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Clever as Serpents was first published eight years ago but it deserves review as an insightful, “Girardian” 
approach to business ethics. 
 
In Part One of Clever as Serpents, “Theory,” Grote and McGeeney use René Girard’s insights to analyze 
workplace dynamics.  At almost every turn the authors challenge the conventional wisdom and propose a 
different way of looking at things.  Rather than a market that thrives on freedom and is inhibited by 
regulation, today’s markets exist only because of various regulations.  Governments are not disinterested 
spectators but active participants in markets.  Like “freedom,” “competition” is also a myth. In reality, 
cooperation is at least as productive as competition (business reality as well as ecological reality). 
 
If not free competition, what is the secret of market economics?  Grote and McGeeney propose Girard’s 
concept of “borrowed desire” or “mimetic desire.”  It is envy and covetousness, exacerbated by marketing 
and advertising.  We are motivated by desire to keep up with the Joneses and have what someone else 
has, or thinks desirable.  Internally, the secret of management is to assign blame or even to find a 
scapegoat who can be sacrificed. 
 
In Part Two, Grote and McGeeney turn to “Practice” and provide a great deal of practical counsel on how 
to survive and perhaps even find happiness in this toxic environment.  The “currency of blame and credit” 
is gossip.  The authors counsel detachment “from the fear of blame and the craving for credit” to “avoid 
being swallowed up (p. 80).  They teach the “ethics of survival” (dealing with the boss and the mob) 
through “low visibility and high utility.”  Don’t crave anything too much (wages, credit, visibility) but be sure 
you are of significant value to others.   
 
The “ethics of success” (dealing with competitors) revolves around pursuing your true goals rather than 
being sidetracked by craving for others’ goals.  Grote and McGeeney give lots of practical “political” 
advice here.  A bit too calculating and even cynical for my taste but maybe they are right.  The “ethics of 
service” (dealing with customers) requires true leadership and the meeting of the needs of others, 
especially the need to be free;  now this I like!    
 
Survival, success, and service:  this three-fold practical ethics culminates in a reflection on “the wisdom of 
tradition: work.”  The purpose of work is not just to transform the earth but to transform the self. The 
authors provide great discussion questions to go with each chapter, which makes this not just a good 
individual read but a great choice for a group study---maybe by your nearest or your favorite executive 
team.  The power of Rene Girard’s insights to illuminate our daily reality is certainly made clear in Clever 
as Serpents.  This is not about a literary theory but about life. 
 


