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Borges’s “Pierre Menard”:
Philosophy or Literature?1

In a letter to his wife, to whom he dedicated the Eighth Symphony, Mahler

wrote:

Itis a peculiarity of the interpretation of works of art that the rational element
in them (that which is soluble by reasom) is abmost never their true reality, but only
a veil which hides their form. Insofar as a soul needs a body—which there is
no disputing—an artist is bound to derive the means of creation from the
natural world. But the chief thing is still the artistic conception. . ... [In Faust)
everything points with growing mastery toward his final supreme moment—
which, though beyond expression, touches the very beart of feeling.?

Mahler’s point concerns what is peculiar to works of art: They defy ratio-
nality and expression. By this, I take him to mean that works of art are not
reducible to ideas and, therefore, cannot be effectively translated.

If works of art are idiosyncratic in this way, then it would be expected that
this is also what distinguishes them from works of philosophy. Whereas art is
irreducible to ideas and defies translation, philosophy is reducible to ideas
and can be translated.

This is the standard modernist view of philosophy and art—and, by exten-
sion, of literature—which has been one of the points of attack by post-
modernists. The argument is not just that art and literature are irreducible to
ideas and therefore untranslatable, but that there is no distinction in this
respect between art and literature on the one hand and philosophy on the
other. Philosophy is also art.3

Postmodernism has found a receptive audience in Latin America, partic-
ularly in literary circles and especially on this point. Indeed, the view that
there is no distinction between literature, in particular, and philosophy is
often treated as dogma. I quote from a recent source: “[I]n fact, there is no
substantial difference between philosophical discourse and literary discourse”

in spite of “the boundaries that have been traditionally claimed to separate
both discourses.”*
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long as the marks, sounds, or images in question are considered as signs
intended to convey a specific meaning. In contrast, the work “Pierre
Menard” is the meaning those marks, sounds, or images are intended to
convey.

This way of looking at texts and works, by the way, allows us to under-
stand one of the main points Borges makes in “Pierre Menard.” We can say
that the entities that constitute the texts of Cervantes’ Don Quijote and Pierre
Menard’s Don Quijote are the same, but the work of Cervantes and the work
of Pierre Menard are different.!3 Indeed, as Borges so well puts it: “The
Cervantes text and the Menard text are verbally identical, but the second is
almost infinitely richer.”!4 This point will be relevant later, as we shall see.

Three Popular Views on Philosophy and Literature

Philosophers have not shied away from giving answers to the more general
question concerning the distinction between philosophy and literature we
have posed. Indeed, the number and variety of opinions in this matter are
staggering and the positions frequently conflicting. In part this reflects a
general confusion about the nature of literature, if not also about the nature
of philosophy. It is not surprising to find claims to the effect that what distin-
guishes literature from other disciplines is that it is concerned with life
whereas others claim that it is not about life but about itself.!> Again, some
authors claim that literature is about reality, contradicting others who say
that literature is always fictional.16 Others make a distinction in terms of the
noncognitive nature of literature.!” And more recently some have argued
that literature, qua text, refers only to other texts or to itself (self-referential
view), whereas others object that literature is not about texts at all but about
nontextual reality.!8 These and other views of literature are used to contrast
it with philosophy. For example, the literary concern with life is contrasted
with the philosophical concern with ideas; and the fictional character of liter-
ature is set against the nonfictional character of philosophy;!® philosophy,
some say, is concerned with truth whereas literature is not,20 whereas others
argue just the opposite.2! Today, however, I ignore most of the many views
that have been offered in this matter, limiting the discussion to three answers
that are widely held but that appear to be inadequate. I discuss these because
their inadequacy and popularity may have helped to undermine the belief in
the distinction between philosophy and literature. The first I call the institu-
tional view; the second, the interpretational view; and the third, the particularist
view. After I present these views, I turn to the position I favor.

The institutional view may be presented as follows: There is no feature or
set of features common to literary works and texts that distinguishes them
from philosophical works and texts. Indeed, the same work or text has at
different times been considered literary or philosophical, so it would be futile
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to attempt to find this distinction in anything that characterizes the work or
text itself. Literary and philosophical works and texts are cultural creations,
and it is the culture that creates them that determines how they are regarded.
Moreover, because this kind of task is usually left to an institutionalized
segment of society, it is clear that it is the institution in question that deter-
mines, through its members, whether particular works and texts are literary
or philosophical.22 Hence, whether “Pierre Menard” is a literary or philo-
sophical work or text depends on the institution or institutions in society that
determine such questions and, to know the answer to the question, we need
go no further than to pose the question to well-established members of the
pertinent institution who are known for their agreement with institutional
views. In fact, because the question has to do with philosophy, we might just
as well ask any bona fide philosopher or literary critic whether Borges’s
“Pierre Menard” is a literary or philosophical work or text.

I suspect, however, that if we were to follow the procedure just suggested,
we would get as many different answers to the question as persons asked.
Some would answer yes, some no, some both, and some neither, but in all
cases there would be so many qualifications that it would be difficult to find
full agreement between any two answers. But perhaps this is unfair to the
institutional view. Perhaps it is not bona fide philosophers, or literary critics,
who should be asked. And yet, if not them, then who should be asked? More-
over, who determines who should be asked? Indeed, I suspect that if we were
to pose these questions to the readers of this essay we would again receive as
many different answers to them as we would receive concerning the earlier
question.

I imagine that by now the thrust of my objection is clear: The institutional
view leads to a vicious circle or an infinite regress. It does so because it does
not identify the feature or set of features that makes something literary or
philosophical. To say that it is philosophers and literary critics who deter-
mine what is literary or philosophical is either to postpone the question,
which can again be asked and postponed ad infinitum, or to force us to return
to literary and philosophical works and texts. But neither of these paths leads
to closure. The institutional view is very popular today, and is favored by
many of the most fashionable and well-established philosophers and literary
critics in connection with various issues that have to do with aesthetics, but it
certainly does not help us answer the particular question we are seeking to
answer here.

The second view I wish to consider briefly here is the interpretational view.
According to it, literary works and texts are distinguished from philosophical
ones because the meaning of the first is never completely clear—there are
always ambiguities in them—whereas philosophical works and texts, like
scientific ones, do not have this feature. Don Quixote, for example, is literary
and not philosophical because there can never be a definitive interpretation
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So much, then, for the distinction between literary and philosophical
works. Now we can turn to the distinction between a literary text and a philo-
sophical one. But this proves not to be difficult: A literary text is a text that is
essential to the work it expresses, whereas a philosophical text is not essential
to the work it expresses.

But perhaps I have gone too fast. After all, I have just stated my view and
have not given any arguments for it. I could be wrong in holding that literary
texts and works are distinguishable from philosophical ones. And even if not
wrong about this, I could be wrong about the basis of the distinction. After
all, there are plenty of philosophers who do hold, or have held, both views.

To provide the kind of substantiation that this objection implies would
take more space than I have at my disposal here, but I do need to say some-
thing in response to it. As a compromise, I will offer some evidence to
support my position, even if limited and sketchy.

First, let me point out that those who oppose the distinction between
philosophical and literary works and texts do so from at least two different
perspectives. According to some, philosophical and literary works and texts
are not distinguishable from each other because all philosophical works and
texts are also literary works and texts. The distinction between them is artifi-
cial and based on a misunderstanding of the nature of works and texts. This
is the kind of position that is quite popular these days in certain philosophical
circles. All works and texts, and particularly philosophical ones, are to be
viewed as literary or aesthetic ones; they are aesthetic or literary artifacts.?’

Others, however, although also rejecting the distinction between philo-
sophical and literary works and texts, do so because they hold that all works

and texts are philosophical to the extent that they express ideas and philos-
ophy is about ideas. Thus there is really no essential distinction between
philosophical and literary works and texts, but not because philosophical
texts are literary, but rather because literary texts are philosophical. This kind
of position is not very popular these days, but echoes of it can be found in the
history of philosophy beginning with Plato and his followers.28

Now, what evidence can be supplied against these positions? I offer three
pieces of evidence. The first is that in practice we do make distinctions
between at least some philosophical and literary works and texts and we treat
them differently. That is, what we do with philosophical works and texts
differs from what we do with works and texts we regard as literary. This is a
kind of pragmatic argument. The Critique of Pure Reason is studied in
different academic departments, by different specialists, and in different ways
than Hamlet. We do act as if these works and texts were quite different in

function and aim, and we use them for different purposes. Moreover, when
we study them, we apply different methodologies to them. In the case of the
Critique of Pure Reason, historians of philosophy and philosophers are
concerned with the understanding of the ideas it proposes, with the argu-
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ments it provides, and with the truth value of the ideas and the validity and
soundness of the arguments it contains. We do pay attention to the language
and the way Kant expresses himself, but the study of this language and the
way Ka.nt uses it is secondary to the main purpose of the study, which is
determining the cognitive meaning and value of what Kant said. On the
contrary, what we do with Hamlet is quite different. Here there may still be
some concern about ideas, but there is no concern about arguments. No
literary critic I know has ever tried to apply logic to discourses contained in
the play. Moreover, the overriding preoccupation seems to be with the
overall significance of the work and text. And by significance I mean the
impact of the text on ourselves, others, society, and culture.2?

. Still, it is obvious that although we do use at least philosophical and
literary texts and works in different ways, we could be wrong about this.
Someone could argue that we do so simply because we are following certain
modeljnist traditions and customs well entrenched in our society, and that
there is nothing in the works or texts themselves that justifies the different
ways in which we treat them.

To this I respond with a second piece of evidence, namely, the case of
poetry. Here is a kind of work or text that seems clearly to fit the distinction
I have drawn between philosophical and literary texts and works. There are
aspects of a poem that make it quite different from prose, and although
some philosophy has been presented in poetic form, most philosophy has
not. The fact is that poetry involves certain structures, punctuation, and
rhythm that stand out in contrast with the form of expression generally,used
in philosophical texts and works. Moreover, it seems that in poetry, such
factors are as essential for the identity of the work or text as the ideas
expressed by the text.

But even if this piece of evidence were to convince us that at least poetic
works and texts can be distinguished from philosophical ones, in that poetic
texts are essential to works, whereas this is not so with philosophical ones,
the problem we still face is that not all literary works and texts are poetic. So
what do we make of prose works and texts that are literary? How are we to
distinguish them from philosophical ones, and vice versa?

' My contention is that there is still a sense in which the identity of prose
literary works depends on the texts they express, a fact that does not apply to
philosophical works and that also affects the identity conditions of literary
texts and works. The reason is not controversial. Indeed, it is generally
accepted that the majority of terms that constitute the vocabularies of
different languages are not equivalent in meaning or function. Still, many
people would hold that in a large number of cases formulas can be found in
one language that would get across the meaning of the terms used in the
other language. My point is that this is possible in principle in the case of
philosophical works, but that it can never be in the case of literary works. But
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Still, the point I am making is not that philosophical writing lacks style, or
even that the style is always unrelated to meaning. My point is that philoso-
phers do not generally think that what they are doing is essentially related to
the style they use. Of course, not all philosophers have thought this way. The
mentioned case of Plato is a clear exception. But this attitude is rather the
exception than the rule.3’

Finally, let me turn to the use of cultural symbols and icons. In literature,
these are most important; they are essential for both the work and the text of
literature. These symbols and icons are particular to a society and are
supposed to speak to us in ways that are not always expressible in discourse.
But this is not generally the case with philosophy. The language of philos-
ophy is supposed to be transcultural and universal. Philosophers aim to
communicate with the whole world independently of elements peculiar to
particular cultures.

“Pierre Menard”

All this sounds too general and theoretical, so an illustration is in order. Let
us take a look at “Pierre Menard” and see whether it can put some flesh on
the bones of my theory. To avoid the accusation that I concentrate only on
certain passages of the text that particularly suit my view, 1 shall simply turn
to the first two sentences of it to show how a translation of “Pierre Menard”
into English does not do justice to the text or work “Pierre Menard” in
Spanish. The point of all this will be to show that in “Pierre Menard” in
particular, and in all literary texts and works in general, elements of the text
are essential to the meaning.

In the very first sentence of the translation I am using, there are at least
three English words that fail to carry the full meaning of the words in
Spanish.36 The full sentence reads as follows:

La obra visible que ba dejado este novelista es de ficil y breve enumeracion.

The visible work left by this novelist is easily and briefly enumerated.

The first two words of the English translation that create difficulties are
“easily” and “briefly”; they translate fécil and breve. The Spanish words in
question are adjectives whereas the English words are adverbs. This changes
the force of what is being said in subtle ways. For one thing is to do some-
thing in a certain way—the adverbial modification—and another is to have
something that is easy and brief. There is also a problem with the word
“easily” insofar as the English term has no negative connotation. If anything,
it has a positive one: to do something easily is a good thing. But in Spanish to
say that something is ficil sometimes carries the notion that in English is
expressed by the term “facile.” Things that are ficil are not always good
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things. qu, insofar as Borges is one of the greatest ironists of the Spanish
langpage, it would be expected that for him words such as ficil will carry all
possible ambiguity. i

A:}other word that creates difficulty is “enumerated,” which translates the
Spamsh enumeracion. The English term is a verb form, but the Spanish term
isa supstannve. This again paints a different picture for us, we might even
say a different ontological picture. In one case, an action, or the remains of an
action at .least, are involved; in the other, we have a more substantial entity.
But this is not all, for again the connotations of the English and Spanish.
term§ are different, first because the use of the Spanish term in a context such
as this is not unusual. Indeed, the very term enumeraciin in Spanish is not an
unusual term. But “enumeration” is rare and rather pedantic in English
Whe.n was the last time you said that you were enumerating anything? For
Enghsh speakers, this is a word of foreign origin, a learned term derived .from
Latin; they prefer to count, not enumerate. We, in Spanish, enumeramos as
much as contamos (the counterpart of “counting”).

The second sentence also presents us with difficulties.

Son por lo tanto, imperdonables las omisiones y adiciones perpetradas por Madame
Henri Bachelier en un catdlogo falaz que cierto diavio cuya tendencia protestante no
es un secreto ha tenido la desconsideracion de inferir a sus deplovables lectoves—si bien
éstos son pocos y catvinistas, cuando no masones y civcuncisos.

Impardonable, therefore, are the omissions and additions perpetrated by
Madame Henri Bachelier in a fallacious catalogue which a certain daily

X b
whose Protestant tendency is no secret, has had the inconsideration to inflict

upon its deplorable readers—though these be few and Calvinist, if not
Masonic and circumcised.

The ﬁrst area of difficulty with this sentence is its length: it is approxi-
mately six !ines long, depending on the type that is used. This, by English
standards_, is an abomination. But by Spanish standards, which often derive
from Latin, it is not particularly long. Moreover, in English, the sentence
is rather convoluted and confusing, calling for certain modifications in the
translati'on—note, for example, the addition of a comma after “secret.” For
a Spa.msh audience, on the contrary, the sentence is quite elegant
revealing the dexterity in the language that one would expect in the write;
of the piece.

The second source of difficulty concerns the first word in the sentence
The first word in the English translation is “Impardonable” and in Spanish it
is Son. The emphases of the two sentences, then, are quite different. In
English, the character of the omissions and additions is paramount; the p;)si-
tion of the adjective suggests that this is a great fault. In Spanish, ;:he use of
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The answer to the second question, namely, Is not your criterion of philos-
ophy so strong that most of what we call philosophy is left out?, is as follows:
If applied strictly, the criterion I have suggested appears to disqualify much
that is considered philosophy and make it literature. Indeed, as stated at the
beginning, I believe this is one of the reasons some philosophers wish to see
philosophy as literature. If we were to apply strictly the criterion I have
suggested, we might have to leave out of the philosophical canon many works
that are part of it. Out would go such works as Pascal’s Pensées, Montaigne’s
Essays, and even perhaps Descartes’ Discourse on Method and Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations. And not only this, but we might have to develop a
technically precise language to be used in all philosophical texts. Yet I do not
think any of us, except for a very small group of ideological purists, would want
to do this. The time of the Vienna Circle and the search for an ideal scientific
language in philosophy is over, at least for the moment. So what do we do?

Part of the problem arises because so far we have not distinguished
between identity, identification, and causation. Thus far, I have been
speaking of conditions of identity, and these conditions concern the identity
of philosophical and literary texts and works considered apart from the
knowledge we may have of those texts and works and the causes that bring
them about. But we can also speak of the conditions under which we know
philosophical and literary texts and works and of the conditions under which
they are produced. The distinction between identity, identification, and
causation is standard, and I trust does not need much elaboration. I assume
that the conditions of being X, the conditions of knowing X, and the condi-
tions of there being an X are not necessarily the same. One thing is to be
human, another to know that something is human, and still another to cause
something human.

The application of this distinction to philosophical texts and works allows
us to draw certain important inferences. First, by keeping causal conditions
separate from conditions of identity and identification, we can understand
how the distinction between literary works and texts can still be made in
terms of the character of the texts and works themselves in spite of the fact

that the causes that produce them include factors other than the texts and
works. Consider that a text is a human artifact. A text is a group of entities
used as signs, which are selected, arranged, and intended by an author o convey a
specific meaning 0 an audience iz a certain context. This means, of course,
that a text is causally dependent on its author, audience, and context. It
depends on the author because the author is the one who does the using,
selecting, arranging, and intending. It depends on the audience at least
insofar as the audience is the target of the communication and, therefore,
determines to some extent the choices the author makes (its dependence on

the audience may actually be stronger, but this is another issue). And it
Aenendc an the context hecance the context alters the conditions of recep-
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tvity for the text. The entities that constitute a text by themselves are not a
text. The lines, sounds, and whatever that an author uses to compose a text
are by themselves not a text. To be a text they have to be used for a definite
purpose that is related to an audience and a context. This means that the
conditions of the existence of a text involve factors outside the text, for a text
d.oes not come to be by itself. The conditions of being a text and the condi-
tions required to bring a text into being are not the same. And something
similar can be said about meaning. The meaning of a text is determined by
factors that are other than the entities that constitute the text, for the
meaning is not naturally tied to those entities. It becomes tied to them
through the use the author and the audience make of it in context.3?

This has important consequences for the issue we are addressing here. It
entails that the distinction between literary and philosophical texts and works
in general, and of particular literary and philosophical texts and works, can be
made in terms of the texts and works themselves. But it also allows us to hold
that these distinctions are caused by what authors and audiences do in partic-
ular contexts. For it is the uses and practices of authors and audiences that
are responsible for texts and works and for the connection between partic-
ular meanings and the entities that constitute the texts. That the identity
conditions of the meaning (i.e., works) of certain texts necessarily includes
reference to the entities that constitute the texts, whereas in others it does
not, is a result of the actions of authors and audiences in context. Moreover,
that there are some texts that express works like these, and others that do not,
again is a result of the actions of authors and audiences in context. But this
does not reduce the conditions of identity of texts and works to their causes.
It is a mistake, then, to reject the distinction between philosophical and
literary texts and works based on the consideration of their character because
texts and works are artifacts, that is, the results of human activity and design.
The conditions that make a coat hanger what it is are logically independent
of the fact that someone invented and made the coat hanger.

Now let us turn to the distinction between identity and identification.
This distinction is important for our purposes because, when applied to texts
and works, it explains how, although it is essential for the identity of a literary
work to include the corresponding text and this is not so for a philosophical
one, there is no reason why the conditions of the knowledge of a philosophical
work cannot include precisely the conditions of identity of a literary work, at
least in some cases. Indeed, I propose that they do for many reasons, at least
three of which I would like to mention. First, many philosophical claims and
issues are too profound and abstract to be grasped without heuristic devices
that make them clear. We need to give them flesh and blood, as it were; that
is, we need to make them concrete in order to render them intelligible.

Sgcond, l:lumans are not mere rational faculties; they are complex entities
with nassions and feelinos Thic maleaiin infliancec thair ranacitr +a s dae
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philosophical work is implicit in the literary one, and therefore produced by
Borges, but the philosophical text is what readers interested in the philos-
ophy in “Pierre Menard” construct.#0 But I am quite certain of at least two
things as a result of the foregoing reflections, and regardless of whether one
adopts the Two-Text/Two-Work Alternative or the One-Text/One-Work
Alternative: First, the uncertainty about the literary or philosophical nature
of “Pierre Menard” does not undermine the distinction between philosoph-
ical works and texts on the one hand and literary ones on the other. And
second, we need not reject the distinction between philosophy and literature
in order to make room in the philosophical canon for such works and texts as
Montaigne’s Essays or Pascal’s Pensées. 41
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Thus the author of the English translation of the Coplas por la muerte de su padre of
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