JORGE J. E. GRACIA

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

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

It is a peculiarity of the interpretation of works of
art that the rational element in them (that which is
soluble by reason) is almost never their true reality,
but only a veil which hides their form. Insofar as a
soul needs a body—which there is no disput-
ing—an artist is bound to derive the means of cre-
ation from the natural world. But the chief thing
is still the artistic conception. . .. [In Faust] every-
thing points with growing mastery toward his
final supreme moment—which, though beyond
expression, touches the very heart of feeling.l

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

1f works of art are idiosyncratic in this way,
then one would expect that this is also what
distinguishes them from works of philoso-
phy. 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 phi-
losophy and art—and, by extension, of litera-
ture—that has been one of the points of at-
tack by postmodernists. The postmodernist
argument is not just that art and literature
are not reducible to ideas and therefore un-
translatable, 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.2

Postmodernism has found a receptive au-
dience in Latin America, particularly in liter-
ary circles and especially on this point. In-

deed, the view that there is no distinction be-
tween literature and philosophy is often
treated as dogma. I quote from a recent
source: “In fact, there is no substantial differ-
ence between philosophical discourse and
literary discourse” in spite of “the bound-
aries that have been traditionally claimed to
separate both discourses.”3

The rationale behind the adoption of this
position by Latin Americans has been well
articulated recently. It takes the following
form: Latin Americans have not produced to
date a philosophical discourse that is recog-
nized as such outside Latin America. The
reason is that the criterion of what consti-
tutes philosophical discourse is modernist;
that is, it draws a sharp line between philoso-
phy and literature. If this criterion is re-
jected, and the dividing line between philos-
ophy and literature is erased, however, Latin
America cannot be said to lack philosophy.
Latin America has not produced philosophy
only if one looks at it from the point of view
of modernity. From the point of view of
postmodernity, things are quite different. We
must, then, change the way we look at philos-
ophy and literature to make room for Latin
America in the philosophical world.4

An author who, more than any other, is
cited as proof of the absence of boundaries
between philosophy and literature is Jorge
Luis Borges.> And with reason, for Borges is
widely known outside the Hispanic world
and it would be very difficult to claim that his
thought is not philosophical. The short story
“Pierre Menard, the Author of the Quixote”
in particular seems to address a set of very
interesting and even profound philosophical
questions. Indeed, many authors from differ-
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ent philosophical traditions have used it as a
point of departure for discussions that are
generally regarded as philosophical. We
need mention only Michel Foucault and,
more recently and from a different philo-
sophical tradition, Gregory Currie, to give
credibility to this claim.6 I want, then, to ad-
dress the question of the distinction between
philosophy and literature in the context of
Borges and particularly “Pierre Menard.” Is
“Pierre Menard” philosophy or literature?
And, more generally, what distinguishes phi-
losophy and literature if, indeed, there is a
distinction between the two??

To ask these two questions in the way I
have done, however, is confusing, for the
terms “philosophy” and “literature” are used
in ordinary language to mean a variety of
things. It is common to speak of philosophy,
for example, as a discipline of learning, as an
activity, as the thought of an author, and so
on. We find a similar variety of meanings for
the term “literature.” Moreover, because our
ultimate aim is to establish whether Borges’s
“Pierre Menard” is philosophy or literature,
and because “Pierre Menard” is both a work
and a text, in order to facilitate our task I
propose to reformulate the general question
we are trying to answer as follows: What dis-
tinguishes literary works from philosophical
works, and literary texts from philosophical
texts? The more specific question about
Borges turns out something like this: Is
Borges’s “Pierre Menard” a work of philoso-
phy or of literature, and is it a philosophical
or a literary text?

My thesis about Borges’s “Pierre Menard”
in particular is that it is a literary work and
text rather than a philosophical one. My the-
sis about philosophy and literature in gen-
eral is that literary works are distinguished
from philosophical ones in that their condi-
tions of identity include the texts they ex-
press. Moreover, literary texts are distin-
guished from philosophical ones in that they
express literary works.8

As will become clear, this is an ontological
rather than an epistemological or a causal
claim. I assume that the question concerning
the identity conditions of works and texts is
not logically the same as the question con-
cerning the conditions under which works
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and texts are known, or are produced. This
means that, in principle, knowing a work or
text may entail certain conditions that are
not part of the identity conditions of the
work or text, and vice versa. The same could
be said concerning the conditions of their
production. But I shall argue that some of
the conditions of identity of literary works
that are not conditions of identity of philo-
sophical ones are, nonetheless, necessary
conditions, in context, of knowing philosoph-
ical works. This is one of the important ele-
ments of distinction between my position
and the standard modernist view and has im-
portant implications that I shall point out
later.

I. TEXTS AND WORKS

Let me begin by introducing a distinction be-
tween works and texts. This is, of course, a
much disputed topic. Because I have no
space to engage in a discussion of the rela-
tive merits of various current views in this
matter, I shall proceed instead by presenting
my own position.? This will not be sufficient
to establish it fully, I am sure, but I hope it
will at least clarify how I use it to articulate
my view concerning the nature of literary
and philosophical works and texts.

A text is a group of entities used as signs
that are selected, arranged, and intended by
an author to convey a specific meaning to an
audience in a certain context.1? The entities
in question can be of any sort. They can be
ink marks on a piece of paper, sculpted
pieces of ice, carvings on stone, designs on
sand, sounds uttered by humans or produced
by mechanical devices, actions, mental im-
ages, and so on. These entities, considered by
themselves, are not a text. They become a
text only when they are used by an author to
convey some specific meaning to an audi-
ence in a certain context. Ontologically, this
means that a text amounts to these entities
considered in relation to a specific meaning.
The marks on the paper on which I am writ-
ing, for example, are not a text unless some-
one mentally connects them to a specific
meaning. The situation is very much like that
of a stone used as a paperweight. The stone
becomes the paperweight only when some-
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one thinks of it as a paperweight or uses it as
a paperweight.

A work, on the contrary, is the meaning of
certain texts. Not all texts have meanings
that qualify as works. “The cat is on the mat”
is a text as judged by the definition given, but
no one thinks of its meaning as a work. By
contrast, Don Quixote is both a text and a
work. On the difficult question of which
texts have corresponding works, and which
do not, there is much disagreement in the lit-
erature. The matter does not seem to depend
on length, style, authorship, or the degree of
effort involved in the production of the text.
Fortunately, there is no need to resolve the
question at this juncture.!! The pertinent
point for us is that texts and works are not
the same thing: A text is a group of entities
considered in relation to a specific meaning,
whereas works are the meanings of certain
texts. I leave the notion of meaning open, for
what I am going to say later does not depend
on any particular conception of meaning,

In the case we are discussing here, namely,
“Pierre Menard,” the text is the marks on the
page I am looking at, the sounds I hear when
someone reads “Pierre Menard” to me, cer-
tain images I imagine when I think about the
marks on the page or the sounds uttered by
someone reading, and so on, as long as the
marks, sounds, or images in question are con-
sidered 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.

II. LITERARY AND PHILOSOPHICAL TEXTS AND
WORKS

Now that we have a notion of texts and
works, we can go back to the issue posed at
the beginning and ask: Is the postmodernist
position correct? Is there no distinction be-
tween philosophy and literature because in
fact philosophy is literature?

The answers to both questions are nega-
tive: the postmodernist position is not cor-
rect,and there is a distinction between works
and texts of literature on the one hand and
works and texts of philosophy on the other.
A literary work is distinguished from a philo-
sophical one in that its conditions of identity

include the text of which it is the meaning.
This is to say that the signs of which the text
is composed, the entities of which these signs
are constituted, and the arrangements of the
signs and the entities that constitute the signs
are essential to the literary work in question.
This is the reason why no work of literature
can ever be, strictly speaking, translated. It is
in the nature of a literary work that the text
that expresses the work be essential to it.
This is not the case with philosophical works.
It should not really matter whether I read
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason in German
or English (in fact, many believe it is better
to read it in English). What should matter is
that I get the meaning. The work is not es-
sentially related to German, whereas Shake-
speare’s Hamlet could only have been writ-
ten in English and Cervantes’s Don Quixote
could only have been written in Spanish.

So much, then, for the distinction between
literary and philosophical works. Now we
can turn to the distinction between a literary
text and a philosophical one. But this proves
not to be difficult: A literary text is one 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 dis-
tinguishable from philosophical ones. And
even if I am 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 something in response to it. As a
compromise, I will offer some evidence to
support my position, even if limited and
sketchy.

First of all, let me point out that those who
oppose the distinction between philosophi-
cal 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
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distinction between them is artificial and
based on a misunderstanding of the nature
of works and texts. This is the kind of posi-
tion that is quite popular these days in cer-
tain philosophical circles. All works and
texts, and particularly philosophical ones, are
to be viewed as literary or aesthetic works
and texts; they are aesthetic or literary arti-
facts.12

Others, however, although they also reject
the distinction between philosophical and
literary works and texts, do so because they
hold that all works and texts are philosophi-
cal to the extent that they express ideas, and
philosophy is about ideas. Thus there is re-
ally no essential distinction between philo-
sophical and literary works and texts, not be-
cause philosophical texts are literary, but
rather because literary texts are philosophi-
cal. This kind of position is not very popular
these days, but one can find echoes of it in
the history of philosophy beginning with
Plato and his followers.!3

Now, what evidence can one supply
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 dif-
fers from what we do with works and texts
we regard as literary. This is a kind of prag-
matic argument. The Critique of Pure Rea-
son is studied in different academic depart-
ments, 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 differ-
ent purposes. Moreover, when we study
them, we apply different methodologies to
them. In the case of the Critique of Pure Rea-
son, historians of philosophy and philoso-
phers are concerned with the understanding
of the ideas it proposes, with the arguments 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 Kant uses it is secondary to the main
purpose of the study, which is determining
the meaning and value of what Kant said. On
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the contrary, what we do with Hamlet is quite
different. Here there may still be some con-
cern 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 overrid-
ing preoccupation seems to be with the over-
all significance of the work and text. And by
significance I mean the impact of the text on
ourselves, others, society, and culture.!

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
modernist traditions and customs well en-
trenched 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 po-
etic form, most philosophy has not been so
presented. 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 ex-
pressed 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 philosophi-
cal ones, in that poetic texts are essential to
works whereas this is not so with philosophi-
cal 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
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that also affects the identity conditions of lit-
erary texts and works. The reason is not con-
troversial. Indeed, it is generally accepted
that the terms that constitute the vocabular-
ies of different languages are not all equiva-
lent. There are some that are so, but the ma-
jority of these terms are not equivalent in
meaning or function. Still, many people
would hold that in a large number of cases
one can find formulas 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. We may ask,
why is this so? What are the differences be-
tween literary and philosophical texts and
works that make literary meaning to be de-
pendant on the text, whereas this is not so for
philosophical meaning?

There are many differences at stake here,
but I shall refer only to five to make my
point. Consider first the nature of the vocab-
ulary used in literary and philosophical texts,
how that vocabulary is used, and how the
meaning of that vocabulary is treated. Philo-
sophical vocabulary is overwhelmingly tech-
nical. This does not mean only that the terms
that are used in philosophy are not generally
used in ordinary discourse, whether spoken
or written. It means also that, even when
commonly used terms are employed by phi-
losophers, most of these terms acquire mean-
ings different from those involved in com-
mon usage. Moreover, even when the
meanings are not changed completely, phi-
losophers circumscribe and limit the mean-
ings of the terms they use. A word such as
“substance,” for example, which is com-
monly used in ordinary English, is a techni-
cal term in philosophy. Indeed, it is a techni-
cal term for most philosophers who use it
because they determine a particular sense in
which they use it. The terms used in ordinary
language, on the other hand, have meanings
that are frequently open-ended both be-
cause there are no strict criteria for their use
and because their connotations vary. So
much, then, for philosophy.

The situation with literature is very differ-
ent from that in philosophy. In literary works
and texts, terms are used primarily in an or-

dinary sense, and their open-endedness is
usually regarded as a good thing. Writers of
literature do not generally define their terms
or explain to us what they mean. They thrive
on suggestion and connotation, leaving
much leeway for the audience.

This brings me to a second difference that
explains why the text is necessarily a part of
the identity conditions of the work in litera-
ture but not so in philosophy. Most terms
used in philosophy are rare, not because they
do not occur frequently in common
speech—if that were the case, many pieces of
literature would be indistinguishable from
philosophy insofar as they too use words not
common in everyday speech—but because
they are abstruse terms, which have mean-
ings not directly related to common human
experience. By contrast, literature is pre-
cisely founded on common experience; that
is one reason why the appeal of most litera-
ture is broad and takes little for granted in
audiences.

The order of the words is also very impor-
tant in literature, because literature aims to
cause a certain effect on audiences that does
not consist in the pure intellectual grasp of
ideas. Literature is highly rhetorical. Each
language has developed certain syntactical
structures that produce certain effects in the
audience that speaks the language of the
text, and which are impossible for, or pro-
duce very different effects in, audiences un-
familiar with that language. The audience
plays a very special role in the case of literary
works and texts.!> The Latin periodic sen-
tence, the epitome of elegance in that lan-
guage, is generally a failure in English. In
Latin, it is not only a sign of elegance, but is
intended to produce a certain effect. When
one is reading Latin clauses and subclauses,
not yet having arrived at the verb that puts it
all together, one is supposed to develop a
sense of anticipation that culminates in the
grasp of meaning and in the relief one
achieves when the verb is reached at the end.
In English, it is impossible to put the verb at
the end of a sentence in most cases, and the
use of long periods of subordinated clauses,
instead of causing anticipation, tends to pro-
duce confusion and frustration in audiences.
A translation from Latin, then, that tries to
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reproduce the Latin period in English is
bound to have an entirely different effect on
the English audience than the Latin had on
the original Latin audience for which the
Latin text was intended.

This brings me to style. Style is largely a
matter of word choice, syntax, and punctua-
tion. But style also depends very much on
historical circumstances. Consider, for exam-
ple, that a literary piece may be regarded as
having an archaic style at a certain time, but
as not having it at another time. A book writ-
ten in the twentieth century in the style of
Cervantes is considered archaic, but a book
Cervantes wrote in the seventeenth is not
considered to have an archaic style. Style is
always historically relative. It is also contex-
tual insofar as it is relative to an audience.
Now, style is of the essence in literature. The
style of an author is fundamental to the con-
sideration of the author and his or her work.
This is not so important, and some would say
not important at all, when it comes to philos-
ophy. What matters in philosophy is not the
style of the author or the piece in question,
but the philosophy, that is, the ideas the piece
contains or, if you will, the claims it makes.16
In this sense, although a text of philosophy
may have a certain style, generally the work
has little to do with it. This is a reason why
the elements constitutive of texts are not
part of the identity conditions of works of
philosophy, whereas they are in a literary
work.

Of course, one may want to argue that,
since philosophy is expressed in texts, there
is no way of avoiding style. And indeed,
there are some philosophers who have in-
sisted that the only way to present philoso-
phy be in a particular format. This was cer-
tainly the case with Plato, for whom the
proper philosophical form of discourse was
the dialogue.!” And many other philoso-
phers’ writings can be and are characterized
stylistically, e.g., Russell and Hume. Indeed,
even those philosophers who avoid stylistic
peculiarities, like Aquinas, can be said to
have a certain style that is clear or obscure,
direct or indirect, and so on. Moreover, they
use certain genres in their writing, such as
the article form, the gquaestio form, the
commentary, and so on, and genre is bound
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up with style even if it is not the same thing,
So it is difficult to argue that philosophy
does not care for style, although one might
argue that it does not care for a particular
style.

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 philosophers 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.18

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. This
is not generally the case with philosophy. The
language of philosophy is supposed to be
transcultural and universal. Philosophers
aim to communicate with the whole world,
independently of elements peculiar to par-
ticular cultures.

IIL. “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 the-
ory. To avoid the accusation that I concen-
trate only on certain passages of the text that
particularly suit my view, I 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 “Pi-
erre 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.!® The full sentence
reads as follows:
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La obra visible que ha dejado este novelista es de
facil 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 fdcil 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 sub-
tle ways. For it is one thing to do something in
a certain way—the adverbial modification
—and it is another 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 at
all, it has a positive one: to do something eas-
ily is a good thing. But in Spanish to say that
something is fdcil sometimes carries the no-
tion that in English is expressed by the term
“facile.” Things that are fdcil are not always
good things. Insofar as Borges is one of the
greatest ironists of the Spanish language, one
would expect that for him words like fdcil will
carry with them all possible ambiguity.

Another word that creates difficulty is
“enumerated,” which translates the Spanish
enumeracion. The English term is a verb
form, but the Spanish term is a substantive.
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. This
is not all, for again the connotations of the
English and Spanish terms are different, first
because the use of the Spanish term in a con-
text like this is not unusual. Indeed, the very
term enumeracién in Spanish is not an un-
usual term. But “enumeration” is rare and
rather pedantic in English. When was the last
time you, reader, said that you were enumer-
ating anything? For English speakers, this is
a word of foreign origin, a learned term de-
rived 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 diario
cuya tendencia protestante no es un secreto ha
tenido la desconsideracion de inferir a sus
deplorables lectores—si bien éstos son pocos y
calvinistas, cuando no masones y circuncisos.

Impardonable, therefore, are the omissions and
additions perpetrated by Madame Henri
Bachelier in a fallacious catalogue which a certain
daily, whose Protestant tendency is no secret, has
had the inconsideration to inflict upon its deplor-
able 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 approximately six lines long,
depending on the type that is used. This, by
English standards, is too long a sentence. But
by Spanish standards, which often derive
from Latin, it is not particularly long. More-
over, judged by English standards, the sen-
tence is rather convoluted and confusing,
calling for certain modifications in the trans-
lation—note, for example, the addition of a
comma after “secret.” For a Spanish audi-
ence, on the contrary, the sentence is quite
elegant, revealing the dexterity in the lan-
guage that one would expect in the writer 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 position of the
adjective suggests that this is a great fault. In
Spanish, the use of the form of the verb “to
be” at the beginning suggests no such force,
particularly when one considers that in
Spanish one could also have placed
imperdonables first. Of course, the translator
in English had no alternative but to place
“Impardonable” at the beginning, for he
could not very well have begun with “Are,”
not so much because it is ungrammatical as
because it is inelegant, and this sentence is,
without a doubt, intended to be “elegant.”

The word “fallacious” in English creates a
different problem, for, although it does accu-
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rately translate the word falaz, the latter is a
more common word in Spanish and one
whose connotation is not as technical and
narrow as fallacious. Generally, when people
use “fallacious” in English, they are thinking
of arguments of some sort. In Spanish the
word falaz is often used to mean simply false,
or incorrect. The translation of descon-
sideracién by “inconsideration” also poses
problems. Desconsideracién is a rather com-
mon word in Spanish, but the English cog-
nate is rare. Again, it smacks of learning and
pedantry. Finally, there is the subjunctive
translation of son as “be.” Borges is saying
that the readers are in fact few, etc., but the
subjunctive introduces a certain hesitation
that is missing in the original text.

In short, the translation of the two sen-
tences of “Pierre Menard” we have before us
misses much that is essential to the work of
the Spanish text. And yet, the translation is
very good indeed. In many ways, it is so good
that it cannot be improved. Now, if we were
trying to be faithful merely to the ideas ex-
pressed by the text, I am sure we could find
circumlocutions that would do the trick. Or
we could add learned notes that would make
possible for us to understand precisely what
the Spanish says. But if we do this, we lose
“Pierre Menard”; we lose tone, emphasis, el-
egance, irony, rhythm, and particular conno-
tations, to mention just a few elements essen-
tial to it. Indeed, to do this would be like
putting a commentary or gloss in place of
“Pierre Menard,” or to use another example,
to put St. John of the Cross’s Commentary on
the Spiritual Canticle in place of the Spiritual
Canticle. And this will not do, which suggests
that “Pierre Menard” is a literary text and
work rather than a philosophical one. But is
this right and, more important still, is the
general thesis of the distinction between
philosophical texts and works and literary
texts and works that I have presented defen-
sible?

IV.IDENTITY, IDENTIFICATION, AND CAUSATION

According to my thesis, the difference be-
tween literary works and philosophical
works is that for the former the texts that ex-
press them are part of their identity condi-
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tions, whereas for the latter they are not.
With respect to texts, I have proposed that
those that are philosophical differ from liter-
ary ones in that they do not have corre-
sponding works in which the texts are part of
the identity conditions of the works, whereas
in literary texts it is otherwise.

The particular thesis concerning the work
“Pierre Menard” is that it is literary because
its text is part of its identity conditions, with
the result that it cannot be successfully trans-
lated. Its translations are more or less close
approximations, rather than faithful render-
ings of the original. Moreover, the text of
“Pierre Menard” is literary because the work
it expresses depends on it essentially.

At this point two questions arise: First, is
this anything more than the stale, Pla-
tonic-based position that philosophy is inde-
pendent of the medium in which it is pre-
sented, whereas literature is not?20 Second, is
not the criterion for philosophy being used
so strong that most of what we call philoso-
phy is left out? Fair enough. These are good
questions that I must address if my view can
claim any originality and credibility. (Not
that I am very concerned with originality. I
would rather get things right than be origi-
nal.)

The answer to the first question is that, in-
deed, my position has much in common with
the Platonic position, provided that position
is understood clearly. However, even then,
there are elements in my position that do not
coincide with it. I do not claim, for example,
as some Platonists do, that the ideas philoso-
phy is all about are independent from the
texts that express them in the sense that their
ontological status is independent of those
texts. Perhaps they are, but nothing I have
said requires such a claim. My position is
more modest. I merely claim that philosophi-
cal works, unlike literary ones, are not sup-
posed to be tied to particular texts. In princi-
ple, philosophical works, unlike literary ones,
ought to be able to be presented or ex-
pressed, or conveyed, if you wish, through
different texts, and the different texts should
not alter their identity as works. In short, the
translation of philosophical works into other
languages should be possible, whereas it
should never be possible for a literary
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work.2! Indeed, the styles and genres used by
philosophers are usually those that make
possible translation, whereas the literati use
forms and structures so bound up with their
meaning that any attempt at translating be-
comes impossible. The philosophical text,
then, is not entirely superfluous or merely in-
strumental to the work. It is essential insofar
as a certain type of text is conducive to the
independence of the work, whereas others
are not. Moreover, no work does or can exist
unless there is a text that expresses it, and
this goes quite contrary to the Platonic posi-
tion. To my knowledge, there are no works,
ideas, meanings, or the like, floating around
anywhere.

Finally, I hope it is quite obvious that the
elements that constitute texts are essential
for both philosophical and literary texts.
German words are essential to the text of the
Critique of Pure Reason, just as Spanish
words are essential to the text of Don Qui-
xote. But German words are not necessary
for the work Critique of Pure Reason,
whereas Spanish words are for the work Don
Quixote. Particular literary contents are in-
separable from particular forms; particular
philosophical contents should be separable
in principle from particular forms, even
though they are not separable from all
forms.

The answer to the second question,
namely, Is not your criterion of philosophy
so strong that most of what we call philoso-
phy is left out? is as follows: If applied
strictly, the criterion 1 have suggested ap-
pears 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 Des-
cartes’s Discourse on Method and Wittgen-
stein’s Philosophical Investigations. Not only
this, but we might have to develop a techni-
cally precise language to be used in all philo-
sophical 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 stan-
dard, and I trust does not need much elabo-
ration. I shall assume that the conditions of
being X, the conditions of knowing X, and
the conditions of there being an X are not
necessarily the same. It is one thing to be
human, another to know that something is
human, and still another to cause something
human.

The application of this distinction to philo-
sophical texts and works allows us to draw
certain important inferences. First, by keep-
ing causal conditions separate from condi-
tions of identity and identification, we can
understand how the distinction between lit-
erary 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 to convey a spe-
cific meaning fo an audience in a certain con-
text. This means, of course, that a text is caus-
ally dependent on its author, audience, and
context. It depends on the author because
the author is the one that does the using, se-
lecting, arranging, and intending. It depends
on the audience at least insofar as the audi-
ence 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 depends on the
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context because the context alters the condi-
tions of receptivity for the text. The entities
that constitute a text are not a text by them-
selves. 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 re-
lated 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 does not come to be by itself. The condi-
tions of being a text and the conditions re-
quired to bring a text into being are not the
same. Something similar can be said about
meaning. The meaning of a text is deter-
mined by factors that are other than the enti-
ties that constitute the text, for the meaning
is not naturally tied to those entities. It be-
comes tied to them through the use the au-
thor and the audience make of it in con-
text.22

This has important consequences for the
issue we are addressing in this paper. It en-
tails that the distinction between literary and
philosophical texts and works in general, and
of particular literary and philosophical texts
and works, is possible in terms of the texts
and works themselves. But it also allows one
to hold that these distinctions are caused by
what authors and audiences do in particular
contexts. For it is the uses and practices of
authors and audiences that are responsible
for texts and works and for the connection
between particular meanings and the entities
that constitute the texts. That the identity
conditions of the meanings (i.e., works) of
certain texts necessarily include 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. More-
over, 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. 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 consid-
eration of their character because texts and
works are artifacts, that is, results of human
activity and design. The conditions that
make a coat hanger what it is are logically in-
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dependent 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 lit-
erary 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. In-
deed, I propose that they do for many rea-
sons, 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. Second, human beings are not
mere rational faculties; they are complex en-
tities with passions and feelings. This
make-up influences their capacity to under-
stand, so that often they need to have their
feelings and emotions moved in order for
them to understand. Third, all works are
known through texts, and texts are made up
of linguistic entities and structures that are
cultural in nature, and this has repercussions
for our understanding.

In short, the conditions of our knowledge
of philosophical works include textual ele-
ments, for without some of these elements
we might not be able to know them at all, or
if we are, at least we might not be able to
know them effectively. So, although philo-
sophical works do not in principle include
these conditions among their conditions of
identity, they can and often do include them
among the conditions of their being known.

This looks fine at first sight, for it amounts
to a distinction between a philosophical
work and how we know it. But there is a dif-
ficulty. The philosophical work, as I have
proposed, is the meaning of a certain text,
and now we have found that in order to
know the philosophical work, the text must
include elements that are characteristic of
literary rather than philosophical texts.
Moreover, since every literary text expresses
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a literary work, it turns out that those philo-
sophical works that require the inclusion of
literary devices in their texts in order to be
known entail the existence of literary works
as well as texts.

Consider Descartes’s Discourse on
Method. If what has been said is correct, then
in Descartes’s Discourse on Method we have:
(1) a work of philosophy, (2) a text of philos-
ophy, (3) a work of literature, and (4) a text
of literature. This creates two problems. One
is ontological: It appears that Descartes’s
Discourse on Method is two works and two
texts rather than one work and one text. The
other problem is epistemological: We cannot
easily determine who is to separate works
and texts or how they are to be separated. In
the face of these difficulties, why not give up
the whole thing? Why not go with the
postmodernists or the Platonists after all?

Two viable responses can be given to the
ontological difficulty. One, which I call the
Two-Text/Two-Work Alternative, is that to
say Descartes’s Discourse on Method is two
works and two texts is not such a bad thing
after all. The philosophical work is a certain
meaning that does not include a text among
its conditions of identity. The philosophical
text is the text whose meaning the philo-
sophical work is. The literary work is a cer-
tain meaning that includes a text among its
conditions of identity. And the literary text is
the text whose meaning the literary work is.
Presumably, then, only the philosophical
work is translatable; the literary one is not.
This sounds a bit strange, but it does make
sense to this extent: It allows us to maintain
that there is something about the Discourse
on Method that is translatable and some-
thing that is not. And this is, indeed, some-
thing that anyone familiar with the French
text knows quite well. Moreover, it allows us
to hold that what is translatable is the philos-
ophy, whereas what is not is the literature.
This, again, makes sense in terms of our com-
mon intuitions and practices.

The other response, which I call the
One-Text/One-Work Alternative, is that
there are in fact only one work and one text
in Descartes’s Discourse on Method, because
the literary textual devices required for the
knowledge of the philosophical work are

merely ancillary and do not form part of the
identity conditions of a separate literary
work. And, of course, if there is no literary
work, there is no literary text. This ancillary
relationship is similar to the relationship that
exists between a sentence written on white
paper and the color of the ink in which it is
written. The color is black in order to make
the sentence visible, but the color is not part
of the sentence or its meaning.

This response has at least two advantages
over the first: It is more economical and it
solves the epistemological problem we
raised. If there are not two works and two
texts, then we need not devise a way of dis-
tinguishing them. All the same, even if we
adopt this second alternative, we are still left
with an epistemological problem, albeit a
different one. For how can we tell when we
have a philosophical work expressed by a
philosophical text accompanied by literary
devices, or a literary work and a literary text?
That is, how can we tell when the literary de-
vices are not essential to the work and when
they are? The answer is that it is probably a
matter of degree. There are some works that
have so little relation to anything textual that
clearly they are philosophical. This is the
case of Sudrez’s Metaphysical Disputations
and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. At the
other extreme there are some works that are
so tightly related to their texts that clearly
they are literary. This is the case of Shake-
speare’s Hamlet and St. John of the Cross’s
Spiritual Canticle. There are many works
that fall in between, and here it is not clear
whether we have a philosophical work or a
literary one. This is the case of Montaigne’s
Essays and Pascal’s Pensées. But surely this
does not undermine the distinction we have
drawn between the literary and the philo-
sophical, just as the existence of gray does
not undermine the distinction between black
and white.

Now, what do we make of Borges’s “Pierre
Menard”? Is it like Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, or Mon-
taigne’s Essays? I tend to think it is more like
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, but this is not an in-
contestable conclusion. I am not absolutely
certain of it. But I am quite certain of several
other things as a result of the foregoing re-
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flections, 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
philosophical works and texts on the one
hand and literary ones on the other. 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. And, third, we do not need
to reject this distinction in order to legitimize
Latin-American philosophy. Indeed, I be-
lieve the argument that seeks to legitimize
Latin-American philosophy by eliminating
the distinction between philosophy and liter-
ature is counterproductive in this sense,
namely, that it assumes that Latin-American
philosophical works and texts do not pass
muster if one maintains a strict distinction
between philosophy and literature. But this
is nonsense for two reasons: First, because
there is much philosophy in Latin America
that meets the strictest standards of what it is
to be a philosophical work or text. And, sec-
ond, because the reasons why Latin-Ameri-
can philosophy is generally disenfranchised,
particularly in the United States, are quite
different. But that is another story.23
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