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The Utopia of a Tired Man: Jorge Luis Borges

JEAN FRANCO

ABSTRACTION

It is hardly. possible to open a book of criticism these days without encountering a
reference to Borges. The name magically transports writers from the drier labors of
analysis and explanation to the oasis of parable. His “fictions” have the force of a
demonstration whilst remaining eminently disponibles, which possibly explains why they
appeal to the avant-garde left like Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, to the quietist
skeptic in the University profession as well as to those who take the unequal balance of
power between metropolis and periphery as part of the natural order of things. In effect,
the graph of Borges's reputation outside the Argentine began to rise rapidly after 1961
when he was co-recipient with Samuel Beckett of the Formentor prize. This was precisely

the time when Gérard Genette, Foucault, Barthes, Derrida, the Tel Quel group, and others -

had begun to challenge the procedures of discourse and the assumption on which tradi-
tional narrative, history, metaphysics, science, and anthropology based their authority.
The fictions opportunely became the exemplary texts. The laughter provoked by reading
Borges's imaginary Chinese taxonomy! shattered, according to Foucault *‘all the familiar
landmarks of my thought, our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and
our geography.”? Everyone would surely want to join this particular revolution which
involved no bloodshed. Borges's fictions could be claimed as examples of écriture, as
religious, metaphysical, or skeptical demonstrations, as existential searches, as demon-
strations of stoical quietism, and, more modestly, as proof that Latin America was indeed
in the avant-garde.* On the other hand, Borges's works also hold comfort for conserva-
tives. They do not shatter the peace and order of military governments. They contirm
metropolitan critics in their belief that Latin America, and Argentina in particular, do
not deserve the civilized pleasure the fictions provide. According to one critic, it is only
Borges’s “triumphant overflow of civility and intelligence that salvages the entire conti-
nent of brutality and stupidity.™ In all that barbarism, he is held up as the exception that
proves the rule.*

What is surprising is not that the fictions are read in these different ways nor that they
become arguments both for the right and for the left, but rather the critical consensus:

'*El idioma analitico de John Wilkes.” Oiras Inquisiciones (Buenos Aires, 1960), p. 142,

*Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. (New York: Vintage Books.,
1975), p. xv.

YSee. tor instance. the special issue of Revista Iberoamericana, XLIL. (00-101. (June-Dec.. 1977).

*Paul Fussell in his review of Paul Theroux's The Old Patagonian Express in the book supplement of the New
York Times (August 26, 1979),

JEAN FRANCO, the author of An hurodiiction o Spanish-American Literature, is the chairperson of the
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everyone agrees that what the fictions display is mastery. There is no argument about the
fact that they mime other kinds of writing—narrative, literary criticism, encyclopedic
writing, learned disputation, philosophy, and religious excgesis—in order to open up the
whole bag of tricks; that they reveal how the disparate fragments of culture, how linguistic
rules. deictics, and narrrative strategies combine to suggest the illusion of an order and a
direction; that like Nietzschean genealogy. they suggest the magnitude of mental con-
structs which seem to have a life of their own, so magnificently have they been able to
conceal their origins in human power and gullibility; that what is offered in the canonical

fictions E! Aleph (1949) and Ficciones (1944) is usually an enigma, fragments, arguments '

designed to frustrate interpretation. As the reader is drawn into the game of interpreta-
tion, it gradually becomes clear that what seemed to be a solid path is actually a stage set
which can be rearranged for quite a different play or performance. It is this control on
the very edge of chaos that constitutes the mastery. The fictions conceal nothing. As in
tight rope walking the skill is visible to all. Any reader (any reader with “‘competence’’)
can pick up some of the clues, for they are meant to be deciphered. Much Borges criti-
cism, for this reason, tends to become a second-level demonstration of the skill and
mastery of the fictions. The few hostile critics, mostly on the left, have been forced to
attack on the ungrateful terrain of ad hominem argument. Théy assail his conservative
political opinions and actions, his oligarchic alliances and his snobbery.® At best, left
criticism has only been capable of-appealing for an approach to Borges which will put the
textual strategies back into a *‘context.” The disadvantage of this is that it denies the very
capability—the abstraction from concrete situations—which give the fictions their power.
Yet it is precisely mastery, and the abstraction mastery is based on, that demand analysis.
If Borges’s fictions are machines that reveal the interests behind both empirical and
hermeneutic knowledge the better to detach the reader from the knowledge effects,
they properly participate in a widespread contemporary tendency to regard science,

technology, and the interpretative sciences as ideological (Habermas) or as discourses of

power. (Foucault). In effect, the Borges fiction deploys the agonistic struggle (or dialectics
in the traditional sense), the search for meaning, archaeological reconstruction, and
narrativity in all its forms, as epistemological paradigms. The fact that two or more para-
digms often appear in a single story undoubtedly subverts their claim to represent truth.
It is not surprising, therefore, that Pierre Macherey finds in the Borges fiction the ideal
model for “‘literary production” by means of which ideology is made visible. Yet the
fictions are not only subversions of epistemological paradigms: they destroy in order to

. instruct in a new kind of reading activity and as such they are didactic. The fictions can,

indeed, be compared to a spiritual exercise in which the world must be read skeptically in
order to provide the motor force for spiritual withdrawal and privatized intensity.

COMMUNITY

The most powerful motors of knowledge-production in Borges'’s fictions are rivalry
and enigma: these stand in analogy to two different cognitive processes—disputation and
hermeneutics. Only when combat is exhausted, when one of the protagonists is defeated
or dies, or when the search is completed, does the possibility of withdrawal and self-

$Sce, for instance, Juan Fi6, Contra Borges (Buenos Aires: Galerna, 1978), and Pedro Orgambide, Borges y
st pensamiento politico (Mexico: Casa Argentina, 1978). For reception in the Argentine, see Maria Luis
Bastos, Borges ante la critica argentina, 1923—60 (Buenos Aires: Hispamérica, 1974).
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knowledge arise. The askesis® which results from these scquences—struggle/victory (or
defeat)/revelation; or, search/discovery (or frustration)/revelation—functions on two
levels: both as the outcome of plot and as a readerly activity. The implied reader of the
Borges text is thus often the allegorical shadow of its protagonists and vice versa. Both,
however, undergo conversion, the privileged place for which is a limit or frontier.

The spatialization of conversion is well illustrated by the story, ““The Theologians™
(The Aleph, 1957) in which two medieval scholars, Aureliano of Aquilea and John of
Panonia, are called on to refute the beliefs of the **‘monotonous sect™ who hold that every
event is destined to be repeated. John's refutation is direct and literal, so that his rival
Aureliano must strategically adopt a different mode, that of allusion and reliance on the
words of others. Thus the need to differentiate himself from his rival is the productive
principle of an indirect style. Years later, John is himself considered to be heretical since
the arguments he had used against the ““monotonous sect’” become suspect in the context
of a new struggle—the one now waged against the heresy of the “histrionics’” who

" believe that no two moments are ever the same. Aureliano, whose arguments were

veiled, escapes criticism and, indeed, denounces his rival, who is then burned at the
stake. Deprived of his antagonist, Aureliano seeks “the arduous limits of the Empire,
the heavy swamps and the contemplative deserts so that solitude might help him under-
stand his destiny.” It is here, beyond power and self-interest, that the revelation comes
to him that he and John are the same person in the eyes of God.

The dispute between John and Aureliano occurs at the center of the empire and
serves its larger strategy, for which their knowledge is instrumental. Only on the frontier,
physically removed from the demands of the State and without the stimulus of rivalry,
does Aureliano experience a moment of intensity and of reflection: “’In Hibernia, in one
of the huts of a monastery surrounded by the forest, the sound of rain surprised him
towards morning. He remembered a Roman night in which the same meticulous noise
had surprised him.” Thus, like Juan, Aureliano is burned to death when lightning strikes
the trees around his hut and sets it on fire. But unlike John he has been allowed the god-
like vision in which identities disappear, and the illusion that has produced them is laid
bare.

The experience of the frontier necessarily involves distancing and this in turn permits .

change. The frontier is a place of reversal where the old values are transformed, where
the civilized may become barbarian and the barbarian ¢ivilized, and where traditional
moral categories acquire a-quite different force. In “The Theologians,” Aureliano’s self-
knowledge had involved destruction of the Other through treachery. By abstracting both
the polemic of the theologians and the treachery from any current situation and relocating
them in the remote past, Borges blocks conventional moral judgment and allows a
wtransvaluation” of values. Treachery and disloyalty can now become positive terms
insofar as they are triggers of change. As such they may be grouped with the positive
terms in other opposing pairs—nearness/distance, committed/free, state/individual,
national/extra-national, tradition/change—where the second term is the positive one.
These terms occur not only in the fictions but in the essays as well. Consider, for
instance, Borges's often repeated statement that the Argentinian like the Jew is not

" entrenched in any particular national tradition; he paraphrases Veblen to the effect that

*Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975) p. 116, terms askesis
*a way of purgation, intending a state of solitude as its proximate goal.”
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“though the Jew lives, let us say, in Western culture, he does not feel bound to it by any
particular loyalty and thus he may invent, may change, may become a revolutionary,
may be really important.”” On this general plane where Jews and Argentinians are
equivalent, lack of tradition becomes positive and loyalty negative or, at the very least,
uncreative. If we substitute *‘solidarity” and “commitment” for “'loyalty,” we can se€
why Borges should be so ambiguous a figure for the left. On the one hand, he takes apart
metropolitan knowledge production, which had imposed immaturity, backwardness,
barbarism, underdevelopment, instability, and dependency on Latin America. In the
face of the imbalance which gave Europe and then the United States an immense capacity
for both material advance and technico-practical knowledge, Borges like other Third
World intellectuals has unmasked the disinterested and apparently universal knowledge
of the metropolis as an exercise of power, and has brought the destructive force of
parody to bear on these knowledge effects. Yet, at the same time, the fictions hold out
no possibility of solidarity. For, as allegories of reading and of writing, they equate these
activities with askesis; in other words, they accentuate the process of privatization.

It should be understood, however, that for Borges the stakes are higher than they
might at first appear. If he makes literature into an intensely privatized experience, it is
because he believes that experience can only be individual: the more intense the experi-
ence the more it satisfies our immortal longings: “intensity” is thus what is at stake for
Borges in literature. He differs from many of his predecessors in allowing this intensity to
be readerly rather than reserving it to the poet or creator as representatives of the com-
munitas. In this respect, he is obviously different from the committed or existentialist left
in Latin America who have tried to envision a collective response to the enforced relega-
tion of Latin America into the realm of the phenomenal. Consider two constrasting
examples. In Neruda's Canto General, the poet’s voice becomes the unproblematic voice
of underground and hitherto suppressed history, responding to the oblivion into which
the common people have been thrust. In the narratives of Garcia Marquez, oblivion is
turned into a creative force. Indeed, Garcia Marquez used as the epigraph of his first
novel, The Leafstorm, Creon's command that the bones of Polinices should be abandoned
outside the city wall and left as the prey to the carrion birds, suggesting the power of
metropolitan discourse which has the authority to draw the boundary between the mem-
orable and the forgotten, between the honored and the unhonored. Not to mark Polinices’
grave means not to commemorate, and not to commemorate means being condemned to
the oblivion of the phenomenal. -

The project of Garcia Marquez and Neruda was to defy Creon’s injunction. At the
same time. both writers retain an identification of culture with community. Neruda
creates a poetry that can be read aloud, thus reviving the power of the communal and
orally-transmitted culture which in Latin America has often afforded a strategy of resis-
tance. Garcia Marquez situates his narratives at the very moment when this traditional
communal lore is on the point of disappearing and is about to be replaced by the
privatized solitude of print culture. Both writers, emblematic of different kinds of relation
to the idea of community, project Utopian possibilities by inverting the values imposed
by the metropolitan discourse of power. For Neruda and Garcia Mérquez, community
(whether nation, class, or family) is productive of resistance to economic and to cultural

7*The Spanish Language in South America: a Literary Problem.” in Diamente XV (London: Canning
House. 1964) p. 6. He has frequently made this comparison. See also, “El escritor argentino y la tradicion,”
Discusion (Buenos Aires: Emecé. 1957).
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domination. Liberation therefore must be national, social and cultural. Borges. in con-
trast, attaches no value to community since, for him, *“reality” belongs only to the level
of individual perceptions. His social philosophy (if such it can be called) is purely prag-
matic. Because of the “asiatic disorder" of the real world. it is better that “gentlemen™
control politics. On this level, he acknowledges that there are nations with national
characterics but speaks as if international politics were conducted as duels to gain
respect.® :

Borges also stands in a curiously oblique relation to Argentina’s historic debate
between civilization and barbarism. The ur-text in this debate is an essay written by the
post-Independence liberal politician, Domingo Sarmiento, Facundo: Civilization and
Barbarism (1845). From his exile during the dictatorship of General Rosas, Sarmiento
analyzed the dissolution of urban and civilized life that had resulted from the destructive
onslaught of gaucho caudillos (exemplified by Facundo Quiroga); he demonstrated that
this was the reason for Argentina’s degeneration into barbarism and its eventual submis-
sion to dictatorship. For Sarmiento the classical parallel immediately came to mind.
Argentina was like Thebes ravaged by a monster which had to be exterminated before
the country could attain its age of glory. The argument for civilization would imply the
repression and genocide of the nomadic peoples, now stigmatized as “barbarians.”

General Rosas was overthrown in 1852. The labor of turning Buenos Aires into the
Thebes of La Plata began with the conscription and integration of the nomadic gauchos
into the army and the regular work force and continued with the war to exterminate the
Indian tribes. The final step was the importation of hundreds of immigrants, mostly from
southern and eastern Europe, and the transformation of Buenos Aires into a megalopolis.
The familiar figures of 19th-century popular lore—the Indian, the gaucho, and the
captive woman who lived in the Indian tents—would survive only as myths.

This policy did not, however, remove barbarism from within but merely transferred it
from the nomadic gaucho to the new immigrants who would become a political force at
the beginning of the 20th century when a populist president, Bernardo Yrigoyen, came
into power. In 1930, soon after he had been elected president for a second term, a
military regime seized the government and succeeded for a decade in stemming the
growing power of the masses who would eventually put Peron into the government.

The terms “civilization” and *‘barbarism™ had by now shifted ground, The independ-
ent gaucho came to incarnate individual freedom of a kind that was certainly beyond the
possibility of the struggling immigrant. The poem of gaucho life, Martin Fierro (first part,

1872, second part, 1879) was raised to the status of a national epic. It was no longer the
‘gaucho who was stigmatized but “cabecitas negras” (the little black heads)—the new:
. arrivals from southern Europe, with their uncertain Spanish, their violent gangs, and
“their vulgar life style. Torn from communities and families, marginalized by poverty, the
immigrant experience was privatized in the extreme. Education was the one means of
social mobility for the middle-class, which was itself ambivalent in its attitude to history
and to its.own social role. Irony was not just a literary style for such people, but a way of
thinking and a gut fear of the spontaneous reaction that might betray their carefully
acquired persona. Irony was, moreover, a manner of marking a distance from the vuigo:
it was as if the very avowal of any loyalty or commitment constituted a social solecism.

$See, for example, Richard Burgin, Conversation with Jorge Luis Borges (New York: Avon Books, 1970),
pp. 467, and Paul Theroux, The Old Patagonian Express (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1979), pp. 362—-377.
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8. in con- 5 Cortazar's Hopscorch captures the style to perfection. Not surprisingly, Borges's early
o the levei desire to express “the noble pathos of the creole™? was quickly eroded not only by the
irzly prag- -Prevalent skepticism but also by his own distrust of the masses, a distrust intensified in y ﬁ,
‘ntlemen™ the 1930s when he was obliged to live 4 “"demeaning existence working in a smaj| library 1 e 4
! national among people who only talked of footbal] or exchanged smutty stories, !0 During this sk
'S 10 gain period, he collaborated on the journal Syr, whose role in Argentina—that of maintaining i 3
taste and dlscrlmmanon-offers analogies with that of Scrutiny in England.!" The £y “r’ i
ic debate . force of his irony and satire would, however, only become apparent during the Pergn i
0 by the regime (1943-53) which, persecuting him, his family, and friends, €xacerbated his already R
‘tion and covert dislike of the masses and their charismatic leaders and reépresentatives. [n 1945, R ¥ i
armiento soon after Perén had taken power, he wrote a satirical parody, 4 Model for Death, in i -
structive collaboration with kjs friend, Adolfo Bioy Casares, which ridicules in devastating fashion b
ated that both populism and nationalism, the satire being directed against a mythicaj organization, Q FELY
!l submis- the A.A.A. (Aboriginal Association of Argentina), whose aims were to protect the 7 .
to mind. purity of the Argentine language and to catalogue the- lexicon of the tango, and whose g i _
d before members speak 3 graceless argor, drink national champagne, and refer to themselves as f sy
imply the “Indians” to affirm their legitimate national sentiment.'? With some impartiality the : i
‘ans,” authors also parody the snobbish Europeanized Argentinian, thus ridiculing both sides in i i i
s into the the tired old argument between cultura] nationalism and cosmopolitanism. i ﬁé‘?ﬁ
* gauchos i This “plague on both your houses™ owes much to Borges's conviction that the aes- y s
'inate the thetic experience is individual and beyond social strategies, and that the social arena is bl
stly from best occupied by those who will defend order (disorder meaning mass Participation). The ]
:alopolis. Perén regime became the deterrent, the exemplary instance of what happens when the ;,L .
and the Populace are given access to power. It was during this period of the Perén regime that ” i
: Borges revised his Own earlier inclination to consider the gaucho Martin Fierro a national G
ferred it hero and declared that had Argentina celebrated Sarmiento instead of Martin Fierro ’ 3
force at ““another and better history would have been ours. ™13 pergn was a hoodlum, outside the 'i _ 2
n, came category of the civilized (but so was Robert Lowell whom he met in the 1960s), 14 Gentle- i
term, a men (i.e., those who maintained order) returned to power after the fall of Peron: : }
ring the General Videla is adjudged a gentleman.'s Borges’s support of Nixon and of the Ameri- J
nent. cans during the Vietnam war, his celebration of the North American victory over the it
lepend- Mexicans at the Alamo, his support of the military juntas in the Argentine and Chile, his i ;
ond the astonishment in Texas at hearing ditchdiggers speak English (a language he had thought ;
'st part, » This is Particularly evident in a series of essays which he now repudiates, E! tamario de .mi esperanza / £
ger the (Buenos Aires, 1926) J
1€ new ®Jorge Luis Borges, “An Autobiographical Essay," The Aleph and Other Stories, 1933-69, trans. Norman 4 &9
5. and Thomas Di Giovanni (New York, Dutton, 1970), pp. 2402, i T
ty, the ""Frances Mulhern. The Momeny ofScrull‘ny (London: New Lef; Books, 1979), ' - ‘
ans of '”_Jorge Luls. Borges gnd Adolfo Bioy C:.isares: Un modelo pt-:ra' Ifz muerte (Buenos Aires, 1970). The first i E
history edition was privately printed. Other parodies written under their joint pseudonym, Bustos Domecq, include

)
Cronicas de Bustos Domecq (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1967) and Seis problemas para Isidoro Parodi (Buenos ! ‘
way of Aires: Sur, 1942), i

i
.’cfully "*Prologue to Domingo Sarmiento, Facundo (Buenos Aires, 1974), including in J.LB., Prdlogos (Buenos ‘ >
x'ulgoz Aires: Torres Agucro,,l975), p. 139. For an account of the changes in Borges's position, see Humberto N, f
o Rasi, “The Final Creole: Borges's View of Argentine History,* Triguarterty 25 (Fall 1972), pp. 149-17], i
-cism. “*R. Burgin, op. cir,, p. 129- 139, Also Ronald Christ, “Borges at NYU." in Triquarterty, p. 458, O Lowell, A !
see Enrique Hank Lopez, “An Audience with Borges." San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle (Sept. !‘ '
1970), 23, 1979), Borges has, of late, revised hjs attitude to the Junta and expressed criticism, ’

~37. . Pay] Theroux, op. cit., p. 373,

T




P e e e e

-y

xRS

I Y e i B

58 Franco

reserved to the educated classes) not only denote an exacerbation of the snobbery which
he once described as the sincerest passion of the Argentinian but also a tendency to
equate the social good with keeping the masses and the Third World in a position of
inferiority. In this sense, Borges’s project is not comparable to the fascism of Céline and

Wyndham Lewis. If it is akin to any political philosophy at all, it is to libertarianism—an
extreme form of individualism—which privileges the freedom of the powerful and is not
concerned with liberation from scarcity and economic oppression. Indeed, he has himself
aptly written its motto: «Blessed are those who do not hunger for justice, because they
know that our destiny whether adverse or benign is the result of chance and is inscru-

tible.”!®

THE BETRAYAL PARADIGM

I felt ashamed quite early tobe a bookish kind of

person, not a man of action.
— Autobiographical Essay

Borges has established control over his past by emphasizing certain moments in the
development of his writing and displaying these with translucent though misleading
candor. In his Autobiographical Essay, he appears enchanted with the symmetry of a
lineage which, on both his father’s and his mother’s side, kept a balance between arms
and letters. He has chosen not to give prominence to the mercantile members of the
family, preferring the legend of his grandfather, Colonel Borges: N
s surrounding his defeat at La Verde, he rode slowly on horse-
d followed by ten or twelve of his men, towards the enemy
lines, where he was struck by two Remington bullets. This was the first time Remington rifles
were used in the Argentine, and it tickles my fancy to think that the firm that shaves me every
morning bears the same name as the one that killed my grandfather.'?

In the complicated circumstance
back, wearing a white poncho an

This “amusing” incident connects the Borges of the present with a Borges in the past;
without knowledge of Argentinian history the reader might miss the fact that the Colonel
was in reality committing suicide. The “complicated circumstances’” are interesting
enough. Colonel Borges, an Indian fighter and veteran of the war against Paraguay as
well as civil war between Buenos Aires and the provinces, had, in 1874, become involved
in an anti-government plot against Sarmiento and his candidate for the Presidency.
Challenged by Sarmiento, he promised loyalty until October 12, the day the uprising was
to take place. However, the date of the coup was advanced, and Colonel ‘Borges, evi-
dently a stickler for the letter of his promises, refused to participate. To his friends, he
appeared to be a traitor. When October the twelfth came, he joined the rebe! forces
under Mitre and when these were forced to retreat, Borges rode out, arms across his
chest, towards the enemy lines and was fatally wounded.

[n his epic world, riding on his horse.

I leave him almost untouched by my verse.
—Allusion to the decath of Colonel Francisco Borges™

1nFragmentos de un evangclio apécrifo,” Elogio de la sombra (Buenos Aires). Sec also An Autobiographi-

cal Essay, p. 233.
7 An Autobiographical Essay, p.
Borges (New York: Dutton. 1979).

233. For relations with the family see E. Rodriguez Monegal, Jorge Luis
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What is so striking in this story is the literal power that ColoneljBorges attached to
pledging his word, even though it made him a traitor both in the eyes of his friends and of
the government. What attracts Borges the writer is the abstract purity, the willingness to
break with both state and loyalty to friends in order to preserve a personal pledge,

however absurd. Colonel Borges’s heroism and his faith in the word is not unlike that of
the writer himself.

The son of bookish and cultivated parents, Jorge Luis Borges was educated in
Switzerland during the First World War and then spent some years in Spain. He returned.
to Buenos Aires in 1921 as an “Ultraist’ (an avant-garde literary movement initiated in
Spain) and during the 20s was actively involved in several avant-garde journals in
Buenos Aires. In his autobiographical essay, he gives prominence to two decisive breaks
in his career as a writer—the first stylistic, the second having to do with genre. The first
he describes as a gradual process which made him abandon the mannered baroque style
of his early writing. The second break was more drastic; indeed, it is described in
religious terms as an entry into paradise. In 1938, he was working in a small provincial
library, reading among other things, The Divine Comedy, when his father died. Shortly
afterwards he had a severe accident, lost the power of speech and feared his mental
integrity. On convalescing *1 decided I would try to write a story.” The result was
“Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote.” As he gained confidence in his writing, he
withdrew more and more from his colleagues, who ‘“‘thought of me as a traitor for not
sharing their boisterous fun” (my italics). Though it is tempting to read this crisis in
Oedipal terms, the account is perhaps most interesting as Borges’s own version of a
vocation which announced itself when speech was lost; and of the treachery to family ties
and loyalties that this vocation involved. He himself had asserted that both his father
and mother, who had definite ideas about what constituted good literature, had at times
voiced their disapproval of his subject matter (in particular, they thought his essay on a
minor writer, Evaristo Carriego, to be a waste of time). His father’s death may thus have
given him a greater sense of artistic freedom. Yet to reduce the antagonistic struggle and
betrayal of the stories to the Oedipal conflict with the father ignores the social invest-
ment of the unconscious of which Oedipal figures are representations; and, as René
Girard has shown, concentration on the remote influence of the father may mask more
immediate rivals.'* Certainly, the theme of treachery occurs in Borges’s writing long
before the crucial date of 1938. One of his early poems, *“General Quiroga rides in his
carriage,” records a famous historical case of treachery, while in 1927 he wrote the first
outline of a never completed story which became the paradigm for his later works:
“Pursued by the police, an outlaw is betrayed by a guitar player. He escapes prison one
night and has a single night in which to avenge himself. By following the sound of a
guitar, he finds the man who has betrayed him and kills him.™

“This story,” he confesses, *'I have been retelling with small variations ever since.”!?
[t is, indeed, essentially the plot of the very first story he wrote, **Street-corner man,” in
which a young man kills the knite-fighter he admires because he cannot bear to think of
him as a coward. In the canonical fictions, treachery, the theme of the pursuer and the
""René Girard, To Double Business Bound: Essays on Literature, Mimesis and Anthropology (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press. 1978), especially chapter 5.

" An Autobiographical Essay, pp. 231-2. A translation of the story which was written in 1927 appears in
Triquarterly, p. 182.
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undisputable authority that the historical event on which the story is based—a British
offensive against the Germans in July 1916—really took place. The confession of the spy

Yu Tsun thus Supposedly fills a 8ap or space in Lidde]] Hart’s text and therchre shows up

the incompleteness of history, which can never know the persona| and subjective factors
Operating at any given time,

that a yellow man could save the German army), overcomes the loyalty to a brother:
Albert has to be killed in order to become a sign. “The Garden of Forking Paths™ thus
Operates the detachment of the sign (Albert) from jts empirical matrix, €xactly on the
lines that Roland Barthes outlined in Mythologies. 2 As in the Barthesian definition of

literal sense (Albert the man). But this is not the end of Borges's story, for Yu Tsun’
treachery also Produces a vision of the labyrinth of possibilities which Albert's death

forecloses ag well as “innumerable contrition and fatigue™ which anticipate his o
death.

situation and made available for
Study as g de-historicized enigma. Albert's solution—that the labyrinth is 3 book—is

elegant but also makes understanding seem absurd, since the labyrinthine text he envis-
ages allows for all the unthematized possibilities in any situation, thus reproducing the

le variety of unactualized possibilities inheret in any act. The critic Pierre
Macherey Points out that this labyrinthine text reflects Borges endeavour as 3 writer, for
it “‘constitutes the possibilities of one text . . . and allows the importance of what has
been lost to come to light.™ In this way, “through the insufficiencies of the story, Borges
Manages to show that we have lost nothing, 23 However, precisely the problem with
Ts'ui Pén's text is that it is like 4 map so accurate and complete that it becomes equivalent
to the actual geographical location and therefore redundant,

*Roland Barthes, “Myth Today, Mythologies, trans. Annctte Lavers (New York: Hili and Wang, 1975),

' Pierre Macherey, Pour une théorie de jq roduction lingraire (Paris: Francois Maspéro, 1966). p.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>