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The “Rhizomorphous” Producer and the Reader as “Literary Detective”: The Adven-
ture of Signs; or, The Postmodernity of Borgesian Discourse (. Intertextualivy-Palimpsest-
Deconstruction-Rhizome)

In all fiction, when a man is fabed with alternatives he
chooses one at the expense of the others. In the almost
unfathomable Ts'ui Pén, he chooses—simultaneously—
all of them. He thus creates various futures, various times
which start others that will in their turn branch out

and bifurcate in other times. [ . . . ] all the possible
solutions oceur, each one being the point of departure
for other bifurcations.

—Borges, Ficciones, 98!

He believed in an infinite series of rimes, 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.

—Borges, Ficciones, 100

INTRODUCTION

Historically, the works of the Argentinean writer Jorge Luis Borges have usually
been analyzed from philosophical, psychoanalytic, religious-mystic, or other stand-
points. He has also been read in comparison with other authors, such as Valéry,
Michaux, and, especially, Kafka?

Beginning in the sixties, poststructuralist thinkers and the Tel Quel group de-
voted considerable attention to Borges. Today it is habitual to speak of his narra-
tive texts as “postmodern.”
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Traditional literary science used to search (and still searches) for the “message”
of Borges's work, which has constantly refused to be semantically decodified.
Often extremely brief and sometimes trendy, many poststructuralist-oriented stud-
ies have concentrated on the description and functions of his narrative tech-
niques, such as the literary description—understood by Ricardou and his school
as a relatively traditional feature representing a transitional stage in the direction
of the virtual, but essentially linguistic descriptions of the nouveau roman and the
nouveau nouveau roman—itextual productivity, reflections on writing, and so on.
French authors apparently neglected the influence exerted by Borges’s works on
the development of literature starting in the fifties.’ Whatever the case, the fea-
tures that most attracted European authors—and most repelled the members of
certain Latin American circles—were the sustained employment of several codes
and the often misunderstood metatextual playfulness of Borgesian discourse. In
my view, both features constitute the core of his work. In general terms, the analy-
sis of Borges’s “literariness” was neglected. For decades, it was considered blasphe-
mous to describe the “literary playfulness” of a text or of its signifier without
attributing to it a “deeper meaning.”™

These tendencies seem to have been altered by the spread of semiotics in Ibero-
American studies, and by the new approach to Borges’s texts from the point of
view of the debate on postmodernism. Similarly, it has been retrospectively ob-
served, for example, that the philosophical enterprises of authors such as Lacan,
Foucault, and Derrida are as postmodern as are those of Lyotard and Vattimo.

In my opinion, it is problematic that a considerable amount of the work which
addresses so-called intertextuality in fact consists of traditional descriptions of the
text’s sources instead of semiotic analyses of its signifier. Observing that Borges
cites, or implies the existence of, certain sources while refusing to explain their
possible function within the text in which they appear does not take us very far.
The description of intertexts is often limited to a mere list of external textual se-
quences, usually identjfied arbitrarily by means of the critic’s specific literary
knowledge.

Other theoreticians define Borges's works as postmodern either by emphasizing
the forms of mimetic representation—as if postmodernism could be simply ex-
plained, in a pars pro toto fashion, by means of the “rediscovery of narrative mime-
sis”—or by focusing on the notion of discursive plurality. Unfortunately, it has not
been noted that postmodernism was originally a North American cultural phe-
nomenon dating from the sixties. It includes a vast range of cultural products, such
as pop art, Westerns, and pornography.” Neither has a critique of the available cat-
egories used to define what belongs or does not belong to postmodernity been out-
lined. In any case, a difference should be established between the current
categories and Ibero-American postmodernism as defined by Federico de Onis in
the thirties.®

In a few of my previous studies, | considered several aspects of postmodernity in
European and Latin American theatre, as well as in Latin American narrative. My
purpose was to build a basic inter-subjective common ground on which the dis-
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cussion about postmodemnity could be established. I referred specifically to Borges
in Postmodernidad y Latinoamérica (con un modelo para la narvativa postmoderna) ,
which was published in several journals beginning in 1990.? The following are the
most important features of Borgesian discourse as analyzed in these studies:

1. The organization of signs and the ambiguous interaction between re-
ality and fiction, and the relationship between object-language and
metalanguage.

2. Presentation and development of the features that characterize Borges's
work and that, in a certain sense, foreshadow basic tenets of the poet-
ics of the nowvean roman and the nouveau nowveau roman. Examples of
these features are textual productivity, the notion of writing as reread-
ing, the dissolution of characters and of the narrator’s identity, the
metadiscursive and fictional levels, the revelation of fiction as fiction,
and the double interaction between “object-discourse” and “metadis-
course,” a feature that is shared with certain discourses of the nouveau
roman—especially Robbe-Grillet’s works—and gwith the Tel Quel
group.

3. Borges and postmodernity.

My description of Borges's works is rooted in the following assumptions:

A. Borgesian discourse establishes a new form of aesthetics. His texts develop their
own “defictionalization”—that is, the story is always revealed as an invention and
no attempt is made to “make it concrete.” Borgesian discourse evinces pluricodi-
fication, thus anticipating the notion of “double codification,” identified by Fiedler
in the sixties as a characteristic of the North American postmodern novel."

Within this context, Borgesian discourse can be described in the following terms:

A.1. By means of the rhizome, a phenomenon extending far beyond that of inter-
text or palimpsest.

A.2. By means of deconstruction.

A.3. By means of mise en abyme, understood in the two senses specified by Gide:
first, as a thematic treatment of the organization of the story (Borges, however, in-
troduces a difference, since he emphasizes the diegetic organization of the signi-
fier instead of that of the story); second, as the allusion to narrative procedures.
Finally, the Borgesian mise en abyme also satisfies the meaning provided by authors
of the nouveau roman, the nouveau nowveau roman, and the roman Tel Quel—that
is, the destruction of the semantic level in a deconstructionist relationship with
well-established genres.

A.4. By means of the habitual, virtual, or real dissolution of the narrator under-
stood as a mediating category, a phenomenon that also affects the characters. It is



































































































