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In “Philosophy as Science, as Metaphor, and as Politics,” Rorty argues that in the 

twentieth century there were basically three replies to the question “how [should we] conceive of 

our relation to the Western philosophical tradition:” the “poetic,” the “scientistic,” and the 

“political” answer (1991, 9). Borges clearly gives the poetic answer to this question, for his 

writings convey the message that “the philosophical tradition needs to be reappropriated by 

being seen as a series of poetic achievements” (Rorty 1991, 9). The fundamental difference 

between Heidegger and Borges is that the German thinker aspired to overcome metaphysics in 

order to help found a radically new world order, whereas for the Argentine thinker not only 

metaphysics but the whole universe is a product of the imagination. 

For this reason, a more appropriate comparison would be between Borges and Santayana. 

Not only does Borges agree with Santayana that “systems of philosophy are the work of 

individuals” (Santayana 1936a, 94), but he also agrees with him that “our idea of the so-called 

world is also a work of [the] imagination” (Santayana 1936b, 6). 

Santayana, of course, unlike Borges, was a philosopher by training and profession. In 

fact, he is one of the foremost American philosophers, and one of the most highly regarded 

literary philosophers of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, it should be recalled that even 

though he was a member of the legendary Harvard philosophy department of the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, he left academia altogether in 1911 before reaching the peak of his 
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career and before writing his magnum opus. It should also be kept in mind that he left academia 

in order to become a freelance philosopher and writer. As he says in an autobiographical piece, 

“I always hated to be a professor” (1936b, 5); “my pleasure was rather in expression, in 

reflection, [and] in irony” (1936b, 11). Santayana’s vocation and aspirations were therefore not 

scholarly but literary and philosophical in the nonacademic sense.  

It is highly significant that in the epilogue of Santayana’s novel The Last Puritan, there is 

a conversation between the author and the character Mario. Santayana asks him what he should 

do with the novel, and Mario replies:  

As a fable you may publish it. It’s all your invention; but perhaps there’s a better 

philosophy in it than in your other books … [b]ecause now you’re not arguing or proving 

or criticising anything, but painting a picture. The trouble with you philosophers is that 

you misunderstand your vocation. You ought to be poets, but you insist on laying down 

the law for the universe, physical and moral, and are vexed with one another because 

your inspirations are not identical … In this novel, on the contrary, the argument is 

dramatized, the views become human persuasions, and the presentation is all the truer for 

not professing to be true. (1936b, 596) 

 In this passage Mario gives us a hint of how Santayana thought about philosophy vis-à-

vis literature, both his own and that of others. Mario’s comments bring to mind Alfred Ayer’s 

argument that metaphysics is “misplaced” poetry (1936, 44). The big difference, however, is that 

in Santayana’s view not only metaphysics but all branches of philosophy are a kind of literature 

and a product of the imagination. Borges’ position was similar to Santayana’s in this respect. 

Although his famous passage of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”—where metaphysics is described 

as “a branch of fantastic literature”—might suggest that he sides with Ayer and the logical 
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positivists in their critique of metaphysics (Rest 1976, 84–88; Nuño 1986, 33), in actuality 

Borges’ position is that of ironists like Santayana and Rorty who share a total disregard for 

argumentative, problem-solving philosophy.i For Borges and Santayana, as for Unamuno and 

Rorty, philosophy is a kind of literature, and the best philosophy is a kind of poetry.  

Santayana and Borges not only share the view that philosophy and literature, and indeed 

the whole universe, are a work of the imagination. They also share a similar conservative 

political viewpoint. For example, Santayana was criticized by his contemporaries “for his interest 

in human solitude,” and for being “an old-fashioned individualist, an escapist, a romantic, a 

mystic” (Levinson 1992, 4). However, the truth of the matter is that neither Santayana nor 

Borges is a mystic or a romantic. Borges probably would have agreed with Santayana that 

“Epicurus [is] far more spiritual than Moses” (Santayana 1936b, 374), and that Lucretius’s De 

Rerum Natura is far more persuasive, from the doctrinal standpoint, than Dante’s Divine Comedy 

or Goethe’s Faust. Similar to the Roman philosopher poet, both Santayana and Borges embrace 

“materialism in the natural sciences and humanism in ethics” (Santayana 1935, 5). However, 

unlike Lucretius and most other contemporary intellectuals—and similar to Plato, Plotinus, and 

all other mystical philosophers—Santayana and Borges embrace the eternal (Santayana 1936b, 

371).  

One crucial difference between the two is that Santayana viewed “spirituality” as “a 

vehicle of contemplation, and contemplation merely as a vehicle for joy” (Santayana 1936b, 

374). Borges, by contrast, did not believe that the ideal of human existence is contemplation 

(theoria), but art. In other words, even though both Santayana and Borges were disciples of 

Schopenhauer, Santayana took both the path of asceticism and the path of art to try to escape the 

slavery of the will. By contrast, Borges took only the path of art to do so. Therefore, Santayana is 
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what Nietzsche calls an “ascetic priest,” whereas Borges is what David Hall calls an “ironist 

poet.” In fact, according to Hall, Borges is not just one more ironist amongst many others. He is 

“the best example of the ironic poet” in that “he expresses the tension between the poetic and the 

philosophical in the most consummate of manners” (1982, 226). 

Another crucial difference is that Santayana and Borges practice an entirely different sort 

of ironism, and that their philosophy and literature are visibly very different. After all, despite his 

many misgivings about systematic and professional philosophy, not only did Santayana develop 

his own philosophical system, but also his philosophy and literature seek “the unvarnished truth” 

(1936b, 21).  

Perhaps the key differences between Santayana and Borges can be ultimately attributed to 

the entirely different cultural and intellectual environment in which each of them lived. As Lois 

Parkinson-Zamora observes, “both the philosophical and the literary climate of Buenos Aires in 

the 1920s and 1930s would have lent themselves to a young writer with a metaphysical bent 

looking for appropriate narrative forms” (2002, 58). Santayana’s Boston and the Harvard 

philosophy department, by contrast, provided him an intellectual environment that was highly 

specialized but, for that very reason, narrow and constraining. For this very reason, he left 

academia and the US and moved to Rome, where he lived for the rest of his life.ii  

Borges, on the other hand, was not an academic. Until the early 1970s, when he was 

awarded successive honoris causa doctorates by Columbia, Yale, Oxford, and Michigan, he 

could claim no other academic title than a baccalaureate diploma (the equivalent of a High 

School or GED diploma) from Switzerland, where he lived with his family from ages 15 to 20. 

His intellectual education was fundamentally the fruit of avid reading and self-teaching, which 

took him from Heraclitus to Whitehead and from Homer to Kafka in a pursuit guided by 
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curiosity and by the metaphors that, in his view, recur along history and give shape to it. 

Throughout his life, he would develop this pursuit into a method that became the trademark of 

his writings: to treat and read philosophical works and treatises as if they were, primarily, works 

of fiction. 

Upon his return to Argentina in 1921, Borges immersed himself in a vibrant cultural and 

intellectual environment. Buenos Aires, then the largest capital in South America, was teeming 

with expatriates from Europe and writers and artists infused with the spirit of the avant-garde. 

Soon after his arrival, the young author began to write Cuaderno San Martín, a poetic voyage of 

rediscovery of his own city and homeland, which preludes his later explorations of the world’s 

philosophical and literary traditions. Miguel de Unamuno’s nivolas or ficciones were among the 

seminal texts that influenced Borges’ approach to writing (Zamora 2002, 53). But the single most 

influential figure for Borges’ philosophical education was Macedonio Fernández (1874-1952), 

an avant-garde poet and one of the most original and thought-provoking Argentine thinkers of 

the twentieth-century.  

M. Fernández, who was a close friend of Borges’ father, became the young Borges’ 

mentor and model, and inspired his complex and long lasting passion for metaphysics. Like 

Borges, but of course earlier than him, M. Fernández wanted to have as little to do with 

philosophy and philosophers. As he wrote in a letter to a friend, “I am not a philosopher, and do 

not see the meaning of the word Philosophy: I am a metaphysician, or a psychologist, or a 

logician. I do not sympathize with the cold label of Philosophy” (quoted in Fernández-Moreno 

1982, xx).  

M. Fernández, so to speak, planted many of the seeds that would flourish and blossom in 

Borges’ writings across the years. M. Fernández and Borges do something similar in their texts: 
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in both their fiction and their nonfiction, they frequently fictionalize authors, purposefully 

“misread” their works, and even attribute to them ideas that are not discernibly theirs. In this 

sense, it is not readily apparent whether in any given case M. Fernández or Borges offer a 

creative interpretation of the ideas or words that either authors or their commentators have 

actually expressed, or whether they merely invent them. However, M. Fernández and Borges 

frequently do both. They treat texts and authors as ironists do (Rorty 1989, 78-79), which means 

that they interpret and borrow from other authors’ works in a creative fashion, and engage them 

in both a serious and playful manner. 

M. Fernández also assumed the position of “strategic marginality” that González 

Echevarría points out Borges and numerous other Latin American authors as assuming in their 

writings. In M. Fernández’s case, he presented himself as a mere follower of William James, 

whom he called his “total teacher.” As he says in one of his late essays, “I realize that my 

metaphysics is not very academic. My total teacher, William James, did not do little or much of 

it [sic], and after him it is no longer possible to be original in non-academic metaphysics, since it 

has already been invented. I am only one way of exposing it” (Fernández 2001, 380).  

One trademark of M. Fernández’s writing, including in the metaphysical treatise I have 

just quoted, is his use of non-sequitur humor. Even though in his time, many regarded him as 

“the foremost metaphysician of the River Plate” (Fernández-Moreno 1982, xix), the fact that M. 

Fernández also resorts to experimental techniques of composition, and countless other heterodox 

modes of formulating his ideas, practically guarantees his exclusion from the straight-laced 

discipline of philosophy,  

There are, however, two major differences between M. Fernández’s metaphysics and 

literature and Borges’. First of all, M. Fernández believes that absolute knowledge is not only 
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possible, but also within reach.iii For this reason, he can be described as a metaphysician in 

Rorty’s sense. The latter “attempts to see everything steadily and see it whole, and attempt[s] to 

rise above the plurality of appearances in the hope that, seen from the heights, an unexpected 

unity will become evident—a unity which is a sign that something real has been glimpsed, 

something which stands behind the appearances and produces them” (Rorty 1989, 96).  Although 

some texts by Borges seem to strive for this totalizing, Platonic view (for example, “The Library 

of Babel”), his epistemological skepticism clearly puts him in an entirely different category.  

M. Fernández’s metaphysics can be described as a poetic reply to Gorgias and all the 

other philosophers who have questioned our ability to know and express “being.” By way of 

contrast, Borges’ metaphysics is a poetic reply to M. Fernández’s and to the metaphysics of all 

the other philosophers since Parmenides who have claimed that it is possible to both know and 

say “being.” In this sense, Borges is a skeptic and an ironist in the tradition of Gorgias, Pyrrho, 

Lucian, Montaigne, Lichtenberg, Santayana and Pessoa, among others (Hall 1982, 226; Savater 

1999, 124). Borges’ greatest contribution to this tradition is to have realized better than anybody 

else before him the philosophical possibilities of the short story. 

The other major difference between M. Fernández and Borges is that the former wrote a 

number of metaphysical treatises and a voluminous novel whereas Borges wrote neither treatises 

nor novels. In the prologue of El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan, Borges makes a statement 

that criticizes voluminous books of any sort. I will quote it not only because it underscores the 

differences that exist between his writings and those of M. Fernández and other literary 

philosophers, such as Santayana—and the misgivings that Borges had about their writings—but 

also because it provides some important clues for the better understanding of Borges’ innovative 

literary and philosophical approach. According to him,  
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The composition of vast books is a laborious and impoverishing extravangance. 

To go on for five hundred pages developing an idea whose perfect oral exposition is 

possible in a few minutes! A better course of procedure is to pretend that these books 

already exist, and then to offer a résumé, a commentary. Thus proceeded Carlyle in 

Sartor Resartus. Thus Butler in The Fair Haven. These are works which suffer the 

imperfection of being themselves books, and of being no less tautological than the others. 

More reasonable, more inept, more indolent, I have preferred to write notes upon 

imaginary books. Such are “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” “An Examination of the Work 

of Herbert Quain,” “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim.” (Borges 1962, 16) 

It is precisely this aspect of Borges’ fiction—the fact that some of his stories are either 

summaries, reviews, or descriptions of imaginary books, encyclopaedias, and complete works of 

fictitious authors—that Deleuze finds most noteworthy in the preface to Difference and 

Repetition (1994). The French philosopher considers this approach as “a new means of 

philosophical expression” in the tradition of Nietzsche’s writings, which endeavored to replace 

“the old style” of doing philosophy (1994, xxi). In this respect, Deleuze concurs with Rorty that 

the role of philosophy in the twentieth century is “the utilization of the history of philosophy” 

similar to the way that artists recycle and reinvent the creations of other artists (Deleuze xxi). 

Indeed, Deleuze’s idea is that philosophy should no longer be mere scholarly footnotes to Plato, 

but Borgesian reviews and commentary of “a real book of past philosophy as if it were an 

imaginary and feigned book,” or as if it had been written or rewritten by an imaginary author 

(xxi–xxii).  

Borges’ approach involves reading and writing philosophy as fiction. Borges distrusts 

both the platonic metaphysician’s attempt “to see everything steadily and see it whole” (Rorty 
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1989, 96), as well as the ironist theorist’s “quest for the historical sublime” (106). Unlike the 

ironist theorist in Rorty’s account, Rorty does not aspire to be the “last philosopher” (106), nor 

does he write romances of a “larger-than-self hero” (100). Borges’ narratives are neither 

romances nor parodies of epic romances but poetic replies to the romances of metaphysicians 

and to the parodies of ironist theorists, often, though not always, written in the form of a résumé 

of existing or imaginary books or authors. For Borges the history of philosophy is “the history of 

a few metaphors,” and his poetic replies are but a different “intonation” of such metaphors 

(Borges 1999, 351–53). To use Susan Langer’s expression, it is “philosophy in a new key.”  

Ultimately, Borges is not truth seeker in either the Platonic or the Heideggerian sense. He 

is after what Langer calls “artistic truth” (1951, 262). This type of truth, as Langer suggests, “has 

logical peculiarities that distinguish it from propositional truth” (262). For instance, truth in 

Borges’ texts has little to do with representing accurately either the order of things, or other 

philosopher’s ideas or words, or the true image of Being. In his texts “telling the truth” involves 

first and foremost giving an “adequate” artistic form to the idea they “embody” (262). For this 

reason, it is simply poor judgement on the critic’s part to evaluate the philosophical value and 

significance of Borges’ text according to its supposed propositional truth value, or according to 

its ability or inability to convey a new worldview or an unprecedented propositional truth.  

It is also a mistake to automatically assume that Borges’ texts illustrate or dramatize the 

ideas that other texts or authors have said in other words. This assumption reduces “artistic truth” 

to its propositional or anecdotal content. It also implies that images play a merely ornamental and 

secondary function in philosophy. However, it is important to stress that metaphors in literature 

are neither translations of nor equivalent to concepts in philosophy.  
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As Serge Champeau shows in Borges et la Metaphysique, Borges resorts to symbols and 

images because he sets out to transcend the limits of representation (1990, 64). As Champeau 

also notes, metaphors like the mirror and the labyrinth in Borges’ writings are not images of an 

object, but of what by definition cannot possibly be made an object of representation; they are 

images of what makes representation possible (29). 

Metaphors are irreducible to and more fundamental than concepts in philosophy. This is 

not only true for literary philosophy, but for all metaphysics. As George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson point out, “[f]rom Thales to Heraclitus, Plato to Aristotle, Descartes to Kant, Russell to 

Quine, it is the core metaphors at the heart of each philosopher’s thought that define its 

metaphysics” (1999, 541). 

If “core metaphors” define the character of an author’s metaphysics, then deciding which 

metaphors are fundamental in Borges’ fiction is a crucial step in determining the specific 

character of his literary metaphysics. Fortunately, this is not a difficult task, since it is well 

known that one of the core metaphors of Borges’ metaphysics is the labyrinth. The question is 

what the labyrinth symbolizes in a collection such as Borges’ El Jardín de Senderos que se 

Bifurcan? Another pertinent question is who among the characters of this collection best 

represents Borges’ ironist metaphysics?  

The Symbol and Conceptual Persona of Borges’ Ironist Metaphysics 

 What does the labyrinth symbolize in El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan? Borges’ 

“core metaphor” of the labyrinth embodies at least two radically different ideas of Being—one 

monistic (in “The Library of Babel”), and one atomistic (in “The Garden of Forking Paths”) 

(Nuño1986, 44, 63). In other words, the Library embodies the idea that “all is one,” whereas the 
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Garden encapsulates the idea that “all is an infinite many.” Furthermore, the Library conveys the 

cyclical conception of time defended by those like Anaximander and Heraclitus, who believe that 

there are many worlds that succeed one another in time, whereas the Garden represents the 

modal conception of time defended by those who agree with Xenophanes and Democritus that 

there is a plurality of parallel worlds.  

One error that readers of Borges often make when interpreting the metaphor of the 

labyrinth is to assume that all labyrinths have a center. This is not at all the case. There are also 

centerless labyrinths, and this is surely the type of labyrinth that embodies the idea of ironist 

metaphysics. The ironist’s labyrinth is an exitless, centerless, borderless, infinite labyrinth where 

unity and totality of understanding cannot possibly be achieved, and where knowledge and 

transcendence are always illusory. Ts’ui Pên’s “Garden of Forking Paths” is a magnificent 

example of the centerless labyrinth that ironist philosophers and poets tend to favor.  

By contrast, the mystical metaphysician’s labyrinth does have a center. For him or her, 

the labyrinth is a sort of prison. Mystics set out to escape it by either vanquishing or eluding the 

Minotaur of false appearances and/or by persuading the gatekeeper of the underworld to show 

them the way to the center of the labyrinth so that they can see Truth/Reality itself, as in 

Parmenides’ poem. Although the mystics’ labyrinth is multicursal like that of the ironists, the 

mystic pictures the labyrinth—like Hermes Trismegistus’ God—as “an intelligible sphere whose 

center is everywhere and its circumference nowhere” (Borges 1999, 352). In sum, the mystical 

philosopher’s labyrinth is also infinite, like the ironist’s, but it is neither centerless nor exitless 

nor incomprehensible. 

Although Borges’ “The Library of Babel” resembles in some ways the mystical 

philosopher’s image of the labyrinth, the Library is certainly not a symbol of the mystic’s 
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labyrinth. Borges’ librarian is not in search of the center nor does he aspire to see Alethēia. His 

dream is to find “the catalog of catalogs” (1962, 85), “[the] book which is the cipher of all the 

rest” of the books in the Library (85). However, he has little hope of ever finding it since 

according to his calculations the possibility of discovering it is “close to zero” (84).  

According to the librarian, those like him who are in search for this book are followers of 

“The Man of the Book,” a legendary librarian who supposedly found that book and whom they 

regard as “analogous to a god” (1962, 85). But even if the librarian is a follower of this sage, and 

even if the latter holds the key to the truth, the librarian is clearly not following the path of 

mysticism, since the purpose of his account is not to tell the story of how he awakened to the 

truth, nor how he saw the light and fused with “the one.” Instead, his account offers a 

description, and more specifically, a thesis of the overall form of the Library. In sum, the 

librarian’s thesis on the form of the Library is clearly a parody of the “classical” picture of the 

universe, which portrays the universe as a “Closed World” (Furley 1987, 2). 

Moreover, it is clear that the librarian is not a causal thinker either, since he does not 

arrive at his thesis through observation and inference. Also, he does not write a treatise but an 

“epistle” (1962, 86) in the manner of religious thinkers like St. Paul. However, unlike the latter, 

the librarian does not write his account to help disseminate the truth that he has learned from his 

master, but simply to offer his own version of the Parmenidean metaphor of reality as an infinite 

sphere, which he learned from the classics. As he says, the “classic dictum” proposes that “[t]he 

Library is a sphere whose consummate center is any hexagon, and whose circumference is 

inaccessible” (80). Undoubtedly, the “classic dictum” is itself a redescription of one of the 

twenty-four propositions attributed to Hermes Trismegistus found in The Book of Propositions or 
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Rules of Theology (Magee 2001, 22), which I have quoted earlier in this paper: ”God is an 

intelligible sphere whose center is everywhere and its circumference nowhere.”  

The librarian’s thesis on the form of the Library is a redescription of Hermes’s image of 

God and Parmenides’s metaphor of Being. According to the librarian, “The Library is limitless 

and periodic. If an eternal voyager were to traverse it in any direction, he would find that, after 

many centuries, the same volumes are repeated in the same disorder (which, repeated, would 

constitute an order: Order itself)” (Borges 1962, 87–88). If we compare the librarian’s thesis to 

the “classic dictum,” we realize that both propositions present a unifying and totalizing picture of 

the universe. Also, both propositions claim that the Library is a non-encompassable yet 

knowable and intelligible cyclical system. The main difference between the two propositions is 

that the “classic dictum” provides a picture of the Library in terms of the overall layout of its 

hexagonal galleries, whereas the librarian’s thesis offers an image of the Library in terms of the 

spatial arrangement of the letters of its books.  

Evidently, the librarian’s thesis of the Library is not an original proposition but, to 

paraphrase Borges, is a different “intonation” of the Parmenidean metaphor that portrays the 

totality as an eternal sphere (1999b, 353). Borges’ “Library of Babel” is a redescription of 

Parmenides’ account, and that of all the other poets and philosophers who have also relied on 

Xenophanes’s metaphor of God as an “eternal sphere” in order to reconstruct their own version 

of truth and reality. iv According to Borges, the history of this metaphor goes from Xenophanes 

to Parmenides to Hermes Trismegistus to Dante to Pascal and beyond (351–53). The librarian’s 

“epistle” is therefore a “poetic reply” (in Rorty’s sense) because the librarian looks at the history 

of philosophy as a series of poetic achievements that he sets out to redescribe. For him, the 

history of philosophy is the history of the intonation of certain basic, perennial metaphors. 
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According to both Nuño (1986, 48) and Bossart (2003, 24) “The Library of Babel” 

reiterates one of Borges’ few convictions, namely, that everything has already been said and 

there are no new truths to be told. Therefore, the most that one can accomplish is to offer a more 

felicitous version of these platitudes.  

Since the librarian believes that “the philosophical tradition needs to be reappropriated by 

being seen as a series of poetic achievements,” and since metaphor and texts are the main source 

of his beliefs, he could conceivably be regarded as a symbol of the ironist theorist (Rorty 1989, 

78-79). However, just as M. Fernández does in texts such as “Poema de Poesía del Pensar” and 

No Toda es Vigilia la de los Ojos Abiertos (Moreno 2001, 75-107), the librarian not only resorts 

to metaphor, but also to argumentation. In his “letter,” the librarian makes several strong claims, 

offers the basic postulates or axioms that warrant his claims, discloses the rationale that he used 

to arrive at his conclusion, and comments and critiques the views and claims of other scholars. 

Therefore, the librarian does not offer his account of the Library in the manner of ironist poets, 

namely, as “a personal work of art which gives a specious unity to some chance vista of the 

cosmic labyrinth” (Santayana 1936a, 100). Rather, the librarian presents both the Parmenidean 

metaphor of the eternal sphere and his literary redescription of this metaphor as objectively 

capturing the essence of the Library. Consequently, he commits what Santayana calls 

“philosophical heresy:” he yearns for totality and aspires to authority (102). 

The librarian is certainly not an ironist poet in the manner of Borges. Nor is he a mystic 

in the manner that I will describe Al-Mu’tasim below. The librarian resembles more the figure of 

the metaphysician-artist, such as M. Fernández, who portray themselves as exponents of a 

nonacademic type of philosophy previously developed by a master who they allegedly follow 

(Fernández 2001, 380). As pointed out above, unlike the typical ironist theorist who, according 
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to Rorty, has abandoned the Platonic attempt to become “a spectator of time and eternity,” and 

who pictures the universe “as a limited, rounded-off whole” (Rorty 1991, 51), the librarian issues 

the poetic reply to philosophy’s metaphors but does not drop platonic metaphysics altogether, but 

simply redescribes it.  

According to W. H. Bossart, “the library is the central philosophical metaphor of Borges’ 

work, for it populates so much of his writing and his life and unites his concern with words, 

language, literature, the Word and the Book” (2003, 21). If there is indeed one single image that 

best captures the entirety of Borges’ writings, I agree with Bossart that the Library might the best 

synecdoche of Borges’ writing. However, I believe that the Library can be regarded as the 

central metaphor of Borges’ metaphysics only insofar as it is a labyrinth, but not insofar as it 

suggests that the Library itself is the symbol of Borges’ metaphysics. The reason is that the 

Library in this story embodies the idea of totality, whereas, in my view, the most characteristic 

aspect of Borges’ metaphysics is that, as Blanchot proposes, it incarnates the idea of so-called 

“bad” infinite (2003, 93–94). I will return to this point later. For now, I am going to explain what 

I mean when I speak of the idea of totality in Borges’ Library. 

The Library in Borges’ story embodies the idea of a finite, inorganic, and closed totality. 

First of all, as Emmanuel Levinas points out, a totality consists of “a multiplicity of points or 

elements” that “form a unity” (1999, 39). Borges’ Library is clearly composed of a series of 

elements that form a unity. Another key characteristic of a totality is that it is possible to bring 

together its array of elements “under a sole act of thought” (39). Borges’ Library also meets this 

criterion. The librarian’s proposition captures in a single act of thought the entirety of the 

Library, which to him is synonymous with the entire universe. Nothing else seems to exist 

outside the Library. However, as various critics have suggested, and as Alexander A. Berezin has 
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shown, Borges’ Library, “though enormously huge [. . .] is of finite size. It is possible to estimate 

that all permutations of several million characters (typical book length) amount to some 

10^10^10^ (10 to the power of 10 billion) possibilities” (2004, 309). The totality of the Library 

can thus be captured in a proposition (e.g., the librarian’s), in a mathematical formula 

(Berezin’s), as well as in a metaphor (a labyrinth).  

Finally, the Library constitutes an inorganic and closed totality. An organic whole, such 

as the human body, forms what Aristotle calls a holon because its parts are arranged in a 

symmetrical and purposeful manner (Levinas 1999, 43). According to Levinas, an organic whole 

is an “open totality” because it is related to a larger whole (44). By contrast, the Library is the 

result of a summation (pan) whose elements are arranged in a contingent manner (43). Finally, 

the Library is a closed totality since it is neither related to a larger whole nor to anything else 

outside of it. As pointed out already, the librarian portrays it as encompassing the entire universe. 

In the following section, I will show that most of the stories in Borges’ El Jardín de 

Senderos que se Bifurcan belong to this particular configuration or concept of Being, which I call 

the way of the Same. In the final section I will describe the other artistic configuration that this 

collection of stories instantiates, namely, the many worlds view whose “initiating event” is 

Democritus’ The Greater-World System. I will call it the way of Ts’ui Pên in light of the fact that 

Borges’ “The Garden of Forking Paths” is arguably the conceptual persona of a new genre of 

literary metaphysics which I call modal ironism. 

The Metaphysics of Immanence in Borges’ Ficciones, Or the Way of the Same  

In “The Nightmare,” Borges recounts a dream that his five- or six-year-old nephew 

apparently shared with him. He remembers his nephew’s account of this dream as follows: “Last 
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night I dreamed that I was lost in the forest. I was afraid, but arrived at a clearing where there 

was a white house made of wood with a staircase that went all around it, and with stairs like a 

corridor, and also a door. Through that door you came out.” Then, says Borges, his nephew 

“interrupted abruptly and added: ‘Tell me, what were you doing in that little house?’” (1996, 

3:223). 

 This dream suggests that Borges in his dream is literally at home in the clearing of the 

forest. Unlike both his nephew and the student in Zambrano’s Claros del Bosque, who are lost in 

the forest and who are looking for a shelter in the clearings of the forest, Borges is not looking 

for shelter, but opens the door of his house to the one who seeks shelter.  

In this dream, Borges is to his nephew what Al-Mu’tasim is to Mir Bahadur in “The 

Approach to Al-Mu’tasim.” Borges’ short story is a review of an imaginary novel in which the 

protagonist, a student by the name of Mir Bahadur Ali, decides in a moment of crisis to 

consecrate his life to finding Al-Mu’tasim. After going through a seemingly infinite series of 

adventures, finally “the student arrives at a gallery ‘at the rear of which there is a door hung with 

a cheap and copiously beaded mat curtain; from behind it there emanates a great radiance’” 

(1962, 41). 

Despite the radically different stories that “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim” and “The 

Library of Babel” tell, there are several similarities between them that are worth pointing out. 

First, in both stories the narrator is an interpreter of texts. Secondly, even though in the former 

story the text is an epistle and in the latter the text is a book review, both stories are an effort to 

contribute to the better understanding of an object of inquiry: a novel in one case, and the Library 

in the other. Finally, the stories that both stories tell are about an individual’s quest for the whole. 

In the case of “Library of Babel,” the Library embodies the totality, and in the other story, Al-
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Mu’tasim personifies “the One.” Moreover, both accounts tell the story of a pilgrim who has 

devoted a part of his life to knowing the whole. The fundamental difference is that whereas the 

librarian’s aspiration is to understand the totality, the student wishes to have a face-to-face 

experience with the One. 

In the fictional novel “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim: A Game with Shifting Mirrors” 

reviewed in Borges’ short story, the protagonist’s long journey and seemingly endless set of 

adventures symbolizes a soul’s mystical itinerary toward God, and a soul’s search for wholeness. 

It is a “mystical,” rather than a “contemplative” or an “aesthetic” way of seeking wholeness 

(Jaspers 1967, 121). Whereas the librarian’s aspiration is to grasp the essence of the totality 

conceptually, the student’s aspiration is to annul the difference between subject and object (121). 

Moreover, Al-Mu’tasim embodies the totality in a different way than the Library does. As 

pointed out above, the Library is a totality that is made up of a multiplicity of galleries which 

together form a whole. Al-Mu’tasim, by contrast, is a human being. He personifies the totality 

conceived as a whole (holon) rather than as a sum (pan). Furthermore, he is not just any human 

being. Unlike the thief and the woman of the robber caste, for example, in whose face the idea of 

the infinite (God) is reflected, the student identifies Al-Mu’tasim with the very source of this 

idea. In other words, in the student’s mind, Al-Mu’tasim is not a mere reflection of the “clarity” 

that is reflected in the faces of the many people that he meets throughout his long journey. He 

thinks Al-Mu’tasim is this very “clarity” (40), the light of Being as it were. Al-Mu’tasim, 

therefore, personifies the idea of the infinite (God) which, as Levinas points out, “[is] a presence 

stronger and more venerable than the totality” (1999, 4).  

“The Approach of Al-Mu’tasism” (the fictional novel) thus tells the story of what 

Levinas calls the unfolding of the divinity of God (or “event”), and the protagonist’s countless 
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adventures embody the history of humanity conceived as the progressive unfolding of this event 

(Levinas 1999, 59. As the anonymous “reviewer” points out, this novel is “a biography which 

seems to exhaust the movements of human spirit” (Borges 1962, 39). It is a sort of compendium 

of the history of the human spirit’s aspiration to return to” the One,” not unlike Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit.v The protagonist’s biography symbolizes the human spirit’s historical 

progression toward the One. His action-packed journey symbolizes the movement of history 

itself which culminates with the completion and realization of “the event” (in Levinas’ sense). It 

also emblematizes the history of Western thought in which “the Infinite absorbs the finite” 

(Levinas 1999, 75).  

Al-Mu’tasim is an emblem of the Infinite. It is significant that the etymological meaning 

of his name is “The Seeker of Shelter” (Borges 1962, 42). This seems odd considering that the 

student is the one who is “homeless,” and the one who at the end of his journey finds shelter in 

Al-Mu’tasim’s dwelling place. Moreover, as the anonymous reviewer observes, one likely 

precursor of this novel is the text by the Jerusalem Kabbalist Isaac Luria, in which “the soul of 

an ancestor or that of a master might enter the soul of an unfortunate to comfort or instruct him” 

(43). Clearly, this “ancestor” or “master” is Al-Mu’tasim, and the student is the one who seeks 

comfort and/or instruction. This connection suggests that the long journey toward God that the 

student undertakes can also be interpreted as a quest for “the God within.” In other words, it 

suggests that the student’s journey remains in the circle of interiority, i.e., at the level of 

immanence. Furthermore, as the anonymous reviewer also observes, the various analogies that 

exist between Mir Bahadur’s novel and the Persian poet Farid Al-Din Attar’s Colloquy of the 

Birds suggest either that the searcher (i.e., the student) and the object of his search (i.e, Al-

Mu’tasim) are one and the same person, or at least that the latter influences the former (43).  
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Whether the student and Al-Mu’tasim are one and the same person, or whether Al-

Mu’tasim’s spirit dwells in the student’s soul, in both cases it can be said that the infinite 

overcomes the finite. On the one hand, if the student and Al-Mu’tasim are indeed the same 

person, the novel describes the itinerary of a self who, like Plotinus’ “One,” remains forever the 

same (Levinas 1999, 62). In this case, the self remains totally unaffected by coming into contact 

with the other(s) (i.e., with either the impious soul of the student, or with the many imperfect 

characters the student meets throughout his journey). If, on the other hand, Al-Mu’tasim and the 

student are not the same person, in this case the infinite also absorbs the finite because Al-

Mu’tasim’s luminous spirit gradually discloses itself in time and space by overpowering the dim 

soul of the many characters in the novel, including the student’s. In the first case, the self 

remains the same, and in the second case, the self overcomes the other. Nevertheless, in both 

cases, the self walks what Levinas calls “the way of the same.” According to him, 

The way of the I against the “other” of the world consists in sojourning, in identifying 

oneself by existing here at home with oneself [chez soi] …Dwelling is the very mode of 

maintaining oneself [se tenir], not as the famous serpent grasping itself by biting onto its 

tail, but as the body that, on the earth exterior to it, holds itself up [se tient] and can. The 

“at home” [Le “chez soi”] is not a container but a site where I can, where, dependent on a 

reality that is other, I am, despite this dependence or thanks to it, free … Everything is 

here, everything belongs to me … The possibility of possessing, that is, of suspending the 

very alterity of what is only at first other, and other relative to me, is the way of the same. 

(Levinas 1969, 37–38) 

In Mir Bahadur’s “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim” the protagonist is the sovereign self 

that overcomes all traces of otherness in order to be fully at home with itself in the world. The 
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student personifies the powerful self for whom nothing is impossible or beyond reach. The 

protagonist is driven by a desire to attain wholeness and holiness. Otherness is what stands in his 

way to self-transcendence.  

This fictional novel thus traces the self’s mystical itinerary toward the One. For him, 

fusion with the One is not a mere utopian dream. It is a real possibility that becomes actualized. 

It first expresses itself as a nostalgia for the One (i.e., as “homesickness”), and it accomplishes 

itself as love or union with the One. It is therefore an erotic relationship with the One, rather than 

an ethical relationship with the Other, because the student achieves transcendence through love 

of and union with the One, rather than by socializing with, or giving shelter and comfort to the 

Other. The protagonist’s journey toward the One is consequently accomplished through the 

overcoming the Other.  

Most of the stories in Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan are different expressions of the 

narrative of “the same.” For example, “The Circular Ruins” also suggests the identification of the 

subject with the object. In the case of this short story, the fusion or confusion is between a 

dreamer and his dream, or, more accurately, between the dreamer and the dream. It tells the story 

of a man who travels alone in a canoe to a remote island that is completely beyond the pale of 

Western civilization. The purpose of his prolonged and exhausting adventure is to accomplish his 

fanciful aspiration “to dream a man … in minute entirety and impose him on reality” (Borges 

1962, 58).  

Dreaming in this story, like mirrors and copula in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” serves 

therefore to multiply the number of men. The magician’s venture in this story resembles the 

tlonist’s project in that both protagonists set out to bring into reality the object of their fantastic 

imagination. It is also similar to Pierre Menard’s wish to perfectly reproduce an object by the 
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power of his mind alone. Furthermore, it is related to “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim,” in that 

the magician (like the student) is also “seeking a soul” (Borges 1962, 58), except than the 

magician is the light of Being that rescues others from the shadows of non-Being, and is also the 

master whose teachings supposedly redeem a forlorn student. Thus, like Al-Mu’tasim, the 

magician also personifies God, though one that creates souls rather than one that comforts them. 

The magician is a powerful and omnipresent demiurge who engenders a being (a son) in his own 

image and likeness without resorting to copulation. He also lives (like the student) according to 

the modality of the “same,” as described in the above quote (Levinas 1969, 37–38), because he is 

absorbed in the egoistic and egotistic act of being in and for himself in the sole presence of what 

his creative imagination sees and conceives.  

The magician embodies a subjectivity that is able to accomplish his dreams, and that is 

bound to the closed circuit of intentional consciousness in which the other is either excluded or 

overcome. In this respect, he resembles more the narrator of “Library of Babel” than the student 

in “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim.” While the student is also a pilgrim who devotes his entire 

life to seeking the whole, he is not unmindful of those around him who help him attain 

transcendence in one way or another (whether by feeding him, clothing him, housing him, 

conversing with him, loving him, guiding him, etc., or even by stealing from him, fighting with 

him, hating him, deceiving him, etc.). In other words, the student’s world is not only populated 

by the likes of him, as the librarian’s world, or as the magician’s dream world. While the student 

shares the magician’s view that others are mere reflections of true Being, and while he uses them 

as sheer instruments of his own spiritual transcendence, he is not as self-absorbed and oblivious 

of his fellow beings as are the magician and the librarian.  
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One important difference between “The Library of Babel” and “The Circular Ruins” is 

that in the former, the narrator does not mention how he manages to survive and accomplish his 

undertaking, while in the latter it is hinted that the island’s natives are the ones who feed the 

dreamer and take care of him. As the narrator observes, “[t]racks of bare feet, some figs and a 

jug warned [the magician] that the men of the region had been spying respectfully on his sleep, 

soliciting his protection or afraid of his magic” (Borges 1962, 57–58). This shows that the 

magician is not only a master in his own dreams, but also that he is supposed to be a very mighty 

subject who the supposedly weak and noble savages both fear and revere, as if he were a god. 

Nevertheless, in “The Circular Ruins” the sovereignty and power of the magician is ultimately 

called into question when he finds out that he is, like the son that he conceives with his uncanny 

mental powers, nothing but an illusion, a simulacrum. Therefore, rather than redeeming his son 

from his shadowy and illusory existence, and bringing him to the realm of being, the magician 

finally realizes that he too is the dream of another demiurge’s dream. 

Another story that proposes the total identification between two different characters, and 

whose protagonist is a subjectivity that is seemingly as boundless and as powerful as the wind, is 

“Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote.” This story is about a writer who sets out to reproduce 

Cervantes’ Don Quixote without copying it or resorting to the power of memory, but by relying 

on the sheer power of his intellect and the oceanic vastness of his erudition. Like the dreamer in 

“Circular Ruins,” Pierre Menard’s colossal task is nothing less than to write a simulacrum of 

Cervantes’ novel that exactly replicates its model. By doing so, he does not simply want to erase 

the difference between the model and the simulacrum, or between the producer and the 

reproducer: he wants to demonstrate that the simulacrum is a much more nuanced and admirable 

invention than the model, and that the reproducer of simulacra is an infinitely more resourceful 
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and accomplished creator than the producer of originals. Like the dreamer in “The Approach to 

Al-Mu’tasim,” and the librarian in “The Library of Babel,” Pierre wants to accomplish a task that 

only a god or an immortal could possibly achieve. However, unlike the librarian, Pierre does not 

content himself with producing a mere replica or a “poetic reply” of the original model. Nor does 

he wish to write footnotes to Cervantes’ novel. He sets out to write exactly the same book that 

Cervantes wrote.  

Like the dreamer, Pierre reportedly leaves nothing to chance. He proceeds with 

seemingly full dialectical rigor and geometric precision. He apparently arrives at Don Quixote by 

way of a strictly deductive system in the manner of Spinoza’s Ethics. But he does not disclose 

his method, axioms, theorems, or rough drafts. He only shows his final work, the pieces that 

exactly replicate Cervantes’ Don Quixote. According to a letter reportedly written by Pierre to 

the narrator of this story, Pierre believes that: 

To think, analyze and invent … are not anomalous acts, but the normal respiration of the 

intelligence. To glorify the occasional fulfillment of this function, to treasure ancient 

thoughts of others, to remember with incredulous amazement that the doctor universalis 

thought, is to confess our languor or barbarism. Every man should be capable of all ideas, 

and I believe that in the future he will be. (Borges 1962, 54) 

 Pierre does not merely aspire to be a novelist of genius like Cervantes and Mir Behadur 

Ali. Nor does he content himself with being like the librarian of genius who discovers the 

general law of the Library (Borges 1962, 82), or the one who redescribes it. He also outdoes the 

deed of the student who devotes his life to seeking a man who is an emblem of God, and also 

surpasses the feat of the hypothetical eternal voyager who discovers “the Order” of the Library 

(88). He wants to be like Hermes Trismegistus himself, the author of the imaginary Library, “on 
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whose pages all things were written” (Borges 1999, 351). What’s more, he considers that every 

human being is capable of doing this. He therefore goes much further than the absolute idealist 

inhabitants of the planet Tlön, who believed that “all men … are the same man,” and that “all 

men who repeat one line of Shakespeare are William Shakespeare” (Borges 1962, 27). Pierre 

believes that every man can write what Hermes Trismegistus, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Spinoza, 

and all the great authors have ever thought and written. He believes that every man can 

conceivably write any book of the Library, and affirms that some time in the future they will.  

By contrast, the story entitled “An Examination of the Work of Herbert Quain” surveys 

the literary and critical works of an author who, unlike Pierre, does not mind at all being a minor 

name in “the history of art,” and not belonging to “Art” itself (Borges 1962, 73). According to 

the anonymous examiner and admirer of his works, Herbert never regarded himself as a man of 

“genius” (73). In many ways, he is the polar opposite of Menard. He does not mind writing his 

own version of existing books, or even recycling his own ideas and inventions. For instance, in 

the examiner’s report we learn that in Herbert’s comedy The Secret Mirror, “the characters of the 

first act appear in the second—bearing a different name” (77). Herbert celebrates invention over 

analysis and rigor. He prefers symmetry over verisimilitude or logical necessity. He embraces 

the ironist notion that all writing and thinking are full of contingencies. Moreover, he believes 

that good literature and art are commonly and regularly produced, and thus scorns the 

conservation of old books. He doesn’t just want to write masterpieces, like Menard. In fact, most 

of his texts are far from being great in any way. For instance, according to the surveyor, his 

novel Siamese Twin Mystery is inadequately organized, offers numerous superfluous and 

affected descriptions, and even suffers from a misleading plot (74). The surveyor’s assessment of 

this novel reminds us of Stephen Albert’s description of Ts’ui Pên’s “chaotic novel” The Garden 
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of Forking Paths in the story that bears the same name, which he characterizes as “a shapeless 

mass of contradictory rough drafts” (96). It is worth mentioning that the title of Herbert Quain’s 

first book is The God of the Labyrinth since the plot of his most ambitious novel April March is 

constructed according to an inverse system of “tri-furcating” paths (76), which also reminds us 

of Ts’ui Pên’s legendary labyrinth of symbols. To add another piece to the puzzling connections 

that exist between the works of Herbert and Ts’ui Pên’s infinite labyrinth, the surveyor reveals at 

the end of his review that Herbert Quain is also the author of the collection of stories called 

Statements, from which he (the narrator) extracted “his” tale “The Circular Ruins” (78).  

Could the anonymous surveyor of Herbert Quain’s works be Ts’ui Pên himself? More 

decisively, could the different stories that make up Borges’ El Jardín se Senderos que se 

Bifurcan be pieces of the legendary mother of all labyrinths, Ts’ui Pên’s novel? This issue is 

worth exploring, given that one of Pierre Menard’s works (item “b” on the list, where he 

describes a language made of “ideal objects created by means of common agreement and 

destined essentially to fill poetic needs” [46]) also reminds us of the literature of the northern 

hemisphere of the planet Tlön. The narrator points out that in this literature, “ideal objects 

abound, invoked and dissolved momentarily, according to poetic necessity ” (Borges 1962, 22; 

my emphasis). Both statements seem to be informed by one another. Does this mean that they 

were written by the same author? Did the reviewer of Herbert Quain’s works copy this statement 

from “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” (or vice-versa)? Is this just a coincidence? This cannot be the 

case, because a similar “coincidence” occurs with the expression “axaxaxas mlö.” In “Tlön, 

Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” these symbols are mentioned as being a part of the statement that 

translates the phrase “the moon rose over the sea” in the language of the southern hemisphere of 

Tlön, and in “The Library of Babel” they are identified as the title of one of the books (86). 
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These pointers can hardly be regarded as mere coincidences in the writings of Borges, where 

practically nothing is left hanging or to chance, and where every little sign is a meaningful clue.  

In Borges’ El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan, the same phenomenon occurs that 

happens in the oldest regions of Tlön, where “lost objects” get duplicated, forming “secondary 

objects” called “hrönir” (Borges 1962, 29). Is “axaxaxas mlö” one such “secondary object”? In 

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” it is also mentioned that “the first intrusion of the fantastic world 

into the real one” was the appearance “on the dial” of a magnetic compass of one of the letters of 

the alphabet of Tlön (32). Is the appearance of these words from the language of Tlön in a book 

of the Library a sign that the world of fantasy has also intruded upon the imaginary Library? Or 

is it simply corroboration that the Library of Babel indeed contains all the conceivable words, 

statements, and texts from all the imaginable languages that utilize the famous twenty-five 

orthographic symbols (81)? Or is it a sign that Borges’ El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan is 

indeed Ts’ui Pên’s novel, and that the presence of these “secondary objects” are evidence of the 

connections that exist between the different pieces of this text? Is Ts’ui Pên the unidentified 

“genius” who invented Tlön, the Library, and the Lottery of Babylon? Is he the “novelist of 

genius” who conceived “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim” (the fictional novel), and the one who 

imagined the discombobulated novel April March? Is he the reviewer of these works, as well as 

the examiner of the complete works of the modest and unexceptional character named Herbert 

Quain, and of the bizarre and overconfident Menard? Is El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan 

another instance, and the ultimate example, in which the inventor and the invented, the creator 

and the creature, are the same?  
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With these questions in mind, the “Prologue” to El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan, 

signed by “Jorge Luis Borges,” acquires an unexpected significance that is worth examining. The 

first few lines state the following:  

The eight pieces of this book do not require [much] elucidation. The eight piece, “The 

Garden of Forking Paths,” is a detective story; its readers will assist at the execution, and 

all the preliminaries, of a crime, a crime whose purpose will not be unknown to them, but 

which they will understand—it seems to me—until the last paragraph. The other pieces 

are fantasies. (Borges 1962, 15) 

The volumes of scholarly commentary that Borges’ Ficciones has inspired since it was 

published makes the first sentence of the Prologue sound like an obvious, ironic remark rather 

than like a simple gesture of modesty. Moreover, to say that these pieces don’t need much 

explication implies not only that they supposedly speak for themselves, but also that an elaborate 

elucidation would be both excessive and superfluous. Nevertheless, it underscores the fact that 

these stories need some elucidation. It is somewhat strange that the first piece that he mentions is 

the last piece of this collection. The most obvious possibility is that he first mentions the title 

piece of the collection. But then why doesn’t this story open the collection? Also, why does he 

point out that this is the only “detective story” of the collection and that the rest are “fantasies” 

[piezas “fantásticas”] (Borges 1962, 15). Why doesn’t he consider “The Approach to Al-

Mu’tasim” a detective story as well, since, as the reviewer of Mir Bahadur’s novel points out, the 

latter is also a detective story with “a mystic” undercurrent” (37). Moreover, if indeed “The 

Garden of Forking Paths” is a detective story, why is it named after the novel of Ts’ui Pên, when 

the portions of the story that describe the preliminaries, the execution, and the purpose of the 

crime do not refer to Ts’ui Pên’s novel, but to Hai Feng’s adventure? Moreover, if this story is 
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named after Ts’ui Pên’s novel because Fang’s adventure follows the different permutations that 

Ts’ui Pên’s novel would allow (e.g., “Fang can kill the intruder, the intruder can kill Fang, both 

can be saved, both can die and so on and so on” [98]), why does Borges call it a detective story 

and not a fantasy? Evidently, in some versions of Fang’s story no crime and no execution would 

have taken place. Clearly, “The Garden of Forking Paths” is no more detectivesque than 

fantastic, and certainly no less fantastic than the other seven stories in the collection.  

Considering the above, and the labyrinthine intricacy and fantastical character of Borges’ 

narrative in general, it would be too naïve to interpret the Prologue at face value. Moreover, if we 

pay close attention to the exact wording of Borges’ suggestion (that the readers will supposedly 

“understand” what’s going on in the story on Ts’ui Pên only at the end of the story), it is evident 

that his statement is ambiguous, if not blatantly ironic.  

To say that the purpose of a crime “will not be unknown” to readers (Borges 1962, 15) is 

an ambiguous and tactful way of stating that readers should realize, or be aware of, the purpose 

of the crime. However, the statement readers “will not understand” the purpose of the crime 

“until [they read] the last paragraph” is more vague and unclear than the statement “a crime will 

not be unknown” to us readers. It suggests that we will actually understand the purpose of the 

crime when we get to read the last paragraph. However, when we actually get to the story’s last 

paragraph, we realize that in El Jardín de Senderos que se Bifurcan, all the different conceivable 

permutations of the story have actually occurred. As indicated above, in some versions of the 

story, no crime ever takes place. According to official history, the reason that the thirteenth 

British division postponed its intended attack against the German forces for five days in 1916 

was because of bad weather (89). Official versions, therefore, clearly indicate that Dr. Hai Fang’s 
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story is nothing but a fable, an invention. To boot, Fang begins the last paragraph of his account 

by saying: “what remains is unreal and unimportant” (Borges 1962, 101).  

All of the above evidence suggests that we ultimately will never be able to understand 

what “really” happens in “The Garden of Forking Paths.” In the end, we are left wondering why 

this piece should be regarded a detective story after all. This also implies that there might be 

another mystery needing to be untangled, and that it is the reader’s turn to play the role of the 

detective. But the problem is that at this point, the reader doesn’t even have a clue as to what the 

mystery is all about.  

To continue with this interpretation of the Prologue, it is worth mentioning that after 

stating that the remaining seven pieces are “fantastical,” Borges offers a brief commentary about 

each of them in a random order. He introduces them in the following sequence: “The Babylon 

Lottery” (#5), “The Library of Babel” (#7), “The Circular Ruins” (#4), “Pierre Menard, Author 

of Don Quixote” (#3), “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”(#1), “An Examination of the Work of 

Herbert Quain” (#6), and “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim” (#2). Why doesn’t he begin his 

discussion of these pieces in the order in which they are presented in the collection? Does this 

mean that Borges is suggesting that readers should follow this alternative sequence?  

I believe that the significance of this order is simply the fact that it proposes a nonlinear 

approach to reading and writing, which is of course the very spirit of Ts’ui Pên’s labyrinthine 

novel. It is also the spirit of the first piece of this series that he mentions, “The Babylon Lottery,” 

which he laconically characterizes as “not entirely innocent of symbolism” (1962, 15). This 

statement evidently invites the reader to pay special attention to the allegorical undercurrents of 

this piece. But given that the next piece he introduces is “The Library of Babel,” which is just as 
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loaded with symbolism as the former, the allegorical implications of “The Babylon Lottery” 

acquire special importance in the context of the Prologue.  

The word “lottery” suggests a game or a situation whose outcome is determined by 

chance or fate, and the name Babylon suggests (in the Western Judeo-Christian imaginary) a 

place where people are given to the gratification of the senses (as opposed to the praising of God, 

the contentment of the spirit, or the fulfillment of reason). Therefore, both “lottery” and 

“Babylon” entail a rationality that goes counter to good sense and rational conduct, as defined by 

Western canons. This is precisely what the idea of following a nonlinear or random logic 

implies. To introduce a collection of stories in a random order is consequently to hint that these 

stories also break with the linearity of logical, rational discourse, and that contingency plays a 

central role in them. As in “The Babylon Lottery,” nobody that plays in El Jardín de Senderos 

que se Bifurcan can avoid getting lost in the intricacies of the game, or escape being subject to 

the arbitrary laws of chance. 

Some might argue that the Prologue does indeed have its logic, because the second part 

introduces those pieces that review or discuss imaginary texts. However, “The Garden of 

Forking Paths” and “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” also offer a summary or a 

commentary of feigned texts, i.e., Ts’ui Pên’s novel, and the so-called “visible” works of Pierre 

Menard. It is of course feasible to come up with other explanations that would throw a different 

light on the many idiosyncrasies of the Prologue. Nevertheless, it seems to me beyond doubt that 

Borges is here underscoring the importance that contingency plays in this collection. Whether or 

not it offers us a clue that this collection is in fact Ts’ui Pên’s legendary labyrinth of symbols is 

anybody’s guess. To my knowledge, Borges never hinted that this collection of stories was 

indeed Ts’ui Pên’s novel. Therefore, my proposition is admittedly adventurous and speculative. 
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My intention is not to put it forward as a new claim or discovery about this classic of modern 

Latin American literature, but simply to explore new possibilities that this exceptionally rich and 

subtle text continues to offer. 

In order to continue with this discussion of Borges’ El Jardín de Sendereos que se 

Bifurcan, I will discuss the piece in which contingency determines the fate of everyone, “The 

Babylon Lottery.” The inhabitants of Babylon are not simply subject to the arbitrary laws of 

chance, like everybody else in the world. They are the subjects of a state where a game of 

chance, the lottery, literally determines their fate and the outcome of all the events and affairs of 

the community, both weighty and trivial. Babylon’s rule of law is the rule of the lottery. The 

lottery determines all aspects of society in Babylon, including its customs, laws, decisions, 

procedures, practices, etc. In Babylon, life does not revolve around work, but around the game of 

lottery. People are apparently not motivated by the desire to accumulate goods, wealth, or even 

power, and neither is the state. They are driven by the will to play. The Babylonian lottery-state 

is both extremely munificent and cruel. It gives the most lavish prizes, and the most extreme 

punishments. As the narrator notes, “A happy drawing might motivate [somebody’s] elevation to 

the council of wizards … An adverse drawing means a mutilation, a varied infamy, death” 

(Borges 1962, 68). The Babylon Lottery is a sort of sacred game and ritual.  

The Babylon lottery-state is a totalitarian state created by the will of the people. 

According to the narrator, in Babylon every member of society gradually ceded his or her power 

and will voluntarily to the power and the will of the Lottery. Babylon is a republic that is not 

guided by rational precepts, but precisely by what these set out to eliminate: the contingent, the 

arbitrary, the unprincipled. But in Babylon, the contingent and the established apparently 

coincide. Everything, including the law, functions according to the will of the Lottery. They are 
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one and the same. To give one example: “a slave stole a crimson ticket, a ticket which earned 

him the right to have his tongue burned in the next drawing. The criminal code fixed the same 

penalty for the theft of a ticket” (Borges 1962, 67). Paradoxically, in Babylon nothing is left to 

chance because the Lottery decides everything. 

The Babylonian resembles the student from “The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim” in that his 

biography also seems to trace all the movements of the human spirit. As he says, “I have been 

proconsul … a slave; I have known omnipotence, opprobium, jail” (Borges 1962, 65). However, 

unlike the student in the other story, the Babylonian does not devote his whole life to searching 

for a holy soul, but to playing in the lottery, where his very life and destiny are perpetually at 

stake. Moreover, the Babylonian’s experiences are not extraordinary. They are like those of any 

other citizen of Babylon. In this respect, he resembles the librarian from “The Library of Babel,” 

whose life in the library is also similar to those of his fellow librarians. By contrast, the 

Babylonian’s life does not reach a climax when he experiences the totality, as happens to the 

student when he meets Al-Mu’tasim, or to the Babelian when he finally grasps the unity and 

order of the library. The deciding moment of his life is when he is able to escape from Babylon 

and, thus, when his life is no longer subject to the tyranny of the lottery. 

The accounts presented in “The Babylon Lottery” and “The Library of Babel” do, 

however, resemble one another in several important respects. For one, both are “testimonies” in 

which the narrator offers a cursory review of his own life, and of the history of his people. 

Curiously, the opening sentence of “The Babylon Lottery” begins exactly like the opening 

sentence of the second paragraph of “The Library of Babel.” It says: “Como todos los hombres 

de Babilonia, he…” (Borges 1992, 71) (as compared to the latter which says, “Como todos los 

hombres de Babel, he…” (90). The life of the citizen of Babylon and that of the Babelian are, of 
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course, drastically different. The life of the former is totally unpredictable and unstable, and is 

full of drama and adventure. By contrast, the life of the librarian is completely predictable and 

unchanging. He devotes his entire life to textual inquiry and philosophical reflection and 

speculation. Nevertheless, in spite of their radically different lifestyles, both write a letter at a 

turning point in their life that sets out to describe an entity that is both infinite and labyrinthine, 

i.e., the lottery and the library respectively.  

According to the former’s account, “[a] Babylonian is not highly speculative. He reveres 

the judgement of fate, he hands his life over to them, he places his hopes, his panic terror in 

them, but it never occurs to him to investigate their labyrinthine laws nor the gyratory spheres 

which disclose them” (Borges, 1992, 69). Furthermore, he claims that “until this very day I have 

thought about all [these matters] as little as I have about the behaviour of the indecipherable gods 

or about the beating of my own heart” (65). However, his account shows otherwise. His detailed, 

coherent, and highly clever description of the lottery suggests that he devoted a significant part 

of his life to understanding not only the logic of the lottery, but also to learning its long history. 

Like the narrator in “The Library of Babel,” he is very reflective and knowledgeable about the 

extremely complex system that has governed his whole life and that of his fellow citizens since 

time immemorial. Furthermore, like the Babelian, he is keenly aware of the speculative and 

tentative character of his elucidation of the totality upon which he is reflecting. As he confesses, 

“I have not delved into its history; [but] I do know that the wizards have been unable to come to 

any agreement; of its powerful designs I know what a man not versed in astrology might know of 

the moon” (65). This statement reveals that he is very much aware of the intellectual debates of 

Babylon, even though he is not proficient in all the disciplines that are required to understand or 

predict the functioning of the lottery. Additionally, he observes, “I have known what the Greeks 
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did not: uncertainty” (65). In this respect, the Babylonian also resembles the Babelian who is 

also aware of the basic limitations and ultimate fallibility of human understanding (84). 

Nevertheless, unlike the Babelian who does not hesitate to present his admittedly partial 

knowledge of the library as if it were comprehensive and definite, the Babylonian hints that his 

account is not entirely reliable, if not completely unreliable. As he observes, in Babylon “[t]he 

scribe who draws up a contract scarcely ever fails to introduce some erroneous datum; I myself, 

in making this hasty declaration, have falsified or invented some grandeur, some atrocity; 

perhaps, too, a certain mysterious monotony” (71). He also remarks that “there is nothing so 

contaminated with fiction as the history of the Company” (71). Therefore, unlike the Babelian, 

the Babylonian recognizes that his account is not only partial, but fictitious. Far from presenting 

it as a scientific or scholarly document, he implies that it is a fable of his own invention. 

The preceding quote entails that there is practically no difference between scientific 

inquiry and artistic invention in Babylon. This is also the case in the planet Tlön, where 

metaphysicians are famously known for not seeking truth or verisimilitude, but “amazement” 

[asombro] (1962, 25). There is also another curious similarity between the human sciences in 

Babylon and those in Tlön. For instance, in Babylon “a palaeographic document, unearthed in a 

temple, may be the work of yesterday’s drawing or that of one lasting a century” (71). Similarly, 

in Tlön, “[t]he methodical development of hrönir [i.e., simulacra] … has been of enormous 

service to archaeologists. It has been allowed them to question and even to modify the past, 

which nowadays is no less malleable or obedient than the future” (30). Another important 

parallel between these two stories is that in “The Babylon Lottery,” the narrator observes that 

“the lottery is an interpolation of chance into the order of the world” (69). Correspondingly, in 

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” the narrator notes that Tlön sparks “the first intrusion of the 
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fantastic world into the real world” (32). Both the Babylon Lottery and Tlön are therefore 

fantastical, uncanny phenomena which have a subversive transformative effect upon the rational 

structure of the world. The fact that the human sciences of Babylon have been “contaminated 

with fiction” indicates that the Tlön virus has perhaps reached its shores. Conversely, the 

numerous “accidental” occurrences that plague “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” also insinuate that 

the Babylon virus has probably reached the city of Buenos Aires from where the narrator writes 

his letter. For example, in the passage where the narrator discloses the first case in which the 

fantastic world of Tlön has intruded into “the real world,” he points out that an uncanny 

“accident” (un azar) revealed to him the second case of intrusion of the “fantastic” world into the 

“real” one (33). It is quite obvious that when “Jorge Luis Borges” states in the “Prologue” that 

“‘The Babylon Lottery’ is not entirely innocent of symbolism” (15), he is insinuating that 

Babylon is an allegory of his country Argentina. The following statement from “The Babylon 

Lottery” suggests this unmistakably: “I come from a vertiginous country where the lottery forms 

a principal part of reality” (65). What the Babylonian does not reveal is that he may very well 

have written this account from Buenos Aires, the place where he probably goes after having 

escaped from Babylon, and where he comes to the realization that there are “other republics” 

where the lottery might also operate, even if “imperfectly and in secret” (65).  

Conversely, what the narrator of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” does not explicitly 

disclose—because he may not even fully realize it—is that he is in fact not only in the streets of 

Buenos Aires, but also in Ts’ui Pn’s Garden of Forking Paths. It is significant that many of the 

“accidental” and outlandish findings that he reports in his account occur in forking walkways, 

corridors, hallways, galleries, etc. For example, he reportedly “discovers” Uqbar “in a corridor in 

a villa on Calle Goana, in Ramos Mejía” (Borges 1962, 17). Moreover, he says that he always 
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recalls Herbert Ashe (the British engineer who, like his countryman Berkeley, “suffered from a 

sense of unreality,” and who inadvertently introduced him to the fantastical world of Tlön) “in 

the corridor of [a] hotel” (20). These uncanny corridors are forking paths in either the literal or 

the figurative sense. The most noteworthy example of the latter is the corridor where he 

“discovers” Uqbar, which is where he comes across the famous “conjunction of a mirror and an 

encyclopedia” (17). This “conjunction” suggests the meeting of two objects that unveil an 

alternative, labyrinthine route. It is a sort of junction that discloses to the stroller the possibility 

of an unforeseen detour that opens up an entirely different world to him, one which is both 

fantastical and infinite, like Ts’ui Pên’s labyrinth of symbols.   

But the fantastical labyrinth of Ts’ui Pên not only spans the uncanny corridors of Buenos 

Aires. It also pervades the intricate ways of the Babylon lottery. Consider the following 

description of how the lottery works: 

Let us imagine a first drawing, which eventuates in a sentence of death against some 

individual. To carry out the sentence, another drawing is set up, and this drawing 

proposes (let us say) nine possible executioners. Of these executioners, four can initiate a 

third drawing which will reveal the name of the actual executioner, two others can 

replace the adverse order with a fortunate order (the finding a treasure, let us say), 

another may exacerbate the death sentence (that is: make it infamous or enrich it with 

torture), still others may refuse to carry it out . . . 

Such is the symbolic scheme. In reality, the number of drawings is infinite. No 

decision is final, all diverge into others. The ignorant suppose that an infinite number of 

drawings require an infinite amount of time; in reality, it is quite enough that time be 
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infinitely subdivisible, as is the case in the famous parable of the Tortoise and the Hare. 

(70; the emphasis is in the original) 

This passage sounds like the description of the plot of a work of fiction from Tlön, 

because it goes through several of the numerous imaginable outcomes that a single drawing of 

the lottery elicits. It also reminds us of the various fates that Hai Fang and Stephen Albert endure 

in Ts’ui Pn’s novel. The labyrinthine ways of the lottery assume, like the latter, that time is 

infinitely divisible.  

The Idea of “Bad” Infinity and Borges’ Garden of Forking Paths 

Readers of Hegel have undoubtedly noticed that postmodern thinkers are caught up in the 

dualistic framework commonly known as “bad” or “negative” infinity.vi One of them, Maurice 

Blanchot, surely did not fail to observe that Borges too “is constantly grappling with evil eternity 

and [bad] infinity” (2003, 94; translation modified). Gilles Deleuze, another thinker who 

grapples with the idea of infinity, has learned a great deal from Borges, in particular the way that 

“in a same chaotic world divergent series are endlessly tracing bifurcating paths” (1993, 81).  

Emmanuel Levinas proposes that the idea of the infinite in philosophy comes from two 

basic sources: “from reflection on the exercise of knowledge,” and “from religious experience or 

tradition” (1999, 53). However, postmodern philosophers evidently have also obtained their idea 

of the “bad” infinite from literature, particularly from the texts that Deleuze says create a 

“chaosmos” (e.g., Leblanc, Joyce, Gombrowics, Borges) (Deleuze 1993, 81). As Blanchot would 

say, these authors are not searching for the truth that philosophy endorses, but for the truth that 

literature sanctions, namely, the “truth” which “might be in the error of the infinite” (2003, 94). 
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In the Encyclopaedia Logic, Hegel describes the “bad infinite” as the never-ending 

passage of a determinate entity or proposition into its opposite rather than into something that 

actually comes together with itself (1991, 149). What this implies is that the so-called “bad” or 

“negative” infinite does not obtain the unity that classical thought has always sought in order to 

attain “completeness of understanding” (Hall 1982, xv). By contrast, those who embrace the so-

called “bad infinite” are moved by the sense of “irony” that drives the idea that absolute 

knowledge is impossible (Hall xv). 

Readers of Borges, when interpreting his metaphor of the labyrinth, often assume that all 

labyrinths have a centre. This is not at all the case. There are also centreless labyrinths, and this 

is surely the type of labyrinth that embodies the idea of modal ironism. The modal ironist’s 

labyrinth is an infinite labyrinth with no borders, no center, and no exit, where unity and totality 

of understanding cannot possibly be achieved, and where knowledge and transcendence are 

always illusory. Ts’ui Pên’s Garden of Forking Paths is a magnificent example of the centerless 

labyrinth that ironic philosophers and poets tend to favor.  

 

Borges’ Modal Ironism, or the Way of Ts’ui Pên  

Before describing the way of Ts’ui Pên, I will first discuss the image of the universe that 

“The Garden of Forking Paths” embodies and briefly sketch its genealogy. This short story by 

Borges encapsulates the plurality of worlds view which can be traced back to the Atomists 

Leucippus and Democritus, and which philosophers like Epicurus, Lucretius, Bruno, Montaigne, 

and Pierre Gassendi embraced in eras when this viewpoint was regarded as far-fetched by 

mainstream philosophy and science (Dick 1982). Nowadays, though, the plurality of worlds view 

has become more widely accepted thanks to the new theories that have emerged in recent 
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decades, including the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, “Big Bang” theory, 

the theory of eternal inflation, and string theory. 

This image of the universe should not be confused with the one that defenders of the 

doctrine of eternal recurrence propose. The doctrine of eternal recurrence states that “everything 

that has happened in our lives will happen infinitely many times in the future” (Knobe, Olum, 

Vilenkin 2006, 56). By contrast, the plurality of worlds view embraces what is known as the 

“principle of plenitude” (Lovejoy 1957). One ancient formulation of this principle is attributed to 

the ancient Greek atomist philosopher Diodorus Cronos. According to this member of the 

Megarian School of Dialectics, who was a contemporary of Epicurus, “everything that could 

possibly happen is either occurring right now or will occur at some point in the future” (Knobe, 

Olum, and Vilenkin 48).  

The many worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics and the cosmological theory of 

“eternal inflation” also embrace this principle (Knobe, Olum, and Vilenkin 53-55). David Lewis’ 

modal realism also claims that “all metaphysically possible histories are realized” sometime, 

somewhere in the universe (Knobe, Olum, and Vilenkin 54), and agrees with both the ancient 

and the contemporary defenders of the idea that “our actual world is only one world among 

others” (Lewis 1986, 184).  

Of course, there are important differences between the various plurality-of-worlds 

theories. Perhaps the single most important one is the physics on which these theories are based. 

For example, Lucretius’ modal metaphysics is based on Democritean physics. According to this 

cosmology, “worlds are innumerable, often of different species, sometimes similar, and always 

composed of heterogeneous elements” (Deleuze 1990, 266). Even though the atomists claim the 
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universe is infinite, and that some of the existing worlds resemble the world in which we live, 

according to them, “[t]here is no individual absolutely identical to another individual” (266).  

A contemporary theory proposed by George Ellis and G. Brundrit, which is based on 

Newtonian physics, also claims that the universe contains “an infinity of places very similar 

[though not identical] to our Earth” (Vilenkin 2006, 114; Ellis and Brundrit 1979). By contrast, 

many-worlds cosmologies that base their analysis on quantum physics, such as the inflationary 

cosmology of Alexander Vilenkin and Jaume Garriga, argue that there is an infinite number of 

worlds in the universe that are “identical” to the world in which we live. Says Vilenkin in his 

book Many Worlds in One:  

a striking consequence of the new picture of the world is that there should be an infinity 

of regions [within our multiverse] with histories absolutely identical to ours. Yes, dear 

reader, scores of your duplicates are now holding copies of this book. They live on 

planets exactly like our Earth, with all its mountains, cities, trees, and butterflies. The 

earths revolve around perfect copies of our Sun, and each sun belongs to a grand spiral 

galaxy—an exact replica of our Milky Way. (2006, 112) 

Thus, a fundamental difference between the many-worlds cosmology of Democritean and 

Newtonian physics, on the one hand, and quantum physics, on the other, has to do with the 

question whether some of the other existing worlds in the universe are just similar to our Earth, 

or exactly like it. Another fundamental difference between them has to do with the ontological 

status that these cosmologies attribute to the plurality of worlds. Some theorists uphold the 

Leibnizian thesis which says that possible worlds do not exist in actuality. In the view of some of 

these theorists, possible worlds are nothing but “linguistic” or “mathematical” entities, or “ersatz 

possible worlds” (Lewis 1986, 183, 188). By contrast, theorists like Hugh Everett III and David 
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Lewis argue that “parallel worlds” are truly existent, not just hypothetical, worlds (Vilenkin 116-

17; Lewis 184). 

This brings me to another major difference between contemporary modal theories of the 

universe, namely, “absence of causal contact” (Leslie 66). According to Everett and Lewis, the 

myriad of co-existing universes are “parallel,” which means of course that there is no connection 

between them. By contrast, according to Vilenkin and Garriga, the plurality of worlds “belong to 

the same spacetime,” which means that, “given enough time, we may [conceivably]. . . be able to 

travel to other [worlds] and compare their histories with ours” (Vilenkin 116). 

Various authors have pointed out that the image of the universe that Borges’ “The Garden 

of Forking Paths” suggests corresponds to the worldview unravelled by the quantum physicist 

Hugh Everett (Merrell 1991; Talbot 1993; Rojo 1999). Remarkably, according to quantum 

physicist Alberto Rojo, in this short-story “Borges proposes without knowing . . . a solution to a 

still unresolved problem of quantum physics” (par. 4). Rojo refers to the problem of explaining 

how an atom can be simultaneously located in two different places. Sixteen years after the 

publication of Borges’ short story, Hugh Everett III formulated what is known as “the many 

worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics,” which proposes that reality is continually splitting 

into “a multitude of mutually unobservable but equally real worlds” (De Witt and Graham 1973, 

v; Rojo par. 4). In other words, Everett’s theory proposes that reality is indeed a garden of 

forking paths in which “each possible outcome of every quantum process is actually realized, but 

they all occur in different ‘parallel’ universes” (Vilenkin 2006, 115). 

Vilenkin and Garriga’s conception of the universe also recalls Borges’ Garden of Forking 

Paths. For example, in his Theodicy Leibniz assumes that Julius Caesar’s momentous decision to 

cross the Rubicon yields a number of possible outcomes that never actually happened. However, 
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inflationary cosmology posits that all the possible permutations of this particular historical event, 

like all other events in the history of the earth, both significant and insignificant, have actually 

occurred in other worlds countless times already. Says Vilenkin: 

With the words . . . —[“Let the die be cast”]—[Julius Caesar] ordered the troops to 

advance. And the die was cast indeed: on some earths Caesar went on to become the 

dictator of Rome, while on others he was defeated, tried, and executed as an enemy of the 

state. Of course, on most earths there has never been a person by the name of Caesar, and 

most places in the universe are nothing like our Earth. . . (2006, 112). 

 The similarities between Borges’ image of the universe in “The Garden of Forking Paths” 

and Vilenkin and Garriga’s are truly uncanny. Compare the previously quoted passage with the 

famous description of Ts’ui Pên’s image of the universe that the narrator Dr. Yu Tsun offers to 

his interlocutor, Dr. Stephen Albert: 

‘[Ts’ui Pên] believed in an infinite series of times, in a dizzily growing, ever spreading 

network of diverging, converging and parallel times. This web of time—the strands of 

which approach one another, bifurcate, intersect or ignore each other through the 

centuries—embraces every possibility. We do not exist in most of them. In some you 

exist and not I, while in others I do, and you do not, and in yet others both of us exist. In 

this one, in which chance has favored me, you have come to my gate. In another, you, 

crossing the gate, have found me dead. In yet another, I say these very same words, but 

am an error, a phantom’ (Borges 1962, 100) 

From this passage it is not possible to tell whether Ts’ui Pên’s picture of the universe is 

closer to Everett’s, or Vilenkin and Garriga’s. Likewise, it is not entirely clear whether Ts’ui 

Pên’s image of the universe is based on classical or quantum physics for Yu Tsun’s account does 
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not specify whether the Garden of Forking Paths opens up worlds that are just similar to our 

Earth, or whether some of them are actually identical to it. Moreover in Yu Tsun’s account some 

of the world lines actually intersect whereas other world lines follow parallel trajectories. This 

might give the impression that Ts’ui Pên’s picture of the universe coincides with both the many-

worlds theory of Everett and the many-worlds-in-one theory of Vilenkin and Garriga. It should 

also be added, however, that Ts’ui Pên’s cosmology incorporates the idealist argument that 

appearances deceive and that what we take as real may be nothing but an illusion, which implies 

that Ts’ui Pên disagrees not only with Everett, Vilenkin, and Lewis’s realist viewpoint, but also 

with nominalists like Nicholas Rescher who believe that “possible worlds” are nothing but 

“hard-core possibilities that are altogether unreal,” and for whom the world in which we live is 

the only actually existing world (Rescher 1979, 181). 

While Ts’ui Pên’s Garden of Forking Paths calls into question the reality of those entities 

that most people consider to be actually existing and concrete, such as a chair or a person, it does 

not suggest that abstract entities, such as Platonic ideas or mathematical sets, are any less unreal. 

In fact, both the Platonic task of distinguishing between originals and false copies, and the 

Nietzschean effort to reverse their traditional hierarchy, become irrelevant in Ts’ui Pên’s Garden. 

For, in a domain where every state of affairs constantly splits into a series of incompossible, or 

mutually incompatible, events, each of which tells a slightly different story of the same set of 

characters and situations, the distinction between original and copy, or that between a “true” and 

a “false” copy, no longer makes sense. In the Garden of Forking Paths all “reproductions” are 

themselves the models of subsequent entities and events, and at the same time are the copies, and 

the copies of copies, and the copies of copies of copies, ad infinitum, of preceding entities and 

events.  
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For this reason, I propose that Ts’ui Pên’s Garden stages the end of both Platonism and 

anti-Platonism and heralds the advent of a new cosmology that is neither Platonist nor anti-

Platonist nor Aristotelian nor Democritean nor Leibnizian. Ts’ui Pên’s cosmology is Relativistic 

and modal through and through for, according to this revolutionary picture of the universe, every 

“world line” is constantly branching out, and, as a result, the universe contains not only an 

infinite number of Gardens of Forking Paths, but also a plethora of incompossible minds within 

each sentient being (Barrett 1999). 

A “world line,” as George Gamow observes, “refers to a relativistic four-dimensional 

spacetime continuum in which anything that happens anywhere at any time is represented by a 

point” (1970, xii). In a pre-Everettian, pre-inflationary universe, each of us has a unique world 

line or biography. But in Ts’ui Pên’s Garden of Forking Paths all the possible world lines that 

any individual could have followed at any given point in his or her spacetime continuum 

becomes actual. This implies that each individual—and indeed each animal, plant, and object, 

both macroscopic and microscopic—that has ever existed in the history of the multiverse has a 

plurality of simultaneous, non-interacting, but equally real world lines.  

In Ts’ui Pên’s universe there is no God that chooses the best possible world from the 

countless number of alternative arrangements and histories that the laws of physics permit. As 

Yu Tsun points out, Ts’ui Pên’s Garden “embraces every possibility” (Borges 1962, 100). In 

other words, like in the multiverse of inflationary cosmology, in Ts’ui Pên’s Garden “[any] 

history is possible [provided that] its probability is not equal to zero” (Knobe, Olum, and 

Vilenkin 2006, 49).  

As Simo Knuuttila notes, the idea that God chooses from an infinite set of alternative 

histories can be traced back to Augustine (Knuuttila 1993, 68).vii This idea, he adds, was rather 
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“common in medieval modal metaphysics” (69). Some of the medieval philosophers who 

embraced and further developed this idea include Boethius (480-524), al-Ghazâlî (1058-1111), 

Gilbert of Poitiers (c.1085-1154), and John Duns Scotus (c.1266-1308) (Knuuttila 81, 104, 147; 

Kukkonen 2000). However, the philosopher who is most typically associated with this idea is 

undoubtedly Leibniz (1646-1716) who, in his Theodicy, argues that God created the best of all 

possible worlds. 

As Lloyd Strickland observes, “Leibniz’s doctrine of optimism . . . has undoubtedly been 

one of the most vilified [doctrines] in the history of [modern] Western philosophy” (17). Some of 

its critics include Voltaire (Candide), Malebranche, Helvetius (Le vrai sense du systême de la 

nature), and Schopenhauer (The World as Will and Representation).  

According to Gilles Deleuze, “Borges is one of Leibniz’s disciples” (1993, 62). But, 

obviously, the author of The Fold is making an ironic remark here since few readers of Borges 

are more keenly aware than him that “The Garden of Forking Paths” subverts the Leibnizian 

doctrine of divine selection. As Deleuze observes, in Borges’ short story and other similar texts, 

“even God desists from being a Being who compares worlds and chooses the richest compossible 

world. In Ts’ui Pên’s “chaosmos,” adds Deleuze, God “becomes Process, a process that at once 

affirms incompossibilities and passes through them” (81).  

In short, Ts’ui Pên subscribes to the same cosmology that physicist like Hugh Everett and 

Alexander Vilenkin, and philosophers like David Lewis have put forward over the past few 

decades. However, unlike the theories of these scientists and philosopher whose purpose is to 

describe what there is in the universe and/or how the universe forms, works, and evolves, and 

who obviously aspire to persuade their audience that their theories are not mere speculations and 
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certainly not a fiction, Ts’ui Pên’s goal is simply “to create a maze in which all men would lose 

themselves” (Borges 1962, 93).  

Ts’ui Pên is perhaps the single most ardent follower of “the truth of literature.” To dwell 

in the “truth” of literature means basically to wander in an infinite, pathless, and exit-less 

labyrinth. In this labyrinth of labyrinths, as Maurice Blanchot highlights, 

Before having begun, already one begins again; before having finished, one broods, and 

this sort of absurdity (consisting of returning without ever having left, or of beginning by 

beginning again) is the secret of “evil” eternity, corresponding to “evil” infinity, both of 

which perhaps contain the meaning of becoming. (2003, 94) 

Unlike pragmatist, academic, and mystical philosophers, Ts’ui Pên neither wishes to 

understand the Way nor to exit the labyrinth. Nor does he aspire to achieve some kind of 

wholeness or transcendence. For him, walking the labyrinth is both a joy and an end in itself. If 

he despairs at all, it is because life is too short to allow him to err eternally in the truth of 

literature.  For Ts’ui Pên, as for Borges, the universe is a text, and every text is a part of the 

labyrinth.  

If anybody has ever conceived Deleuze and Guattari’s ideal book, the perfect “rhizomatic 

book,” the most radical counter-example of the “tree book,” that literary genius is certainly Ts’ui 

Pên. If anyone has dwelled in the “error” of “bad” infinity, it is he. For these reasons, he deserves 

to be regarded as the “conceptual persona” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 61-84) of the modal 

ironist, the symbol of the thinker who embraces and “instantiates” not only “artistic truth” 

(Langer 1951-262; Badiou 2005, 12-13), but also “the truth of literature” (Blanchot 2003, 94). 

To conclude, in the preface of Difference and Repetition Deleuze makes the following 

prediction: “The time is coming when it will hardly be possible to write a book of philosophy as 
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it has been done for so long” (1994, xxi). Although the French philosopher does not speculate 

what possible new paradigm or historical event will presumably render antiquated the “old style” 

of philosophical expression, his prediction is that Borges’ fiction will serve as the new model for 

the philosophy of the future. Deleuze’s idea is that philosophy should no longer be mere 

scholarly footnotes to Plato, but Borgesian reviews and commentary of “a real book of past 

philosophy as if it were an imaginary and feigned book” (xxi–xii).  

Deleuze’s prediction has not come to pass, of course, at least not now, or not in our 

particular spot in the Multiverse. However, if there is even the slightest possibility that Borges’ 

short stories one day become a model for the philosophy of the future, the theory of eternal 

inflation predicts that this has already taken place in countless worlds within the O-region of our 

“island universe.” In some of these worlds, Pierre Menard is the champion of the new “style” of 

philosophical writings, as Deleuze predicted or hoped.  

In other universes, Borges’ “Garden of Forking Paths” is regarded as a momentous event 

in the history of the human sciences for anticipating the Multiple Worlds cosmology and for 

heralding the new era when modal ironism became the official philosophy of the State. In this 

particular set of worlds, the way of Ts’ui Pên is the academically sanctioned method of writing 

not only philosophy but also history.  

In countless other worlds, there is a person exactly like you reading a paper like this one. 

However, in that particular set of worlds, perhaps no one has ever heard of a writer called Jorge 

Luis Borges, or perhaps he is the invention of a literary critic eager to please his readers who 

seem to be only interested in works of fiction that are based on a single plot which runs through 

every possible permutation,” as happens on the planet Tlön.  
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i See Santayana’s critique of Russell’s philosophy as “monocular” (2007, 85). 
ii During his years as a Harvard professor, in addition to publishing six volumes of academic philosophy, Santayana 

also published three books of poetry (Sonnets and Other Verse [1894], Lucifer: A Theological Tragedy [1899], and 

A Hermit of Carmel, and other poems [1901]), and two books of literary criticism (Interpretations of Poetry and 

Religion [1900], and Three Philosophical Poets [1910]). While his poetry did put him on the map of American 

literature, it did not consecrate him as a major poet, as he probably hoped. Santayana’s well known literary creations 

and criticism, his circle of young friends and poetry enthusiasts, the contemplative tendencies of his philosophy, and 

his lack of both an academic vocation and of “the healthy optimism which was thought as desirable in those 

instructing youth” (Sprigge 1995, 26) all contributed to his being perceived as an odd fellow and an outsider, both 
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by his Harvard colleagues and by university administrators. Nevertheless, they respected him highly as a 

philosopher, not only because of his extraordinary intellect and publications, but because he had a bright future 

ahead of him as he was only in his mid-forties. However, when in 1911 he decided to leave academia altogether in 

order to pursue his literary and philosophical ambitions as a free lancer, the university and philosophical community 

was appalled. How could he possibly leave the comfort and reputation of his professorship at Harvard for a 

financially unstable and itinerant life in Europe? People close to him felt betrayed and were disappointed (27–28). 

He thus became not only an outsider, but also a sort of outcast in American philosophical circles.  
iii For example, in his “Metafísica del Amador,” Macedonio Fernández states: “I affirm that all Experience, e.g., this 

internal-external world, is fully knowable. It is totally free, that is, without impossibles, either of the Variety sort 

(non-limited plurality of the pure different sensation), or of their simultaneities and successions (non-causality, 

neither sequences nor fixed species) (1990, 222; my translation). 
iv As fragment 8 of Parmenides’s Poem states, Being “is perfected/ from all sides, like the mass of a well-rounded 

ball, equally balanced from the center everywhere” (quoted in Furley 54). 
v For an interpretation of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit that situates this text within the context of the meditative 

tradition discussed above (in chapter two), see Rée 1987, 56–95. 
vi Hegel actually calls it “spurious or negative infinity” (1991, 149) However, since most 

scholars call it “bad” infinity, I have decided to employ the more frequently used term instead. 

This idea is encapsulated in the formula given by Hegel: “something becomes an other, but the 

other is itself a something, so it likewise becomes an other, and so on ad infinitum” (149). It 

implies the neverending passage of something (i.e., determinate being) into its opposite (i.e., 

another determinate being) rather than into something that actually comes together with itself 

(i.e, being-for-itself).  

vii “Following the Platonic tradition, Augustine thought that the generic forms of being belong to 

a perfect scale and that God does not leave any part of it unrealized. In this sense he asserted an 

equation between possibilities and their realizations, i.e. he accepted in one form the idea dubbed 

by Lovejoy ‘the principle of plenitude’ . . . Yet he also claimed that some divine possibilities are 

never realized. Although this view remains in the periphery of Augustine’s thought, it is 

historically significant, because it motivated later theologians to rethink the meaning of modal 

notions . . . An interesting example of an unrealized possibility is mentioned in Chapter 19 of 

Book XII of De civitate Dei. Augustine criticizes the ancient doctrine which claimed that the 

only permissible notion of infinity is the infinite in potential.  According to him, an infinite series 

of numbers exist in actuality in God’s species and know each of them simultaneously. Although 
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Augustine thought that the number of species is finite and that they are all realized, he also had 

in mind the speculative idea of the divine choice among infinite alternatives, an idea which later 

became common in medieval modal metaphysics” (Knuuttila 1993, 68-69). 


