to succeed in destroying the community's distinctions, 
they must either attack the community directly, by striking at its heat 
or head, or else they must begin the destuction of diference within 
their own sphere by committing contagious crimes such as parricide 
nd incest. 

We need not take time to consider the ultimate causes of this belie, 
such as the unconscious desirs described by psychoanalysts, or the 
axist concept of the secret will to oppress. There is no need to go that 
ar. Our concern is more elementary; we are only interested in the mech­
anism of the accusation and in the interaction between repsentation 
nd acts of persecution. They comprise a system, and, if nowledge of 
he cause is necessary to the understanding of the system, then the most 
mmediate and obvious causes will suice. The terror inspired in people 
y the eclipse of culture and the universal conusion of popular upris-
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ings are signs of a community that is literally undiferentiated, deprived 
of all that distinguishes one person from another in time and space. As 
a rsult all are equally disordered in the same place and at the same time. 

The crowd tends toward persecution since the natural causes of 
what troubles it and tansforms it into a turba cannot interest it. The 
crowd by definition seeks action but cannot afect natural causes. It 
therefore looks for an accessible cause that will appease its appetite for 
violence. Those who make up the crowd are always potential persecu­
tors, for they dream of purging the community of the impure elements 
that corrupt it, the traitors who undermine it. The crowd's act of becom­
ing a crowd is the same as the obscure call to assemble or mobilize, in 
other words to become a mob. Actually this term comes from mobile, 
wich s s distinct from the word crwd as the ltin turba is from 
vulgus. The word mobiliation reminds us of a military operation, 
against an lready identiied enemy or one soon to be identiied by the 
mobiliation of the crowd. 

All the stereotyes of accusation were made against the Jews and 
other scaegoats during the plague. ýut Guillaume de Machaut does 
not mention them. As we have seen, he accuses the Jews of poisoning 
the rivers. He dismisses the most improbable accusations, and his rela­
tive mderation can perhaps be explained by the act that he is an 
"intellectual:' His mderation may also have a more general signiicance 
linked to intellectual development at the end of the Middle Ages. 

During this period belie f in ccult forcs diminished. iter we shall 
ask why. The search for people to blame continues but it demands more 
rational crimes; it looks for a material, more substantial cause. This 
seems to me to be the reason for the fequent references to poison. The 
persecutors imagined such venomous concentrations of poison that 
even very small quantities would suice to annihilate entire popula­
tions. Henceforth the clearly lightweight quaity of magic as a cause is 
weighted down by materiality and therefore "scientiic" logic. Chemis­
try taks over from purely demoniac influence. 

The objective remains the same, however. The accusation of 
poisoning makes it possible to lay the rsponsibility for real disasters on 
people whose activities have not been really proven to be criminal. 
Thanks !o poison, it is possible to be persuaded that a small group, or 
even a single individual, can harm the whole society without being 
discovered. Thus poison is both less mythical and just as mythical as 
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pevious accusations or even the ordinary "evl eye" which is used to 
attribute almost any eil to almost any person. We should therefore 
recognize in the poisoning of drinking water a variation of a stereotypi­
cal accusation. The fact that these accusations are all juxtaosed in the 
witch trials is prof that they all respond to the same need. The suspects 
are always convicted of nocturnal participation in the famous sabbat. No 
alibi is possible since the physical presence of the accused is not neces­
sary to establish proof . Participation in criminal assemblies can be 
purely spiritual. 

The crimes and their preparation with which the sabbat is 
associated have a wealth of social reercussions. Among them can be 
ound the abominations traditionally attributed to the Jews in Christian 
countris, and before them to the Christians in the Roman Empire. 
They always include ritual infanticide, religious profanation, incstu­
ous relationships, and bestiality. Food poisoning as well as ofenses 
against inluential or prestigious citizens always play a significant role. 
Consequently, despite her personal insigniicance, a witch is engaged in 
activities that can potentially afect the whole of sciety. This explains 
why the devil and his demons are not disdainful of such an alliance. I 
will say no more about stereotypical accusations. It is easy to recognize 
the crisis caused by the lack of fferentiation as the second stereotype 
nd its link to the first. 

I turn now to the third stereotype. The crowd's choice of victims 
may be totally random; but it is not necessarily so. It is even possible that 
the crimes of which they are accused are rel, but that sometimes the 
ersecutors choose their victims because they belong to a class that is 
particularly susceptible to persecution rather than because of the crimes 
hey have committed. The Jews are among those accused by Guillaume 
de Machaut of poisoning the rivers. Of all the indications he gives us 
his is for us the most valuable, the one that most reveals the distortion 
of persecution. Withn the contxt of other imaginary and real stereo­
ps, we know that this stereotype must be real. In fact, in mdern 
Western society Jews have fequently been persecuted. 

Ethnic and religious minorities tend to olarize the majorities 
aainst themselves. In this we see one of the criteria by which victims 
e selected, which, though relative to the individual society, is transcul­
ural in principle. There are very few societies that do not subject their 
minorities, all the poorly integrated or merely distinct groups, to certain 
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forms of discrimination and even persecution. In India the Moslems are 
persecuted, in Pakistan the Hindus. There are therefore universal signs 
for the selection of victims, and they constitute or third stereotye. 

In addition to cultral and religious there are purely physial 
criteria. Sickness, madness, genetic deformities, accidental injuries, and 
even disabilities in general tend to polarize persecutors. We need only 
look around or within to understand the universality. Even tday people 
cannot control a momentary recoil from physical abnormality. The very 
word abnormal, like the word plaue in the Middle Ags, is something 
of a aoo; it is both noble and cursed, saer in all senses of the word. It 
is considered more itting in English to replace it with the word handi­
apped. The "handicapped" re subect to discriminatory measures that 
make them victims, out of all proportion to the extent to which their 
presence disturbs the ease of social exchange. One of the great qualities 
of our society is that it now feels obliged to take measurs for their beneit. 

ÿisability belongs to a large group of banal signs of a victim, and 
among certain groups- in a boarding schol for xample-every individ­
ual who has diiculty adapting, someone from another country or state, 
an orphan, an only son, someone who is penniless, or even simply the 
latest arrival, is more or less interchangeable with a cripple. If the disa­
bility or deformity is real, it tends to polarize "primitive" people against 
the alicted person. Similarly, if a group of people s used to chosing 
its victims fom a certain social, ethnic, or religious categoy, it tends to 
attribute to them disabilities or deformities that would reinforce the 
polarization against the victim, were they real. This tendency is clearly 
observable in racist cartoons. 

The abnormality need not only be physical In any area of existence 
or behavior abnormality may unction as the criterion for selecting 
those to be ersecuted. For example there is such a thing as social abnor­
mality; here the average deines the norm. The further one is from nor­
mal scial status of whatever kind, the greater the risk of persecution. 
This is easy to see in relation to those at the bottom of the social ladder. 

This is less obvious when we add another marginal group to the 
poor and outsiders- the marinal insider, the rich and powerful. The 
monarch and his court are often eminiscent of the ye of the hurricane. 
This double marginality is indicative of a social organization in turmoil. 
In normal times the rich and powerul enjoy all sorts of protection and 
privileges which the disinherited lack. We are concerned here not with 
normal circumstances but with periods of crisis. A mere glance at world 
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history will reveal that the dds of a violent death at the hands of a fren­
ied crowd are statistically greater for the privileged than for any other 
category. Extreme characteristics ultimately attract collective destruc­
tion at some time or other, extremes not just of wealth or poverty, but 
also of success and failure, eauty and ugliness, vice and virtue, the abil­
ity to please and to displease. The weakness of women, children, and old 
people, as well as the strength of the most powerul, becomes weakness 
in the face of the crowd. Crowds commonly turn on those who origi­
naly held exceptional power over them. 

No doubt some people will be shocked to ind the rich and powerul 
listed among the victims of collective persecution under the same title 
as the poor and weak. The two phenomena are not symmetrical in their 
eyes. The rich and powerul exert an inluence over society which justi­
ies the acts of violence to which they are subjected in times of crisis. 
This is the holy revolt of the oppressed. 

The borderline between rational discrimination and arbitrary 
ersecution is sometimes diicult to trace. For political, moral, and 
medical reasons certain forms of discrimination strike us as reasonable 
tday, yet they are similar to the ancient forms of persecution; for exm­
ple, the quarantine of anyone who might be contagious during an 
epidemic. In the Middle Ages doctors were hostile to the idea that the 
plague could spread through physical contact with the diseased. Gener­
ally, they elonged to the enlightened group and any theory of contagion 
smacked to much of a persecutor's prejudice not to be suspect. And yet 
these dctors were wrong. For the idea of contagion to become stab­
lshed n the nineteenth century in a purely medical context, devoid of 
any assciation with persecution, it was necessary for there to be no 
suspicion that it was the return of prejudice in a new disguise. 

This is an interesting question but has nothing to do with our 
prsent work. My only goal is to enumerate the qualities that tend to 
polarize violent crowds against those who possess them. The xamples 
I have given unquestionably belong in this category. The fact that some 
of these acts of violence might even be justiiable today is not really 
mportant to the line of analysis I am prsuing. 

I am not seeking to set exact oundaries to the ield of persecution; 
nor am I trying to determine precisely where injustice begins or ends. 
þontrary to what some think, I am not interested in deining what is 
god and bad in the social and cultural order. My only concern is to 
show that the pattern of collective violence crosses cultus nd that its 
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broad contours are easily outlined. It is one thing to recognize the exist­
ence of this pattern, another to establish its relevance. In some cases this 
is diicult to detemine, but the proof! am looking for is not afected by 
such diiculty. If a stereotype of persecution cannot be clearly recog­
nized in a particular detail of a speciic event, the solution does not rest 
only with this particular detail in an isolated context. We must deter­
mine whether or not the other stereotypes are present along with the de­
tail in question. 

Let us look at two examples. Most historians consider that the 
French monarchy bears some responsibility for the revolution in 1789. 
Does Marie Antoinette's xecution therefore lie outside our pattern? 
The queen belongs to several familiar categories of victims of persecu­
tion; she is not only a queen but a foreigner. Her Austrian origin is men­
tioned repeatedly in the popular accusations against her. The court that 
condemns her is heavily inluenced by the Paris mob. Our irst stereo­
type can also e found; all the characteristics of the great crisis that pro­
voke collective persecution are discenible n the Fench Revolution. To 
be sure historians are not in the habit of deling with the details of the 
French Revolution as stereotypes of the one general patten of persecu­
tion. I do not suggest that we should substitute this way of thinking in 
all our ideas about the French Revolution. Nonetheless it sheds interest­
ing light on an accusation which is oten passed over but which igures 
xplicitly in the queen's trial, that of having committed incest with her 
son.2 

Let's look at another example of a condemned person, someone who 
has actually committed the deed that brings down on him the crowd's 
violence: a black male who actually rapes a white female. The collective 
violence is no longer arbitrary in the most obvious sense of the tem. It 
is actually sanctioning the deed it purpots to sanction. Under such cir­
cumstances the distortions of persecution might be supposed to play no 
role and the existence of the stereotypes of persecution might no longer 
bear the signiicance I give it. Actually, these distotions of persecution 
are present and are not incompatible with the literal truth of the accusa­
tion. The persecutors' potrayal of the situation is irrational. It inverts 
the relationship between the global situation nd the individual trans-

2. I am ratel to Janlaude Guilebaud for drawing my attention to this accusation 
of incsL 
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gression. If  there is a causal or motivational link between the two levels, 
it can only move from the collective to the individual. The persecuto's 
mentality moves in the reverse direction. Instead of seeing in the micro­
osm a relection or imitation of the global level, it seeks in the individ­
ual the origin and cause of all that is harmul. The responsibility of the 
victims sufes the same fantastic exaggeration whether it is real or not. 
As far as we are concened there is vey little diference between Marie 
Antoinette's situation and that of the persecuted black male. 

WE AVE SEEN the close relationship that exists between the irst two 
stereotypes. In order to blame victims for the loss of distinctions result­
ng from the crisis, they are accused of crimes that eliminate distinc­
tions. But in actuality they are identiied as victims for persecution 
ecause they bear the signs of victims. What is the relationship of the 
third type to the irst two stereotypes? üt irst sight the signs of a victim 
ae purely diferential. But cultural signs are equally so. There must 
therefore be two ways of being diferent, two types of diferences. 

No culture xists within which eveyone does not feel "diferent" 
from others and does not consider such "diferences" legitimate and 
necessary. Far from eing radical and progressive, the current gloriica­
tion of diference is merely the abstract expression of an outlook 
common to all cultures. There exists n every individual a tendency to 
think of himself not only as diferent from others but as extremely difer­
nt, because every culture entetains this feeling of diference among the 
.nd viduals who compose it. 

The signs that indicate a victim's selection result not from the 
iference within the system but from the diference outside the system, 
the potential for the system to difer from its own diference, n other 
ords not to be diferent at all, to cease to exist as a system. This is easily 
seen n the case of physical disabilities. The human body is a system of 
natomic diferences. If a disability, even as the result of an accident, is 
isturbing, it is because it gives the impession of a disturbing dyna­
m sm. It seems to threaten the very system. Eforts to limit it are unsuc­
ssul; it disturbs the diferences that surround it . These in tum 
ecome monstrous, ush together, are compressed and blended together 
o the point of destruction. Diference that exists outside the system is 
erriying because it reveals the truth of the system, its relativity, its 
fagility, and its motality. 



22 T H E  S C A P E G O A T  

The various kinds of victims seem predisposed to crimes that elimi­
nate diferences. Religious, ethnic, or national minorities are never actu­
ally reproached for their diference, but for not eing as diferent as 
xpected; and in the end for not difering at all. Foreigners are incapable 
of respecting "real" diferences; they are lacking in culture or in taste, as 
the case may e. They have diiculty in perceiving exactly what is 
diferent. The barbaros is not the person who speaks a difeent language 
but the person who mixes the only truly signiicant distinctions, those 
of the Greek language. In all the vocabulay of tribal or national 
prejudices hatred is xpressed, not for diference, but for its absence. It 
is not the other nomos that is seen in the other, but anomaly, nor is it 
another nom but abnomality; the disabled becomes defomed; the 
foreigner becomes the apatride. It is not good to be a cosmopolitan in 
Russia. Aliens imitate all the diferences because they have none. The 
mechanisms of our ancestors are reproduced unconsciously, from gener­
ation to generation, and, it is impotant to recognize, often at a less lethal 
level than in the past. For instance today anti-Americanism pretends to 
"difer'' fom previous prejudices because it espouses all difeences and 
rejects the uniquely American vius of uniformity. 

We hear everywhere that "diference" is persecuted. This is the 
favorite statement of contemporary pluralism, and it can be somewhat 
misleading in the present context. 

Even in the most closed cultures men elieve they are free and open 
to the universal; their diferential character mkes the narrowest cul­
tural ields seem inexhaustible from within. Anything that compromises 
this illusion terriies us nd stirs up the immemorial tendency to perse­
cution. This tendency always takes the same direction, it is embodied by 
the same stereotypes and always responds to the same threat. Despite 
what is said around us persecutors are never obsessed by diference but 
rather by its unutterable contray, the lack of diference. 

Stereotypes of persecution cannot be dissociated, and remarkably 
most languages do not dissociate them. This is tue of Latin and Greek, 
for example, and thus of French or English, which forces us constantly 
in our study of stereotypes to turn to words that are related: crisis, crime, 
criteria, critique, all share a common root in the Greek verb krino, which 
means not only to judge, distinuish, diferentiate, but also to accuse 
and condemn a victim. Too much reliance should not e placed on ety­
mology, nor do I reason from that basis. But the phenomenon is so 
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constnt it deseves to be mentioned. It implies an as yet concealed rela­

tionship between collective persecutions and the culture as a whole. If 

such a relationship exists, it has never been explained by any linguist, 

philosopher, or politician. 


