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In its most strident clarity, the rapport to philosophical systems maintained
by the writing of Jorge Luis Borges and Italo Calvino, and we could mention
with them Umberto Eco, Franz Kafka, and Maurice Blanchot, is at best
murky and ambiguous. Any of us who have ever taken Borges’s guided tour
through the maniacally symmetrical hexagonal galleries of the Babel Library,
bearing important similarities, by the way; to the monastery library in Eco’s
The Name of the Rose, or have ever negotiated the traffic patterns that Calvino
elaborates with philosophical rigor in “The Chase,” or have contemplated
business with the bureaucracy of Kafka’s Castle knows that systematic
presumptions and processes are at the heart of these writers’ fictive experi-
ments and games. Their fictive productions, as cultural artifacts; almost
plead to be written off as systematic parodies. The latest, still-influential
nineteenth-century projects of philosophical system-making, so this narra-
tive runs, generated an aesthetics of systematic parody. In different pretexts
and under different guises, writers as diverse as Kafka, Bataille, Artaud, and
Beckett, not to mention Borges and Calvino, rush in to give the lie to
systems that, however meticulously they accounted for the torque and
distortions exerted by their representational and nonrepresentational
linguistic media, ultimately privilege determination and repetition over
linguistic allegory and play.

This scenario—of Borges, Calvino, and their ilk as systemic parodists—is
a compelling one, and I have already submitted to its full sway in my efforts -
to formulate the aesthetic contracts prevailing in modernism and postmod- -
ernism.! Certain aesthetic subcontracts to modernism, such as futurist or -
dadaist manifestoes, the elaborate overdetermination in the structuration of
the different segments comprising Joyce’s Ulysses, or the fragmentations of
cubism, import systematic dimensions, patterns, and pretensions wholesale,
which they then joyfully demolish in explicit fashion. The aesthetic experi- o
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ments of postmodernism, according to this scenario, elide the systems that
may have been their occasion and deposit on the public docket of art the
material residues of system-confounding strategems. These remains may
well include Thomas Bernhard’s endlessly self-referential and correcting
sentences,’ the musical minimalism of Glass or Reich, or closer to home,
Calvino’s image of the “soft moon,™ a lunar body whose vertical elevation
and separation dissolve into the consistency of Cheese Whiz.

As philosophical discourse, in its circumspection and innovation, moves
toward the consideration of writers such as Borges, Calvino, and Eco,
language peels off of the scaffolding of conceptual systematization and meta-
morphoses itself into a radically different, more disruptive and intransigent
sort of suff. Borges, Calvino, and, closely allied to them, Blanchot, become
philosophers of a writing, which, in the wake of deconstruction, allegorizes
the freedom that systems delineate but cannot contain. The semantic,
conceptual, and even physical play evidenced by Borges’s and Calvino’s
systematic parodies may be interpreted as escapes, or at least interludes away
from systematic control. I could launch, just at this point, a reasonable
overview of parodic, self-questioning systems in Borges and Calvino’s ficdon
that would be more or less compelling, and that might convince a certain
number of us that we had not egregiously misspent our time in hearing out
the enumeration.

What Are Systems?

But this approach to Borges and Calvino, at a rare philosophical forum
devoted to their importance, begs at least two pivotal questions: what, after
all, are systems? And isn't the relation to conceptual systems by asystematic
art and aesthetics more nuanced than one of simple one-upmanship or
unmasking? If conceptual systems, by virtue of their architecture, or their
perdurance, or their iterability, always exert some sort of repressive gravita-
tional force, then the artifacts of structured language playing off of systems
are always oppositional, extending the avant garde still current in Borges and
Calvino far backward in the histories of literature and art.

We need furthermore consider the question of complicity. What if
systematic parodies, such as reach a high degree of hilarity in Borges’s image
of brimir,5 units of mimesis and derivation on Tlén, or in Calvino’s fifteen-
page recapitulation and expansion of Dumas’ The Count of Monte-Cristo,
evidence a higher degree of collaboration with the matrix of control than we,
under the Western conventions of aesthetic disinterest and freeplay, are
wont to allow? In terms of one of Borges’s Ficciones, the hero, at least the
thinking man’s hero, or thinker, in a situation of war or other sociopolitical
polarization, is the likeliest suspect to become a traitor,’ for aesthetic
creativity acknowledges a labyrinthine proliferation of viable avenues of
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action, among them the renunciation of “true” belief. The cultural audience

that equated aesthetic play and systematic opposition with liberal political
values was infuriated by his decoration, at the end of his career, by Chile’s

General Augusto Pinochet. At the same time, Borges’s later ficciones, such as

comprise Doctor Brodie’s Report, abound with ethical images of the lamentable
after-effects of extremism, in situations of professional competitiveness,
sexual jealousy, and even nationalistic pride.8

What if the lesson we draw from Borges’s and Calvino’s fiction is as much
of the complicity between parodies and the systems they play off of as of the
opRosiﬁon? This collaboration might complexify, in a salutary fashion, our
notions of the language justifying the sense of Borges, Calvino, Blanchot,
Benjamin, and Derrida as philosophers of language. In a world of collusion
be‘nyec.an repressive—because structured, repetitive, and ultimately deter-
ministic—systems, even the language of parody is inflected by what might
be called the style or tonality of a system, or its shadow, as in Wittgenstein’s
early turn of phrase, “the shadow of a fact.” As I hope to suggest below, in
Borges and Calvino, and the demonstration may well extend to others, the
parodic bad-boys of philosophical systematization may derive much in tone,
style, and imagery from the conceptual machines from which they presum-
ably part company.

. The law of genre may also be germane to the complex rhythm of opposi-
tion and complexity most likely prevailing between conceptual systems and
their parodic renderings. However brilliantly Borges and Calvino occasion-
ally mock the dimensions, processes, and tonalities accruing from the system-
atic works of Kant and Hegel, there is no reason why asystematic discourse
sh.ould rest solely in the hands of artists, literary or otherwise. The position-
ality of Borges and Calvino, as putative philosophers of writing, may be more
a.kin to that of Fichte, who taught knowledge literally between the systematic
lineaments of Kant and Hegel, and of Kierkegaard, who organized a literal
shutdown of Hegelian dialectics, than that of literary system-makers,
whether Dickens or Eliot, Mann or Pynchon.

Twelve Ways of Looking at a System

So what are systems? However diverse their forms and manifestations, they,
along with their aspirations, have occupied a pivotal place in culture for a
long time. And if we attempt to know them from their actions rather than
their essence, what do systems do?

In a Borgesian Chinese encyclopedia, this is how conceptual systems
might fare:

1. A system is an interactive language tool such that certain elements pred-
icate others, whose value and function through this process become
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predictable. The identity of the machine, which will surely belie its
linguistic nuance and complexity, becomes conflated with its repetitive
function, its ability to reproduce its own action.
A system is a linguistic artifact achieving certain organic properties, in
which the whole predicates certain elements, which in turn stand for the
system in entirety, although the linguistic medium is itself distinctly
inorganic.
A system is a mechanism of sufficient perdurance and predictability to
allow for the state of affairs in which “only that which happens every
three hundredth night is true” (F, p. 26).
A system is a linguistic configuration of concepts better designed, more
fully fitted out, than other units of discourse to consummate acts and
perform functions. It is better geared to performatives, speech-acts, and
writing-acts than a parallel composition of asystematic script. Asystem-
atic writing opens up a dynamic whose operational function, on the other
hand, is always already impaired, a2 medium that revels in this crippled
function. This crippling becomes a motif in the asystematic fiction that
performs its own status, whether Borges’s Funes, whose memory, as resis-
tant to logical and epistemological formats of organization as it is relent-
less, is a byproduct of his having been thrown by a horse (F, p. 109), or
Beckett’s Molloy, whose ambulatory dysfunctions make him reliant upon
a bicycle, itself chainless and broken down.!0
We say of a phenomenon or tendency that it is “systematic” when we
refer to its comprehensiveness, the degree to which it is pervasive. The
regularity and repetitiveness of systems endow them with the specific
mode of expansiveness consisting in an extension, or iteration, to certain
types of situations, always in the same way. The ‘effects of a circumstance
may be random, or even fanciful, but a system tends toward foregone
conclusions in every situation in which it plays. .
A system is interconnected. Other composite entities may incorporate
diverse components and functions that, however, do not interrelate.
“Texts of the minimal degree of design rendering them beyond pure func-
tionality, say the functionality of the telephone directory, are also inter-
connected. Hence, there are frequent and understandable conflations of
texts and systems. But whereas textuality, an amalgam of linguistic
features involving the semantic, semiotic, phonetic, grammatical, and
syntactical registers of language, defines the linguistic cohesion of
written artifacts, systems crystallize through relations of logic, succes-
sion, function, and operation. This is a critical difference between texts
and systems, one worth noting.
A system deploys units. Its infrastructure is greater or on a higher level
than the units over which it presides. These units may comprise entities,

functions, acts, structures, or points of view, all of which play, for
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Maxm“ﬁ_n, ,_.m.: .&m system that Hegel designs and composes in The Phenom-
ﬂ em mvm of Spirit. S\rmﬂmﬁw the nature of its units, a system would purport
o deploy them consistently at all levels of operation, in all ar wnrnvo.
systematically.!! , s fas
w Nmn n“_ww nuwm_ag %m noﬂﬂvonm:ﬁm that he incorporated into his systematic
» and 1n the range of settings in which he d
Hegel may be considered the fi vl evin pope
rst French structuralist th
was not French and died a 130 s atituce or sot Lo
years before this attitude i
coalesced. There is a stron i o eemes
: g affinity between the powerful i ili
Hegelian structures and tro Piomal seschenne 5 of
: pes and the permutational i
.wQ.ma mrmnom\@n_._. among other instances, Kafka’s BEMM&MM  that
_Bmw.ﬁ and Lévi-Strauss’ “Structural Study of Myth.”12 S\ﬂmnm MM.UMT
HMM MMM uvvmﬂgn_._ommﬂo _M.W_mimanm. anthropology, history, and wo_mﬁmﬂ
€s attempted to finesse the question as to whether .
3 . mg
above u_._ formal or substantive in nature, structural mmg_»mo:mnw_“ Mwwmwm
WMM. as ._wH, womw_umm permutational fiction (e.g., “The Garden of F orking
5, € Library of Babel,” “The Babylon L "or*
the Compass”), aestheticized th . oo, in thos e
desmame oy est e play of structures, and in this sense
Systems, in their distinction between i
ystems, in | . : een infrastructure and units -
M%E:m __BEHQM.% mmumoamsnunm between levels of ovmwmaonsmwawmhmww
ower. Yet they are designed to operate identicall , .
levels that they encom N Aot
compass. One clear strategy for asystematic writing i
to wmmwn Fm trappings of mechanical function with Mo:ro_. %Mﬂ“ﬂmhﬂ
»nnHoc. ation nor the presumption of perfect repetition. Kafka, for one
exploits this systematic vulnerability as he stages the %.Bo:mw: f th ,
Mxmncno: machine in “In the Penal Colony.”13 oo
ecause conceptual systems expand our possibiliti inki
: . possibilities of thinki i
Mwn_?.om»_ rapport to their “subjects,” are figured as Qewn&sm mm%.mwﬂw
d MQ.“MSE. Oo.snm?”:& systems gravitate toward outer limits that are. b
n%o EMM? mzr__BM. MM the Kantian sense. The trajectory of &aﬂnawmw
ugnt is outward bound. Kant sets this agenda for mod i
i ern syst
M.Mw.wmmz in nrMm oﬁﬂmwm__ approach to the Transcendental in The NMM“MMM
eason. e treatise and its constructs circulate c|
to the Transcendental, the features of this reg; ot more bl
, 1s register become more subli
even though Kant h etics of
P, % ant has not yet postulated the formal aesthetics of
mmww.ﬂwﬂmmw W%amvﬂ:mr S._.nr their own implicit Enlightenment ideology, are
- ing. Their internal mechanisms are both ictive :
stochastic. The mechanism by whi povorn o
. y which systems expand and -
selves is one and the same. It is in this sense nrwm ﬁ@gnvmwﬂwﬂ_mwwnﬂm

. 13
MMnm_nnﬁw ﬂm Death and the Compass,” experiences the Kabbalistic web
clues that he must decipher in order ta snlve a crare af mueda-.
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as a progression along a sequence of integers with occasional, near-
magical points of expansion. Among the examples that the narrative
cites of this expansion that breaks out, occasionally and arbitrarily, along
a progressive series are God’s “ninth attribute, eternity” (F, p. 131),
and “a hundredth name—the Absolute Name” of God (F, p. 132),
which, according to the Hasidim, lifts His prior ninety names to a
new level.!?
11. The disclaimers or at least allowances that systems make for their claims,
whether of comprehensiveness, consistency, self-reflexivity, or whatever,
are as pervasive as their magnitude and seriousness of purpose. Systems
are instruments of language guaranteeing their own malfunction as
inevitably as new machinery comes fitted out with its own warranty. A
work with systematic pretensions apologizes for itself even while it
presses its claim. This foregone apology constitutes a rhetorical
subgenre; affectively, this admission amounts to existentialist bad faith.
Systematic work would hope that giving the lie, in advance, to the force
and dimension of its design excuses it of its shortcomings and excesses. In
an offhand manner, then, a philosophical system and its literary simu-
lacrum, as opposed to the poem and the fragment, is an insuument of
language distinguished by being always already equipped with its own
bad.faith excuse. The systematic disclaimer disarms the aggression that
might be directed toward the systematic claim.

12. Systematic writing therefore maintains a privileged rapport to its own
destruction. The story, the poem, the argument, the critique as such
make a certain offer. There is an inherent finitude to their claim. The
espousal of their limit serves as an insurance policy to their design.
Imperfections, anomaly, inconsistency, and parallel traits are all

protected under the aesthetic contract prevailing over modernity in the
West. Systematic writing aspires to much more. In its multifaceted claim
is the violation of each one of its features. The thrill of the system is that
each one of its pretensions hovers on the shoal of its own dismember-
ment. The Kantian drama of the sublime has anticipated this thriller.
The science fiction scientist, who is a close relative to the speculator of
sublimity in Kant, fully anticipates the vengeful attack by the monster,
the figuration of the Transcendental, that only he has managed to pred-

jcate and track.

Borges: An Asystematic Writer

Page for page, “Tlén, Ugqbar, Orbis Tertius” is the most intense, fully and
successfully designed work of asystematic writing in 2 nonphilosophical
mode that I have ever encountered. It is the first of Borges’s Ficciones. Like

the other ficciones, it is in parta miniaturized recapitulation and extension of

deiceen A - +tho rAnventinng
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:ﬁzcxer:}f'e ﬁcFion and fantastic literature. What is so inventive and brilliant
alteut: is b1:1ef work is how systematically it sets out the conditions of an
v rnate universe whqse .features correspond to those of Western meta-
go}fsml;st butin an a priori state of. d‘econstruction (if one be permitted to
in this phrase). The traits of this imaginary world (or rather uncannil
relatt?d subworlds) are not merely set in relief against the Western I;1!1]l d
sophical conventions that they challenge. They are products, as polt(') c
constructions, of positive imaging. It is in this context that knox;ledp a lc[;
thc?.ught on TIén attain a systematic coherence. “The metaphysi o anf
T](;r; seek not truth, or even plausibility—they seek to amaze, fstg,u;ccli?’n(%;
p;.eds)é E{r the]same tokep, mathematical values are relative rather that;
E - “Visual geometry is based on the surface, not the point” (CF, p. 76)
b]:::l:]se :ir;e(ria:l:ly s;lgnbzd,k:or does the concept of plagiarism exist" l}t has‘
at all books are the work of a single author who is tim
»”
2:3 ar;i):yr.notllasl (CF, pp. ?6—,7,7). “Their fiction has but a single plot, il,‘i?:;
horgc V:;gn:,a Ce permutation (CF, p- 77). “All nouns . .. have only meta-
gi noric :}, 111: : n(1 ann;: 753. Thc; plllfll{osophy, m’athematics, literature, and reli-
ton of this | gld ry domain, li e.Borges s most significant literary and
p phical mo gls, subjugate Being, essence, identity, truth, and recti
(t;:li.ievzz ;rhe dydl:a.mlcs of language itself. “Their ]anguage’ and timse thing];
et (CF, p. 12, The exrem sl that 5 pehaps Bovgess i
' + 72). : alism that is perhaps Borges’s ulti-
mate caption for this world in a preexistent state of deconstruction i
cTo;gmf)n in which ﬁg.ments .of languag-e influence reality and vice verssa?
h mo; el:n ng more fanciful talisman of this threshold at which textuality, as
2 modern-d aghtsggsdﬁ!og{, reconfigures the protocols and expectations of
esuablished philo, ]P ical systems thar} the hronir, units of originality,
: ) plication that operate in no knowable se
bl pae quence or deter-
beI shall not dwell on “Tl6n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” on this occasion, havin
labored its cqmpression, expansiveness, and extreme idealism elsev:rher l§
E:cta{] Sr:e;?;z?f ;t :lls (Ijsgt out o: ; survey of Borges as an asystematic wr?t‘er
b . ctly defines and dramatizes the relation between the Borge-
" sian ficcion and that aspect of philosophical work i o
dimensions. “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” does notp}lrp(l)mnf & AN
or playfulness for the Western manias for directionmlr'np'y e, pre Whlmsy
mathematical value, decisiveness in juridical roce:l re. limearien in Lorary
ploli::,h anc.] u{liqueness in questions of i:ienu'ty al?d creagzi’(ilrri‘;i:;gt}%tlt::ag
ch e llmltls of s.ysternﬁtlc.:aspirations anq dimensions by imposing syste%n-
c protocols on itself. “T16n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” must be accorded
seriousness as the blueprint for a nonexistent universe at the same tf ev}elry
its prevailing notions of time, space, quality, quantity, duration, a:l; stu::f

cession are foils to their count

erparts as they could derive fr
. . o -
pedias of Western vhilosoohyv. m the encyelo
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The universe (which others call the Library) is composed of an indefinite,
perhaps infinite number of hexagonal galleries. In the center of each gallery
is a ventilation shaft, bounded by a low railing. From any hexagon one can
see the floors above and below—one after another, endlessly. The arrange-
ment of the galleries is always the same: Twenty bookshelves, five to each
side, line four of the hexagon’s six sides; the height of the bookshelves, floor
to ceiling, is hardly greater than the height of a normal librarian. One of the
hexagon’s free sides opens onto a narrow sort of vestibule, which in turn
opens onto another gallery, identical to the first—identical in fact to all. To
the left and right of the vestibule are two tiny compartments. One is for
sleeping, upright; the other, for satisfying one’s physical necessities.
(CF, p. 112)

This passage, which initiates “The Library of Babel,” hangs suspended
between the sublimely repetitive architecture of an imaginary library and
“physical necessities.” It is a synecdochical miniature both of the ficcion that it
heads and Borges’s appeal and approach to systematicity. The passage juxta-
poses the obsessive but inhuman, because utterly indifferent repetitions that
give the library its style, to the fundamental, because earthly and leveling,
human needs. The ficcion absorbs any hypothetical character that might
inhabit this landscape and place the reader in a labyrinthine and self-
contained, but expanding system, whose features link it inextricably to the
processes of reading, exegesis, and writing. As in the internal landscapes of
Piranesi’s prisons and Poe’s tales of horror, a distinctive fascination, even
allure, will accrue to the very indifference and inhumanity of the design.
There are laws at work in this architecture. They have been issued with
sublimity by the moral imperative. All galleries are hexagonal. Four sides of

each are covered by five long shelves of books. Concessions to human scale

and necessities are uniform throughout the architecture. An interminable
display of identical galleries, giving the Library what Borges elsewhere calls

“the numbered divisibility of a prison” (F, p. 129), lends the construction the

aura of panoptical oversight.

Within this overdetermined landscape, “The Library is ‘total’ . . . its book-
shelves contain all possible combinations of the twenty-two orthographic.
symbols (a number which, though unimaginably vast, is not infinite}—that

The
arbitrariness and overdesign of the Library’s architecture extend to the works
on its shelves. These result not from the imagination or creativity of their
authors, but from the combinatory potential of the orthographic symbols. As

ry is an
1d of

is, all that is able to be expressed, in every language. A4” (CF, p. 115).

in Tlén, the literary activity culminating in the works of the Libra
impersonal operation along the functions and registers of a manifo
symbols, graphemes, phonemes, and marks. Any notion of authorship

collective, and of creativity automatic and accidental. The totality ascribed to
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the Library is not the unimagi
i ginable amalgam of human creativi di
Hon»mvwﬂnm. vcn a Bm_..rnﬂnmn& sum or reckoning of all the noav_.wwhwbm _mM
gM _mem .Hr% of nME,mn introduces a chance factor of potentially hilarious
es and provides a tonal antidote t itrari i
ol B e to the dry arbitrariness of the archi-

One book, which my father once saw in a hexagon in circuit 15-94, consisted
of the letters MCV perversely repeated from the first line to the _»m.ﬂ Anoth
(much consulted in this zone) is a mere labyrinth of letters €romm. m:EMW
mate page contains the phrase O Time thy pyramids. This much is _Soﬂd. For
every rational line or forthright statement there are leagues of mnumm_
cacophony, <.Q&»_ nonsense, and incoherency. (I know of one mmam-vmmcﬂ%“m
zone 8&8.0 librarians repudiate the “vain and superstitious habit” of trying t m
find sense in books, equating such a quest with attempting to find Emmanm MM
dreams or in the chaotic lines of the palm of one’s hand). (CF, pp. 11 wlzwv

We are already gathering enough data from “The Libra ”
begin positing some surmises regarding Borges’s theoretically W«M.MMWW“»H
to systems and systematicity. The ultimate system lending the Ficciones their
.EE_BP spacy, labyrinthine quality is, of course, the system of langua
mnm&m. understood, in keeping with surrealism as well as mndngmr.mamww WM
impersonal combinatorial matrix at the level of Chomskyan dee mn:.“oﬁE.
ona F«i that would have to be described as subpsychological. :%wo Libra y
contains all <mmc.m_ structures” (CF, p. 117), specifies the narrator of our \@&ow.w
Hnm.mnum m.xv__n: .n_._n link between the absurdities of our library building E&,

e H.EmEmno E&EB that its works, however tangentially, join. Throughout
Ficciones and his other writings, Borges configures figurative E.E_:mnmnm of
language, and these are characterized by systemic features. The aspect of

medmmm that Borges is highlighting in his involuted fabulations Srnn_mon the
H_vn._Q of Babel or the labyrinthine plot in which, in ...wa Garden of
Forking Paths,” a World War I Chinese spy for the Germans and a British

s
‘
S

211, sinologist are enmeshed, is the deep grammar, the impersonal features that

cm_.ﬁ the intimate roles in thinking and interpersonal communication t
which F:mcumm is put. Although Borges clearly belongs to those gmnn.nnrn.u
century writers, among them Kafka, Proust, Beckett, Calvino, and Eco. mos
n_..oowmnnm:% attuned to the linguistic ground, E._n_mﬁwnismm. and d .8.& n
B.&nbm ficton, and indeed all representation possible, he is ,a&nm WMaanm
with regard to which linguistic gestures he installs into his fantastic rSmo
scapes or labyrinthine constructions. He gravitates to the impe _-
,an?ﬁm-:rm features, the extreme of lengue on the nosnmz%amow_m .
,Gao_”_m_mm to street-talk or parole. These inhuman dimensions of the m:m.E.mMM
wumnmnu”“ “ %”an even our most _u.ms.nm. m_.ﬁmz.mmmmzn, and intimate thoughts
gures as expansive matrices or labvrinths in snace. ta wir
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“The Library of Babel” or the Paris/Buenos Aires of “Death and the
Compass,” but also in time. This utterly fantastic notion of a labyrinth in
time is one of Borges’s most striking and original syntheses:

Unlike Newton and Schopenhauer, your ancestor did not believe in 2
uniform and absolute time; he believed in an infinite series of times, a
growing, dizzying web of divergent, convergent, and parallel times. That
fabric of times that approach one another, fork, are snipped off, or are simply
unknown for centuries, contains 4/ possibilities. In most of those tmes, we
do not exist; in some, you exist but I do not; in others I do and you do not; in
others still, we both do. (CF, p. 127)

Borges populates the landscape of his writing with inhuman and imper-
sonal constructions whose features are a deliberate subset of linguistic func-
tions in part so that he can trace out their absurdities or anomalies on a
human scale. He introduces human considerations into his fictive settings in
part as limiting cases of systematicity. He configures mock systems indistin-

guishable from their linguistic parameters so that he can lay them low with -

anomalies also corresponding to features of language, this time at the level
of arbitrariness and singularity, the coordinate of the continuum verging on
the parole. He traps his reader, and indeed his whole fictive world, in a feed-
back loop shuttling endlessly, but not infinitely, between the systematic para-
meters and the singularities within the linguistic medium. Toward the
overdetermined and impersonal sweep of this trajectory, he lends efforts at
system-making, whether on the part of Kant, Hegel, or Schopenhauer, more
credence than we might initially allow. Yet he endlessly questions this gravi-
tation toward systematization, one as inevitable as linguistic articulation
itself, by staging the absurdities arising when system and intractable partic-
alar are set on a collision course. Asystematic writing, under Borges’s stew-
ardship, is a release of the repression or constraint demanded by an inevitable
siting of the universe as an expansive rhetorical figure.
This double act of construction, this parry-and-thrust, does much to illu-
minate the brief sections of “The Library of Babel” that we have begun to
approach. For it turns out that the breathtaking universe of the Library is as

sensible as it is fantastic and impossible. I speak here not only of the archi- .

tectural acknowledgment of the “physical necessities.” Let us consider the
unique volume that the narrator’s father, an earlier librarian, opening up the

issue of intellectual as well as genetic patrimony, discovered “in a hexagon in
circuit number 15-94.” The textual material out of which the book’s single

grammatically correct phrase emerges is not meaningless word-salad; it is a
seme consisting of the letters MCV repeated innumerable times. MCVis
also 2 Roman numeral amounting to 1105. (A dictionary of dates reveals that
in 1105 C.E., Tancred defeated the Turks at Tizin; also, that Henry V of the

T T 1O TTomem- TXT AF
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France was crowned at Chartres. Is this confusion of Henrys a historical
correlative to the contingent generation of meaning in the Library?) )
];',ven while the Library and the works comprising it push our standard
notion of meaning to the extreme, they do not abolish it. There are epiphe-
nomena (?f meaning everywhere, even in the constructed discourse designed
to put this traditional notion to the extreme test. Borges’s demonstration is
clear. The wprld of ficciones, or of the “extreme idealism” pressing backward
to the terrain at which, always mediated by language, ideas and things
generate one another, retains the residue of the systematicity that fictive
language might otherwise seem to negate. Fiction bears the trace of system to
the same extent that system is already discombobulated by the inherent play
and radlgallty of the medium—language—making it up. This observation of
my own is borne out by the phrase that emerges, as if by magic, out of the
cacopl'{ony of the MCVs. It is “O Time thy pyramids,” a phrase presenting
the enigma of time as the riddle of the sphynx. (The pyramids, of course
stand ad;acer.lt to the Egyptian Sphynx.) What interests me more about thi;
Phrase than its exotc (in an orientalist sense) provenance is the sublimity of
its content and tone. The meaning that the absurd and inhuman system of
the I._,lbrary puts forth on a bad day, when mechanism gives way to sense, is
sublime. Sublimity, of course, is the position that the Kandan speculau’o’ns
reach at the end of a long trajectory in which the Transcendental remains the
bedrock and l-andmark of human culture and civilization, but only as deduced
and e\"qlved, in keeping with European emancipatory ideology, from human
capabl!xty. The system eventuating in the Kantian sublime makes an accom-
modadon for human traits and lineaments just as the interminable hexagons
of the Babel library contain commodes for fecal necessities. g
The 'sublime, and a long chain of systematic works struggling to effect a
synthesis between the transcendental basis of Western metaphysics and the
modern, ‘in ‘Foucault’s sense, resuscitation of the human, not only Kant’s, thus
leave Fhelr imprint on Borges’ fantastic, and I would add asystematic éoun-
tfammverse.” The interaction between systematic thought and the, twen-
nth—cener writers who set it in an abyss or parodied it is, alas, not simple
Itis not the joyous and invariably uplifting struggle between Tom and Jer: :
and their many analagons. The system marks asystematic writing, even as thrz
latter measures the claims and efficacies of systems. This standoff, as
suggested above, may belong more to the suspended ambiguity of collus’ion
than to the edifying ethos of liberation.

Calvino’s “The Chase”

Whe'reas it likely constitutes an oversimplification to assert that Italo
Calv'mo’s asysternatic writing parts ways definitively from the modality of the
§ubhme, I may not be entrely wrong in suggesting that Calvino, in com

ison to Boroes. leaves more room in his fiction for the everv,dav. an(l;y?l:
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particular register of humor. There are many instances that could be inserted
at this point in the argument: the meditation on Zeno’s paradox and matters
of spatiality, as well as their application to the fatal leap of a lion in the title
story of ¢ zero and the synthesis of a biological rhetoric of mitosis, meiosis,
and death in ardculating the love-drama uniting Qfwfq and Priscilla in the
segmented romance of the latter’s name. But by its explicit invocation of
systematic dimensions and dynamics, in exploration of time and movement
in space, I am drawn to Calvino’s miniaturized thriller, “The Chase.”
Calvino is no less a philosophically motivated writer than Borges. But in
toning down his indebtedness to sublimity, above all as invoked by Kant and
the Romantics—and this particular appropriation is evident throughout
Borges’s fiction, especially in the Library galleries and the ineluctable
Babylon lottery—Calvino is free to explore other twists and plays of the
philosophical concept.

The conceptual richness and profundity of the everyday is the compost
out of which Calvino tills the turns of plot and humor in his fictive writing.
We cannot be certain as to the existential conditions (criminal conspiracy, the
Oedipal triangle, irrational mutual antipathy) that compel the narrator of
«The Chase” in his traffic-driven fight to the death with a like-minded Other.
But from the outset, Calvino’s narrative places us in a dual and abruptly
shifting perspective in which we vacillate between the experience of the situ-
ation, its phenomenological dimensions, and a systematic apprehension of it,
which is Other. It is the abrasive juxtapositon, the always tenuous fusion, on
the verge of collapse, between psychosocial experience and its phenomeno-
logical coordinates and a systematic reinscription of that experience, that
comprises the true motive and object of “The Chase.”

That car that is chasing me is faster than mine; inside there is one man, alone,
armed with a pistol, a good shot, as I have seen from the bullets that missed
me by a fraction of an inch. In my escape I have headed for the center of the
city; it was a healthy decision; the pursuer is constantly behind me but we are
separated by several other cars; we have stopped at a traffic signal, in 2 long
column.

The signal is regulated in such a way that on our side the red light lasts a
hundred and eighty seconds and the green light a hundred and twenty, no
doubt based on the premise that the perpendicular traffic is heavier and
slower. A mistaken premise: calculating the cars I see going by transversely
when it is green for them, I would say that they are about twice the number
of those that in an equally long period manage to break free of our column

and pass the signal. (tz, pp- 112-113)

Enemy bullets are missing the narrator only by “a fraction of an inch.” His
existential status could not be more tenuous. But this does not stop him from
caleulating. in a somewhat dispassionate and philosophical manner, how the

The Writing of the System

repro i
wo %owwmwwwmm MMMM _MWWG favor the perpendicular stream of traffic at the
comer wh i sl ed. By the same ﬁowms. Calvino situates his text at the
i ere mcv jective Bon»vrﬁmnm, with its life-and-death dramas, and
R Om..ﬂw»vm@nm ogowm merge. It is on this corner, between the n_._mmmm,bomm
\A e Soft Moon” and the romance that it serves as a talisman, and n_._m

M_“.owzun that :_“m? in this description, I oppose “us” and “them” I include in
e term “us” both myself and the man who is chasi i i
as if the boundary line of enmi et ot i b
ty passed not between me and hi
between those in our column i o B e
and those in the transverse one. B
. 1 : . . . But for all who
“M Wﬁ.m immobilized and impatient, with their feet on the clutch, thoughts
nd eelings can follow no other course but the one imposed by the respective
s ations in nrn.QE.mw_G wm traffic; it is therefore admissible to suppose that
méoEBM:hQ of _“nm:nos is established between me, who cannot wait to dash
away, and him who is waiting for a repetition of his previ
previous opportunity. . . .
. It should be m&mm that .nrm community implied in the 8%% “us” mmamﬁ_
nW%unnun, E_wnmzmm_us practice my enmity extends not only to the cars ﬂr»vm
ss our column but also those in it; and inside ou
: s r column I feel definitel
more hostile toward the cars that rom
: recede m
advancing than those following me. . . .v © and preven me from
In short, the man who at this moment is my mortal enemy is now lost

among many other solid bodies where my chafin i
perforce distributed. (¢z, pp. 113-114) Y Chafing aversion and fear are also

" L
Wr%c Mmmmmwow ow.m .Hr.m M.&Mo: is quick to note his simultaneous membership
ctivities: in the duel with his adversary, in whi i
stake in dodging the bullets, in ulti ing out 6 e s ngble
, in ultimately coming out i
of traffic, in which his shared i i his aversary, o ey a1 e
ared interest with his adversary, fc i
same lane of the same colu oy e in the
mn of traffic, supersedes hi i
me colul is rather pressin
WMMWMMM_ ?.mﬁ_v._m_ncv»cw:m in importance. If the narrator can be mnw:m& omm
at Qmﬁm_ m»_w_ n__ mwom?nm_w“ rigorous position of indifference in the midst of
) elieve this to be the case, this i i
Del . . , purview entails the prece-
aQMu.M of w&aﬁaanQ over dialectical interest or self-interest. preee
o Mzmv orges’s vMoSmoEmG. the surrogates in the world of Calvino’s
, however pedestrian they may be, h i
. : owever much their clutch-f;
may be jammed into the automoti , ansion of
ve carpet, also verge i
e eve e o . A ge on a vast expansion of
gh the opening up of systems h b
e everyday throug V! much broader than their
. Long before the narrator distingui
. nguishes between “th
system that includes all the vehicles ing i e the
moving in the center of a ci
total surface of the automobi e ol s
iles equals and perhaps exceed
o ! ps exceeds the total surface
the streets; on the other hand the system created between an armed
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7. See Jorge Luis Borges, “The Theme of the Traitor and Hero,” in Ficciones,
pp. 123128,

8. Jorge Luis Borges, Doctor Brodie’s Report, trans. Norman Thomas Di Giovanni
(New York: E. P. Dutton, 1978), pp. 63-78, 89-96.

9. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1964), p. 36.

10. Samuel Beckett, Molloy (New York: Grove Press, 1955), pp. 19-20.

11. See G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 6-7, 11-12, 16-17, 20, 29-30.

12. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, “The Structural Study of Myth,” in Structural Anthro-
pology, trans. Claire Jacobson and Brooke Grundfest Schoepf (New York: Basic
books, 1963), pp. 206-231.

13. See Franz Kafka, “In the Penal Colony,” in The Complete Stories (New York:
Schocken, 1977), pp. 163-166.

14. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York:
St. Martin’s, 1965), pp. 297-300.

15. I owe this insight regarding systematic self-regulation and stochastic expansion to
Wiadimir Kryzinski of the University of Montreal. This stochastic point of view
enters the frameworks of critical theory and philosophy by way of fractal mathe-
matics. For an excellent rereading of Proust from this perspective, see “Fractal
Proust,” in J. Hillis Miller and Manuel Asensi, Black Holes; or Boustrephedontic
Reading (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), pp. 349-363.

16. See “Kafka in the Heart of the Twentieth Century: An Approach to Borges,” in
my Afterimages of Modernity.

17. 1 am referring to Foucault’s reinscription, in The Order of Things, of a human
impact upon socioeconomic, natural, and linguistic process elided by the logic
prevailing during his “Classical” age of scientific discovery, the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. See Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, trans. Richard
Howard (New York: Vintage, 1973), pp. 307-312, 318-335, 346-355.

18. See Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N. M. Paul and W. S. Palmer
(New York: Zone Books, 1991), pp. 25-44, 218-223; Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
The Visible and the Invisible, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1968), pp. 50-104.

19. My feeble attempt at facetiousness should not obscure the fact that wraffic consti-
tutes one manifestation of the general flow that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
monitor in their “Capitalism and Schizophrenia” diptych. Their gravitaton
toward flow enables their discourse, at the cost of some specificity, to link textual
and extratextual phenomena. Their readings of Spinoza, Kleist, Kafka, Artaud,
Miller, and Burroughs, among others, go hand in hand with a sociology of
outmoded sociopolitical formations (e.g., “nomadic despotism”) nonetheless
exerting a subliminal and persistent impact on contemporary “advanced” culture.
The construct of flow goes a long way toward making their distinctive perspec-
tive, corresponding to the schizo’s eye-view of the world, possible. See Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, wans. Brian Massumi
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 48-57, 70, 112, 190-191,
202-207, 223-231.

20. This body bears some affinities to Deleuze and Guattari’s “BwO,” or “body
without organs,” the locus of an experience not organized by the tried and true
formats of propriety and reason. For the body without organs, see Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R.
Lane (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), pp. 1-5, 8-16, 281.

ROCCO CAPOZZI

Knowledge and Cognitive
Practices in Eco’s Labyrinths
of Intertextuality

A F)ook Is not an isolated being: it is a relationship, an axis
of innumerable relationships.

—J. L. Borges

Thl.S essay deals with Umberto Eco’s use of libraries, encyclopedias, intertex-
ruahty_, and rhizomes as open epistemological systems. Eco’s possil;le worlds
of fiction can be viewed primarily as cognitive experiences through which
narrators and readers arrive not at truth(s), but at a better understanding of
semiosic practices and philosophical notions concerning a variety of topics
such as perception, interpretation of signs, language, meaning, the reladvli)sm
of truths, the diffusion of knowledge, cultural history, and the omnipotence
of -God. My references to thinkers such as Aristotle, Roger Bacon, Kant

Wittgenstein, Derrida, Nelson Goodman, and Richard Rorty, just’ as m};

* mentioning of several authors ranging from Dante to Galileo and to Thomas

Pynchon, are meant to illustrate Eco’s notion that through intertextuality we
can contextualize texts, culture, events, works, and universal philosophical
issues. Althf)ugh he entertains his readers with witty intricate stories, Eco
:;ems to reiterate that' today, in our postmodern ways, we discuss bas,ically
d uc; sfa:)r:leef :t}ll:::;l.qcal, epistemological, and metaphysical concerns that assailed
. Tbe debates surrounding Aristotle, realism versus nominalism and
idealism, order, God, or philosophy of language, narrated in The Name of the
Rose, the cabalistic, alchemistic, and hermetic doctrines illustrated in
Famault’s.Pena’ulum, and the search for a universal (Adamic) language, the
nature of imagination and metaphors, and various practices of cognition’that
we witness in The Island of the Day Before are all examples of these concerns
cleverly narrated within their proper historical and cultural frame and at the

same time presented as universal issues that we recognize as being pertinent
to our times.



166 Rocco Capozzi

I shall add immediately that I will be speaking mainly about literature and
knowledge and I will not be examining the questions about “Literature as,
or, and, in, through Philosophy” so well argued in Deborah Knight’s
opening essay in this volume, especially in references to A. Danto’s and P.
Jones’ views on the relationships between philosophy, art, and literature.
These views, like others proposed by several scholars, for example, those in
the collected essays edited by Cascardi, or by Lamarque and Olsen, Tiuth,
Fiction and Literature (1994), have certainly concerned Umberto Eco. I shall
also point out a myriad of philosophical issues addressed by Eco. Nonethe-
less I feel that my colleagues from the philosophy department are much
better qualified than I am to speak in depth about Eco’s interpretation of
philosophers such as Plato, Roger and Francis Bacon, Locke, Vico, Kant, or
Wittgenstein.

Eco is well trained in philosophy and in his essays, as in his novels, he
loves to recall his favorite thinkers whenever he theorizes on philosophy of
language or when he emphasizes philosophical views about the ongoing
debates on realism and idealism and on the relatonships between language
and reality, and concepts and the outside world. In his novels mimetic
realism is used primarily for contextualizing the story and the intellectual
debates. At times it may even appear to be subservient to the myriad of
metaliterary and philosophical discussions. Indeed, three key features of
Ecos fiction are intertextuality, epistemological discourses, and an argumen-
tative style called for by the investigative nature of his stories, all extremely
rich with numerous discussions on language, knowledge, and power.

The relationship between knowledge and power is one of the many
lessons that Adso of Melk learns from the protectors of the library and from
his mentor William of Baskerville in The Name of the Rose. Similar lessons
are learned by the main protagonists in Foucault’s Pendulum and The Island of
the Day Before where power is associated with knowledge of secrets, codes,
plans, plots, and even of oneself. And we would easily agree that learning
processes and the quest for knowledge are unquestionably central themes in
all three novels. However, although in The Name of the Rose critics have

appreciated the presence of several philosophers such as Aristotle, Bacon,
Occam, Kant, and Wittgenstein, and in Foucault’s Pendulum critics have
noticed the allusions to thinkers such as Wittgenstein, Foucault, Derrida,
and Bloom, we are still waiting for analyses of The Island of the Day Before
that examine the references to Locke, Hume, Wilkins, Kant, and Spinoza in
relation to Eco’s expositions on imagination, perception, categories, cogni-
tion, and God, as well as on the relationships between language and knowl-
edge of the external world.

Eco’s narrative is unquestionably populated by a variety of thinkers
extending from Plato to our times. But does this make Eco’s novels philo-
sophical? And are they of philosophical importance? These are in fact some
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of t.he questions that come to mind when trying to define the genre within
whlgh Eco’s fiction falls. The well-known Italian critic and semiotician
Maria Corti, after the appearance of Foucault’s Pendulum, affirmed that they
are not really essay-novels and not quite detective or historical novels and
that perhaps a new category must be found for Eco’ fiction.

Thr'oughout this essay I shall refer to Eco’s intellectual narratives as ency-
clopedl.a superfictions. Also, keeping in mind Eco’s fundamental belief that
“a text is a machine for generating interpretations” (Eco, 1979, 1994) I shall
treat Eco’s cognitive value of literature, or better of his metafictional inter-
textual machines, as pretexts for accessing a myriad of other authors and
texts used for generating more interpretations. Furthermore, my examples
frorp Eco’s work are meant to illustrate how our well-known semiotician
beginning with one of his major milestones, The Open Work (1984 transj
Opera aperta, 1962), has viewed libraries, encyclopedias, intertextuality, and

the World Wide Web as cognitive tools that open up epistemological
systems.

Fr(?m the late 1960s to the present, and mainly in conjunction with the
various debates on postmodernism, the issues surrounding the possibility or
impossibility to exhaust literature have made John Barth one of the most
fr.equently quoted authors of the last two decades. Barth, in his by now
historical essays “The Literature of Exhaustion” (1967) and “The Literature
of Replemshment” (1980),! pays homage to one of his favorite postmodern
writers, Jorge Luis Borges, as he discusses encyclopedias, labyrinths, and one
of Blorges’s most anthologized stories, “Tl6n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius.” Perhaps
a bnef qyotation from “A note on (toward) Bernard Shaw” can provide a
good indication of why Barth was fascinated with the Argentinean writer:

[zf\] book is more than a verbal structure or serjes of verbal structures; it is the
dialogue it establishes with its reader and the intonation it imposes upon his
vgice and the changing and durable images it leaves in his memory.. ..
L..lterature is not exhaustible, for the sufficient and simple reason that no
single book is. A book is not an isolated being: it is a relationship, an axis of
innumerable relationships. (Borges, Labyrinths, 1964, pp. 213-2 14)

This elucidating statement, as we shall see, is most pertinent to our discus-
sions on Borges, Calvino, and Eco while it brings to mind Michael Bakhtin’s
notons of polyphony and intertextuality and Yuri Lotman’s definition of a
text: “A‘text is a mechanism constituting a system of heterogeneous semiotic
spaces, in whose continuum the message . .. circulates [....] When a text
Interacts with a heterogeneous consciousness, new meanings are generated”

(Lotman, 1994, pp. 377, 378). Bakhtin and Lotman, I must add, are two
central figures of influence in Eco’s writings.



