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Time

For Borges

David E. Johnson
State University of New York, Buffalo

IN THE PROLOGUE TO THE OBRAS COMPLETAS VERSION OF EL OTRO, EL MISMO
(The Other, the Same), Borges ascribed his preference for this collection
of verse to the fact that it encompassed all of his particular literary obses-
sions: “There, likewise, are my habits: Buenos Aires, the cult of the elders,
Germanic studies [la germanistica), the contradiction of time that passes and
the identity that endures, my stupor at the fact that time, our substance, can
be shared” (1996, 2:235).! The items in this list might be generalized in the
following terms: space (Buenos Aires), the archive of cultural secrets (“the
cult of the elders”), philosophy (Germanic studies), time, identity, and the
possibility of community. It would be a mistake, however, to think Borges
accords each of these obsessions equal importance. He does not. For Borges,
the most compelling problem is “the contradiction of time that passes and
the identity that endures.’

In what follows, I would like to tease out the implications of this “con-
tradiction” for a reassessment of Borges's work. My claim is not that Borges
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consistently articulates a coherent solution to the problem of time and
identity that most vexes him. I will argue in fact that he does not. Such in-
consistency and incoherence, however, ought not empower either those who
dismiss Borges as a philosopher or those who claim him simply for literature.
It has never been a criterion of philosophy that it solve the problem of time
and identity consistently and coherently, that is, that it solve this problem
reasonably by rigorously accounting for the definition of time within the de-
termination of identity. Indeed, Borges argued that the problem of time could
not be solved: “I believe Henri Bergson said that time is the capital problem
of metaphysics. If that problem were resolved, everything would be resolved.
Happily, I do not believe there is any danger of it being resolved” (1996, 4:199).
if the problem is both fundamental to philosophy and unsolvable, then both
the concern for it and the failure to resolve it are constitutive of philosophy.
According to this logic it would be impossible to exclude the Borgesian text
from the philosophical archive.

Borges underscores the importance of the problem of time and identity
by repeatedly insisting that time is the fundamental problem of metaphys-
ics. In a lecture entitled “Time [El Tiempo),” Borges concluded: “time is an
essential problem. I mean that we cannot do without time. Our conscious-
ness is continually passing from one state to another, and that is time:
succession” (1996, 4:199). Elsewhere, Borges intimates that although we
might be divested of the intuition of space, that is, of exteriority, we cannot
do without the intuition of time. “The problem of time,” Borges remarks,
“touches us more than the other metaphysical problems, because the others
are abstract. The problem of time is our problem” (4:205). No doubt because
the problem of time is our problem, Borges figures it as a problem of iden-
tity: “Who am I? Who is each one of us? Who are we?” (4:205). The problem
of time touches us where we can no longer simply locate or touch ourselves.
It follows, therefore, that the joint problem of time and of identity is no less
a problem of space.

The distinction between space and time can be read in an anecdote Borges

related to Carlos Peralta: “an Argentine philosopher and I were talking about
time, and the philosopher said: ‘We have made a lot of progress in that in the
last years! And I thought that if I had asked him about space surely he would
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have answered: ‘We have made a lot of progress in that in the last blocks™
(Irby et al. 1968, 108, my translation).3 In both cases the philosopher measures
progress according to the particular intuition of sense under discussion, as
if the measurement of space and time were absolutely discrete, as if it were
possible to progress over the last few years without a spacing of time, or
alternatively, as if it were possible to progress through the last few blocks
without a temporalization of space. o=

Furthermore,\‘Borges notes the teleological orientation of the “well
known” philosophei's remarks, namely, that one need only wait “until the end
of the month” in order to know “everything about time” (Irby et al., 1968, 108).
Presumably, upon arrival at the end of the block, one would know everything
about space. To the philosopher—thus to philosophy writ large—Borges at-
tributes the messianism of the coming end of time: at the end of the month,
time will be both absolved of itself and absolutized in itself. At the end oftime,
which also implies the end as time’s self-comprehension, its actualization or
perfection, we will know everything about time. The messianic conception
of the fulfillment of time begs the question of the possibility of our knowing
all there is to know about time, since the possibility of knowing takes time.
The philosopher thus posits time at the end of time, a time beyond time that
is nonetheless temporal.

Although the joke is on the philosopher, Borges in fact does not object
to the logic that conceives space and time as distinct from one another. A
few years earlier, during a “conversation” at New York University, Borges
observed, “I tend to be always thinking of time, not of space. When I hear
the words ‘time’ and ‘space’ used together, I feel as Nietzsche felt when he
heard people talking about Goethe and Schiller—a kind of blasphemy. I think
that the central riddle, the central problem of metaphysics—let us call it
thinking—is time, not space. Space is one of the many things to be found
inside of time—as you find, for example, color or shapes or sizes or feelings”
(Christ 1974, 400-1). In the same vein, in the lecture on time, Borges argues
that it is possible “to do without space, but not time, in our thought” (1996,
41198). The privileging of time over space corresponds to Kant’s argument
that as time is the a priori form of inner sense, there can be no sensibility,
thus no experience whatsoever, that is not temporally determined.
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unthinkable because “[a] self-present, indivisible now could never . . . give
way to another now, since what is indivisible cannot be altered” (2008, 16).
The destruction of any “now” by a succeeding “now” is only possible if the
present “now” is divided “in its very events

There is no succession, no time, without the division of the “now.” But
time cannot be thought as the simple division of the “now;’ as if there were
pure succession. There is no succession without an operation of synthesis
“that constitutes the “now” through a movement that refers the no longer
to the not yet. Without such referral, there would be neither succession nor
identity, neither memory nor anticipation. There would be nothing at all. The
operation of the synthesis allows for the possibility that what passes away
leaves a trace that is exposed to what comes. In order for what passes away
to be related to what comes, there must be a spacing of time because space
is the figure of exteriority in general, and as such, it provides for the pos-
sibility of simultaneity” “The trace is necessarily spatial,” Hagglund argues,
“since spatiality is characterized by the ability to remain in spite of temporal
succession. Spatiality is thus the condition for synthesis, since it enables the
tracing of relations between past and future” (2008, 18).8 Nevertheless, the
remaining that characterizes the trace cannot endure in itself, because, as
Derrida notes, the spatial trace is “already vitiated by the mark of its relation
to the future” (1982, 13). Hagglund explains: “The synthesis is always a trace
of the past that is left for the future. Thus, it can never be in itself, but is
essentially exposed to that which may erase it” (2008, 18).

Hégglund’s elaboration of the temporal logic of the trace opens onto the
logic of survival. Only what is mortal survives, lives on, always at risk of being
destroyed, eradicated, forgotten. To survive means to live on exposed to the
time of life, to mortality. On the one hand, there is no survival without the
possibility of the future; on the other hand, the future necessarily threatens
the possibility of survival. To overcome the “radical finitude of survival”
(Hégglund 2008, 1) is literally undesirable because the structure of desire
affirms the temporal logic of survival: “The desire to live on after death is not
a desire for immortality, since to live on is to remain subjected to temporal
finitude. The desire for survival cannot aim at transcending time, since the
given time is the only chance for survival” (2). Higglund insists, moreover,

David E. Johnson @215

that “immortality cannot even hypothetically appease the fear of death or
satisfy the desire to live on. On the contrary, the state of immortality would
annihilate every form of survival, since it would annihilate the time of mortal
life” (2).°

The logic of survival can be read in the conclusion of Borges's “History
of Eternity, whlch repeats, verbatim, a text Borges pubhshed in El idioma
de los argentmos (The Language of Argentines) in 1928. “Sentirse en Muerte
[Feeling in Dgath]" presents Borges’s “personal theory of eternity” (1996 1:365;
1999,137).

“Feeling in Death” dramatizes one of Borges’s most persistent claims,
namely, that a single repetition is enough to destroy time. At the instant
Borges articulates “the facile thought I am in the 1800s, that thought “ceased
being so many approximate words and became [se profundizé a] reality”
(1996, 1:366; 1999, 138). “I felt dead, I felt myself an abstract perceiver of the
world” (1996, 1:366). Borges does not, however, feel that he had arrived at the
source—"“las presuntivas aguas’—of time. Rather, he suspected that he had
become the owner (poseedor) “of the reticent or absent sense of the incon-
ceivable word eternity” (1996, 1:366; 1999, 138). Feeling oneself to be dead, then,
is what it takes to be in possession of the meaning of eternity. Here is Borges's
definition of the imagination of his own death and, with it, of eternity: “That
pure representation of homogeneous acts . . . is not merely identical to what
was there on that corner so many years ago; it is, without appearances or
repetitions, the same. Time, if we can intuit that identity, is a delusion: the
indifference and inseparability of a moment from its apparent yesterday and
another from its apparent today, are enough to disintegrate it” (1996, 1:366;
1699, 138). It should be obvious, however, that were yesterday ifiseparable
from today, nothing will have happened, not even the disintegration of time,
insofar as there would be no possibility of registering either the past or the
present; nor would there be any possibility of presentation, which requires
temporal division to constitute itself in the first place. That is, presentation
is an effect of the synthesis of passing away and coming to be.

Borges derives the following conclusion from his “experience” of feeling
in death: “life is too poor for it not to be also immortal. But we do not even
have the security of our poverty, in that time, which is easily refutable in

——
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take it. Absolute freedom, then, is no different from absolute bondage. As a
consequence, what Borges calls “the oppression of succession”—which the
idea of eternity dissembles rather than suspends—provides the only possibil-
ity of liberation.

If eternity is a “splendid artifice” and if the logic of the Borgesian text
demonstrates that eternity is undesirable, then why invoke it at all? Borges
does so because he believes only the concept of eternity and the permanence
it promises answers “the contradiction of time that passes and the identity
that endures” On this argument, the idea of eternity secures identity and
memory against the ravages of time. Moreover, although he recognizes that
desire necessarily relates to the future, he conceives the future of desire in
terms of a return to eternity. Despite Borges's determination that eternity
guarantees memory, identity, desire, even time, the Borgesian text insistently
articulates the logic of survival. Indeed, even Borges’s description of the ori-
gin of the concept of eternity is organized by the affirmation of survival.

In Historia de la eternidad, Borges notes that “remote men, bearded, mi-
tred men conceived” of eternity, “ostensibly to confound heresies and defend
the distinction of” the Trinity, “but secretly in order to staunch [restariar:
to detain] in some way the flow of hours” (1996, 1:363; 1999, 135). Thus they
conceived eternity as a way to put off or delay the passage of time, for as
Borges quotes from George Santayana, “To live is to lose time; we can recover
or keep nothing except under the form of eternity” (1996, 1:363; 1999, 135).
Borges emphasizes the desire to hold on to, or staunch the flow of time when
he claims, “Archetypes and eternity—two words—promise firmer posses-
sions [posesiones mds firmes). It is certain that succession is an intolerable
misery and that magnanimous appetites desire [codician] all the minutes of
time” (1996, 1:364; 1999, 135-36). To desire or to be greedy for (codiciar) time
means to hold onto—to detain or delay—the passage of time. According to
Borges, however, to put off or delay is the very definition of time: “It is true
that time . . . must be synonymous with delay [demora]” (1996, 1:361; 1999, 132).
To hold onto time, which is to delay time, on the one hand, means to der'ly
the very condition of life, our constitutive temporality; on the other hand, it
means to desire more time insofar as time is delay. At stake here is the logic
of survival. The passage of time results in the desire to hold on to time, to
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delay its passage under the figure of eternity. However, putting aoff time takes
time. Hence, the desire to hold on to time is the desire to put off or delay the
passage of time; yet, the desire to put off time amounts to what Hagglund
calls the “unconditional affirmation” of time as the condition of possibility
of mortal life.» Borges himself seems to acknowledge this in the lecture on
time: [T]here is no moment in which we could say to tlme ‘Stop. You are so
beautnful .1, as Goethe wished. The present does not stop [no se detiene]”
(1996 4 205) The desire for eternity therefore dissembles the desire for more
time. The putative desire for immortality is in fact a desire for survival, a
desire to live on, which means a desire for mortality.

The same logic informs Borges's conception of the relation of eternity
to memory and identity. For instance, Borges writes, “Personal identity is
known to reside in memory, and the annulment of that faculty is known to
result in idiocy” (1996, 1:364; 1999, 136). Without memory, we are idiots. The
possibility of the “annulment” of memory indicates that the ostensible ar-
chive of personal identity is temporal and thus insecure. Because it is always
possible for memory to be annulled and for us to forget ourselves, Borges
suggests that memory must be protected by the idea of eternity: “Without
the idea of eternity, without a sensitive, secret mirror of what passes through
every soul, universal history is lost time, and along with it our personal
history—which rather uncomfortably makes ghosts of us” (1996, 1:364; 1999,
136). On this argument, eternity makes it possible for what “passes through
every soul” not to be lost time, but rather to remain perpetually present. If
memory is secured by the idea of eternity, then what passes does not pass.
It persists, which means the “no longer” simply is. In Borges’s calculation, in
the absence of the idea of eternity and its “sensitive, secret mirror, which
supposedly holds onto time, what passes through every soul would pass in-
cessantly, without halt or detention. Without the idea of eternity to hold onto
time, identity would be impossible as there would be no synthesis of time.
This would be the argument in favor. of the necessity of the idea of eternity.
Following the logic of the idea of eternity, identity would only be possible for
Borges if time were not to pass. On this account, time ruins the possibility of
identity at the same time that it is the condition of life, for as Borges argues,
time is the substance of life.



Suyssed ay3 wioly sn aes of, ‘ow J13Jap 10 03 uo pjoy 03 sny ‘AUl Jo 309§
-J3 snonajapap ay aredniw 03 Liuis)a jo amSy ay) 03 sanoax safiog ‘Fuoim
9q Isnw a10ja1ay) ‘auisap pue ‘Kiowaw ‘fjuapy sajuriend uwvd fuisge
Aquo yeyy wayuny ‘pue aw saA1S Ljuieje ey} uonBUILIIA)AP Ssafiog
J19s)1 premo) Suruany uy Jjasyt uroyy
keme swmy £jressaoau ureSe suiny pue sung JeYy3 aimny ® pue awr} soye)
UuImax pue uin 03 10§ ‘sajesado [eAlaIns Jo o1Sof ayy I3AIMOY ‘13| UAY
‘rerodwa) A[reuoyipuooun si aj1| 10J ‘31| WOIJ SN 3ABS JSNUIL 71 ‘o8
Op QL "awy wioy sn aaes 03 sydwaye sosydejow ‘onsiuode ‘3ATIONIISIP ST
awip asneoday A3ajens eoisAydejaw ayy st SIYJ, *A31[8110U JO SAA[ISINO AN[OL
03 “AuoZe [erodwa) Mo Jo SAA[ESING 2A3N[AT 0] UINJAI M Yorym 03 pue wnj
am 3813 f1utaja axmny suyy premo) si 3] 10juerend spun se ‘awy jo uozroy
Y3 se—Ayrerowur “uasard anjosqe ay)—A1uiala sysod safiog qmsax
© sy ‘Ay1ueje samSy aimny ay) sed a1ay safiog Jeym “Apuanbasuo)
"a]qe1a)euy A[IIeSSa0aU SI ‘aImyny ay) Jo
ASH pue 20ueyD a1y} 0] pasodxa Jou si 31 asnLIAq ‘yoryMm “Juasaid ayy s1 axmny
pautuiajap Apeaife skempe ue Arenuod ay) uQ ‘ajqeMmoresur pue umownfun
surewax jey3 axmny ay)—A|jeuoisimoid 19a3moy—pajeusisap seSiog moy st
YoIYm JIaISuoU € Jou S§ [ "a1njny 3Yy3 J0u s LJ1UIS)D SB J]3s)i 03 SUINJal Jeyy)
a1y y ‘(Soz:k ‘9661) ,AuoFe renunyuod e si aji] o Kes 03 s1 Jeyy, KIuiale
03 uInjax 3yj [2aa 2 v] UIN) Ul 8q PNOM 2INJNJ BYJ, ‘3INJNY Y} PIEMO] MOS
ay3 JO JuUdWAAOW 3Y) [435 D DY4puaa] 3q 03 INO LINY PINOM 1INy Y} AITUIAID
Jo afewn ay3 st awy 1 )1u1a3a Jo afewr ajiqow a3 st auy J2Y] ‘O3B[] JO

©apI Juaoue Jeyy [woyfizsnf v vipusa] msnf 03 no uImy pmom axmny oy jo

©3p! YL, ‘S3JHM 3Y ‘3l U0 IO 3y U] A3rurale Jo amSy ayy ur Jussard
ay3 Jo Quoyne sy syrodwiax ay ‘Surop os uy ‘p3uluLId}3pun S8 Iy aiy}
Jo Suipuejsiapun ayj jo suopjedsydur 159Y)any 8y} wolj sjea1lal sagiog
13 ay) 1ea) pue
‘ajedorjue uiodpm Jsnwt am Aym surejdxa yorym ‘Jealy) e pue aduByo ©
Y30q yons se pue ‘sspuoid e Isisuow e Sfaamny ayy Jo Y ayy snyy, ‘Sunwoo
§31 Jo uonIpuod 3] Se pauruzjspun &[!.I'BSSSOQH sutewal sauwod oymio jeym
ng ‘saald Jey ‘uay] ‘awtn sy j] ‘sawIod ApFuesssoul awr) ‘puey Jayjo ayj uQ
‘[eHIOWdUIWE AU} pUB [elIourUIl Y} Wol) K3uls)a woly Juayur o3 ajqissodur
s1 9] 1sanbaq 10 M INOYM ‘DJeISAIUT SUTBWAI I ‘Sunpfue aa18 jouues ;1

12T @ uosuyof 'y prava

asmeoaq ‘pue aje]s ul say| AJ1u13a ‘pury auo 3 uQ ‘dduasaid 10 Suraq jo mo
pojeIouad aq I1aAau PINOO 210JAIY) PUE JOU SI IW} IOUIS ‘W) JAIF JouULd
f1u1age ‘Buraq a)njosqe se sny) pue Jjasiy ul aduasaid aInjosqe se paaleouod
s1 £J1uIa)3 s IBjosur Jaa0aI0W “[e 3e Suryidue jo 98 ou ‘Guald ou aq ued
a1ay) uayj ‘papIoap st Suryik1aaa Ji ‘paururialep A[@In[osqe st Suiyikiaaa ji
Ing "paunuIaiap A[In[osqe aq A[Lressadau sniu LJIurals J[asi ul sy "UOISIAIP
relodway 03 ajqrdaosns aq jou jsnur 31 quasaid [euIa3d ue Ul J[asdi (YN 03
$)0as Jel[ AIISap 8 0} Spuodsaliod A}juiala Jo eapl Ay} Se Iejosu] ‘;:{m‘uam Jo
g8 a3, aq 1ouuiia awm) Aym surejdxs yrewas Aprea s1yj ‘uoruagur ssaxdxo
ssafiog aq 03 s1eadde yeym jsureBy (b8 ‘6661 to1z:L ‘9661) Jo)5UOU € A[[E
-uoisiaoid st sn 03 uMow{un S| pua asoym 303(qo L1349 Jey} purw uf Jeaq 03,
paLI} 3y jey) paniwpe ay usym ‘uopjedionue s3I pue aanjny pauluLjepun
ue uaamjaq UOISUd) ay} paSpajmonioe Apeaie pey sadiog ‘TE6T Ul upISnosIq
ur paystqnd [yereqqe)] jo asusje( uj] B[eqyd B[ 9P UQIEDIPUIA,, U]
"3Ji] MoYILM ‘uorjedynUap!
oy Kiowawr noym ‘acead ur Surysal aynjosqe ue A[uo aq pmom a1ayf,
‘[[e 38 &313Uapt ou aq pnoo alaif} 3dUSY ‘(3}9BQq) SIW0D Jeym se ‘s Jey) ‘sn
sjuney jeym se jsed ay) 0] UOIIE[I OU 3q P[NOJ JIBY] ‘OT8 dM JBY) JUDUIADL
ay3 03 98130 3y} 03 axnsodxa Yy} NOIYIM ‘aIMnj aYyj Jo SuILod Y} INOYILM 0]
fqissod s31 Jo UOHIPUOD AY) sB Jou 57 ‘uayy nuap] sIsoys ‘sjuDuIMaL N
Sunpdue usaq J2a0u aaey om fenoads st Anuapt [Ty J[esi 03 Juasard 10a0u
‘[JoS) U1 paInoas JaAdu sy AJjuapl ‘souanbasuoo B sy ‘awiy JO UOISIAID jues
-sa0uy ay Jo asneaaq ajqissodur st Ljruap] Kipuapi jo Apqissod sjqissodut
ayj) sangy—,.8u1aq Jo 19p10 3y} Jo Jou s Yorym Inq ‘uonredde ue ‘[enyaia sy
yomym—3isoys ayy, 1soys ayp) jo SurpureisIapun uaeIsIu e st siy) mg J[asiy ul
aouasaxd se fnuapi syisod A[uessaoau sny) safiog “Juasaid aynjosqe 10 J[q!
-swatpur ue ur Ajuo ajqissod st Ajuapi safiog 10j ey sueaw yorym Kpapt
Jo sso[ ajnjosqe ay sfeudis Jsoyd ay) Auala jo vapI ayj Jo HoUISqE AYY U]
Jsn jo sysoy§ sayew,, ‘s35985ns saf1og ‘yorym Jo ssof ay} ‘Arowdaw ou s} 313Y3
asnedaq AJ1puapl ou sy 219y} AI1UI8I3 JO BAPI AYI INOYIIM Krjuapl jJo uor
-mpsuod 3y} 10§ A1essaoau se £)1u1219 Jo BAPI 3] 03 alf Y3 SaAIF JByI—aImny
PaUIULIJEPUN UB 0} UOIB[AI Ay} Sadue)sul yorym—Ssununey siy st 3| Lu
-1930 Aq peajuereng st L1ourawr jey) uolysadins ayy 03 spes| Jqnop ou pue
saS10g sjuney Luapi Jo ssof 3yl 3 YIm pue Liousaur Jo ssof afqissod ay],

awlil, @02




222@® Time

of time, Borges uses a prophylaxis that nevertheless destroys us, since, as
he argues, time is our very substance. The upshot is that the possibility of
identity, memory, and desire within the Borgesian schema would require that
we be immortal. But an immortal being, because it would not be susceptible
to alteration, would have no need of an identity, a memory, or desire, which
are constitutively temporal. No identity, no memory, no desire, without
finitude, which means the possibility of identity, memory, and desire is also
their impossibility.

CHe

NOTES

For Paula Cucurella Lavin, who, when given the chance to hear the longer version of this paper
in Viia del Mar, Chile, in July 2008, politely declined the opportunity.

1. Where no second page reference is given in the parenthetical citation, the translation
is my own. Where a second page reference is given, the translation is often slightly and
silently modified.

The issue is not whether Borges was a philosopher; it is rather whether he took phi-
losophy and philosophical problems seriously. In the Balderston volume, Borges: Una
encyclopedia, the entry for “philosophy” (filosoffa) cites Borges from conversations with
Maria Esther Vdzquez and Jean de Milleret, respectively. These citations point to Borges's
essentially aesthetic appropriation of philosophical systems, on the one hand, and his
understanding, oft-repeated, that philosophy and theology belong to the genre of fan-
tastic literature (1999, 132-34). Additionally, and on more than one occasion, ﬁﬂdﬂston.
who is one of the leading authorities on Borges, follows Carla Cordua, whe, he writes in
Out of Context, "argues that Borges was not a metaphysician and, hence, that for him ‘the
philosophical element, first isolated from its context and then treated not as a concept
but as a thing or as a singular existing situation, is thus removed from its medium,
separated from the function it had in that medium, and converted into an opaque
sign, suggestive but in the final analysis undecipherable™ (140 n. 8, citing Cordua 1988).
More recently, Balderston relies on Cordua to assert that “Borges no hace la filosofia

ni teorfa, pero sus textos toman la filosofia y la teoria como objeto [Borges does neither

philosephy nor theory, but his texts take philosophy and theory as an object]” (Balder-

ston 2000, 154). The exact difference between doing philosophy and theory and taking
these discourses as an object remains unclear. Further, it seems impossible that philo-
sophical concepts could ever avoid being divorced from their context and being taken as
‘opaguessigns.” It should be noted that Cordua, one of Chile’s and Latin America’s leading

[ d
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philosophical figures, offers no reading of any philosophical text in this essay; nor does
she offer any detailed reading of Borges’s engagement with philosophical problems.
In Unthinking Thinking: Jorge Luis Borges, Mathematics, and the New Physics, Floyd
Merrell quotes from Borges's preface to Ronald Christ's The Narrow Act (1969) as say-
ing that he is “neither a thinker nor a moralist, but simply a man of letters who turns
his own perplexities and that respected system of perplexities we call philosophy into
the forms of literature” (1991, ix). It should be noted that Merrell goes on to read the
confluence of the Borgesian text with twentieth-century mathematics, physics, and
\hi'l;guage philosophy. Given that Borges inscribes all metaphys,i‘cs within the genre of
fantastic literature, it is perhaps of no real consequence whether he was or was not a
philosopher, whatever that means. What difference is there between a philosopher, on
the one hand, and one who takes philosophy as an object of inquiry, on the other? Of
"more interest—although by no means the object of this essay—is the question, from
what does one save Borges when one saves him from philosophy? To what end,-for
what purpose, does one save Borges from philosophy? And to what end does one save
him for literature? ,
William Egginton also refers to this anecdote at the outset of his discussion of time in
the texts of Borges, Derrida, and Heidegger; he thanks me for alerting him to it. See
Egginton 2007, 107.
1t should be pointed out, however, that he does so to argue, no doubt ironically, that
there is no time.
Note, then, that the principle of noncontradiction regulates Borgess determination of
mobility (different places at different times) and immobility (the same place at differ-
ent times) in “History of Eternity” Yet, at the same time (as will be demonstrated), by
positing the necessary spacing of time and temporalization of space, the Borgesian text
provides the resources for thinking against this principle.
This is what is at stake in Derrida’s determination of time as “the metonymy of the
ingtantaneous” and, in his reading of Roland Barthes, of the punctum as “what took
place only once, while dividing itself already” (2001, 61).
For Derrida’s decisive reading of Aristotle’s hama, see Margins of Philosophy (1982),
53-57

. Derrida calls this the “becoming-space of time.” For two such occasions, see Derrida

1982, 13, and 2005, 46. |

In addition to his Radical Atheism, see also Hagglund’s “Chronolibidinal Reading: De-
construction and Psychoanalysis,” this issue of CR: The New Centennial Review, in which
Higglund further develops the logic of survival in relation to the structure of desire.
Derrida explains: “Without reducing the abyss which may indeed separate retention
from re-presentation, without hiding the fact that the problem of their relationship is
none other than that of the history of ‘life’ and of life’s becoming conscious, we should
be able to say a priori that their common root—the possibility of re-petition in its most
general form, that is, the constitution of a trace in the most universal sense—is a pos-
sibility which not only must inhabit the pure actuality of the now but must constitute
it through the very movement of différance it introduces” (1973, 67). Derrida makes the
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