Mimic Jews and Jewish Mimics in
Antiquity: A Non-Girardian
Approach to Mimetic Rivalry

Steven Weitzman

Girard may have been on to something when he attempted to trace
religious violence back to a struggle between mimetic rivals, but the
resu}tmg theoq{ has been rightly criticized for its indifference to the
m of historical context. With help from post-colonial scholar-
s}up,tlnspape'raimstoretlﬁnktheooncept of mimicry as used by
scholars of religion by situating an example from ancient Judaism,
Josephus's description of the Samaritans as hostile doubles of the Jews,
in the particular cultural environment in which this ancient historian
wrote. The author hopes to contribute to our understanding of the
Sammtmmaqdof]osephusasaslippeqdoubleinhismright.
buttheessay;rmlpointistocautionagainstanygenmﬁzing
appmacht?nnm:crybystressingitasanadapﬁvebehavior,atacﬁc,
whose motives and workings are best understood within the particular
cultural habitat to which the mimic is responding.

RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE, like violence in general, often targets victims
deemed threaten.in-g because of their otherness, but it is also sometimes
t:!;emsethatvmnms,farﬁombeingalien,m\'eryfamﬂiar,e?ﬂl
similar to the perpetrator. One of the most influential explanations
for this kind of conflict is that of René Girard. Girard famously argued
that it was likeness, not otherness, that was the main precipitant of
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religious violence. Human behavior, he argued, is driven by an instinct
to be like others; humans desire certain objects in the world not
because of their own intrinsic value but because they see others desiring
those objects too and mimic them (and are mimicked in return). The
ensuing escalation of imitation and rivalry can endanger the rivals
themselves but also the larger community if the doubles do not redirect
their mutual antagonism. This, according to Girard, is how humans
developed surrogate violent practices often labeled “sanctified
violence”—animal sacrifice, scape-goating, the persecution of witches,
Jews, and others—all arising in his view to deflect the destructiveness of
mimetic rivalry away from the community toward a third-party surro-
gate conveniently unable to strike back.'

Does Girard’s remain a viable interpretive model for understanding
religious mimicry or has nearly three decades of criticism succeeded in
discrediting his approach? A survey of scholarship leads to an ambigu-
ous sense of Girard's potential relevance. In some corners of academia,
he continues to inspire enthused devotion and emulation, as witnessed
by the “Colloquium on Violence and Religion,” a society that seeks to
develop and apply Girard’s theory of mimesis through annual confer-
ences, a journal entitled Confagion, and an ongoing bibliography that
has now reached 20 volumes. In other corners of academia, on the
other hand, Girard’s theory has been met with suspicion among scho-
lars who find its claims over-reaching, reactionary, monolithic, and
theologically objectionable. Of particular relevance for my argument
here is a criticism articulated by the anthropologist Elizabeth Traube
(1979), who argued that Girard's approach obliterates the cultural arti-
facts it purports to illumine by ripping them from the contexts in
which they had meaning.

I confess to being a skeptic myself, but one puzzied by a problem
lefthlthewakeofﬂliscﬁtidsm:whatisonemdodwitbc:::s;::
mimetic rivalry that do seem to follow the pattern Girard detected?
such cases simply to be ignored for fear of repeating Girard's mistakes,
or is there another way to understand them that does not isolate them
from the specific cultural and social contexts in which the scholar finds

Theseamth;qmsﬁomthisessayseekstowrﬁdewit!las.itr.eua-
min&swhatseemstobeafaiﬂysuﬁghtfoma_rdc?seofmlmeucm
hlthtwﬁtingofﬂneﬁrst-cenhxry]ewiﬂhmtomn}oseplmsandh:s
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description of the Samaritans, a people settled in the northern part of
the land of Israel. The Samaritans as Josephus depicts them are a race
of mimics. Descendants of foreign peoples settled in the territory of the
former northern kingdom of Israel, the Samaritans at first tried to join
the Jews, seeking to participate in the rebuilding of the Jerusalem
Temple, but the Jews rejected them. By Josephus’s own day, they had
developed into full-fledged doubles, building a temple “similar to that
in Jerusalem™ (Ant. 11.310) and (in Josephus’s view, falsely) claiming
descent from the Israelite tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh just as the
Jews claimed descent from the tribe of Judah (11.341). The Samaritans’
genesis as described by Josephus seems to exemplify the Girardian
drama of mimetic rivalry—the Samaritans see what the Jews have
model themselves on them, and eventually become mimetic rivals,
vying for the same identity claimed by the Jews. In fact, it seems all too
clear a case; whereas Girard had to penetrate beneath the textual surface
to detect mimetic rivalry, here it is depicted openly, without disguise or
sublimation. Can one understand this case outside a Girardian frame-
work? Can one reconstruct why Josephus is so explicit in articulating
the rivalry, why it would appear on the surface of his narrative rather
than remain hidden in its subtext? And does it enrich one’s under-
standing of it to try to situate it within the specific historical context in
which Josephus was operating as a writer?

We will not get very far in answering these questions by trying to
investigate the Samaritans themselves. There is evidence apart from
Josephus that Samaritan culture resembled Jewish culture—the
Samaritan Pentateuch is a mirror image of the Jewish Torzh, for
example—albeit with minor differences. And if archaeologist Yitzhaq
Magen is to be believed, the Samaritan temple on Gerizim, now exca-
vated, may indeed have been modeled on the one in Jerusalem as
Josephus claims, resembling the Temple plan as described in biblical
sources (Magen 2002; Magen et al. 2004: 3-6). But whether such resem-
blances can be attributed to a mimicking of Jewish practice, or ought to
be explained in another way, is a question that cannot be answered
gr;ce, as 1;1;) ofttehn the ca:}e in mimetic relationships, it is difficult to tell

copy trom the original. Ancient Jewish sources—especiall osephus—
cast the Samaritans as the imposters, but Samaritan sourczs]insist that
it is the Jews who are the mimics, and there are a few modern scholars
(e.8., Nodet 1997: 12) who take their side in this dispute, arguing that
Samaritanism is the more authentic survival of ancient Israelite culture.
. More accessible than the historical Samaritans is Josephus’s descrip-
nonofﬂmSmmﬂtans,andherelthinkwecanmakesomcpmgressin
our quest to contextualize the mimetic rivalry he describes. Although
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Josephus certainly has not lacked for scholarly attention over the last
century, much of that interest has focused on writings like the
Antiquities (Josephus’s account of Jewish history from its beginning to
the Roman period) as a source for ancient Jewish history, and it is only
relatively recently that scholars have resituated his work in the cultural
context in which it was actually composed, that of Rome under the
Flavian emperors Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian (Goodman 1994;
Mason 2003; Weitzman 2004; Edmundson et al. 2005; Sievers and
Lembi 2005). In the light of their scholarship, it is becoming clear that,
at least as an author, Josephus was something of a double of himself,
mimicking the literary practices and social attitudes not just of the
Greeks—a point long recognized—but of the Romans too. Recognizing
Josephus as a mimic is the key to understanding his depiction of the
Samaritans, 1 propose: there is a tacit mimetic struggle to be found in
his writing beyond, or rather behind, the mimetic rivalry between the
Jews and the Samaritans that the Antiguities records, a struggle between
the mimic Josephus and his Roman models. _

To make its argument, the following analysis will focus on two
interrelated literary maneuvers in Josephus’s account, not just to illu-
mine his depiction of the Samaritans but to explore the role of mimicry
in the construction of Josephus’s own sense of identity as a Jew. As
recent classical scholarship has helped to make clear, Roman culture of
Josephus’s day was preoccupied by mimicry of a sort, anxious to dis-
tinguish between the real and the fake, the authentic anfl the illusory at
a time when the boundary between these had become difficult to recog-
nize. Registering this anxiety, Josephus’s narrative develops its own way
of addressing it, and it is that response, an attempt to mimic the quality
of authenticity, that I aim to tease out through the following reading.

POLYMORPHOUS PERVERSITY

The first of these two maneuvers involves a somewhat paradoxical
attempt to mimic a mimic—the flatterer as imagined in Greco-Roman
culture. The flatterer was depicted by Greek and Roman authors as a
shape-shifter, able to assume various guises as he sought to accommo-
date the tastes and interests of its victim. This figure received consider-
able attention from Greek and Roman writers in the late Republic/Eady
Empire—authors like Philodemus of Gadera, Plutarch and Maximus of
Tyre, who developed the image of the flatterer as someone obsequious
and very adaptable (Gadd 1996). In trealises like Plutarch’s How te

Tell a Fiatterer from a Friend, the fiatterer appears as chameleon-like,
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assuming whatever guise will make him agreeable to those he seeks to

deceive:

The flatterer, since he has no abiding-place of character to dwell in,
and since he leads a life not of his own choosing but another's,
molding and adapting himself to suit another, is not simple, not one,
but variable and many in one, and, like water that is poured into one
receptacle after another, he is constantly on the move from place to
place, and changes his shape to fit his receiver. (How to Tell a Flatterer
from a Friend 52A-B)

Elsewhere Plutarch proposes an experiment to catch a flatterer in the
act. Change your own opinions or preferences, he recommends—
profess to like something that formerly offended you—and the flatterer
will find some way to change accordingly (52F-53B). One of the things
that flattery imitated was friendship, defined in Greco-Roman culture as
a relationship of like-mindedness (cf. Cicero’s definition of a friend in
On Friendship 1.7 as a “second self”). A skillful flatterer would therefore
align himself with the tastes and interests of his victim, and since one
of the traits of a true friend was candor, he would even imitate sincerity
itself, posing the very problem of how to tell a flatterer from a friend
that motivated Plutarch to write his treatise in the first place.

In this as in so much else, the Romans mimicked the Greeks, and
so the flatterer became 2 stock figure in Roman comedy and rhetoric as
well (Damon 1997: 11-14). There the flatterer took on certain specifi-
cally Roman attributes but also retained many of the conventional
characteristic he had in Greek literature, including his fickle, chame-
leon-like character: °I praise whatever they say,” says one such figure in
a play by Terrence, “if they turn around and say the opposite, I praise
that too. If someone says no, I say no; if he says yes, I do too”
(The Eunuch ll. 251-252). Indeed, the figure of the fiatterer—or the
parasitus as such figures were known when the Greek kolax was trans-
lated into Latin—became even more of a preoccupation in the early
imperial period as Roman elite culture was overrun by what classicist
Anne Duncan (2006) has called “extreme mimesis"—the dissembling
and role-playing characteristic of flattery.

Josephus dms on this stock figure in his portrait of the
Samaritans, depicting them as self-serving shape shifters who switch
their allegiance and their very identity to align themselves with the suc-
cession of rulers who conquer Palestine in the post-biblical period.
There is no msontothinkthehistoricaISmnaritamwereanymON
prone to flattery than anyone else under Hellenistic-Roman rule. To the
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contrary, there is both archaeological and literary evidence that the
Samaritans, far from aligning themselves with rulers like Alexander the
Great, may actually have rebelled against their Macedonian conquerors,
and Josephus himself reports Samaritan uprisings during the Roman
period as well. All this takes backstage in Josephus’s narrative, however,
which instead stresses the self-serving sycophancy, always shifting loyal-
ties, and mutable identity of the Samaritans from the very first time
they are introduced in book IX of the Antiquities: “they alter their atti-
tude toward their circumstances. When they see the Jews prospering,
they call them their kinsmen ... but when they see the Jews in trouble,
they say that they have nothing whatever in common with them nor do
these have any claim of friendship or race, and they declare themselves
to be aliens of another race” (290-291). o ’

The paradigmatic example of Samaritan shape-shifting is Josephus’s
description of the Samaritans’ encounter with Alexander the Great, a
scene long recognized as a composite, heavily ﬁgqonahud account
shaped by Josephus’s larger agenda in the Antiquities (Cohen 1982-
1983; Golan 1982). When Alexander th:h G;eat conguers P‘fal&suge, 'dtle
Samnaritan high priest initially supports the Persians, expecting them to
win, but thh:glr:igment it bec’;mel:,pglear that it is the Greeks who are
more powerful, he and the Samaritans abandon Persia and offer their
allegiance to Alexander instead:

Seeing that Alexander had so signally honored the fJews, {the
Sama%itans) decided to profess themselves Jews. For such is the nature
oftheSamaﬂtans.aswehavealmadyshownsomewhereakrm._thn
the Jews areindiﬁiculties.theydenythattheyhaveanyhnshlpmth
them, thereby indeed admitting the truth, but whenever they see some
splendid good fortune come to them, they suddenly grasp at ’t.he f;n
necﬁonwiﬂxthan,sayingtheyarerdazedtoﬂlemandmng eir
line back to Ephraim and Manasseh, the descendants of Joseph. {Ant.

11.340-341)

A few paragraphs later, after Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem reveals how
favorable he is to the Jews, the Samaritans adjust their identity not once
but several times, first professing to be Jews, then when pressed by an
apparently suspicious Alexander, claiming to be Hebrews who were
called Sidonians of Shechem (343-344). _—
Beyond the Samaritans’ side-switching, one can recognize in
account anothermoﬁfoﬁenassodatedﬁththeﬂattererm(:iraf:o-
Romanliterature,themleofmvyasamtivaﬁonforbothth{e{mna-
ﬁvenessoftheﬂanemmdalsohismunmtofwhathemm




928 Journal of the American Academy of Religion

The Greek and Roman understanding of envy was shaped by Aristotle
who defined envy as a kind of pain felt when pemeivml;e?he );rosperity
of another who is similar to oneself (Rhetoric I1. 1388a: 35-36). In an
effort to secure that prosperity for themselves, the envious strive to
imitate those they envy, but they fail for lack of ability or effort, and the
resulting frustration breeds animosity, a desire to pull down those they
once sought to imitate (Konstan and Rutter 2003). Plutarch, who tells
his own story of how Alexander fell prey to flatterers in How to Tell a
ifabt;mr t?ls;—d, assume; et?iy as one of the motives of the flatterer—"he
nature envious™ 65b—though the flatterer knows to conceal his
true feelings from his superiors. In this Hellenistic understanding, envy
is what underlies the Samaritans’ behavior in Josephus's account: pro-
vpked to envy by the sight of the Jews’s good fortune (it is often the
sight of good fortune that stirs envy), the Samaritans first try to refa-
shion themsehres as Jews in an effort to obtain the same benefits the
latterenjoy,:mdwhen that effort fails, they seek to discredit the Jews.
Josephus’s portrait of Antiochus IV, the villainous Greek king who
provoked the Maccabean revolt, allows him to illustrate the other side
of the Samaritan’s shape-shifting flattery, the way they distanced them-
sglves from the_]ews when it no longer served them to claim that iden-
;l&ty. M&:n of this section of the Antiquities draws on the account of the
y c::elq can Revol; in 1 Maccabees, paraphrasing its narrative fairly
1y, bul ::f:)efo Josephus ﬁil:lnec;stesssubstannal additions is yet another

When the Samaritans saw the Jews sufferin, i
1 : . these misfortunes
&A;:qﬁc:us persecution), they would no longer Edmit that they were
Goir that the tefnpl? on Mount Gerezin was that of the Most
Great thereby acting in accordance with the nature as we have

shown; they also said :
Persians. (Ant, 12_257‘2*:5';? were colonists from the Medes and the

Plutarch compares flatterers to vermin who abam

i : TS 10 don the body of the

dymgozz_sﬂimrbloudlosesnswtaﬁty:theyﬂlmngandﬂlﬁvemmeopfes'

;'n;:le PM.butwhen'ﬂlatisgone,ﬂieymnckly' slink away (How to

e amﬁomaﬁmd@D).Thatishaw Josephus’s Samaritans

theysiinkaway,wﬁngso :tll:yer oy I Eoep them
o 2do me identity that will keep them in

In both of these episodes, the Samaritans’ i i

_ beh stands in sh
mwﬁmam;mmmmepmﬁ?ﬁmmm
episode, &r&mrmnﬁcﬂmmisﬁ:e]ewishhighpﬁestwho,
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having taken an oath of loyalty to the Persian king, remains committed
to him despite the danger of provoking Alexander until God directly
orders him to submit to the Greeks (Ant. 11.325-328).2 Josephus devel-
ops a similar contrast in his description of Antiochus’ persecution by
prefacing his description of the Samaritans’ response with an account of
Jewish steadfastness:

The worthiest people (among the Jews) and those of noble soul. ..
held their country's customs of greater account than the punishment
with which he threatened them if they disobeyed; and being on that
account maltreated daily, and enduring bitter torments, they met their
death. Indeed, theywerewhipped,tl'teirbodieswmmutilated. and
while still alive and breathing, they were crucified, while their wives
and the sons whom they had circumcised in despite of the king's
wi&heswveresuangled,thcchildrenbemgmadetohangﬁ'omtheuecks
of their crucified parents. (12.255-256)

In a similar vein, just after the Samaritan passage, Josephus returns to
the Jews, introducing the Maccabees as people willing to sacrifice all for
their religion. He introduces Mattathias, founder of the Maccabees, as a
man who believed that “it was better for them to die for their country’s
laws than to live so ingloriously” (12.265-267), and he follows this
description with material that illustrates the Maccabees’s unwavering
commitment to Jewish law (268-284). By interweaving such dgscnp-
tions, much of it taken from or inspired by 1 Maccabees. mtl_l its
description of the Samaritans’ shifting loyalties, the narrative establishes
a clear contrast between the two peoples: the Samaritans repeatedly
switch identities to suit their shifting interests whereas the Jews remain
loyal to their ancestral identity even when doing so results in torture

uniform because they are shaped ) :
good, whereas a flatterer, atways wishing . whtge:erppwh ‘wn-yinblet'o 1;1 con-

ing himself to the tastes o! ¢ is g ease.
P x A but he would never risk doing or

zlohmon(mn-n}hnmmﬂydmnbmfmhmumpmdwi&a
) ; in this eph in order to accentuate the
d:muak:g::lpmenmonofem:l}:e q:uodcpuns:y;’ﬂ' : e ¢
high priest
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;ay;;g amyt.hinbge tht:illt léng'!giht ;unﬂdercut his interests: “There is no fear that
y ever ought guilty of flatterin u,” the orator Dio
Chrysostom declares to his imperial au&mmg“b&w I did not fiatter
the hateful tyrant (Domitian) or utter a single ignoble or servile word,
at a time when many were glad to save their lives by any deed or word
at all” (Oration 3.12-13). What distinguishes Dio’s praise of the
emperor from flattery, what proves its sincerity, was the speaker’s readi-
ness to risk his life rather than betray the truth. A similarly uncompro-
mising comritment to principle, a willingness to risk death rather than
betray onesz]f, is the very trait that distinguishes Jews from Samaritans
in Josephus's account. Even when it was fatal to observe Jewish law,
Jews remained committed to it, whereas the Samaritans, like the flat-
terer, did whatever they thought would save their lives.

Writing of a different historical age, the post-colonialist theoretician
El(-:incll: Bhabha has observed that the “final irony” of mimicry—by
e theirh? means the way in which colonized subjects ape the manners
through ﬂ:;pu;lnal masters—is the subject’s desire to emerge as authentic
goough hk:g; 10 seem real through imitation (Bhabha 1994: 88).
by whxeﬁ']mgch " seek.: irony can be detected in Josephus, for the very trait

€ seeks 10 convey the authenticity of Jewish identity—his
repeatcdﬁp;h}fms of how willing the Jews were to die rather than
Rob“-uma}' i cpance to God—seems itself to be an imitation of
Roman © $thlspenod. As Carlin Barton has observed, “the
standard]oudgedf -y e weight of a person’s words not against an abstract
2001: 61-62). A Pk i ek was risked in speaking’ (Barton
o his o speaker WIlImg. to die or suffer injury in order to guar-
o far T dﬂmswasbehevable;aspakerunwillingtoriskaﬂ]"
centhmg‘tmion }uliu?.A Among the examples Barton cites is the case of the
feve Bis iy grestis who, when the emperor Vitellius refused to
wob'-’hﬂ’erds by telligence reports, decisively confirmed the truth of his
Bt wifShYe ngorﬁahlmsewh If on the spot (Tacitus, Historia 3.54), and of
stabbing herself 1. o demonstrates her credibility to her husband by
. to suff mn the thigh (Plutarch, Brutus 13). For a Roman, a will-
waswthe ufier pain-—or even bettc{, to give up everything altogether—
"o mulmnate. Vahdahmon of’problty, proving that a speaker’s words

Whatmmthaby e self-interest or fear that spawned flattery.

i . Pmt‘ll:: 't.the Jews are not imposters in Josephus’s account
P’mto-thye willingness to risk all. In Against Apion, a kind of
msequd_ the Antiquities, Josephus struggles to prove his own veracity as
wu'ehmas fan 3?111& Greek critics who questioned whether the Jews
thes mohfa'mas 3 they daimed, and his response illustrates the role of
4 guanantor of sincerity. Much of Josephus’s argument
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involves pointing out the discrepancies and errors in what his Greek
critics claim, but that by itself does not prove that the Jews are who
they say they are, and thus Josephus offers another proof of their iden-
tity, the most convincing proof from a Roman perspective: the Jews
would sooner die than betray their allegiance to God and his laws.

It is an instinct with every Jew, from the day of his birth, to regard
(the Scriptures) as the decrees of God, to abide by them, and if need
be, cheerfully to die for them. Time and again before now the sight
has been witnessed of prisoners enduring tortures and death in every
form in the theatres, rather than utter a single word against the laws
and the allied documents. (Against Apion 1.42-43; emphasis mine)

This is in contrast to the Greek who would not endure the slightest
injury even to save the entire collection of his nation’s writings because
he knows their falsehood (44-45). In the Antiguities, as we have seen,
Josephus develops a similar distinction between the Jews and the

Samaritans, and he does so, I am suggesting, 10 implicitly underscore
the authenticity of the Jews: to show that what they claim about them-
selves is not self-serving imposture, in a way that would be particularly
convincing to a Roman sensibility.

THE RESEMBLANCE OF THINGS PAST

The second mimetic manetrver at work in Josephus's description of
the Samaritans is harder to demonstrate, but it is plausible if we can
grant the Greek-writing Josephus a knowledge of Roman- literature
written in Latin. The salient passage is Josephus’s description of the
Sarnaritan temple on Mount Gerizim as a counterfeit cult modeled on
the one in Jerusalem. In book 11 of the Antiquities, Josephus explains
the origins of this temple: shortly before Alexander the Great conquered
Palestine, a or of Samaria named Sanballat had persuaded the
disgruntled brother of the high priest in Jerusalem to“deft'Ct_ ct to Samaria
Withﬂmpromisetobuildhimatempkofhisown similar to that in
Jerusalem” (Ant. 11.306-312). Alexander hnnsdfgave Sanballat the per-
mission to build this temple, thus establishing the Samaritan cult on
Mount Gerizim. Later, when describing the destruction of tf'us.temple
by the Hasmoneans, Josephus repeats that the temple was “built after

the model of the sanctuary in Jerusalem” (13.256). In other words, the

Samaritan tem| ie,ﬁkeSamritanidmﬁtyitselﬂisanactof{nimi;cry.

As we havepnoted, there maybemmethingto ]osephus's danntha:
theGﬂizimsanctnaryresanbbdthatin!erumlem.Evmf&?ansthe
ase,hmver,thzreisa]soevidenaethatlouphm'sasserhonofa
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resemblan_ce is a fictionalized motif: the historian’s description of
another rival temple in almost the same terms. Sometime in the mid-
ﬁond century CE, a priest named Onias fled Jerusalem to Egypt

ere he secured royal permission to build a temple at Leontopolis on
the site of a ruined Egyptian temple. There is just enough evidence
from other sources to suggest a Jewish fortress did exist there, but
Inconsistencies in Josephus’ two accounts—in the Jewish War, Josephus’
account of Fhe Jewish Revolt, the priest in question is Onias I1I whereas
in tf_le Antiquities, he is Onias [V—unsettles one’s confidence in its
z,w;ﬂs (grut,‘:ndl997'). What is important here is the story’s resemblance
mOdcxdp us' description “of the Samaritan temple, both temples are
moce on Jerusalem: “So Onias took over the place and built a
emple and an altar similar to that at Jerusalem, but smaller and
ﬁrl’:rt (tiillﬂf- 13.72). Josephus mentions this resemblance every time he
reler o::e e Leoptopohs Femple (JW. 1.33; Ant. 12.388; 13.285; 20.236),
raptly c?ucgptwn late in the Jewish War where for some reason he
gl % ges course and pointedly denies the resemblance (JW.
Tem";l;?’in]zsu?ilhlsnﬂdmnbes the two major rivals to the Jerusalem
that the T g stmilar terms is not clear, but there is reason to suspect
e theiromﬁpnom are themselves a mimicking of Roman litera-

ing the co }he quintessential Roman text, Virgils Aeneid.
anDumd by mralcige of that work, in book 3.294-659, the hero Aeneas
brother of Fo meet two figures from their Trojan past: Helenus, 2
Helemus.._ T or, fmd {\ndromache, Hector’s widow, now married to
colony. at ];'il};:;oﬂﬂes like Aeneas who have settled in a newly formed
R gure benn;m Virgll makes Andromache inte a nostalgia-
ing his ghest. st liv;::l recovering her lost husband Hector by conjur-
e city ot pod I g in a city which is itself an attempt to simulate
him a adoubly' n fact, as Aeneas approaches Buthrotum, it strikes
orial bur 4 o3 eof T » albeit on a diminished scale, not just a mem-
litﬂeTmyalmP tc rep on of the original: “As I advance, 1 see &
that ks | crgamus that mimes the great one, and a dried up stream

Can concl .
modeled his ponpen, o0 this parallel that Josephus has actually
po. OfﬁlesamaritansandOnias’tempkdimcﬂyon
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Virgil? The question cannot be resolved definitely, though there is cir-
cumstantial evidence to support such a possibility. Josephus did have
occasion to draw on Greek poetry (Chapman 2005), and Virgil, as the
most influential Roman writer in the first century CE, was certainly in
a position to influence Josephus’s narrative as well {cf. Horbury 1999).
His writings were widely disseminated—a line of the Aeneid was found
at Masada of all places—and they soon penetrated popular imagination,
as reflected, for example, in the etching of some twenty Virgilian quota-
tions on the walls of the city of Pompey (Palmer-Bonz 2000: 61-86). In
Josephus's day, Virgil had many imitators in the Flavian period, and
scholars have even detected the echo of Virgilian phrases here and there
in Josephus’s writing.> All this recommends Virgil as a possible literary
model for Josephus, but it has to be acknowledged that the evidence is
lacking to definitively prove such influence: we do not know whether
Josephus could even read Latin, and though Virgil was eventually trans-
lated into Greek, a language Josephus knew, there is no attestations of
such translations in the first century.

My intention here, however, is not to argue for this scene as a direct
prototype for Josephus’s description of the Samaritan temple, but to use
it to reconstruct its possible resonance for Roman readers, and the cul-
hlralposmretowhichitmighthmbeenaligned.Ofpanicularrel-
evance is the episode’s suggestion that Virgil was being tacitly critical of
simulation, mimicking the appearance of an ancient people, as a cul-
tural tactic. Although the inhabitants of Buthrotum have succeeded in
imitating many of the qualities of Troy, Maurizio Bettini (1997) has
observed, there is something deficient in the copy they have produced:
their Troy is smaller than the original, its river dried up. Buthrotum
gives narrative form to one ible way of connecting oneself to the
paSLrevivingitthmu.ghimitation,butitisastrategyﬂmtsemnstofaﬂ
short somehow, and it stands in contrast with another, more successful
i seems to favor, the one that connects Aeneas
himself to his Trojan past. Aeneas too seeks to preserve his Trojan m-
tity, but he succeeds in doing so not by imitating it bqt by satyagmg a
physical remnant of Troy, a direct and tangible connection to his ances-
tral tradition—the Penates or household gods of Troy entrusted to
Aeneas by the of Hector.

The t::yonm;’t‘%dzrgﬂ develops here implies something about Rome’s
relationship to the past. lnmeveryactofwriungtheAmad.apoun

"3 for instan M,,:,,,dnwofagmmdmhmmum&
Aeneid 4.173.190 on [ W. 34338
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modeled on Homeric epic, Virgil illustrates the role of mimesis, of imi-
tation, in the construction of Rome’s identity as heir to the ancient
glyt';]hrc:)logml traditions of Greece. But Virgil's description of
uthrotum suggests he was not completely satisfied with an identity
I.msmoted‘o in simulation and ’nesemb]ance. As Tim Whitmarsh (2001: 47)
dbserved of Greek literature written under Roman rule in the
second century CE, imitation (in this case, imitation of ancient literary
&l‘ﬁdme brs)_served to establish a relationship between the present and
i p:fast, fakel:lt it also provoked an awareness of difference, of discontinu-
l&t{; o }:ss Virgil's description of Buthrotum as a diminutive, life-
cog o sch:y, one that reproduces its appearance but not its
cosubsmnﬁnui Oll;uil ¢ or vitality, seems to register that awareness of the dis-
ot hadtyfo 5 Into imitation, but his poem also implies that Rome
truly seam) unc a way to overcome this problem, establishing itself as a
but by imx:es.s copnnuauon. of Troy not by mirmicking its appearance
the o 0;‘[:&!‘:111? a physical vestige of it, a direct link to the past, in
P . d:dm‘ transpo_rfed by Aeneas from Troy to Italy, the
mamte: mﬁﬁ during Virgil's day in the Roman temple of Vesta.
i nnietanbetm the two tactics at work here—an identity
pastmmd oy on of the past versus one directly connected to the
respothrndoughto e (liljl;}:_orpotanon of a physical remnant—happens to cor-
Jocuphus * difference between the Samaritans and the Jews as
mdm‘bes\" es them. The Samaritans embody the same tactic
reflected i b:s’léd $ account of Buthrotum; their connection to Israelite
I“adm " bt o J01'1 r];':semblancg, a temple “similar to the one in
erusalem, nation of 1 Oziep us clearly implies, it is a fake, not an authentic
onemmepisodg 2 wh? osaic cult but a counterfeit. Josephus does relate
of th ch the Samaritans seek to recover a physical vestige
{ tﬂ:;byasceﬂdlﬂgMountGeﬁziminsearchofsacredvesselS
hidden by Moses, but the effort fails, forcibly obstructed by the
Rﬂﬂm{ pr:);umur Pontius Pilate who prevents the Samaritans from
m“d‘"g.tm tz {T;Ouma_m (Ant. 18.85-87). No physical link connects the
msﬂmm of o o ancient [sraelites from whom they claim descent, and
inauthenticiy. counection, Josephus implies, is yet more proof of their
In
direct contrast, ﬁlﬂ-;‘;s_ have a far more tangible link to the past, the
oo connectio b biltl)shhed by various relics preserved from biblical
Jews had lost thosin i L Sowrces, Josephus acknowledges that the
been byol:lliml Temple and that much of its contents had
but mp'l“ndﬂo , i:‘ llChadnaez;irg,l I;ﬂlmtiochus IV, and other rulerls.
O 1ts vessels survive, e vestige of the original Temple
that establishes the Second Temple as an authentic continuatione:fq;m
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cult. Here and there, moreover, Josephus makes a point of mentioning
other remnants of the biblical past that have survived into his own day:
the priestly crown on which Moses had inscribed God’s name (8.93);
and the tomb of David and Solomon (16.179-183). The role of these
relics in Josephus’s larger effort to establish the antiquity of the Jews is,
1 would argue, akin to the Penates’ role in the Aeneid; they underscore
Jewish authenticity by physically linking the Jews to their Israelite
ancestors.

Without being able to prove Virgilian influence, my point in
drawing this connection is to suggest the possibility that josephus's
description of the Jewish/Samaritan contrast may mimic how the
Romans saw themselves in relation to other peoples claiming a similar
Trojan identity. What connects Aeneas and his Roman descendants to
Troy, and what therefore renders Rome a more authentic continuation
of that culture than other communities claiming a similar pedigree, is
their preservation of sacred relics, tangible remnants from the Trojan
past. This is precisely the kind of direct link to the past that authenti-
cates Jewish identity in Josephus's account, in marked contrast to the
ersatz identity of the Samaritans based on simulation. Reading
Josephus’s account in the light of the Aeneid—not an implausible inter-
text in this period even if Josephus’s familiarity with it is impossible to
demonstrate—the Roman reader was in a position to potentially recog-
nize in the Samaritans’ cult the same kind of simulated, illusory identity
rejected by their ancestor Aeneas, and to find in the Jews a kmdred tra-
dition, a similarly authentic culture connected to the past in the same
demonstrable way that their own culture was. o

If there is merit to what I have been arguing here, mimicry plays a
double role in the construction of Josephus's narrative as one of the
techniques by which it is composed and as something the narrative
must conceal about itself for its author and his people to seem auth-
entic. Like the Samaritans as he describes them, Josephus's self-image,
the way he depicts his people to his audience, is Cfmstructed from a
kind of mimicry, imitating the literary behavior ot: his Roman masters.
But paradoxically, Josephus engages in this mimicry precisely to dis-
guise its role in his narrative. The Greco-Roman tropes he imitates all
have to do with how to tell the difference between the real and the
ersatz imitation—between the model and those who envy it, between

shifting flatterer, and between those really
who merely simulate that connection.
theserhetoricalmdiﬁom.lammggesﬂng,todeﬂgct
heandhispeoplewetethemsdws mimics, aligning
what his Hellenized Roman audience would have

Josephus mimics
the suspicion that
the Samaritans with




936 Journal of the American Academy of Religion

rfegarded as deceptively self-serving behavior as a way of diverting atten-
tion from the role of imitation and imposture in the construction of his
own identity and narrative.

CONCLUSION: RESTORING MIMICRY TO ITS NATIVE
HABITAT

Where Girard may be able to help us to deepen our understanding
of.thmgs is in his insight that this kind of mimicry is a vexed relation-
ship, an act fraught with anxiety and potential danger. Model and
m;_rmc threaten each other not only because they are vying for the same
object, but because each threatens the other’s identity, calling the
other’s authenticity into question. Nowhere does Josephus express such
iiaznety dd.lmcﬂy but Girard's approach invites us to read between the

fes, and there, precisely in his description of the Samaritans, are hints
of an anthor anxious to demonstrate his authenticity, seeking to prove
It::eil:s audience that he is not a mimic. While I doubt I would have
b able':o_ detect such a possibility without the inspiration of Girard,
ﬁowever, ; tll:ls also clear that his approach cannot do justice to the par-
}cularsh of the mimicry at work here. The mimetic rivalry described by
mmewemme Jews and the Samaritans, actually
oo anoﬂl_tanser mirmetic struggle that underlies the text, one in which
deflect the suspici of doubles but decoys devised by Josephus to
dellect tar;::Pmn of mimicry away from his narrative onto another

Thepointoftlﬁsanalysisisnottoarguethatweneed

s _ yet another
g;lsﬁf tf?g:}' I::ﬁ:’derﬂm'l:u-::ry famili::? displace Girard, much less to propose one
o ai)om iy farnil mth'what post-colonialist scholarship has
notion of the "migiyc man” on what [ ;i;e mﬂue;ci x (I];Il?anl;il Bh;;i‘)“,s

C : ( ve argued here a 1994)—

the African, Indian, or Caribbean subject of modern colonial rule who
thapaltmumoddmptm the customs, religion, and race of his masters—but
t 00 can mislead if we overgeneralize and overextend it, for
s Roger isBagﬂ'u (1997) has argued for Hellenized Egypt, modern colo-

subecltlsnmm analogue for understanding the relationship

mbetw.een jects and rulers in an ancient context. Bhabha's “mimic
withinalma G_S certain t‘:‘-amll'lftghts into mimicry probably unreachable from
Vithinl a Girardian framework, but it too cannot fully illumine the dis-

tinctive e m“m‘l mhm that unfolds between the lines of Josephus’s
:m“&_ of the argued here is correct, one needs to understand
mm%' particular cultural environment in which Josepbus
operating—the mimetic anxieties and resources peculiar to Flavian
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period Rome—to grasp what it was that Josephus was trying to imitate
(the notion of authenticity) and how the figure of the mimic within his
narrative, the Samaritans, fits into this strategy.

But why is context so important for understanding mimicry? My
answer to this question is drawn from the workings of mimicry in
nature. It is humbling to read the scientific literature (e.g., Dautenbaun
and Nehaniv 2002) which suggests, among other lessons, that Girard's
effort to draw on the natural world as an analogue for human mimicry
(cf. Girard 1977: 147) involved a gross simplification of a much more
complex reality (apes, it seems, may not “ape” in the way people have
long thought, nor parrots “parrot’). Even so, I would nonetheless
venture to draw one lesson from the natural world. There is an aston-
ishing number of mimetic tactics out there in the world around us,
including Batesian mimicry, aggressive mimicry, Bakerian mimicry,
Vavlivovian mimicry, even auto-mimicry (when one part of an organ-
ism mimics another part), among many other mimetic tactics. The
evolution of these tactics can only be understood in context, in relation
to the particular habitat in which the mimic operates and the predators,
perils, and resources to be found in the environment. The same holds
true for cultural mimicry, T am arguing, which is not to suggest that all
of the two dozen or so mimetic strategies identified by biologists has an
equivalent in cultural practice but to observe that, when viewed in the
light of the wide range of mimetic options found in the natural world,

the few concepts of mimicry available to those seeking to understand

culture and religion appear greatly overgeneralized and contextually

detached.

Girard, Bhahba, and their respective followers may seem to have
exhausted the subject of mimicry, but if biological mimicry is any guide
to what the possibilities are, new insights may yet await Fhose willing to
recognize that the term “mimicry” encompasses a wide and varied
range of cultural strategies developed in response to the opportunities

and threats of particular historical habitats.
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