IMPACT: International Journal of Research in
Humanities, Arts and Literature (IMPACT: IJRHAL)
ISSN (P): 2347-4564; ISSN (E): 2321-8878

Vol. 6, Issue 7, Jul 2018, 133-138

© Impact Journals

BETWEEN BORGES AND BARTHES: A TEXT AND BOOK CONUNDR UM

Muzaffar Karim

Department of English, University of Kashmir, Jamama Kashmir, Punjab, India

Received:05 Jul 2018 Accepted: 11 Jul 2018 Published: 16 Jul 2018

ABSTRACT

In his story The Book of Sand, Borges defines tiok las ‘infinite’ with no beginning and no end.dimost the
same way when Barthes discusses his notion of itexpntrast to work, he defines text as ‘infiniteferment of the
signified.” Critically speaking Jorge Luis Borgeshort story The Book Of Sand and the kind of noffeted in the story
The Garden of Forking Paths draw a clear resembtaand constantly comment on the Barthesian digtindietween a
‘Work’ and a ‘Text'. This paper concerns itself witliscussing Borges’ notion of ‘Book’ and proce¢dsdevelop a

contrast with the Roland Barthes conception of Wan# Text.
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A book no longer belongs to a genre; every bookapes to literature alone.
Maurice Bléot

Literature is not exhaustible, for the sufficiemdasimple reason that a single book is not. A bisokot an
isolated entity: it is a narration, an axis of inmerable narrations. One literature differs from aimer, either before or

after it, not so much because of the text as femtlanner in which it is read.
Jorge Luis Borgés
Literature is the question minus the answer.

BRot Bartheb

INTRODUCTION

The occasion of ‘death’ of ‘author’ opens royaldsaowards text/reader/reading, and literature frees from the
sinking weight of author's anchor can float freewémds a new definition. While answering the questio
“Where is Literature going?” Maurice Blanchot watthat “literature is going towards itself, towaitisessence which is
disappearance.” (Blanchot 136) Explicating the tbemf disappearance or literature’s going towardselfit

Blanchot removes the first impediment that hurdiés movement: the figure of the author. He writes,what is thereby

Maurice Blanchot, “The Disappearance of Literatiir@he Blanchot Reader.Ed. Michael Holland (OxforBtackwell
Publishers Ltd, 1995) 141.
2Jorge Luis Borged,abyrinths: Selected Stories and Other Writingd, Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby (New York:

New Directions, 1964) 203.
% Roland Barthe<Critical Essaystrans. Richard Howard (Evanston: Nortwestern Brsity Press, 1972) 202.
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glorified is not art, but the creative artist, thewerful individual, and whenever the artist is fpreed to the work,
this preference, this glorification of genius sig@gs a degradation of art, a retreat from its ovawer, the pursuit of

compensatory dreams.” (Blanchot 134)

Blanchot’s prophetic view in 1953 will not be poarifzed until 1967 with the publication of RolandriBes’
essay The Death of the Authband Michel Foucault’'s 1969 lectur&Vhat is an Author?The important theme in these
essays is not the ‘being of the author’ or the Hautfunction’ rather the basic question that Blarickasks,
“Where is Literature going?” Literature, free okthuthor — the transcendental signified, can mmeyf now in providing
a definition or non-definition of itself. Bartheatér work, From Work to TeXtis an important work in this direction and
one which problematizes the notions of ‘work’ amelxt’ to the point of obscurity. This is where therge Luis Borges’
work emerges as an important trajectory that not erplains these notions but also makes them p&p&Vriting as each
other’'s contemporaries, Borges in Argentina andthgsr in France, separated by countries, languagesgenres still

provide a commentary on the basic literary thensesell as the nature of text or literature.

In the essay,From Work to TeXt Barthes makes a distinction between a Work aiiéx. According to Barthes,
“the work can be held in the hand, the text is helthnguage,”(Barthes 157). This means that a visdomething which
can be displayed while a text is something whigh be demonstrated. In a way, he suggests thatlahas a material
existence — realest out there — and that the itext process, “a movement of discourse”. “The Teamtnot stop
(for example on a library shelf)’and is experiendedan activity of Production. Barthes proposeg thlae work is a
fragment of substance, occupying a part of the espEcbooks (in a library, for example)” (156-15MdaText is a
“methodological field” (157). Barthes’ notion of xt “poses problems of classification” becausenitolves an
“experience of unfits” (157) and is emblematic ¢ Heep concern with the process of writing. Bagtisetotally against
the notion ofDoxa For Barthes, a text is something which suspehdssonventional evaluation and thereby subverts the
canonical classifications. In Borges’ writing amdparticular his storffhe Garden of Forking Pathse find this element
in its full light. The Garden of Forking Paths the story of Ts'ui Pen's grandchildren DoctarTsun, who is working as a
spy for German Empire during World War |. When tiwer is blown, he escapes to Dr. Stephen Albkotse. Stephen
Albert introduces Ts'ui Pen, who dedicated thirteggars of his life to composing a book and a latiiri
The book was nothing but a collection of chaotimosxripts while the labyrinth was never found. Lattés revealed that
the book and the labyrinth are "one and the sametges 124). The garden of forking path is the taftly and the
labyrinth is the book, the chaotic novel. The nagdhfinite as the character does not choose onby possibility among
others, rather he chooses all of them, leadings¢weral futures' and innumerable possibilitiesuiTBen writes ‘the
inexhaustible novel' and infinite one with infinipossibilities and his novel is compares to thegenaf the universe.

Albert explains the illogical novel as:

A full rereading of the book confirmed my theorg.dll fictions, each time a man meets diverse réives, he
chooses one and eliminates the others; in the wbrthe virtually impossible-to-disentangle Ts'uirRehe
character chooses— simultaneously—all of them. Hmtes, thereby, 'several features,’ several timdsch

themselves proliferate and fork. That is the exalimm for the novel's contradictions. (127)

The story which Ts’ui Pen has written and which hasn denounced by his people as fragmentary iprihee

example of his novel being a text — a text thatedethe classical method of narrating a story linear model. It is a story
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where every possibility is turned into another |dmbtsy — a story where a character does not jageta choice among
others (which enables a conventional linear plather, chooses and performs each and every posdibiee that is
available to him/her turning the plot into a lalmgh of sorts. As the narrative proceeds, it becoimg®ssible to separate
the labyrinth from the book. It is exemplified inet letter that Ts'ui Pen has writtdneave to several futures (not to all)
my garden of forking pathd25)In another storfhe Library of BabelBorges compares a cyclic book to God. Borges’

notion of a cyclic book as being God further ilhasés the conception of a book as the text, wigdhfinite.

The Book of Sarnsl a simple story of a Bible-seller, who reaches dbor of the unnamed narrator and after the
small engagement, offers the narrator to buy thetenpus book known as The Book of Sand. The bsokoi named
because the book has no beginning and no end. Nermh@w hard a reader tries to single out the firsthe last page of
the book, some pages always slip away, some pagaysaremain. In addition to this, the inscriptionside the book
vary each time the book is opened. Borges rewaaisst nothing about what is contained in the boeéause he is totally
aware of the fact that if he starts to write whaicontained in the book, he will make the book ecibpf discourse.
This act of demonstrating what the book is butmneetaling what it contains encompasses the ide¢headiihfinite that the
text should contain. One cannot write the infirityt, one can surely opine about it. The plot mave$oth the object of
the plot, the eponymous book, remains a mysteryg@&ooffers no solution to the reader’'s mystery leagtes the reader
contemplating about the nature of the book. Hestulhe book into what Barthes calls a ‘writerly tartwhich a reader

continuouslyre-writes the text through the acte#Eding and re-reading.

The Bible-seller inThe Book of Sandsks the narrator to look at the book closely bgeahe inscriptions that
appear in the book appear once and will never peated. He says, “Look at it well. You will nevezesit again”
(Borges 481). This at once alerts us to the Bailimeidea of a text with the “infinite deferment thfe signified”
(Barthes 158). The constant play of the signifietaken as the quality of the text against tha wrk which “closes on a
signified” (Barthes 158). This quality of the teémtdefy closure and its continuous process of dedert is actually the sign
of a text in a continuous flux. In the same way ithscriptions and the images that the narratos seEhe Book of Sand
too are in a process of continuous flux which thiel@seller himself acknowledges: He told me hislbaas called the
Book of Sand because neither sand nor this bookaHazeginning nor an end (Borges 481). It thus detie rules of a
conventional work. “The aim of literature... is pot “meaning” into the world but not “a meanifigin the same way,
The Book of Sandymbolizes a book that cannot be read as a boathwtas a fixed meaning, a definite signified, but,

a book which constantly plays upon the reader'®natf attributing some kind of identity, closuresignified to it.

For Barthes, a “text is [always] plural” (Barthes9) and plurality for him does not mean that it teams several
meanings rather the quality of being irreduciblene. Plurality forms an important part of a textieh is produced by the
constant weaving of the signifiers. Barthes puésrtbtion of plurality against the notion of morgstihilosophy and with
its conception of conceiving plural as evil. Thetten the contrary, achieves its status only whdxe¢omes impossible to
reduce it to a single position. Thus, for Barthibg plurality of a text is what sets it apart fr@mwork which has an
individual (a signified)The Book of Sandmerges as a prime example of being plural — phifgias well as symbolically.
When the narrator tries to open the first pageéhefliook he fails to do so and the same happens énes to open the

end. “It was impossible: several pages always ktyvben the cover and my hand. It was as though ghey from the
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very book” (Borges 481). Furthermore, all the syiharesent/absent in the book are plural and meltigcause they
multiply and are just seen once. The page numlo&rsate in a non-linear form and appear arbitrasiithin the book.
Thus, The Book of Sangdosits itself as a book which cannot be holisycgrabbed. It is a book which plays upon the
notion of plurality. Barthes relates work to andanism’ while the text emerges as a ‘network’. Tiea is fully
illustrated inThe Book of sand/here the pages form an endless network of soatbeok which is an infinite network not
only on the pages, but also of the symbols whiehttook may contain similar the Garden of Forking Pathsghich is a

network of narratives where very narrative holdspbssibility of producing more endless narratives.

In the essay, Barthes writes, “The Text is very imacscore of [the] new kind: it asks of the reaalgractical
collaboration” (Barthes 163). For him, it is thet af reading/re-reading the text which paves ways'dpen it out,
set it going” (Barthes 163). In the stohe Garden of Forking PatH3r. Stephen Albert emerges as a typical Barthesian
reader, who is the only person who re-reads ansl iwwrites the novel written by Ts’ui Pen. Helig bnly person who
reads it in such a fashion so as to unravel thélgithat the book and the labyrinth are one andsttree thing. Albert
becomes the perfect reader for whom “reading isathivity of imposing meaning of thedeq the vacuum or emptiness”
(Wiseman 87). Yu Tsun on the other hand, is thefypeader born at the historical juncture whickrtBes claims emerge
with the coming of democracy “which reversed therdvof command” (Barthes 162). With the advent ofmderacy,
Barthes argues, the reader becomes someone whoartdymes the text rather than “playing with the"teBarthes 162).
Yu Tsun thus has not been able to decipher the @exflbert does. According to him, the book is mghbut “a

contradictory jumble of irresolute drafts” (Borge24).

The arthes distinction between the traditional textvhat he calls the ‘text of pleasure’ and thedero text or the
‘text of bliss’ further illustrate what kind of b&e are the Book of Sand as well as the book destribThe Garden of
Forking Paths Barthes describes those texts, the reading oflwiioes not put the reader in danger, that is,
the reader is provided with conventional culturapes those which do not disturb the reader’s camifite position. Such
texts are the texts of pleasure. He writes, “Téxileasure: the text that contents, fills, granipleoria; the text that comes
from culture and does not break with its, is linkeda comfortablepractice of reading.” (BartheBleasurel4) On the
other hand, we have texts that rescind the cormerdand shake the clichéd topography. The readinguoh a text
unsettles the reader as it is the “Text of blidse text that imposes a state of loss, the text thetomforts
(perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), ulesetthe reader's historical, cultural, psychololgiaasumptions,
the consistency of his tastes, values, memorigagbro a crisis his relation with language.” (Bag, Pleasure14)
The reader of the text of bliss finds himself/h#riszethe same position as that of the narratofloé Book of SandHe is in
a state of ‘loss’ and ‘discomfort’, and while hesés his sleep over the book, he even thinks ofibgittie “monstrous”
(Borges 483) book. This unsettling of the narratearly aligns the Book of Sand as the text ofshlBarthes goes on to
develop the idea of reading as pleasure — the mbofgouisssance- a “pleasure without separation” (Barthes 164).
In the process of reading/re-writing a text, thader, and the text emerge as one. The distincttween the reader’s
subject position and the text blurs. Just as imtbenent of ecstasy one loses the distinction betweeself and the world
separate from each other, in the same v@ayissanceblurs the distinction between the reader and vihdteing read.
In The Book of sand/hen the narrator decides to burn the “infinite@lkio(Borges 483) he at once concludes that it may
engulf the whole universe by proclaiming, “that thening of an infinite book might be similarlyfimite, and suffocate

the planet in smoke” (Borges 483) For the narratbg infinite book this is the infinite world andce versa.
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Harm to one can affect the other. He thus has aetlithe perfect Barthesi@uissancewvhere the distinction between the
world and the text blurs, a notion well put in tsi®ry The Library of the Babellt is pertinent here to dwell on the
Derridean notion that “There is no outside-text’e(fdda 158), the idea that we cannot get away ftbennetwork of
linguistic signifiers. In these Borgesian storissweell, the infinite/impossible book and the woald drawn in a parallel.
For the narrator, it is impossible now to lookla tworld as a separate infinite entity and the bm®komething else. Him

in a way hold infinity within his reach — whichiimpossible.

The ‘book’ that emerges in Borges’ writing and iarticular these stories is a notion where the mittn
between reader/possessor/prisoner and the worldlayed upon. This Borgesian‘book’ is infinite apldiral in the same

way as Barthesian — a space fraught with unendgrgfiers as the grains of sand.
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