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      Introduction

      
      
      According to Nobel Prize winner Mario Vargas Llosa, Jorge Luis Borges is “the most
         important thing that happened to Spanish literature in modern times, and one of the
         most memorable artists of our time.”[1]   I had not fully realized the unique stature that Borges reached abroad until fifteen
         years ago, when as an Argentine often traveling in the United States many interlocutors
         asked me about the author’s work and life. Although I had read Borges sometime before,
         I regretted that I could not offer a more enlightened answer to their inquiries. I
         thus began a research journey during which I discovered a strong presence of ‘the
         political’ in Borges’s texts, and I started working on an interpretation of his writings
         from a political angle. This book is the result of that research.
      

      
      In the following pages, “the political” is broadly understood as the field of ideas,
         motivations, actions, discourses, decisions and events dealing with the organization
         and governing of a society. My main objective in this work is to analyze in which
         aspects and around which topics Borges found inspiration and gave literary form to
         “the political.” I am aware that he repeatedly claimed that his literature did not
         intend to design political institutions and programs or to persuade about specific
         policies; that he had “no message at all” since he only wrote “to ease the passing
         of time,” and that he was uninformed about political affairs: “I know little about
         contemporary life. I don’t read a newspaper. I dislike politics and politicians.”[2]   On the other hand, he also acknowledged the evidence “that political events exert
         influence on the literature of a country.”[3]   What I intend to show in these pages is how the political inspired him to write
         fictions, short articles and essays (many of his poems also address the subject, but
         I do not focus on the analysis of his poetry). My objective is not to evaluate if
         the plots and contents of his work are truthful or not to historical facts or to political
         theories, nor do I assess the literary style of his writings. 
      

      
      As scholars have acknowledged throughout the years, the several forms in which the
         political is present in Borges’s works is as philosophical problems, as a reference
         to national and international historical and cultural contexts, and as an exposition
         of conjectures about what is plausible to believe or assert.[4]   In regard to the philosophical perspective it could be argued that, strictly speaking,
         Borges did not engage in the construction of arguments: he stated, “I am not a philosopher
         or a metaphysician;  what  I’ve done is to explore (. . .) the literary possibilities
         of philosophy.”[5]   There are, of course, several ways of reading philosophy in literature. Peter Lamarque
         finds at least three ways to do it: by detecting philosophical themes in a literary
         text and connecting them to given elements in the plot; by a philosophical reading
         of the ideas present in a literary text, for their clarification and illustration;
         and by commenting how literature can help us reflect on philosophical topics.[6]   The third method is closest to the one used in the first two chapters of this book,
         which analyze Borges’s works in connection to political philosophical issues. Some
         of the questions that sprung up when reading him include the following: What is the
         nature of human beings, their limitations and capacities? What should the political
         order be? Are the responses that we give to these questions valid universally, or
         are they limited to a particular society and a particular time? Also, what is the
         role of imagination in designing a political order? Can literature show what lines
         of actions to pursue, or what kind of ideals to profess? I find in Borges’s prose
         and fiction many arguments and stories that directly and indirectly touch on alternative
         answers to these questions.
      

      
      Borges’s works are not intentional political statements but literary pieces that bring
         in the political as a stimulus for his writing. Besides philosophy, he found inspiration
         in historical events and in situations of political oppression.  His critique of the
         latter  is formulated from a perspective that exalts the various dimensions of individuality.
         For one, he follows the methodological tradition in which “the individual is irreducible,
         unassimilable and unique.”[7]   Second, there is the literary dimension in which each individual searches for a
         distinctive voice, which requires the possibility to engage in as many conversations
         as desired. Third is the critique of political intrusions into individual lives, which
         go from simple interferences to persecution and war. Last, there is the ethical dimension
         of individuality, understood as an ethics of self-restraint that holds the social
         order together.[8]   Borges sees the four dimensions of individuality under the assault of certain political
         ideologies and regimes, against which he advocates the primacy of liberty.
      

      
      A clarification is in order about my approach to Borges’s political sympathies. The
         late Borges said he had been successively communist, socialist, conservative and anarchist.[9]   This book traces the evolution of these affiliations as stated in his writings
         and opinions. Mainly, I call attention to his liberal anarchism, his belief “in the
         individual, not in the State” and his hope that “someday we will deserve not to have
         governments.”[10]   I examine Borges’s defense of liberty against nationalism and revolutionary causes
         and against totalitarianisms of diverse sign: “Fascism and Nazism, nobody ignores
         it—equally abhor democracy.”[11]   I also discuss his views on Argentine political history and literature, and why
         he contested the workings of democracy, mostly in its populist version. Borges was
         not an “anti-capitalist aristocrat,”[12]   but someone who took distance from both elites and plebs: “I do not write for a
         select minority, which means nothing to me, or for that adulated platonic entity known
         as the masses. I disbelieve in both abstractions, so dear to the demagogue.”[13]   Against aristocratic leisure and adulated masses, his poem “The Just” speaks to
         the type of virtues—such as work, honesty and austerity—that are instantiated in the
         various “saviors” of the world: anyone who is attracted to knowledge, art, work, forgiveness,
         gratefulness and modesty; naturally, there are no politicians among them.[14]   In any case, in writing about Borges’s political sympathies my main task is not
         to assess if his work was either inspired or shaped by political theories or authors.
         I only point out his literary use of the topics of individual liberty and the relevance
         of ethics, in which he firmly believed, and of governmental interference with liberty
         and political excesses, which he strongly opposed. 
      

      
      Throughout the years scholars have addressed these issues extensively. My perspective
         differs from many literary scholars and people of letters who, perhaps due to their
         métier, find that in Borges’s texts the individual and reality are a fiction. I argue
         instead that the variety of individual thoughts, emotions, voices and loyalties does
         not equate with unreality. Rather, the fact that there is a plural, changing and even
         contradictory combination of elements in the way Borges depicts individuals only indicates
         that the latter are complex beings, confused, limited and fallible, but still real.
         In turn, social life, as literature, is the realm of what individuals do, imagine
         and achieve among multiple networks of conversations and relationships, which require
         a framework of political liberty so as to allow for conversations and creations to
         take place. Conversely, political interference distorts and in the extreme dissolves
         those networks by imposing disorder in the form of maddening bureaucracies, government
         intimidation and persecution, and ultimately, oppression and war.
      

      
      On the basis of the arguments anticipated in the precedent paragraphs I hope to contribute
         to fill a double lacuna in Borges’s scholarship. For one, the latter has been mostly
         developed by professors of literary and cultural studies and not by political or social
         theorists who can offer a distinct disciplinary perspective. Secondly, some scholars
         have underestimated or failed to see to what extent the political inhabits Borges’s
         texts,[15]   yet his concern with individual liberty and his distrust of governments not only
         inspired his writing but also serves as a conceptual thread to his texts. In addition,
         I believe that his literature can help increase political awareness: since people
         read more fiction and watch movies based on fictions than read prose books or essays,
         fiction may familiarize readers with political topics and problems that otherwise
         would go undetected. It might also awaken civic sentiments by praising the achievements
         of political deeds, by warning against the perils of oppression, and it can feed our
         imagination with worlds that may inspire us to find more appealing political alternatives.
         
      

      
      All in all, I find in Borges an intelligent treatment of political topics; a humorous
         and witty reflection on the human condition; a realistic vision of the dangers that
         haunt politics and a cautionary but also hopeful view about the direction and the
         spirit of political reforms.
      

      
      Book Structure

      
      Chapter 1 deals with the political philosophy latent in Borges’s works and it tackles
         issues of individuality, liberal anarchism, and civic indifference. I argue that his
         notion of individuality is consistent with his liberal anarchistic stance, because
         individual limitations and fallibility carry less pernicious effects in a decentered
         political order than under alternative arrangements. I also posit that the self-restraint
         exercised by some of his characters helps sustain the liberal anarchistic setting,
         as opposed to a polis ruled only by State coercion. The stories analyzed in this light
         are “The Bribe,” “The Congress,” “A Weary Man’s Utopia,” “Avelino Arredondo,” and
         “Our Poor Individualism.” 
      

      
      Chapter 2 argues that in Borges’s texts individuals are often engaged in the search
         for a creative voice, and that they do so by establishing conversations with multiple
         philosophical and literary traditions. The chapter also looks at critical interpretations
         on the nature of the individual and of reality. I find that his works attest not to
         the annihilation of personality but to a creative individual, who discovers a personal
         voice within the legacy of traditions. Among the texts addressed from this perspective
         are “The Library of Babel,” “Undr,” and “A New Refutation of Time.” In addition, I
         also look at how the design and workings of political institutions foster or hinder
         the enunciation of collective voices in “The Lottery in Babylon” and “The Man in the
         Threshold.”
      

      
      Chapter 3 is inspired by the fantastic story “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” and it
         deals with the topics of revolution, treason and war, which come through as “untlonic”
         worlds when compared to the peaceful and orderly life in the fictional planet. The
         main argument of the chapter is that political ideas, actions and situations that
         carry detrimental consequences are those that try to forcefully impose symmetrical
         utopias upon individuals and societies. Besides “Tlön,” the stories analyzed from
         this perspective are “Deutsches Requiem,” “The Shape of the Sword,” and “Theme of
         the Traitor and the Hero,” along with some prose pieces written during World War II.
      

      
      The topic for chapter 4 is frontier encounters and transformations as presented in
         two sets of fictions. The first set pivots on the interaction between the gaucho (South American rural worker), the caudillo (a charismatic leader) and the people of the city. The plots refer to mid/late nineteenth-century
         Argentina, and are often presented as fights or duels, much like in cowboy stories.
         I look at these encounters in “A Biography of Tadeo Isidoro Cruz,” “Martín Fierro,”
         “The End,” and “A Dialogue between Dead Men.” The second grouping of texts is set
         in diverse times and scenarios, and they allude to the action of crossing over from
         one place of the frontier to the other. This is the plot in “Story of the Warrior
         and the Captive,” “Brodie’s Report,” “The South,” “The Gospel according to Mark,”
         and “The Night of the Gifts.” These pieces show how the characters undergo a life-changing
         experience after their frontier encounter. In the third section of this chapter, I
         examine Borges’s argument that some of the frontier encounters and transformations
         ended up by being politically problematic, and I assess the reasons given by Borges
         to formulate this diagnosis.
      

      
      The fifth and last chapter analyzes the topic of democracy. I first address what I
         call Borges’s early democratic sensitivity, as latent in his comments on Whitman and
         Emerson. Secondly, I look at subsequent political realities to show how they inspired
         Borges to write ironical fiction and to express his dislike of democratic politics.
         His distrust in the functioning of democracy originated in his broader critique of
         abuses, among which he included populism. His aversion to the latter led him to support
         military regimes, only to eventually realize these would commit abuses that were much
         more terrible. As is the case with other writers who acknowledged or regretted their
         past opinions, Borges eventually came to the conclusion that, despite its shortcomings
         and derailments, democracy had proven to be a better political regime when compared
         to its alternatives. I argue that his late reconciliation with democratic life is
         more consistent with both his early democratic sensitivity and with the idea that
         liberty can be better protected in a democracy.
      

      
      A Note about Readers and Sources

      
      This book might be of interest to readers who are unacquainted with the letters of
         Borges, as well as to those who are familiar with his works and his scholarship but
         who may want to go beyond a strictly literary analysis into the field of the political.
         (If this latter group finds somehow tedious the recounting of Borges’s plots, they
         can defer to the paragraphs and sections that deal with the interpretation of the
         texts.) The book can also be of interest for those who do research or teaching on
         literature and political theory, comparative literature and politics, and Latin American
         contemporary politics, history, and sociology. With this particular audience in mind,
         I have included abundant critical discussion of the existing literature. Despite this
         latter feature, the book can also provide a wider public—including literary critics
         and creative writers—with insights on how the topics of liberty, individuality and
         democracy are present in the texts and opinions under analysis. 
      

      
      Throughout the book I quote from several editions of Borges’s works translated into
         English. I draw heavily from the Collected Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley (New York: Penguin Books, 1998); Selected Non-Fictions, ed. Eliot Weinberger, trans. Esther Allen, Suzanne Jill Levine, and E. Weinberger
         (New York: Penguin Books, 1998); and Selected Poems, ed. Alexander Coleman, bilingual edition (New York: Penguin Books, 1999). Henceforth
         I refer to these editions as CF, SNF, and SP, respectively. I also make reference
         to conferences, books, interviews, and newspaper articles in Spanish when I found
         that doing so was instructive or useful. All translations from these sources are mine.
         Borges’s works in Spanish have been collected in several editions as complete works;
         I have used Obras completas I, II and III published by Emecé between 1989 and 1996, and a compilation in twenty volumes published
         by Sudamericana (Buenos Aires, 2011). These works are listed in the endnotes to each
         chapter as OC, followed by the volume number. All references to Borges’s works are
         listed in the endnotes to each chapter by title, original year of publication, and
         edition used.
      

      
      I have found very useful for my work the bibliographical listing and ordering of Borges’s
         works published by Nicolás Helft,  Jorge Luis Borges: bibliografía completa, prologue by Noé Jitrik, supervision by Élida Lois, (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura
         Económica, 1998), as well as the articles and notes published online by the Borges
         Center at the University of Pittsburgh (www.borges.pitt.edu/).[16]  
      

      
      Last, a caveat: I have intentionally kept the data and the analysis of Borges’s biography and family
         history to its very minimum.[17]   I cannot help thinking that someone who appreciated the idea of invisibility of
         private matters would have probably appreciated this gesture.[18]  
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      Chapter 1

      Political Philosophy in Borges

      
         
         
      

      
      Many of the works of Jorge Luis Borges show his lifelong inspiration in the field
         of ideas, institutions, and activities related to the political.[1]  In his fiction we find considerations of topics such as Nazism, strikes, conquests,
         political assassinations, civil strife, Latin American political history, law enforcement,
         and legislative institutions, among others. His nonfiction also deals with civil strife,
         colonization, nationalism, and political ideologies, especially during World War II.
         Among his poems, “The Dagger,” “General Quiroga Rides to His Death in a Carriage,”
         “The Cyclical Night,” and “Ode Written in 1966” also provide examples of the importance
         of politics in his texts and opinions.[2] 
      

      
      Borges’s texts convey a political philosophy that rests on the belief in a self-sufficient
         individual, the pre-eminence of individual liberty and responsibility, a distrust
         of government, and nostalgia for anarchy understood as a self-organized order. Borges’s
         intention was not to persuade on political philosophical issues but to take them as
         inspiration for his writings, inspiration that reflects—but does not intend to do
         so—his political opinions. So although he did not intend to philosophize, he did use
         philosophical ideas as material for his writings. As stated in interviews and writings,
         many of these ideas converge in his adherence to liberal anarchism: “In all political
         regimes (. . .) the State is annulling the individual.”[3]  Yet, in spite of his defense of individualism and liberty, his writings also emphasize
         the essential limitations and fallibility of individuals, understood both as their
         limited capacities to know or to do something, and as a tendency to err.[4] Besides, he also lamented the pernicious political effects of civic isolationism
         caused by individualism, which induces people to be indifferent to the ends of political
         association.[5] 
      

      
      A double paradox seems to emerge from Borges’s simultaneous belief in the idea of
         a politically self-sufficient but radically limited and fallible individual, on the
         one hand, and the concomitant idea of a strong individuality and the yearning for
         an orderly civic life, on the other. How could self-sufficient individuals live in
         an anarchistic regime if they are unable to do much in and by themselves? Aren’t human
         limitations and fallibility better cushioned or corrected with the help of political
         institutions? Can anarchism be compatible with his call for an orderly civic life?
         As a response to these questions and as a tentative resolution of the paradox, I will
         posit two hypotheses. First, in Borges’s texts limitations and fallibility appear
         to be less problematic under anarchism than under alternative regimes, because in
         the former the consequences of error or deceit are less threatening to the individual
         than in the latter. Under anarchism, individuals are self-sufficient and live without
         coercing others, while under non-anarchistic regimes governments tend to engage in
         arrogant and oppressive courses of action that foster conflicts and wars. Admittedly,
         Borges’s political man is strong or self-sufficient in a primitive way, since he forgoes
         social cooperation, material prosperity, and great achievements.[6] But this primitive self-sufficiency seems to him preferable to the exposure to coercion
         in other political settings, because it is envisioned as a free and peaceful order.
         At the end of the day, he thinks that limitations and fallibility are not corrected,
         but enhanced by existing political practices and institutions, as opposed to a liberal
         anarchist order where the situation is less dramatic, because individuals are less
         pretentious and/or less deceived about the oppressive tendency of political activities.
         If for Borges natural man is unable to understand or to do much, he is at least capable
         of grasping the dangers of political coercion and of preventing it by living in a
         self-organized, albeit primitive, order.
      

      
      Second, with regard to the tension between Borges’s case for a strong individual and
         his simultaneous yearning for an orderly civic life, I will argue that the two elements
         may be reconciled by looking at his advocacy of self-restraint, which would allow
         for a self-enforcing and orderly political life. His is a minimal notion of ethics
         applied to relations among individuals in society and tied to the values of mutual
         respect and law compliance.[7] For him, ethical conduct thus understood is indispensable to the well-functioning
         of a self-organized society since, absent the government, ethics replaces coercion
         as a means of assuring order. Conceptually, in this view ethics works both as a foundation
         and as the result of such order: self-restraint makes a self-organized society possible,
         and in the absence of coercive structures, ethics constitutes the reference and guide
         for individual actions. In Borges’s texts, an isolated, unrestrained individualism
         in conjunction with lawlessness unfailingly generates violence and political interference.
      

      
      The development of these arguments is structured as follows: in section 1 I look at
         the place of the individual in Borges’s writings, by contrasting his philosophical
         notion of a limited and fallible individual with his case for a strong, self-sufficient
         political man. In section 2 I analyze his political vision and the critique of governmental
         interference in his stories “The Congress” and “Avelino Arredondo.” In section 3 I
         address his call for self-restraint as a presupposition for his normative defense
         of anarchism by looking at “The Bribe” and his essay “Our Poor Individualism.” I conclude
         with a summary of these insights and a comment on Borges’s contribution to the relation
         between literature and politics.
      

      
      The Individual in Philosophy, Art, and Politics

      
      Borges’s texts repeatedly remind the reader of the limits and the insignificance of
         the individual and the complexity of the universe. Likewise, in many of his poems
         individuals do not play an important or independent role, but rather follow a design
         or a plot (usually in the form of a labyrinth), where they find themselves facing
         a destiny that most often they do not and cannot understand.[8] Borges’s notion of a mysterious cosmos, unknowable and consequently confusing or
         deceiving to the human eye,[9] is the foundation of his epistemology of limitations and fallibility. However, the
         fact that our cognitive capacities prevent us from knowing or describing reality with
         certainty or exactitude does not imply that reality itself is disordered or chaotic.
         In his story “The Library of Babel” we are informed that reality is presented under
         “the same disorder” which, when repeated “becomes Order,” one that is Borges’s “elegant
         hope.”[10] The appearance of a cosmological chaos paves the way to the hope that there is an order and to the resignation that we can only make conjectures about
         what that order might be. Because of their limitations and fallibility, human beings
         should attempt to classify things and enumerate their attributes as long as they remain
         aware that those mental products are in essence arbitrary and subject to deconstruction.
         Far from decrying the uselessness of such tasks or of preaching despair, for Borges
         the cognitive enterprise is justified and merits the effort, in spite of its provisionary
         results. Such is the concluding thought in “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins,”
         which deals with the topics of knowledge and language and with the problems of the
         representation, classification, and expression of reality. The author concludes that
         “the impossibility of penetrating the divine scheme of the universe cannot dissuade
         us from outlining human schemes, even though we are aware they are provisional.”[11] 
      

      
      The idea of a limited, fallible individual is also central to Borges’s opinions on
         the role of the individual in art, and to his belief in the lack of complete individual
         artistic originality. In his view, most artists just make a comment on a literary
         tradition, and that they grow out of, and within, the tradition of generations. In
         the introduction to The Garden of Forking Paths he remarks, “A better course of procedure is to pretend that these books already
         exist, and then offer a résumé, a commentary.”[12] Thus, Borges’s portrayal of the literary world allows us to infer that literature
         is not an individualistic, “privatized experience, a game of solitaire,”[13] but rather a cooperative enterprise gradually unfolding in time, where each individual
         is able to provide a small personal contribution.
      

      
      The limits of the individual in the world of art come through also in the opinion
         that art, like the cosmos, is a mystery that cannot be explained; in Whistler’s words,
         “art happens.”[14] By the same token, artistic ends should be apolitical, that is, the artist’s intentions
         need not be committed to a moral, social, or political cause: “To talk of social art
         is like talking of vegetarian geometry.”[15] He criticizes those who maintain what for him are two incompatible premises: that
         art should be free, and that it should also be revolutionary.[16] Beyond the logical incompatibility between the notions of art for art’s sake and
         art in the service of political ends, the implication is that the political use of
         art would be arrogant from an epistemic view, given that art is an unexplainable mystery.
         Likewise, the artist’s intentions and plans do not matter much, and they may even
         be ironically reversed, as Kipling asserted of Swift, who wrote Gulliver’s Travels “to raise an indictment against mankind” but had instead “left behind a children’s
         book.”[17]  There is, though, at least one exception to the fact that artists’ intentions are
         not usually fulfilled, and that exception is the Aeneid: “Virgil set out to write a masterpiece; curiously, he succeeded.”[18] 
      

      
      A politically-engaged art is not only oxymoronic and arrogant but may also be misleading
         and dangerous. For one, it replaces the artistic standard with a political criterion:
         “Politics is ubiquitous, a writer is judged on the basis of his political opinions
         and not of his art.”[19] Secondly, politics might look for the imposition of a cultural model, thus threatening
         the liberty essential to the creative process. Borges’s case against nationalistic
         pretensions is proof of his opposition to artificially imposed cultural models. For
         him, Argentine writers should not be coerced into the substance or the form of their
         works, but should address any topic “without reverence.”[20] Notwithstanding the need to preserve artistic independence from the claws of politics,
         Borges acknowledged that the political might still have a function with regard to
         art: “the ends of art have to be distinguished from the excitations that produce it
         [that can be political].”[21] The author himself is a testimony of the political excitations, since his tales,
         poems, and essays abound in references to battles, tyrants, nostalgia for peace and
         individual freedom, and imaginary sociopolitical organizations. Strong as these excitations
         were, he declared he had tried to remain uncontaminated by political intentions in
         his works, as he asserts in 1970: “I have never kept my opinions hidden, not even
         in trying times, but neither have I ever allowed them to find their way into my literary
         work, except once when I was buoyed up in exultation over the Six-Day War.”[22] 
      

      
      One politically inspired theme that animates many of Borges’s works is his concern
         with State interference in the lives of the individuals, which he takes to be “the
         most urgent problem of our time.”[23] This statement expresses the strength of individualism in Borges’s vision of the
         political, in contrast to the philosophical condition of individual limitations and
         the intergenerational nature of the literary enterprise; in his politically-situated
         stories individuals choose the regime in which they want to live.[24] This idea is present, among other stories, in “Deutsches Requiem,” “Story of the
         Warrior and the Captive Maiden,” and “A Biography of Tadeo Isidoro Cruz 1829–1874,”
         where the characters justify or make a choice of a political identity that will define
         who they are, or perhaps more tellingly, who they do not want to be. (I will analyze
         these stories in subsequent chapters.)
      

      
      Perhaps the best example of the strength of individualism in Borges’s political imagination
         may be “A Weary Man’s Utopia,”[25]  a time-traveling story in which Eduardo Acevedo—an ordinary, contemporary man—visits
         the future and encounters a man with whom he is only able to talk in Latin (all other
         languages have become extinct), and who informs him of the changes that humanity has
         gone through. In the future world there are no public recollections of data nor history
         or literature, there are no books or museums and no more memories. We infer that the
         absence of linguistic, historical, and artistic differences (which would be registered
         in books, museums, and memories, had they not disappeared) has erased all motivations
         for interpersonal conflicts arising from clashing visions, thus turning the world
         into a peaceful place. As a result, people have no use for government. There is no
         inheritance either, and each person builds a house and makes the household goods to
         be used. Life may last at least four hundred years; in this scenario of self-sufficient
         people who can even do without love and friendship, individuals even decide when they
         want to die.
      

      
      Acevedo listens to his interlocutor, and given that the latter has no memories, he
         informs him of the world where he comes from, one still haunted by “spectral collectives”
         and populated with “crippled” politicians, the triviality of mass-media news, and
         the importance of appearances. Both the old man and Acevedo express no feelings or
         surprise for their respective accounts, and they part ways at the door of the death
         chamber into which the old man walks. Acevedo returns to his office, where he hangs
         a blank canvas yet to be painted.
      

      
      Two main comments are in order. First, it is intriguing that an author who emphasizes
         the cooperative nature of literary, cultural, and social pursuits wrote a story devoid
         of any social interaction, literary, emotional, or political. If we take into account
         Borges’s views on human nature, however, the characterization of such a setting as
         utopian makes sense. Only in such a setting are individuals relieved of the natural
         burdens, and they are able to engage in the performance of all functions—reading and
         writing, producing and consuming, living or dying—solely by themselves. The picture
         of an all-encompassing, human being thus constitutes the boldest and greatest utopia
         of all. Furthermore, the people in the story do not possess any feelings of loneliness
         or grief or joy and hence do not offer laudatory or derogatory comments with regard
         to their situation. Borges’s utopian portrait of humanity removes important traits
         of our non-utopian condition, and consequently erases its effects, namely, anxiety,
         literary dependency and political oppression.[26] Secondly, the plot speaks straightforwardly to the type of individualism that serves
         as the basis of Borges’s political utopia, the self-sufficient individual.[27] Whereas in the world of Acevedo, individual identity depends on being perceived by
         others and citizens belong to countries and common markets, in the world of the future
         individuals live separately, freely and without markets and states. Consequently,
         wars and conflicts have ceased.
      

      
      “A Weary Man’s Utopia” was published in 1975, and hence can be seen as a summary of
         Borges’s philosophical preoccupations and political sympathies. Long before that date,
         he had criticized political interference, which had for him specific victims: culture,
         literature, and, more broadly, the realm of thought and expression. Borges was actively
         engaged in the denunciation of these phenomena: he lamented the effects of war among
         certain groups in Buenos Aires, conducive to “the extinction or abolishment of all
         intellectual processes,”[28] and he denounced the idiotic effects of dictatorships.[29] In the context of China’s Cultural Revolution, he is convinced that “burning books
         and erecting fortifications are the usual occupations of princes.”[30] The resistance to the political dismantling of cultural unity strengthened Borges’s
         liberal anarchism, to which I now turn my analysis.
      

      
      Politics as Interference versus Liberal Anarchism: 
“The Congress” and “Avelino Arredondo”
      

      
      Borges’s opinions on politics and on his political affiliation have not been the object
         of much systematic analysis. This may be due to the fact that most works on Borges
         are literary, or to a suspicion that his opinions were found to be quite controversial.
         Even critics like Mario Vargas Llosa, who shares Borges’s concern for individual liberty
         and contempt for any form of collectivism, dismisses Borges’s political stance as
         “something that does not mean much.”[31] 
      

      
      Among the scholars who first dealt with this topic are Emir Rodríguez Monegal and
         Daniel Balderston. The former explains Borges’s political preferences as the result
         of a gradual withdrawal from reality because of his progressive blindness, and he
         mentions Borges’s joining the Conservative Party as a result of the influence of family
         and friends, and not as an affiliation chosen, to use Borges’s words, as a “form of
         skepticism.” Balderston sees him as a liberal intellectual and argues for a historical
         or contextual reading of his stories; yet there is no reference to liberalism or anarchy
         in the index to his book, and the author labels the magazine Sur, where Borges published frequently, as antifascist and pacifist without specifying
         if it was conservative, communist, anarchist or any other.[32] Those who do acknowledge Borges’s liberal anarchism advance a partial or incorrect
         reading of it. Jean Franco assimilates his political philosophy to a libertarianism
         that “privileges the freedom of the powerful and is not concerned with liberation
         from economic oppression”; for José González, his anarchism is a theme that appears
         late in his works after he had abandoned the hope of a limited government; according
         to Gene Bell-Villada, Borges’s stance is that of the “older liberal, Anglophile elites
         of Argentina,” an “idealist intellectual’s interpretation; it sees political turmoil
         being brought about not by economic dislocations but by the mass appeal of a few seductive
         ideas,” and Julio Rodríguez-Luis aligns Borges with “European bourgeois liberalism.”[33] 
      

      
      To a certain extent these authors capture the spirit of Borges’s stance, since he
         was indeed uninterested in economic analysis (and in economic issues generally), and
         he intensified his anarchism as the years passed by. Yet to think that it appears
         only late in his works, or to relate it to the freedom of a privileged few, or only
         to Europe, is to overlook several facts. For one, we know from his autobiography that
         he acquired these opinions early on from his father.[34] Second, Borges did not identify with the “privileged few”; he wrote that he “rejoiced
         in belonging to the bourgeoisie . . . the plebs and the aristocracy, devoted to money,
         gaming, sports, nationalism, success and publicity, seemed to him identical.”[35] Third, his thought should not be traced back to European influences only; as it has
         been convincingly argued, Borges is better understood as writing at the crossroads
         of European and local, criollo influences.[36] Finally, except for González, the issue of Borges’s liberal anarchism has remained
         under-analyzed, despite the author’s insistence on it.[37] 
      

      
      So, what is liberal anarchism? Etymologically, the term anarchy means “without head” and implies a decision-making process dispersed among all members
         of a polity, as opposed to a “centralized authoritarian institution with extensive
         coercive powers.”[38] In this sense, anarchy is not the Hobbesian depiction of the war of all against all,
         nor does it carry a connotation of disorder, but is rather a political stance that
         sees the State as corrupt, intrusive, and aggressive. However, as with many political
         concepts, anarchy is a noun that needs to be accompanied by adjectives to avoid confusion.
         Conceptually, anarchy can be compatible with a communal organization that is inimical
         to liberalism insofar as the latter defends a notion of private property absent in
         the former. Borges was uninterested in property issues and economics at large; his
         liberalism is anchored in a distrust of the political when understood as partisan
         activities, the activity of governing, or the establishment of national boundaries
         and identities. He was indeed reluctant to admit that countries should be a valid
         or at least a primordial category of political organization: “As I think of the many
         myths, there is one that is very harmful, and that is the myth of countries. I mean,
         why I should think of myself as being an Argentine, and not a Chilean, and not a Uruguayan.
         I don’t know really. All of those myths that we impose on ourselves—and they make
         for hatred, for war, for enmity—are very harmful.”[39]  
      

      
      Borges’s treatment of the political had historical as well as intellectual sources
         of inspiration. Civil strife and war are recurrent topics, particularly in relation
         to the author’s ancestors and family. His great-grandfather Isidoro Suárez fought
         in the wars of independence and went into exile due to civil strife, as he recounts
         in the poem “A Page to Commemorate Colonel Suárez, Victor at Junín”; his relative
         Francisco Laprida was killed in the civil wars of the 1820s, an event he depicts in
         the famous “Conjectural Poem”; his grandfather, Colonel Francisco Borges, served in
         a frontier post and courageously died in battle, and his other grandfather, Isidoro
         Acevedo, took part in the wars of unification in the 1860s.[40] 
      

      
      There were other contemporary political events that captured the writer’s attention.
         He opposed the domestic and foreign policies implemented since the early 1930s in
         his country, a criticism that intensified during the rule of General Juan D. Perón
         (1946–1955).[41]  As soon as the latter took office, and as a consequence of Borges’s opposition,
         the writer—who was at the time employed at a municipal library—was mockingly commissioned
         to work as inspector of poultry, a task he naturally declined, forcing him to resign
         from his position. In 1948, his only sister Norah spent a month in jail, and his mother,
         Leonor Acevedo de Borges, was placed under house arrest for having “disturbed the
         public order” by singing the national anthem in the street.[42] Besides Argentina’s political problems, world history also gave him sufficient cause
         to protest. He and his family lived in Europe during World War I, and at the outbreak
         of World War II he found himself surrounded by fascist sympathizers in Buenos Aires.
         
      

      
      Against this scenario Borges adhered to Herbert Spencer’s staunch defense of individualism
         and his distrust of government interference with individual life; Borges writes about
         “the unheeded and prophetic admonitions of the Individual against the State,” and he saw himself as “a modest Spencerian anarchist.”[43] In the book quoted by Borges, Spencer writes that “the great political superstition
         of the present is the divine right of parliaments.”[44] But the Argentine author goes even farther than the English thinker (who had ideas
         about how a proper parliament would act) and contests the very idea of representation in “The Congress,”
         a story that calls into question the possibility of successfully representing the
         multiplicity of individuals in a single representative body. It is worth examining
         the plot more closely to bring out his literary critique of the way political institutions
         function.[45] 
      

      
      “The Congress” is inspired by Anacharsis Cloots, an eighteenth-century French baron
         who dreamed of a universal family of nations, about whom Borges probably read in the
         Encyclopaedia Britannica.[46] The role of baron is played by Alexander Glencoe who attempts, and eventually fails,
         to form a body that could represent people from all over the world. In the story,
         set in the 1970s, the narrator Alexander Ferri is a young student who arrives in Buenos
         Aires to make a living. Nothing extraordinary occurs to him until decades later, when
         he is invited to attend the meetings of a small group that assembles weekly for the
         purpose of doing something bigger than the activities carried out at the “pompous,
         dome-capped building” (an allusion to the legislature’s building). The members of
         this Congress do not know what their exact role is, but Ferri infers that they would
         eventually discover what the purpose of chairman Glencoe is. The latter is a rancher
         from Uruguay, who had failed to become a congressman and had decided to found another
         Congress of greater scope.
      

      
      The number of delegates to the Congress soon starts to grow. Inspired by the love
         of their job, some of them renounce their honoraria, and those who are not willing
         to do so leave. As the debates unfold, someone warns that the problem they face is
         how to represent everyone, which was like “fixing the exact number of Platonic archetypes,”
         a problem that has systematically confused philosophers. How many and what types of
         classes were to be represented? The ghost of John Wilkins appears at this point in
         the form of the humorous categories of representation that Borges presents: “ranchers,
         Uruguayans, founding fathers, red-bearded men and men sitting in armchairs.” Which
         should be represented? In the task of finding a category for each delegate, Ferri
         is scornfully made the representative of wops by another delegate, Eguren. Chairman
         Glencoe immediately corrects this and instructs Ferri to be the representative of
         immigrants, “whose labors are even now helping to build the nation.”
      

      
      Besides the difficulty of matching the diversity of reality with the idea of representation,
         the Congress also experiences the concrete problems Borges thinks characterize political
         organizations generally: overexpansion, rivalry, flattery, and the burning of books.
         The overexpansion of congressional activities is depicted in the accumulation of printed
         material. Members of the Congress first realize they need a library, later they decide
         that the library should include books from every place and language, and the list
         is eventually expanded to contain newspapers and all sorts of publications. As the
         library grows, the packages begin piling up, without being catalogued and in improper
         places such as a wine cellar. The overexpansion of the Congress is also reflected
         in spurious expenditures. When Ferri and Eguren are sent to London and Paris they
         stay longer than initially instructed, squandering money for unofficial purposes.
         Ferri has a romantic affair (that he later discloses with remorse), and Eguren delays
         his return for the mere pleasure of being in Paris, where he spends a considerable
         amount of money.
      

      
      Flattery and rivalry also characterize the meetings, where, according to the narrator,
         almost all the delegates speak to seek the approval of the chairman. Since only some
         delegates had remained after renouncing the payment of honoraria, their flattery of
         the chairman reveals the non-pecuniary aspects of the love of power, strong enough
         to find expression even among the loyal. The rivalry between Ferri and Eguren in their
         attempts to attract the leader’s attention also points to the need for courage, a
         recurrent theme in Borges’s work.[47] Eguren is terrified one night when faced by an armed man and is humiliated by Ferri’s
         quick and effective reaction in which he challenges the aggressor to a duel and forces
         him to retreat. The humiliation that Eguren feels is ironic, since he had thought
         of Ferri as representing wops, and not as building the country. To his eyes, wops
         are useless, but in protecting him from an illegal violent death, Ferri had shown
         that he was indeed of great use. By protecting Eguren, can Ferri been seen to be contributing
         to the construction of a peaceful nation? On the one hand, the protection of the right
         to live is a necessary implementation of the rule of law, which is, in turn, a major
         building block of a peaceful nation. On the other hand, by attempting to engage in
         a duel rather than calling the police, Ferri was bypassing and possibly undermining
         the institution of law and order by taking the enforcement of the law into his own
         hands. (It is not possible to see from this single story whether Borges thinks that
         the police are irremediably ineffective or corrupt and that Ferri was, therefore,
         justified.)
      

      
      Finally, the chairman orders the group to burn all the books in the library: “Every
         few centuries the Library of Alexandria must be burned,” he says. In deciding to do
         so without consulting with the deliberative body, Chairman Glencoe acts according
         to Borges’s archetype of politicians: the disposition to abuse power. Strangely enough,
         nobody in the story reacts negatively to his decision; perhaps they already knew what
         was about to happen, or perhaps they always felt the chairman would have the final
         word. In any case, when he hears from Glencoe that the Congress is not a specially
         defined group of people but that it encompasses all the planet, Ferri promptly thinks
         that the Congress “is the universe and ourselves,” a statement that ironically points
         directly to the inadequacy of any form of representation, and by implication to the
         inadequacy of modern representative governments as we know them. At the end of the
         day the efforts to create the Congress fail, not because of Glencoe’s authoritarian
         will or the group’s internal disputes, but because of their failure to grasp the unrepresentative
         nature of the human universe.
      

      
      Just as “The Congress” addresses the problems of representation, “Avelino Arredondo”
         is set in the context of a dysfunctional regime that provokes a political assassination.[48] Both stories reflect the recurrent problems of politics according to Borges; in a
         way the first story presents the causes of those problems and the second story depicts
         their most extreme effect. “Avelino Arredondo” is based in a historical event that
         took place in Uruguay in 1897, when President Juan Idiarte Borda was killed by a young
         man of his own Colorado Party, which was ruling the country amid rampant political
         conflict.[49] The killer was Arredondo, a young clerk and student of law disenchanted with the
         cronyism and factionalism of political bosses and the party machine. He resorted to
         political assassination in what he later declared was the only way of achieving justice
         and restoring political stability to his country.
      

      
      Borges’s story focuses on Arredondo’s careful preparations for the crime. Months before
         the selected date, he tells his friends and his fiancée that he is going to stay at
         the countryside and bids them goodbye. He then spends months inside his house, with
         the Bible, his servant, and the rain as his only companions. During his long seclusion,
         he plays chess and awaits the crucial moment. Occasionally, he thinks of his fiancée
         but instantly drives the thought away and reminds himself that he should not long
         for what is unavailable. One night he goes out to a bar and runs into a group of soldiers
         who insist that he cheer the President. Arredondo complies with their order despite
         his hatred of the ruler, but he tells himself he is not a coward, as he proves on
         the day he shoots Idiarte Borda in a parade and turns himself in. He then declares
         that he had broken with his friends and his fiancée so as not to implicate them, and
         that he had not looked at newspapers so that nobody could say they had incited him
         to the crime. Claiming to have acted alone, he is convicted of the crime and imprisoned.
      

      
      “Avelino Arredondo” is the instantiation of the Borgesian notion of politics as interference
         inspired by a concrete historical event.[50] The plot is set in the context of enduring instability, of the use of force and of
         clienteles to sustain power, and of the consequent civil conflict leading to the murder.
         There is a vivid contrast between these violent dispositions and events, and Arredondo’s
         attitude, seeking to secure peace and serenely assuming the sole responsibility for
         his actions. There is no explicit evaluation of Arredondo’s crime in the story; the
         reader witnesses an account of the facts and of his feelings in the same way that
         he would read them in a newspaper chronicle. Therefore, the text comes through neither
         as an apology nor as a rejection of political violence, but rather as an expression
         of Borges’s interest in taking the political as inspiration for his writing. Given
         that political factions and their devastating effects have been rampant in Latin American
         history, it seems only natural that Borges would deal with these topics in his fiction.
      

      
      The topic of political factions and how to deal with them brings to mind James Madison’s
         arguments that, in seeking to eliminate factions by restricting political liberties,
         the cure could be worse than its effects and that only an extended republic would
         provide a viable solution.[51] As the ongoing discussion tries to show, Borges shares the fear that the suppression
         of liberty causes more problems than its excesses, but he doubts that an extended
         representative regime would succeed in controlling factions. Therefore, whereas Madison
         talks of the necessity for government due to the non-angelic nature of men,[52] Borges appeals to the non-angelic nature of politicians. Read together with “The
         Congress,” “Avelino Arredondo” highlights the shortcomings and impediments—conceptual
         and factual—in the working of political institutions.
      

      
      However, Arredondo’s crime is also an example of human fallibility, on account of
         his mistaken belief that an assassination is an acceptable and effective means of
         solving a country’s instability. To see why Borges might think that self-sufficient
         individuals might be less problematic in anarchy than in alternative regimes, we should
         ask: would Avelino’s crime have taken place in an anarchistic setting devoid of the
         struggles for political representation? I venture to say that it probably would not.
         Since the crime took place, and civil strife was rampant, the question is which of
         the two—anarchism or the established regime—is worse in its effects. Leaving aside
         utilitarian calculations about the number of victims in each scenario, Avelino’s intention
         is to fight against the uniformity and oppression imposed by Idiarte’s faction, while
         from the soldiers’ attitude at the bar and Avelino’s reaction we confirm that Idiarte
         aims at erasing opposite factions altogether. Again, as Madison observed, “The latent
         causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man (. . .) relief is only to be
         sought in the means of controlling its effects.”[53] Arredondo fights authoritarianism because he understands the need to combat the effects
         of factions. The soldiers are deceived into supporting an authoritarian regime that
         promises order by suppressing opposition but that succeeds only in fostering widespread
         violence. At the end of the day, and when compared to Arredondo’s motivations, the
         existing political regime seems to be a more egregious example of human fallibility.
      

      
      Borges’s story was inspired by a pamphlet written by Luis Melián Lafinur (Causa política de Avelino Arredondo [1898]), the counselor for Arredondo’s defense and Borges’s second uncle. In an afterword
         to the book, Borges informs us that his uncle had asked that Arredondo be pardoned,
         but that the judges sentenced him to five years in prison. According to Alma Bolón,
         the perspective of Melián Lafinur’s pamphlet is diametrically opposed to Borges’s
         inasmuch as it defends the collective nature of the crime.[54] When justifying his stance, the counselor argued that Idiarte’s government had inspired
         fratricide and murder, and that civil wars foster insanities in people like Avelino.
         He concluded that Avelino should therefore be pardoned, because he had acted out of
         “patriotic and noble motives.” In reversing Melián Lafinur’s argument by pointing
         to the individualistic nature of the crime, individual choice and responsibility are given preeminence.
      

      
      Borges not only highlights Arredondo’s stature but assigns to him a place in the nation’s
         political memory by (mis)informing the reader in the afterword that a street in Montevideo
         bears Arredondo’s name. This information is inexact, because it is supposed to be
         based on microfilms of the newspaper El Día, dated August 20–31, 1897, which contained the news and comments on the crime, and
         La Razón, dated August 26, yet both had long disappeared from the National Library in Montevideo.[55] Borges ironically points to the political tampering with the information and the
         subsequent historical lacuna, and he rescues Arredondo from oblivion by making him
         part—at least in fiction—of the construction of the national memory. The author thus
         puts into practice Kwame Appiah’s notion that “the metaphor of a national memory has
         to be cashed out in terms of the stories that citizens tell one another about the
         nation, the tales they tell their children. These are produced from oral and literary
         traditions whose shape is the product of choices and decisions of exercises of power
         and acts of judgment and resistance—in short, of politics.”[56] It does not belong to governments alone to decide who will belong to the national
         memory; it also belongs to the literary tradition, and what the people make of it.
      

      
      In addition to taking personal responsibility for his own actions, Borges’s Arredondo
         is exemplary in knowing that he is able to carry out the task he has set for himself
         and that in doing so he complies with the civic duty to help restore order to his
         country. Avelino obeys the soldiers’ command at the bar not because he is a coward—the
         magnitude of his crime shows he is not—but because he has to remain unnoticed and
         to remind himself that he had a higher aim. In detaching himself from passionate reactions
         and from the affection of his friends and his fiancée, he exercises a sort of emotional
         self-restraint for the sake of a political cause. His is not a solipsistic personality
         for he often thinks tenderly of those he loves, but he knows that they cannot be involved
         in the execution of his criminal plan. In these regards, Avelino is not only a self-sufficient
         and responsible political man, but equally importantly, his commitment and self-restraint
         meet the demands of civic ethics. The fact that Avelino is misguided about how to
         restore healthy republican practices does not invalidate the priority this aim had
         for him.
      

      
      Institutional Order and Civic Ethics:
 “The Bribe” and “Our Poor Individualism”
      

      
      The idea of a strong individual and his simultaneous yearning for an orderly civil
         life may be reconciled by looking at the role of civic ethics in Borges’s stories
         and opinions, in which self-restraint is seen as the precondition for an institutional
         setting. For him, ethical conduct, understood as respect for others and compliance
         with rules, is indispensable to a proper political functioning: “I believe in ethics.
         Ethics can save us personally and collectively too.”[57] In contrast, noncompliance is an attitude emerging from a self-interested individualism
         unconcerned with the rules of social order, which tends to generate conflict. In other
         words, individualism in conjunction with lawlessness, that is, liberty without an
         ethics of self-restraint, is prone to generate political interference and violence.
      

      
      The ethics of self-restraint envisioned by Borges mandates taking actions contrary
         to one’s self-interest. This is the plot in “The Bribe,”[58] a tale about two professors working at the same university in the southern United
         States: Dr. Winthrop, Bostonian of Puritan origins, and young Professor Eric Einarsson,
         originally from Iceland. At one point Winthrop has to advise the head of his department
         whether Einarsson or his friend, Professor Locke, an American, should chair a conference.
         Both possess sufficient academic credentials. He dislikes Einarsson but he would make
         for a better moderator at the conference than Locke with his shy and taciturn disposition.
         An article is then published that indirectly calls into question Dr. Winthrop’s pedagogical
         method; the article is signed “E. E.,” followed by the institutional affiliation of
         the author. A few days later, Einarsson is selected to chair the conference and comes
         to Winthrop’s office to thank him. He then confesses that by publishing the article
         he had intended to use Winthrop’s fair-mindedness to favor his own interest in chairing
         the conference, since Winthrop would feel ethically obliged to appoint someone who
         had criticized his work. Thus, Einarsson induces Winthrop to follow his ethical inclination
         and his disposition to be impartial. In doing so, Winthrop consciously acts against
         his own self-interest in seeing his critic deprived of the position and ends up recommending
         him for the conference.
      

      
      Borges wrote that “The Bribe” “could not have happened anywhere else,” since it reflects
         what he admired most about the Americans, a commitment to righteousness and to impartiality.
         His first visit to the United States was in 1961, and it was followed by intense traveling
         and lecturing in that country in the next decade, which possibly explains the growing
         presence of ethics in his late works, and his declaration that South Americans “tend
         to think in terms of convenience,” while “people in the United States have an ethical
         attitude.”[59] This cultural comparison raises the question if Winthrop’s renunciation to self-interest
         could have happened elsewhere. A negative answer can be inferred from another story,
         “Guayaquil,” which also deals with an academic duel between two professors working
         in Argentina.[60] The story is inspired by a historical meeting between two Latin American military
         heroes, Bolívar and San Martín, after which the latter withdrew from the battlefield
         for reasons never made public. In the story, the parallel between the academic and
         the military duels is philosophically construed: given that Schopenhauer is mentioned
         three times, we infer that defeat is inflicted by the winner’s strength of will and
         it is not an act of self-renunciation; his victory is a result of a stronger power
         and not of an ethical decision.[61] Thus, Winthrop’s self-renunciation in “The Bribe” remains unique, reflecting Borges’s
         opinion that it could not have happened elsewhere. Moreover, the opposite of the American
         commitment to an ethics of self-restraint is specially reflected in the Argentine
         case as stated in the essay “Our Inabilities,” where Borges complains about the Argentine
         culture trapped in a disposition to “hate” each other, and a “resentment” that the
         author criticizes “with no joy.”[62] 
      

      
      Borges further elaborates on cultural comparisons in “A Sentence by Quixote,” in which
         he distinguishes the Argentine/Spanish attitude toward law and order—which we may
         describe as suspicious and distant—with other Western nations that possess “a passion
         for legality,” and in particular with the American attitude which is driven simultaneously
         by a passion for “adventure” and a passion for “order.”[63]   In his eyes, the natural American hero is the policeman and the vigilante, or any
         person who collaborates with them in enforcing the law. No Argentine would praise
         this collaboration, and their natural hero may also be an assassin. If the Argentines
         feel that “law infringement is not a virtue,” they are also open to the idea that
         it may not be a sin. 
      

      
      The Argentine ethos and its political implications are examined again in the 1946
         essay “Our Poor Individualism,” in which Borges looks at its origins and justification.[64]   He traces the local indifference to legality back to the Spanish heritage, and
         quotes Don Quixote’s dictum: “Let each answer for his own sins. . . . It is not fitting
         that honest men should be the instruments of punishments inflicted on others, when
         they are in no way involved.”[65]   For Borges the default national attitude is that, when the concrete individual
         is not harmed, she should not take part in enforcing law or duty. Eventually, the
         individual finds his place living “at the margins or in spite of the government,”
         contributing to a general disposition indifferent to the political community. Curiously,
         in this essay Borges finds this feature promising, because in a time in which both
         Fascism and Communism had a growing appeal, he hoped that Argentine individualism
         would make a contribution to the world by “protecting the individual from the State.”
         This is so because in his opinion, unlike North Americans and most Europeans, his
         countrymen do not identify with State laws and regulations, which are regarded as
         constraining freedom.[66]   A further reason why in his opinion Argentines would not obey the laws is because
         their governments “are exceedingly bad.”[67]   
      

      
      Several decades later after suggesting that Argentine individualism could contribute
         to advance the cause of individual liberty worldwide his hopes evaporated, when he
         realized that his native country had not profited from the practice of isolated individualism,
         precisely because “politics is the contrary,” it is about “engaging with the whole.”
         Therefore, thinking in terms of concrete persons undermines the sense of community
         and crowds out ethical thinking, which is by definition the field of abstract and
         general rules.[68]   Thus, the late Borges deplored the type of individualism that is indifferent to
         the community, one that breeds a lack of social ethics and causes civic disorder by
         giving preeminence to individual convenience over the good of the whole. Borges’s
         corollary is that in the political realm only law-abiding people and a disposition
         to respect impartiality can prevent the need or occasion for undue State interference
         and may make a liberal setting plausible. 
      

      
      So what was to be done in those cases like Argentina, where an unrestrained individualism
         had for him paved the way for political abuses? Borges’s double reaction was to strengthen
         the discourse on ethics and to denounce those abuses with the arms of letters.[69]   The literary constituted for him the most suitable realm to decry political oppression.
         In this sense I agree with J. González in that the writer’s apology of an autonomous
         art—one with no political role—carries a political meaning without becoming the type
         of social or committed art that Borges had previously criticized.[70]   
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In this chapter I have looked at the place of the individual in some of Borges’s writings,
         by contrasting his philosophical notion of a weak individual with his case for a strong,
         self-sufficient political man. I analyzed the critique of political interference latent
         in his stories “The Congress” and “Avelino Arredondo,” and I addressed his call for
         an ethics of self-restraint as a presupposition for his normative defense of liberal
         anarchism by looking at “The Bribe” and his essay “Our Poor Individualism.”
      

      
      I suggested that in the writings and declarations here under analysis, there seems
         to be a paradox in Borges’s simultaneous belief in a potentially self-sufficient but
         limited and fallible individual, and his yearning for a rich and orderly civic life.
         If paradoxes are “the juxtaposition of incongruous ideas,”[71] their resolution needs to bring to light those hidden presuppositions that, because
         of their invisibility or want of articulation, make us take as incongruity what is
         only apparently so. Resolving a paradox thus requires reconciling what appear to be
         mutually exclusive premises.
      

      
      As a tentative resolution of the paradox, I first argued that it may not be paradoxical
         to posit both a liberal anarchist person and a limited, fallible natural person, if we think that the former is more aware of
         the deleterious effects of political oppression and conflict, and therefore she is
         less deceivable than the non-anarchist. Borges’s texts remind the reader that it is
         in the nature of the State to coerce individuals, that it tends to over expand, and
         that wars and cultural walls are politically constructed. Again, liberal anarchism
         was more attractive to him than that of an interventionist government, because the
         effects of human limitations and fallibility are more dangerous in the latter. The
         idea that individuals are unable to do much in and by themselves and that they often
         err in their endeavors may ultimately be reduced to the belief that individuals cannot
         do as much bad as governments can. Does such a conception of the political represent
         a feasible alternative for the contemporary world? Can individuals be protected without
         any governmental enforcement mechanism? Borges does not respond to these questions,
         and his writings exclude any specific steps toward institutional reform. This lack
         of recommendations probably follows from his views on human nature. His stories constitute
         exercises in rational criticism to detect limits and errors more than experiments
         in living politically. His perspective serves more as a red flag in the political
         agenda, as a cautionary observation about things going wrong, rather than a recipe
         instructing us how to get where we want to go. By ironically depicting the world of
         common markets and the working of political bodies such as the Congress, and by highlighting
         philosophical problems such as those involved in determining what can and should be
         represented, there is an implicit direction in which institutional reforms should
         move, namely, one where the individual recovers the power to make decisions as well
         as the trust that she is capable of responsibly doing so. This corollary is not limited
         to any place in particular, since it is applicable to all individuals. Thus, the final
         logical step in the defense of individuality is a full-fledged cosmopolitanism: “I
         suppose in the long run, governments and countries will die out and we’ll be just,
         well, cosmopolitans.” From this angle, Borges’s cosmopolitanism can be aligned with
         the view that “does not endorse a single world government” but “tries to give people
         as much control over their own lives as is consistent with ensuring that they do not
         derail the lives of others.”[72] 
      

      
      I have also argued that it may not be paradoxical to defend an isolated natural man
         and a committed civic man, if we take into account a notion of a civic ethics that mandates
         respect for others and law-abidingness. The kind of isolation presented in the stories
         here analyzed is mostly driven by civic ethics: characters such as Ferri, Acevedo’s
         interlocutor, and Arredondo can go without goods or art, they can live away from family
         or friends, and they are definitively unconcerned about fame, money, or sports; but
         their thoughts and actions certainly mandate an ethical stand, one of assuming the
         responsibility for their decisions and/or doing what they think is right and lawful.
         In all three cases the civic mandate of behaving ethically leaves ample room for individual
         choice about how to accomplish the goal. It also forgoes direct political enterprises
         in favor of the construction of a peaceful social order indirectly resulting from
         their civic actions.
      

      
      Besides ethical behavior, the construction of the desired social order for Borges
         also demands from the individual a task more literary in nature: the use of imagination
         to attractively convey the idea of a more cooperative, just, and peaceful world, as
         well as to denounce acts of political interference that work against the emergence
         of such an order. Political concerns thus inspired many of his writings and speeches.
         Unlike Virgil, who succeeded in his attempt to write a masterpiece, Borges did not
         aim at such a grand task. Or at least he did not declare when apologizing for his
         “same few plots” and when declaring that he was “decidedly monotonous.”[73] Ironically, and confirming his suspicion that no one knows entirely what she is doing,
         Borges’s works achieved worldwide success in articulating a distinctive literary style,
         one that makes the reflection on political philosophy more entertaining—perhaps even
         persuasive—but not less rigorous or profound.
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      Chapter 2

      In Search of a Creative Voice

      
         
         
      

      
      This chapter deals with the metaphor of a voice, a term that will be used to address the philosophical, literary and political aspects
         related to the place of the individual in the world, to the nature of creative endeavors
         and to the political arrangements that protect them, as envisioned in Borges’s texts.
         I am aware that the breadth and range of these topics may exceed the pages of a single
         chapter; however, I will try to keep focus in the conceptual thread connecting the
         considerations under analysis. Namely, I argue that Borges’s individuals are committed
         to a life-long search for a creative voice, and that they do so by engaging in conversations
         with multiple philosophical and literary traditions, on the basis of which they shape
         their own voice. I indicate that political liberty is needed so that people may freely
         experiment, explore, and choose what to say and who to talk to, both individually
         and collectively. The chapter addresses these issues in his essays, articles and fiction
         (a brief mention to his poetry is made), followed by a discussion about critical interpretations
         on the subject.
      

      
      Philosophy and Literature

      
      Borges wrote that he had devoted his life to literature, conversation, and metaphysical
         “perplexities.”[1]   For the purposes of this chapter, to give an idea of the conversations he held
         I looked at the index to the Selected Non-Fictions: out of twenty-five thinkers and philosophers listed, the most cited are (in a descending
         list) Plato, De Quincey, Schopenhauer, Hume, Coleridge, Augustine, Swedenborg, Nietzsche,
         Voltaire, Berkeley, Bacon, Emerson, Leibniz, Russell, William James, Unamuno, Spinoza,
         Aristotle, Spencer and Mauthner. Among the literary voices, the authors cited eight
         or more times are (in a descending list): Dante, Shakespeare, Chesterton, Poe, Homer,
         Quevedo, Whitman, Wells, Stevenson, Shaw, Swift, Milton, Kipling, Flaubert, Goethe,
         Kafka, Henry James, Bloy, Wilde, Donne, Dostoyevsky, Joyce, Cervantes, Lugones, Melville,
         Lang, Morris and Baudelaire.[2]   
      

      
      The heterogeneity of the lists shows that Borges found inspiration in dissimilar authors
         and disciplines. In his view, philosophical and literary voices emerge from the encounter
         and the transformation of past texts, in a process of continuously rewriting those
         legacies. The role of individual agency in the intergenerational creative process
         is fundamental in at least two aspects. First, there is the individual choice of the
         elements of any one tradition; it is an active and open selection, not just a passive
         reception of the past, or of what is local only. Secondly, the individual can freely
         read, combine, rewrite and thus exert a personal voice in the re-elaboration of texts.
         The enunciation of something new is then made possible, an opinion distinct from its
         precursors, but also relying on them. If our voices are a reflection of those of our
         elders,[3]   it certainly consists in a playful and even disrespectful reflection. The famous
         piece on Pierre Menard is one such case: a reader of Don Quixote preserves and simultaneously
         subverts the canonical text, creating a new voice that is said to “improve” on the
         original. Although it replicates the wording of Cervantes to the detail, Menard’s
         work is an analogue to, but it is not identical to it. The author/reader is somebody
         else, and so is the version that emerges from the encounter between the text and the
         reader.[4]  
      

      
      Despite the confidence placed in individual creativity, there are clear limits to
         what language, thought and imagination can allow for the emergence of an entirely
         original voice. For one, those limits are associated with a lack of a thematic variety,
         which is why history is imagined as the “various intonations of a few metaphors.”[5]   Secondly, the number of human experiences on which the creative voice takes inspiration
         is rather limited: “the number of perceptions, emotions, thoughts, human events, is
         limited, (. . .) before death we will exhaust them all.”[6]   So even assuming that language could have the capacity to exhaust human experiences,
         their similarities and repetitions would still be an impediment for a complete individual
         originality when giving shape to a personal voice. 
      

      
      A dual thesis on the nature of the creative task follows from these assertions: on
         the one hand, most thinkers and writers take inspiration on past productions (that
         is, theirs is not a complete originality), and on the other, tradition is not structured
         or definitive but it is rather an instrumental input for the creativity of the individual,
         who is at liberty to play with it: “Each word, though weighed down by the centuries,
         opens up a blank page and posits the future.”[7]   The fact that individual capacities and experiences are limited produces a re-instantiation
         of the same topics, metaphors and forms. Disappointing as this thesis is for writers’
         pride, Borges derives a corollary that might serve as a consolation in periods of
         political decadence, holding that “no ignominy, calamity, no dictator can impoverish
         us.”[8]   Such is the spirit in the lecture “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” which touches on the fictional
         idea of burning everything and advances an optimistic conjecture: if the world is
         a dream, after the burnout someone will dream it again and nothing will be lost. Ergo, abolishing the past is a project that has happened before and has failed: “The past
         is indestructible; sooner or later things will return, including the plan to abolish
         the past.”[9]   
      

      
      If one source of artistic and philosophical inspiration can be found in the multiple
         and heterogeneous conversations with the past, another source emerges from the circumstances
         and the particularities of each personal life. Borges mentions this when talking about
         his blindness: “What happens to us is for an end [so that artists] may make from the
         miserable circumstances of our lives things that are eternal, or aspire to be so.”[10]   Thus, the enunciation of a creative voice justifies a personal life. This notion
         inhabits his non-fiction pieces throughout the years: if in 1927 he looks for “the
         page that justifies me, that summarizes my destiny, the one that perhaps only the
         attending angels will hear when Judgment Day arrives,” upon receiving the Cervantes
         Prize in 1979, he feels that his life had been justified.[11]  
      

      
      The idea of justifying a life by developing a creative voice absolves the person from
         resigning herself to a seemingly meaningless life or an iron-clad destiny, and it
         opens up several directions for each person to choose what sort of voice to develop.
         This choice is made within a given range of personal features, circumstances and abilities;
         that is, individual creativity unfolds within the possibilities and limitations inherent
         to all human projects.[12]   The justification of a life is one of the recurrent topics in Borges, who despite
         not being a philosopher did explore “the literary possibilities of metaphysics and
         of religion.”[13]   Another philosophical issue in which he finds inspiration is the nature of the
         individual. Sticking to our metaphor of the voice, Borges’s individual is endowed
         with multiple intonations. When asked what he thought of himself, Borges replies:
         “The answer varies according to the hour, the climate, the diet, and the people I
         expect to see. (. . .) As everybody else, I am intelligent with the intelligent, null
         with the stupid.”[14]   Multiplicity, though, must not be taken as a synonym for chaos, for a muddled personality
         or for a cacophony of voices. For the ancient Greeks, khaos first referred to what is vast and empty, and it later changed to confusion.[15]   If we agree on these connotations, multiplicity cannot be taken to mean chaos as
         emptiness, for it implies the presence of a multiple something (things, beings, voices,
         etc.), nor does it equate with confusion, since there can be an orderly system of
         multiple things. In fact, behind what may only seem to be chaotic and chance relations
         among plural voices and actors, Borges suggests a secret arrangement might exist:
         “the enumeration that writers call chaotic, (. . .) is, in fact, cosmic, because all
         things are linked by secret ties.”[16]   
      

      
      A plausible inference from the precedent arguments is that in Borges the appearance
         of disarray is a quality internal to the mind, and not a quality of the external environment.
         Such seems to be the idea conveyed in the line “a disorder of imaginary worlds converges incessantly in the world” (my italics); by the same token, human
         creations are described as “a disarray of rites, remembrances, inhibitions, aptitudes
         and habits.”[17]   Consequently, if confusion is a product of the human mind, it is natural then that
         it vanishes at the end of life or in a dream, when the mind is set to rest and thinking
         is suspended, so to speak. In this respect, tranquility of mind may only be achieved
         upon death or in dreams, but never in philosophical explanation or in artistic creation.
         This is the plot in “Inferno I, 32” where Dante, upon his death, “learned at last
         who he was and what he was, and he blessed the bitterness of his life.”[18]   
      

      
      If the search for a creative voice unfolds throughout the varying and changing seasons
         of life, after we die we endow our voices to other people’s memories and actions:
         “Each time we repeat a verse by Dante or Shakespeare we are, in some way, that instant
         in which Dante or Shakespeare created that line.”[19]   When one conversation is closed by the departure of someone, another one starts
         with new voices that will receive and reenact those that are gone. 
      

      
      Philosophy in Fiction and Poetry[20]  
      

      
      Borges gave literary form to philosophical concerns in several works. Among his frequent
         analogies is the one between books and the Universe; he rewrites ideas put forward
         by writers like Leon Bloy, who finds we are “the letters of a magic book,” which is
         the world,[21]   or like Schopenhauer, who goes further and claims that to read the book orderly
         is to live, and to read it randomly is to dream.[22]   These ideas inspired the article “The Total Library” that pivots on the conception
         of the whole universe contained in books.[23]   A version of this argument is presented in the story “The Library of Babel,” in
         which the universe is seen as an endless number of galleries populated with innumerable
         books that contain all possible random combinations of the alphabet. Human conjectures
         about the contents of the books inspire all sorts of reactions; some want to destroy
         books and others postulate the nonsensical nature of the Library; they are all immersed
         in writing, attacking, defending and theorizing about the origins of the Library.
         The narrator thinks there might be a volume containing all others that may provide
         a response to their queries but that it is hidden from the eyes of the readers.[24]  
      

      
      The story illustrates an epistemological inquiry in the metaphor of a universe that
         confused men seek in vain to explain. The failure of the human intellect to grasp
         the cosmos is introduced surreptitiously at the beginning of the text, in the dim
         light of the bulbs of the galleries, and in the unending structure of hexagons and
         infinite display of the volumes, which allude to the fact that the origins and limits
         of the Library remain unreachable to human understanding. Yet, we also read that in
         the Library there is “not a single absolute piece of nonsense.” What to make of this
         statement? Babel’s infinite combinations make of each book something singular and
         unique, even if it differs from others “by no more than a single letter, or a comma.”
         The possibility of individual creativity appears here in the value given to every
         book, and in the justification of each author’s work, even if it is small or trivial.
         
      

      
      The connection between nature and books also animates “The Book of Sand,” where we
         find a single volume with an infinite quantity of pages.[25]   As the sand, the volume has neither beginning nor end. A writer devotes his days
         and nights to studying it, gradually becoming aware that he is a prisoner to the book.
         In the end, he hides it in the National Library to get rid of what had turned into
         a nightmarish object. Judging by the characters’ failure to understand the infinite
         Babel and the infinite Sand, we are left with the confirmation that comprehensive
         knowledge is a humanly impossible condition, albeit one that—as the Inquisitors and
         the prisoner to the book make evident—may turn into a haunting obsession. 
      

      
      While Borges’s imagination played with these topics in his fictions about books and
         libraries as maps of his philosophical curiosity, his poetic voice diverts to more
         personal matters, since it reflects an autobiography: “All that is personal to me,
         all that my friends good-naturedly tolerate in me—my likes and dislikes, my hobbies,
         my habits—are to be found in my verse.”[26]   Moreover, poetry is meant to express “the pathos of our lives,” our “humiliating
         truth.”[27]   Unlike the analytic tone of his essays and the social parodies in many of his articles,
         his poetry is the delineation of deep emotions and doubts, the product of a soliloquy
         enunciated in a melancholic voice. Borges’s poetic confessions are, indeed, filled
         with verses about his life being monotonous, dim, and confusing.[28]   The metaphor that best illustrates this sentiment is the labyrinth, which stands
         in for human perplexity about the entangled and often suffocating character of a reality
         we cannot understand or explain. The philosophical labyrinth of the Library seems
         to reemerge here in the personal labyrinth of pathos, but although they share the
         same source in confusion, the labyrinth in his poetry does not lead to eternal perplexity,
         as in philosophy, but to the feeling that poetical beauty can be of some consolation.
         
      

      
      In a series of lectures on poetry delivered at Harvard in the academic year 1967–1968
         Borges emphasizes the notion that poetry, as life, is mysterious, and that we feel
         its beauty before understanding its meaning. The emotions of the author suffice to
         generate adhesion to the poetic genre.[29]   Decades later, the association between beauty and poetry returns in these words:
         “I think that beauty is common; it is absurd to think that it is something only achieved
         by a few like Shakespeare, Dante or Hugo. I rather think people continually reach
         beauty. I think that if all the books are lost, we would rewrite them. That is, I
         believe that beauty and happiness are common occurrences, and that each day, well,
         maybe we have been many times in hell, but sometimes in heaven too.”[30]  
      

      
      The idea that poetical beauty can be expressed by anyone’s voice inspires “Undr,”
         in which a poet visits a foreign and distant land in his quest for a secret poem.
         His search fails, for he is told, “You must seek it on your own.”[31]   After years of adventures and vicissitudes, he listens to a dying man speak one
         single word—wonder—and the poet then proceeds to intone his own song. “Undr” illustrates
         several of the antecedent points related to the search for a personal voice: it suggests
         that it emerges as a result of conversations and experiences shared with other people,
         that the process is winding and evasive but eventually achievable, and that it varies
         with each person, as with the poet who unveils the secret to his song. Once again,
         the extent to which each voice differs from the others’ is ultimately irrelevant;
         at the end of the day, the slight variations between one song and the others seem
         enough to justify a life.[32]   The notion of a personal justification is an especially recurrent theme in his
         poems, in which life is displayed as the script of a play; everything is laid down
         since the beginning but only justified and settled towards the end.[33]      
      

      
      If finding a voice is a lifelong endeavor, with multiple potentialities but also numerous
         limitations and obstacles, it follows that a proper institutional framework is needed
         to protect the conditions in which such a pursuit is created and developed.[34]   In this regard, I will next address the interplay between the design and workings
         of political institutions and the enunciation of collective voices in two stories,
         “The Lottery in Babylon” and “The Man in the Threshold.”
      

      
      “The Lottery in Babylon”[35]   illustrates a society that adopts a lottery as a method to sort out decisions.
         The story starts with some commoners who institute pecuniary prizes for the winners;
         given the success in attracting people to gambling, the latter is eventually enlarged
         to decide about almost every aspect of social organization. As the system expands,
         the managers of the Lottery become a powerful Company. This development in the plot
         is unsurprising, considering that in the preface to the book he announces there was
         a symbolic aspect to this story.[36]   Since it was written in 1941, could we understand it as a state of affairs that
         was growing into political oppression under Nazism? I take it that a political reading
         of the story along these lines is entirely plausible. Seen from this angle, the symbolic
         weight of the story would lie in the configuration of the monopolistic Company as
         a euphemism for an oppressive State. In fact, the Company’s official doctrine is that
         the sum of all powers may seem arbitrary, but that it has to be understood as a part
         of a larger system.[37]   My reading suggests, though, that the expansion of the Company seeks only self-perpetuation,
         and that the historians at Babylon play their part in facilitating this purpose, by
         engaging in writing a fiction within fiction: the history of the Company. Their power
         to omit, interpolate and alter facts runs in concordance with the Company’s power
         to avoid any publicity about its plans or methods to implement them. In the closing
         paragraphs, we realize there are no prospects of change; the ending is as dystopian
         as other stories written at the time.[38]  
      

      
      Some scholars read the story as metaphysical fiction, as a metaphor for the role of
         chance in human lives, in particular if we attend to the last sentence about Babylon
         being an endless “game of chance.”[39]   However, there are in the story several concepts that allow for a parallel political
         reading. First, we find institutions, nations, countries, customs, a judicial system
         and class differences that clearly relate the plot to social categories, milieus and
         practices. Second, the narrative touches on social strife and problems, as when the
         Lottery is made the object of social dispute and the majority ends by imposing their
         will on others, at which point the Company assumes all public powers and drawings
         become universal, free and secret. These decisions, events and strategies described
         in the text can be associated with political themes such as the tensions between majorities
         and minorities, the working of electoral systems, the tendency to concentrate power,
         and unjustified coercion, among others. Third, since political processes based in
         sortition are meant to rotate or disperse power, the monopoly held by the Company
         can hardly equate with such a system, thus turning the story into a political parody.
         All in all, and from a political theorist angle, the Lottery starts as the institutional
         instantiation of the concept of political equality (every member of Babylon has an
         equal chance to be a winner or a loser) and ends up by depositing all power in a Company
         that resorts to public justification so as to persuade people to accept its domination.
         
      

      
      There are alternative political readings of the story. In a detailed analysis, Fernando
         J. Rosenberg relates the plot of Babylon to a prototype about the origins of a classical
         liberal society: each person would enter the pact without reference to prior social
         positions, with the purpose of establishing a decision-making model guided by their
         desire for liberty and equality.[40]   To that end, they delegate in others the power to organize society and the enforcement
         of justice. For this author, the story deals with the origins of the legitimization
         of political power as envisioned in political philosophers such as Locke and Hobbes,
         one in which we witness a “submission to absolute power and the de-politicization
         of the social space.”[41]   Rosenberg’s point is to illustrate the arbitrary and contingent nature of any foundational
         law and of any political articulation. I agree with a political reading of the text
         and with the initial consensual basis of the Company; I dissent, though, on the alleged
         origins of Babylon as a classical liberal society, and on the analogy between the
         political thought of Locke and Hobbes. Contrary to a de-politization, what I find
         in the story is an extreme politicization of civil society due to the extension of
         the attributions of the Company, which becomes a powerful and unquestionable organization,
         in many aspects similar to the one outlined in Hobbes’s Leviathan. On this account, the story should not be seen as a case for a classical liberal
         government but, quite the opposite, as an absolute or totalitarian one.[42]   
      

      
      It is true that both Locke and Hobbes make the case for the contractual foundation
         of the legitimacy of political and moral authority, which ought to be derived from
         mutual agreement among individuals. Yet they differ crucially in the extent of the
         political power granted to the sovereign: Locke’s concern was to prevent the emergence
         of an absolutist power, among other institutional devices, by separating the legislative
         power from the executive. His was not a defense of a discretionary and absolute political
         power but an attempt to contain it; precisely because of the range and importance
         of the legislative function, it had to be subject to the limits imposed by the rule
         of law.[43]   To the contrary, Hobbes wanted to strengthen the government by surrendering the
         individual right of self-government to a central and absolute authority. The rationale
         for this centralization is well summarized in the following quotation: “Only a government
         that possesses all of what Hobbes terms the ‘essential rights of sovereignty’ can
         be reliably effective, since where partial sets of these rights are held by different
         bodies that disagree in their judgments as to what is to be done, paralysis of effective
         government, or degeneration into a civil war to settle their dispute, may occur.”[44]   In other words, the contrast between Locke and Hobbes is that the latter models
         people as universal seekers of power, not realizing that stability and peace can be
         achieved without the sovereign exerting absolute force over the people.
      

      
      One last contrast in the comparison between the two authors has to do with the uses
         of language. For Hobbes, the sovereign “establishes an order of public meanings in
         an area where such an order is not spontaneously available, restoring the power of
         words to provide people with common bearings and shared reasons”; Locke, instead,
         finds in language “an instrument for carrying out the mainly prosaic purposes and
         practices of everyday life. Ordinary people are the chief makers of language.”[45]   Furthermore, language in Locke leads men to think that ideas are objective and
         the world is an intelligible cosmos.[46]   The origins and uses of language bear implications in terms of what we find in
         Borges’s story: since the Company’s decisions are not subject to publicity, controversy
         or discussion, they are not a topic of public debate. Thus, the Hobbesian voice of
         the Company crowds out the Lockean notion of a free language, which emerges out of
         the voices of the people without purpose and without politically-fixed meanings.[47]   
      

      
      A second text that deals with political institutions and the voice of the people is
         “The Man in the Threshold.”[48]   Situated in colonial India, the facts are few and simple: David Alexander Glencairn
         is a British judge sent to pacify and govern over an ethnically conflictive zone,
         which he achieves by violent means. After years of inspiring fear, one day he suddenly
         disappears amid the indifference and ignorance of everyone. The story narrates how,
         in looking for him, the ambassador runs into a poor man lying on the threshold to
         a house, who informs him that a previous ruler who became a tyrant, Nicholson, was
         kidnapped, subject to a trial by the people, and sentenced to death by a madman. Amid
         a crowd, the ambassador then walks into the house, only to find out that Glencairn
         had also been kidnapped and executed. 
      

      
      The text has been read as a radical political act that interrupts the legal system,
         as a collective feast and as a conspiracy to hide the events. In appointing a madman
         to judge a tyrant, Rosenberg finds that “the space of justice is thus left empty,”
         and that the madman brings shame to the pride of those rulers who reduce law and justice
         to the “dogmatic dream of universal rules.”[49]   I want to call into question the association of the system of common law with a
         claim to universal justice; for one, the common law system initially introduced in
         India only oversaw on conflicts between British subjects and those contracting with
         them, and was only gradually extended and blended with India’s own legal traditions
         and with other foreign legal influences (such as codification).[50]   Secondly, I do not find in Nicholson an icon of law and justice—dogmatic or otherwise—for
         he represents the voice of tyranny and acts accordingly. He is a corrupt ruler, and
         people rebel against his corruption. In contrast to the ruler, the rebellion proceeds
         in a rule-following fashion: the people appoint someone to be an impartial judge.
         Curiously, he turns out to be a madman, “so that the wisdom of God might speak through
         his mouth and bring shame to pride and overweening.”[51]   The judge/madman follows due process during the trial in which numerous witnesses
         testify against the defendant before he is condemned. The space of justice is thus
         not empty, but tied to due process and a natural right of rebellion, which takes us
         back to Locke. For Locke, power is given by the people to the rulers for the achievement
         of certain ends—peace, safety and the public good. Should the rulers act contrary
         to “the trust reposed in them,” or against individual liberties and properties, the
         people are entitled to rebel, remove and even alter the form of government.[52]   In the final paragraph of the Second Treatise, Locke concludes that the legislative power could revert to the people if those holding
         authority forfeit it. In that case, “the people have a right to act as supreme and
         continue the legislative in themselves, or erect a new form, or under the old form
         place it in new hands, as they think good.”[53]  
      

      
      In this light, the fate of both Nicholson and Glencairn could be considered the legitimate
         consequences of a just revolt against tyrants according to Locke’s notion of natural
         rights. A further hint at this possibility is the judge’s opinion that perhaps the
         conspirators who had kidnapped and executed the rulers were “condemned by men, but
         not by God.”[54]   If this reading is admissible, what we find in the story could be the defense of
         the people’s right to demand from rulers the provision of peace, safety and the public
         good, and to exert their right to self-government if the rulers do not comply with
         such goals. In advancing this view, we distance ourselves from the assertion that
         justice is an empty space, and from the idea that any political articulation is acceptable:
         only the authorities’ respect for rights will generate peace and popular trust, and
         only a tyrannical regime will justify a rebellion.
      

      
      A further consideration on the story is whether a Western notion of rights is anachronistic
         or out of place when applied to fictional events set in nineteen-century India, or
         if it can be considered a universal, Lockean-type of claim. One line in the story
         speaks to such universality: “One house is like another, what matters is if it is
         built in heaven or in hell.”[55]   The metaphor of the house might stand in for individuals, but also for societies
         and countries, and both individual and collective actions are to be evaluated according
         to universal ethical standards. In this sense, Balderston’s opinion that moral absolutes
         are established in the story is indeed persuasive.[56]   
      

      
      Balderston also mentions that Borges’s story is inspired by Kipling’s “On the City
         Wall,” in which an old Indian leader escapes from jail on the eve of a Muslim festival,
         participates in a riot, and afterwards returns to captivity. Unlike the sad fate of
         the Old Sikh, in Borges’s version the old man recovers his dignity and his voice.[57]   Balderston makes two further points: he speaks of a conflict between colonial rule
         (seen as unjust, arbitrary, and cruel) and people’s justice and he relates the latter
         to another book by Kipling.[58]   I find the following Kipling lines in The Second Jungle Book quite suggestive: “(. . .) Lie down till the leaders have spoken; it may be fair
         words shall prevail. (. . .) In all that the Law leaveth open, the word of the Head
         Wolf is Law. (. . .) the head and the hoof of the Law and the haunch and the hump
         is—Obey!”[59]   Is it that the people’s justice is dependent on the voice of a leader, and not
         on some sort of collective direct decision or action? The question that arises is
         if Borges’s madman/judge occupies the role of the Head Wolf, or if it is rather the
         Imperial rule that makes the people obey. Considering that colonialism was an act
         of submission, a Lockean answer to the question would suggest that there is no obedience
         where there is no legitimacy, and hence that what must be accepted is the decision
         of a judge appointed by the people.
      

      
      What seems also relevant to highlight in the light of our prior discussion on the
         over-expansion of the Company in Babylon is that, after securing pacification, the
         dominant ruler in India also becomes oppressive to the point of tyranny. This development
         in both stories is not simply a literary resource in a tale but, from a political
         philosophical stance, it seems the unavoidable fate of the Leviathan. At the end of the day, be it originated in contract as in Babylon, or in conquest
         as in India, unlimited government makes the following maxim an indisputable truth:
         “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”[60]   Along this line, Borges’s story presents a truthful portrait of life under submission
         and tyranny, and endows the representative of the people—the madman/judge—with the
         voice of justice; the story thus comes full circle with Kipling’s, for “fair words
         do prevail.”
      

      
      Is There an Individual Voice?[61]  
      

      
      The possibility of shaping and exerting a voice presupposes the existence of an individual,
         since there is no human voice without an agent to pronounce it. Yet, quite a large
         part of the scholarship on Borges anchors his texts to ideas such as the denial of
         the self, social fragmentation, instability, and insubstantiality. Consequently, their
         commentaries are rich in nouns such as dissolution, skepticism, nothingness, chaos
         and unreality. This section offers a critical reading of these interpretations; to
         this end I will quote a few authors and then proceed to comment on them. 
      

      
      Ana M. Barrenechea   was among the first to speak of “denial of the self” and of “chaos
         without a possible meaning.”[62]   Others followed: Frances Weber writes of an “ironic and total destruction of all
         realities and all abstractions”;[63]   Christ sees a denial of “matter, spirit and time”;[64]   Bell-Villada talks of a “bleak philosophical nihilism,” while Rodríguez Monegal
         reads “the extinction of reality, of time and space, the individual, and his illusions
         of power”;[65]   Franco finds a “radical skepticism about the world, history, the laws of nature,
         and the self (. . .),”[66]   and Alfonso de Toro feels “a sensation of vacuum and of a radical segmentation.”[67]   The list goes on. Bloom detects a “professedly chaotic” stance,[68]   while Silvia Molloy finds “. . . there is no fixed place for that someone who is
         no one (. . .),”[69]   and Mateos speaks of a “radical metaphysical pessimism,” and the prevalence of
         chaos.[70]   In more recent texts, other critics coincide with their precursors in pointing
         that Borges’s work is oriented by the following marks: the “denial of the individual”;[71]   truth as a “rhetorical effect” dependent on “the intensity of subjective experience”;[72]   and, finally, by the fact that Borges “remained faithful to the idea of the nothingness
         of personality, and enhanced the delusionary nature of the self and the world.”[73]   
      

      
      My reading differs from these approaches. As I have mentioned and I argue below, over
         the years Borges’s texts show an individual in the making; the hope of a possible
         secret order; a quest for knowledge despite our fallibility; a playful imagination
         tied to consistency and coherence, and overall attention to and reenactment of those
         intellectual traditions in which all these notions are present. Admittedly, young
         Borges did endorse the idea that we could be dreamed by God. In his text on the idealism
         of Berkeley, the latter is seen as disrupting “the material and spiritual unity of
         the external world and of the subject (. . .). It is the great metaphysical continuities
         that turn into smoke: the self, space, time.”[74]   He also wrote other texts that deny the continuity of the self and affirm “the
         impure and disordered universe.”[75]   However, he simultaneously writes that “every activity presupposes a subject,”
         and he acknowledges the existence of a literary personality: “Now all of us are so
         absorbed in it that the fact of denying or neglecting it is only one of many clever
         ways of ‘being personal.’”[76]   The contrast between the real existence of the cosmos and of the individual, on
         one hand, and an imaginary or fictitious state of affairs, on the other, is also presented
         in a philosophical form: 
      

      
         Coleridge observes that all men are born Aristotelians or Platonists. The latter feel
            that classes, orders and genres are realities: the former, that they are generalizations.
            For the [Aristotelians], language is nothing but a system of arbitrary symbols: for
            the former, it is the map of the universe. The Platonist knows that the universe is
            somehow a cosmos, an order; that order, for the Aristotelian, can be an error or a
            fiction of our partial knowledge.[77]   
         

      

      The paragraph describes two philosophical dispositions about which the author of the
         text does not take an explicit side. In this regard, it has been argued that Borges
         oscillates between the metaphysical need for an individual identity and the empiricist
         idea that there are no certainties of a substantive unity.[78]   I posit though that there might be a middle ground where to locate his literary
         treatment of philosophy, namely, in the idea of an individual with no philosophical
         certainties but still a real individual who defines her identity through the creative
         task. My reading finds foothold in Borges’s opinion: “I think I’m Aristotelian, but
         I wish it were the other way. I think it is the English strain that makes me think
         of particular things and persons being real rather than general ideas being real.”[79]  
      

      
      Mainstream criticism of Borges’s ideas seem to derive from the author’s insistence
         in the flawed, incomplete nature of our cognitive capacities and the brittleness of
         human achievements, as well as his persistent calling into question of any pretension
         to a systematic philosophy. I want to argue here that the admission of individual
         limitations and fallibility—literary and philosophical—together with the notion of
         an unknowable cosmos do not translate into the negation or extinction of either the individual or the
         system. There is a logical leap in such a conclusion. Why not make the case that a
         limited and fallible being is still the portrait of an individual? In this regard,
         I share Carter Wheelock’s view, “We must not be fooled by Borges’s continual implications
         that human personality is an illusion, that all men are the same man (. . .) he is
         very much concerned for his identity and integrity vis-à-vis the universe.”[80]   Besides, why not make the case that an ordered Universe may exist, although we
         will never know for sure?
      

      
      Arguments about Borges’s denial of the individual and the cosmos are generally accompanied by other claims about the prevalence of chaos, pessimism,
         skepticism and nihilism in his work. I find that these nouns are too quickly associated
         to his plots and texts. In the non-fiction pieces, the word “chaos” refers to dreams,
         to Germany under Nazism, to a random enumeration of elements, to a muddy soil, to
         a repertory, and to contemporary literature.[81]   In his fictions, chaos refers to stories about gangs (“Monk Eastman, Purveyor of
         Iniquities”); to a mistaken idea about planet Tlön; in “The Lottery in Babylon,” to
         chance as an intrusion into human life; to the incoherence in books in “The Library
         of Babel”; in “The Garden of Forking Paths” to Ts’ui Pen’s novel of simultaneous futures;
         in “The Immortal,” to a labyrinth of galleries and mixed words; in “Emma Zunz” and
         “Shakespeare’s Memory” to the memory of something awful or excessive; in “The Aleph”
         and “The Mirror and the Mask,” to lousy or strange poetry; in “Dreamtigers,” to dreams;
         in “Blue Tigers” to the effects of uncanny objects, and in “The South,” “The Encounter”
         and “The Elderly Lady” to knife-fights and lances.[82]  
      

      
      In all these texts, the quality of the chaotic is ascribed to dysfunctions of the
         human mind (lousy or excessive memory, bad planning, mistakes in reasoning), to the
         weakening of consciousness, as in dreams; to old age, to bad poetry and literature,
         to a messy place, to fights and war, to fearful objects, to chance—in sum: to deviations
         from an ideal and/or normal condition, such as possessing sufficient information,
         a moderate memory, physical health, mental and social peace, etc. If the quality of
         being chaotic is predicated by abnormal phenomena, then the adjective to describe
         Borges’s image of the configuration of the universe as something ordinarily perplexing
         cannot be chaotic but a different one. It seems to me that the notion of complexity
         is better suited to address the nature of a reality that produces uncertainty in the
         human mind, which seeks in vain to comprehensively observe and explain it. Unlike
         chaos, the term complexity recognizes there are a very large number of variables in
         life, the world and the mind, and that only a few of them can be observed and understood
         by us.[83]    Take, for instance, Borges’s assertion that  “reality is so complex, history is
         so fragmentary and simplified, that an omniscient observer could write an indefinite,
         and almost infinite, number of biographies of a man, each of which would emphasize
         different facts; we would have to read many of them before we realized that the protagonist
         was the same man”; or, more simply, his view that “there are no plain things in the
         universe, since everything is complex.”[84]      These quotes speak directly to the point I try to make here: that there might
         be an order, albeit one that will always remain out of human understanding due to
         its complexity.  Needless to say, the perplexity that emerges from the attempts to
         explain a universe thus depicted can only arise in an existing and active individual
         mind.
      

      
      The next argument to address is that there is in Borges a radical pessimism. A previous
         terminological distinction: pessimism and optimism refer to a certain disposition
         or attitude in relation to our appreciations and expectations about a given situation
         or outcome. In this regard, the terms are unrelated to philosophical assertions. Borges
         recalls that pessimism and optimism are recent words, coined by Voltaire, and he de-
taches the use of pessimism from a particular philosophical stance, namely, Schopenhauer’s.
         He rejects the latter’s pessimism on the grounds that it is not a necessary corollary
         of his thought: “If we assume that the world is a will of representation, why should
         the will be condemned to dream nightmares, why not let it dream utopias or happy dreams
         too? I believe that pessimism is something personal that Schopenhauer added to his
         system, and that we can dispense with being pessimistic and still be good disciples
         of Schopenhauer.”[85]   If we accept this premise as valid, and apply it to his works, Borges would not
         qualify as a pessimist because his attitudes and sentiments (unlike his intellectual
         perplexities) are both joyful and hopeful: he compares the world to a feast, he hopes
         for the confirmation of a universal order   and for the emergence of a gradual and
         bottom-up cosmopolitanism. Last, but not least, his is also a literary hope that the
         greatest verses of mankind are yet to be written.[86]  
      

      
      Third, and related to his alleged radicalism, I find nothing radical in Borges’s letters,
         if by radical we mean an extreme or drastic disposition. He praised modesty and caution,
         and unlike other Latin American writers, the literary style in his essays has been
         correctly described as tentative and non-emphatic.[87]   As is the case with chaos, when there is something radical or excessive in his
         plots it generally resides beyond what is normal for humans; it is of an extraordinary,
         divine or fantastic nature. Such is the obsession with the magical object “The Zahir”;
         or the simultaneous contemplation of the whole universe in “The Aleph”; the quasi-maddening
         memory in “Funes, His Memory” and “Shakespeare’s Memory”; or the overwhelming knowledge
         in “The Book of Sand.”[88]   Besides these stories, radical seems not the proper adjective to allude to someone
         who has doubts about everything, including radicalism. This brings us to the issue
         of skepticism. If his was a skeptical spirit, a pertinent question to address is skeptical
         about what? 
      

      
      Several considerations must be taken into account to assess Borges’s skepticism. For
         one, as he repeated over the years, he was skeptical of aesthetic categories. For
         him, beauty emerges from the encounter of a reader with a book; it is a mystery that
         cannot be described but only felt.[89]  Also, and as before mentioned, he was skeptical about the capacity of reason to
         provide a comprehensive knowledge and classification of the self and the world; uncertainty
         always lingers behind our tentative explanations and provisional schemes or conjectures.[90]   When applied to politics, his skepticism is directed against any pretension, as
         Timothy Fuller puts it, “to build towers into a putative heavenly kingdom, or to control
         and manage the contingencies of human existence.”[91]   
      

      
      What I find unconvincing is the argument that his skeptical view of aesthetics, rationalism
         and politics can translate into the nothingness advanced by nihilistic readings. Stephen
         Gingerich, for instance, argues that quite a few of Borges’s works are oriented around
         the “unreality of the world and the nothingness of the human subject.”[92]   The author’s comments relate to Borges’s essay on Bernard Shaw, where the latter
         is said to understand “everything and everyone,” and that he is “nothing and nobody.”[93]   In my reading of “A Note,” Borges admires Shaw’s versatility and audacity, his
         concern with philosophy and ethics, and he condemns the contemporary “illusion of
         the ego” as immoral vanity. I think that the text does not support the case for nihilism,
         on two accounts: there is no denial of the individual in the expression “everything
         and everyone,” because Shaw comes through as an author interested in all topics and
         all characters. Also, he is “nothing and nobody” because as an author he becomes invisible
         so that the characters can take life. These expressions are linguistic and literary
         tools, rather than statements advancing a philosophically nihilistic position. What
         is indeed philosophical is the expression “illusion of the ego,” which is associated
         to a flattering of vanity. Yet this issue pertains to moral philosophy, it is not
         an ontological claim about the status of the individual. Vanity is an illusion of
         grandeur; it is viewed as immoral precisely because there are moral categories to
         condemn it: the fact that, according to Borges, the Argentines disbelieve in philosophy
         or ethics is another proof that those categories exist in his writings. Consequently,
         on none of these accounts is Borges advancing a nihilistic view about the nature of
         things or of individuals; rather he is playing literarily with the notions of authorship
         and ethics that he found so essential and admirable in Shaw.
      

      
      The same topics animate a later piece, “Everything and Nothing,” which imagines a
         conversation between Shakespeare and God about issues of identity, reality and creation.
         The Bard is presented as someone who searches for a personal identity, haunted by
         the feeling that he is unreal. In his choice of a literary activity he does find a
         voice, albeit he never loses that feeling. In a life-changing decision, he then retires
         from his public career as a writer and he moves to his native town to become a businessman.
         At the end of his life, when complaining before God that he has been “many men in
         vain” [and] wants to be “one and myself” [uno y yo],” God replies to him: “I dreamed the world the way you dreamed your work, my Shakespeare:
         one of the forms of my dream was you, who, like me, are many and no one.”[94]   Gingerich reads the story with a nihilistic lens again: Shakespeare and God’s lack
         of unity would prove their inexistence, so that they both have “a voice but no identity.”[95]   In my alternative reading of the story, God and Shakespeare appear as the authors
         of multiple beings—real and fictional—behind whom they stand. But being “many and
         no one” is not a synonym for their lack of existence: they exist as authors of plural
         voices, but they are not reduced to or identifiable with any voice in particular.
         We are not told what is in God’s mind, but Shakespeare’s desire to be someone boils
         down to revealing himself behind his characters. His self has always existed but nobody
         (not even him) was aware of it; his success as a writer had obscured the richness
         of his other voices (gardener, businessman, and husband).
      

      
      At this point in the discussion it seems pertinent to distinguish several and independent
         layers—cognitive, ontological and literary—in our analysis. For Borges, uncertainty
         is a cognitive condition, predicated by the human knowledge of the nature, consequences
         or probabilities of things; it also belongs to literary fictions, in which the author
         introduces “small uncertainties, for if reality is precise, memory is not.”[96]   But as the phrase indicates, uncertainty is not a quality ascribed to things that
         exist independently: “I think there may be some truth to the old idea that behind
         the apparent disorder of the universe and the words we use to speak about our universe,
         a hidden order might emerge, [an order] of repetition or coincidence.”[97]   And the confirmation of existence extends to the individual: “Our destiny is tragic
         because we are, irreparably, individuals, restricted by time and space (. . .).”[98]   The conjecture that we might be elements of a pantheistic whole in which all individuals
         are incarnations or masks of one seems to him a “quite terrible phantasmagoria”; he
         explores that idea in a text that compares the similarities between an Englishman
         and a Persian poet, suggesting they are one and the same person, only to immediately
         discredit this thesis: “More probable, and no less marvelous than these almost supernatural
         conjectures, is the assumption of a benevolent destiny.”[99]   
      

      
      In 1979, when examining once again the idea that we might be everything at one time,
         he says: “Perhaps we are simultaneously all the minerals, plants, animals and men
         (. . .). Happily we do not know that. Happily we believe in individuals. Otherwise
         we would be overwhelmed; we would be annihilated by such plenty.”[100]   And again: “If I were convinced that Berkeley is right, that the universe is a
         dream or, as the Hindu said, a dream of Brahma, then it would already be a certainty
         and I do not have it.  (. . .) I see it as a possibility or a hope, perhaps.”[101]   I take it that the hope of someone dreaming us relates to the wish that we might
         not be held responsible for our recurrent confusions, trivialities and mistakes. It
         is an ethical type of hope, not a metaphysical one. 
      

      
      From the precedent paragraphs it seems plausible to infer that Borges’s individual
         is indeed real; moreover, he even contemplates the possibility that she possess an
         “invulnerable personal essence.”[102]   Despite fallibilities and complexities, this individual has the desire and the
         capacity to search for and to find a personal, unique and irreplaceable voice (and
         to join others in a collective voice if she so wishes). Understood in this light,
         the individual voice is opposed to the pantheistic notion of all-voices-in-one, as
         well as to the nihilist view that there is no-voice-at-all.[103]   It entails the recognition of the individual but also of the separateness from
         others, without incurring in the need to merge them in a diffuse totality, and without
         negating their being real. 
      

      
      Dreams and totality inhabit Borges’s texts as possible hints of the inexistence of
         the individual, but at the end of the day the latter reemerges intact, albeit also
         imperfect and limited. Again, the hope that someone might be dreaming us would liberate
         us from being held responsible for actions and omissions—but that hope is shattered
         in Borges’s conclusion to the Emerson/Carlyle piece: we are individuals, and we are
         responsible. My basic premise here is that awareness of human instability, limits
         and doubts does not translate into the disavowal or erasure of the individual tout court. Rather, it can be read as a cautionary view about what can be expected from human
         beings—equal potentialities, scant variation, brittle results—as well as what can
         be demanded from the political, namely, the protection of the conditions in which
         the search for a voice is carried out.
      

      
      I will conclude this chapter by looking at the essay I think best illustrates the
         foregoing discussion, “A New Refutation of Time.” The piece begins with a disclosure:
         “In the course of a life dedicated to belles-lettres and, occasionally, to the perplexities
         of metaphysics, I have glimpsed or foreseen a refutation of time, one in which I myself
         do not believe, but which tends to visit me at night and in the hours of weary twilight,
         with the illusory force of an axiom.”[104]    At the end of the essay, after a long analysis of the arguments pro and against
         the reality of time, the author instantiates his simultaneous interest and disbelief
         in the plausibility of unreality: 
      

      
         And yet, and yet . . . To deny temporal succession, to deny the self, to deny the astronomical universe,
            are measures of apparent despair and of secret consolation. Our destiny . . . is not
            frightful because it is unreal; it is frightful because it is irreversible and ironbound.
            Time is the substance of which I am made. Time is a river which sweeps me along, but
            I am the river; it is a tiger which mangles me, but I am the tiger; it is a fire which
            consumes me, but I am the fire. The world, unfortunately, is real; I, unfortunately,
            am Borges.[105]  
         

      

      This excerpt has often been misquoted, overlooked or oddly read when discussing these
         issues. R. Christ quotes the essay but not the last lines, while W. Bossart elaborates
         in only one line an idea referred to as the “Heraclitean flux” of time, without assessing
         if the arguments presented throughout the text are or not refuted in the last paragraph.
         J. Alazraki also writes about the  last sentence a short and  ambiguous comment, on
         how “it epitomizes man’s plight as both dream and dreamer”;  while Z.  Mateos explains
         that the acknowledgments of time, self and universe are “secret consolations” used
         “to mitigate but not to refute, perplexity.”[106]  
      

      
      I want to advance a view of the essay’s ending that does not overlook or minimize
         the explanation of the alleged inconsistency between the “And yet” paragraph, in which
         Borges asserts the reality of the individual and of time, and the arguments positing
         its denial in the other parts of the text. The final lines convey the conviction—not
         a momentary feeling, not an existential doubt, not even a mitigating conjecture—that
         the individual is indeed a real person in a real world. Therefore, we could posit
         that between the thoughts on unreality and the notion of reality with which the text
         ends, Borges chooses to endorse the latter. This resolution seems, though, of little
         consolation, because the word “unfortunately” unavoidably calls our attention to the
         disturbing, disquieting irreversibility of time, despite the philosophical and literary
         constructions to the contrary. In this sense, to use Balderston’s words, “reality
         is present in all of its painful detail.”[107]  
      

      
      The final reluctance to tackle such a conclusion could  be due to the fact that, as
         individuals living in time, we are burdened with our finitude, and by accepting the
         passing of time we have to face our eventual death. We could add a second “burden”
         that follows from the first one: if we are real individuals, is there a moral mandate
         to do something, such as pursuing ways of perfecting ourselves, helping others, or
         achieving some sort of greatness, before our time is gone? If so, personal responsibility
         for justifying a life reemerges in the essay as an implicit corollary of the reality
         of our individuality. That could be one reason why Borges affirms that “there is nothing,
         consequently, more favorable than a faith that eliminates circumstances and declares
         that every man is all men and that there is no one who is not the universe.”[108]   The idealist elimination of reality might become an excuse to waive our responsibility
         for being held accountable for actions (or for texts of our authorship, for that matter).
         In this light, his stance is certainly not, as J. Nubiola puts it, “an abdication
         of our personal responsibility towards humankind and its future,”[109]   but rather an invitation to acknowledge our individual responsibilities and act
         accordingly.
      

      
      To sum up: What I have found in Borges’s texts here under consideration is that, despite
         the manifold limitations, the individual exists and has the ability to shape a distinctive
         voice, however tenuous or unoriginal it might be. The individual also bears responsibility
         for justifying her life in terms of the uses she gives to her creative capacities.
         When Borges speaks of summarizing his destiny he is facing that exact personal responsibility.
         From this angle, his notion of destiny is tied to what we eventually make of our voices;
         destiny works both as a vocational calling and as a life destination. As I will further
         argue in chapter 4, to accept a destiny is not to surrender to the impersonal forces
         of society or history, or to the inevitability of fate, but to willingly embrace the
         voice we have shaped.[110]  
      

      
      Also important in light of the purposes of this book is the idea that individual and
         collective voices must not impair the intonation of the voices of others. This underlying
         premise speaks to the demand for self-restraint mentioned in chapter 1, and in the
         analysis that pivots around peace, liberty, and democracy to be presented in chapters
         3 and 5. In these pages, the quest for a voice demands not confronting, subjugating
         or destroying the quests of others. If there is any continuity or coherence of the
         whole in Borges’s texts, as Cédola thinks there is, I find it in the notion of individual
         voices shaped as a result of the free encounter with others, in the countless conversations
         within a proper political framework. Such activities require contact with as many
         persons, books and cultures as possible, which is only permissible in an open society.
         Under political oppression, exile, marginalization or secrecy may be the only way
         to search for a voice.
      

      
      All in all, the literary and philosophical traditions transmitted in books and the
         shaping and enunciation of individual and collective voices proved of great inspiration
         for Borges, as was his critique of political ideas and actions that undermine and
         threaten those activities. Two of the most terrible ways in which political interference
         was carried out throughout human history have been wars and conquests at the hands
         of governments and, just as often, the construction of ghettos, walls, and fences,
         when not the burning books and the destruction of cultural symbols. The literary art
         of Borges was not alien to these calamitous realities, which in the twentieth century
         peaked in the totalitarian systems of various ideologies and signs, to which I will
         now turn my attention.
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      Chapter 3

      Utopia and Untlonic Worlds
      

      
         
         
      

      
      One of the most acclaimed of Borges’s fictions is “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” a
         story about an imaginary encyclopedia that describes human life on a fictitious planet.
         Tlön is presented as an ordered and ideal society not only in the epistemological
         sense of the term—coherent and systematic, its inhabitants engaged in multiple processes
         of conjectures and refutations—but also from a sociopolitical perspective, because
         its inhabitants think, speak and act with unrestrained liberty in an “articulated,”
         “harmonious” and “symmetrical” environment.[1]  
      

      
      The story was published in 1940 and, despite the fantastic tone of its plot, in the
         final three paragraphs there is a reference to the historical context that reveals
         a sharp contrast between the fictional planet, much in the way of a Utopia, on the
         one hand, and the dark reality of World War II, on the other.[2]   This comparison will provide the conceptual axis for this chapter, in which I contrast
         ideal Tlön with what I call untlonic worlds or states of affairs. The latter make an allusion to certain political ideas,
         actions and situations that carry detrimental consequences for individuals and societies,
         most often by trying to forcefully impose oppressive political projects upon them.
         
      

      
      If wars and revolutions determined the physiognomy of the last century, as Hannah
         Arendt put it,[3]   they also affected the physiognomy of many of Borges’s plots. As mentioned in chapter
         1, world wars, civil wars, revolutions, political treason, assassinations, and coup d’états inspired a considerable part of his writings. Both the attempt by Avelino Arredondo
         to put an end to civil strife, as well as some of the frontier encounters to be dealt
         with in the next chapter, are often inscribed in societies where people suffer political
         oppression. These portraits differ in nature from the liberationist wars and revolutions,
         which in Borges’s encomiastic opinion was the case of the wars of independence: “Argentina’s
         history is an epic history, is a history of wars. All these wars have been victorious
         and have been, in short, beneficial for the country.”[4]   In contrast with nineteenth-century epic battles, what Borges’s texts convey in
         the analysis of this chapter is that some revolutions and wars enhance oppression
         and conflict by restraining people’s liberties with the promise to create a new society
         and a new man. When addressing these topics Borges often appeals to what sociologist
         Robert Merton entitled “the unintended consequences of purposive human action.”[5]   As with his analysis of the unimportant role of artists’ intentions in achieving
         certain aims such as artistic excellence or fame, for Borges political intentions
         are also largely futile: the real tragedy in history is given by the “tragicomedy
         of politics, the passions it generates and the remote or unforeseen consequences of
         its actions.”[6]   At the end of the day, the political actions that sought to achieve idealistic
         ends by means of violence had the unforeseen consequence that the latter overrode
         the former.
      

      
      Given his frequent allusion to wars and revolutions, some critics argue that antagonism
         is a crucial theme in Borges, one that would echo theories of a conflictive social
         structure in which the existence of the others is a threat, or one that highlights
         the structural economic conditions of social strife.[7]   Yet, I find that it is not in the form of social or economic antagonism that the
         most intense and extreme human conflicts are present in his works, but rather as oppressive
         political actions, be it the case of pretentious or futile governments, of seditious
         and violent factions, or of unscrupulous rebels, traitors, and assassins. As I intend
         to show here, it is also in the form of their untlonic results that these situations are mostly portrayed. As the twentieth century unfolded
         in escalating violence, Borges’s initial ironic tone used to depict political central
         orderings—he describes the soviet experience as one marked by the “indecipherable
         labyrinth of public offices”[8]—was superseded by a tragic sense of the extent to which an oppressive government
         affects and even destroys human lives.[9]   In opposition to those dreadful realities, what we find in Borges’s utopian imagination
         is a society in which human beings finally overcome war and revolution and live peacefully
         and freely. His works can be read as alerting against the dangers that totalitarian
         projects impose on individuals. His persistent critique of political oppression eventually
         was acknowledged by antifascist publishers who awarded him the Prix Formentor in 1961, which brought him the international fame that resulted in the massive translation
         of his works into several languages.[10]  
      

      
      The chapter will proceed in four parts. The first section presents a reading of Tlön
         as a Utopia. Section 2 covers the topics of revolutions and treasons, and how they
         constitute what I call untlonic phenomena. Section 3 explores the issues of nationalism and war in Borges’s fictions
         and non-fictions published in newspapers and magazines during World War II. The final
         section is entitled “Overcoming War,” and it addresses Borges’s peaceful cosmopolitanism.
      

      
      Tlön as a Utopia

      
      Written decades earlier than “A Weary Man Utopia,” “Tlön” also illustrates the idea
         of an epistemic and social utopia where individual cognitive and communicational capabilities
         are maximized, and where people live peacefully. The opposite of both stories is Orwell’s
         now classical dystopia 1984, a fictional critique of the political attempt to change human nature in “such a
         way that man will forget his longing for freedom for dignity, for integrity, for love
         (. . .).”[11]   Orwell wrote against political oppression as an instrument to shape the new man
         and the new societies which, in the words of Judith Shklar, were actually marked by
         an “excess of hope” that social transformation can be achievable by political means.[12]   Borges shares these anti-utopian claims against the abuses of transformative politics;
         however, he also imagined an ideal society populated by people exercising their capacities
         in full peace and liberty. 
      

      
      Borges found inspiration for his pacifist utopias in the voices of H. G. Wells, Aldous
         Huxley and Bertrand Russell, who all rejected nationalism, racism and political oppression.
         (Kafka may be added to this list, albeit not because of his intention to explicitly
         or allegorically condemn a given situation, but for conveying—in Borges’s words—the
         extreme “nightmarish tone” of that oppression.)[13]   In his review of Russell’s Guide to the New World and Let the People Think, Borges agrees to ascribing fascist theories to Fichte and to Carlyle and that “the
         atmosphere at the beginning of the eighteenth century was rational, and that the atmosphere
         of our time is antirational.”[14]   In his review of Huxley’s An Encyclopedia of Pacifism—a piece on the imbecility of war rather than on its criminal nature—Borges adheres
         to the idea that a social revolution cannot be achieved by violent means without ending
         in a dictatorship, as the French and the Russian Revolutions did.[15]   Along these lines, his articles published before and during World War II condemn
         the irrationality of promoting and enforcing violence and war.[16]   The fact that unexamined ideas and prejudices lead to deleterious social effects
         was for him most evident in the case of nationalism, defined as “a prejudice that
         all men suffer: the certainty of the superiority of their country, of their language,
         of their religion, of their blood.”[17]   
      

      
      One of the consequences of irrationality according to Borges is the exacerbation of
         a prejudice, and fanaticism about any idea, for that matter. As mentioned in chapter
         2, he was not of a radical or fanatic sort: initially attracted to socialism, he was
         soon disillusioned with the results of the Russian Revolution, so that already in
         1920 he writes to a friend: “I do not believe anymore in any utopia, maximalist, whitmanian
         or any other.”[18]   He later declared that the end to his revolutionary allegiance had come quite soon,
         with the first Russian films: when he watched Battleship Potemkin he disliked its “fanatic mentality,” and found both strange and sad that the revolution
         had turned into Stalinism and an empire like the one of the tsars; “I suppose the
         fate of every movement is to turn into its reverse,” he concluded.[19]   
      

      
      His critique against fanaticism escalated during the 1940s; Europe had gone from intolerance
         to war and Argentina was also the scenario for the growing presence of Fascism. Amid
         global and local turmoil, and alongside the articles and book reviews that dealt with
         those issues, Borges invented a fictional planet with idealism as philosophical inspiration
         for the plot.[20]   It seems pertinent to highlight the philosophical basis of Tlön, given the extremely
         diverse range of interpretations the story has received: among other readings, it
         has been interpreted as a mystery story, as a ghostly text, and as a futuristic tale.[21]   An analysis is then in order to show why the story can be read as a social Utopia
         inscribed in a critique of political irrationality and oppression. A caveat follows: although the story deals mostly with the detailed description of idealism
         in the numerous disciplines developed by Tlönists, I will focus on the connection
         between the epistemic aspects, the planet’s sociopolitical organization and its impact
         on the real world, as imagined by the author.
      

      
      The creators of Tlön are an intergenerational group of numerous experts who decide
         to secretly design a world in the way an artist produces an artistic object, condensing
         the complexity of materials into the unity of a piece of art. In such a world, the
         human mind rules unchallenged: all social relations are composed of a series of mental
         processes; languages of different nations are random combinations of adjectives and
         impersonal verbs, so that they express no realities but circumstantial objects and
         perceptions; all disciplines are reduced to psychology (since the power of the mind
         creates everything), and metaphysics becomes a ramification of the fantastic genre
         (for in the face of fleeting associations it is related only to the workings of imagination
         and not to the pursuit of substantive truths). In other words, Tlön is a system that
         subordinates every aspect of the cosmos to a single aspect, that of the human mind.
         After centuries of mental processes in action, they end up by influencing reality:
         eventually the duplication of objects of thought (hrönir) and the irruption in reality of things that appear out of wishes (ur) are proof of that influence. 
      

      
      Tlönists are capable of pronouncing unlimited nouns, of elaborating philosophical
         theories prolifically, and of creating or sustaining the existence of real objects
         with the power of their minds (no person is excluded from exerting this mental power,
         not even a beggar). Mental capabilities are indeed at its zenith in this orderly planet.
         There are plural languages and systems of thoughts; philosophers freely engage in
         disputes without seeking to indoctrinate or mock anyone, and men of letters elaborate
         on innumerable variations of a unique plot. In addition, we also find high schools,
         state prisons and religions—institutions that are not the object of confrontation
         or strife, or subject to the concentration of power by any one group.[22]  
      

      
      In the postscript, the narrator mentions that the story was particularly well received
         by the public due to their desire for a perfectly coherent social order. However,
         he finds a problem with such a desire for it had misled people into thinking that
         what works well in fiction can also work in reality. The often-quoted paragraphs are
         worth reproducing again at length:
      

      
         Ten years ago, any symmetry, any system with an appearance of order—dialectical materialism,
            anti-Semitism, Nazism—could spellbind and hypnotize mankind. How could the world not
            fall under the sway of Tlön, how could it not yield to the vast and minutely detailed
            evidence of an ordered planet? It would be futile to reply that reality is also orderly.
            Perhaps it is so, but orderly in accordance with divine laws (read: “inhuman laws”)
            that we never quite manage to penetrate. Tlön may well be a labyrinth, but it is a
            labyrinth forged by men, a labyrinth destined to be deciphered by men. 
         

         
         Contact with Tlön, the habit of Tlön, has disintegrated this world. Spellbound by Tlön’s rigor, humanity has forgotten,
            and continues to forget, that it is the rigor of chess masters, not of angels.[23]   
         

      

      Two analyses are in order, one related to the nature of the organization of Tlön,
         and the other one related to its impact on the real world. Some critics speak of the
         fictitious planet as a “totalitarian” place that is more consistent than reality.[24]   In my opinion, the fact that it is an ordered planet does not make it totalitarian,
         for order is possible amid philosophical, social and institutional diversity and pluralism.
         In this respect, Tlön would be the antithesis of the political organization in Babylon,
         in which the monopolistic Company—that stands in for an absolute government—unexplainably
         assumes all public powers and mandates uncritical obedience from the people.[25]   Therefore, I concur with the idea that “Tlön is a world of order,”[26]   but it is not just any order, it is an epistemic utopia of unbounded mental powers
         and human creativity in a proper sociopolitical framework. The full-fledged creativity
         is evident, for example, in the practice of literature, which is marked by the almost
         infinite variety of interpretations; equally relevant to the argument on the utopian
         nature of the planet is the implication of an underlying political order that allows
         for widespread peace and liberty.
      

      
      In his reading of Tlön, James Irby argues that it is an idealistic world—“a victory
         of mind over matter,” but that because of its consequences—“a total atomization where
         reason finds no foothold”—it is also a nightmare or anti-utopia.[27]   In my view, the anti-utopian features reside not in any atomization or uprooted
         reason but in the postscript’s reference to the irrationality of those who believe
         that the real world could be forcefully shaped into a symmetrical system like the
         one in Tlön. The end of the story thus alerts the reader that  perfect symmetry belongs
         to the universe of fiction only; the human world lacks in symmetry because, as Borges
         writes of William James, its “uncertain and precious destiny” depends on what each
         individual creatively and freely brings to it.[28]   
      

      
      In this regard, the postscript to “Tlön” introduces the classical argument about the
         mistake of assuming any person or group can successfully arrange the lives of others
         according to politically-imposed designs. It is interesting that Borges uses the chess
         metaphor in the story to assert that Tlön’s order is that of chess players, for social
         philosopher Adam Smith used that same metaphor to illustrate a similar point. Smith
         writes about the “man of system,” 
      

      
         [who] seems to imagine that he can arrange the different members of a great society
            with as much ease as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board. He
            does not consider that the pieces upon the chess-board have no other principle of
            motion besides that which the hand impresses upon them; but that, in the great chess-board
            of human society, every single piece has a principle of motion of its own, altogether
            different from that which the legislature might chuse to impress upon it. If those
            two principles coincide and act in the same direction, the game of human society will
            go on easily and harmoniously, and is very likely to be happy and successful. If they
            are opposite or different, the game will go on miserably, and the society must be
            at all times in the highest degree of disorder.[29]   
         

      

      Smith’s description of the untlonic effects of politically-induced disorder can be compared with Robert Nozick’s delineation
         of an “existential” Utopia, defined as a framework for “the best world imaginable
         for each of us” where we find “a diversity of persons with a diversity of excellences
         and talents, each benefiting from living with the others, each being of great use
         or delight to the others, complementing them.”[30]   Nozick identifies three utopian models: “imperialistic” (it forces everyone into
         one pattern), “missionary” (it is voluntary and perfectionistic), and “existential”
         (it is voluntary and non-perfectionistic).[31]   Both Smith’s “man of system” and Nozick’s “imperialistic” utopist conduct themselves
         with the pretension of erecting their own judgment into the standard for the actions
         of all. In the postscript to “Tlön” we find this same disposition in what we may call
         symmetrical dreamers who, by behaving much in the way of Ur objects, creepily intrude and distort human reality by installing totalitarian regimes.
         Again, Borges conveys the idea that symmetrical perfection in the realm of fiction
         ends as a dystopia if extrapolated to the real world. 
      

      
      In the face of the untlonic consequences of totalitarianism, which aims at eliminating social “disarray” by forcing
         symmetrical politics upon the people, a word is in order about the narrator’s final
         reaction in the story. After realizing that symmetrical politics had dangerously invaded
         reality, Herbert Ashe—that is his name—takes escapist refuge in literature, convinced
         that the whole world would become totalitarian. Humberto Núñez-Faraco points out that
         the narrator’s reaction is drawn from H. G. Wells’s The Croquet Player, where we read a similar reflection: “The world may be going to pieces. The Stone
         Age may be returning. This may, as you say, be the sunset of civilization. I’m sorry,
         but I can’t help it this morning. I have other engagements.”[32]   Borges replicates this attitude in another text written during war times: “Every
         morning reality looks more like a nightmare. You can only read pages that do not even
         allude to reality: the fantasies on cosmogony by Olaf Stapledon, works of theology
         or metaphysics, verbal discussions, frivolous problems from Queen or Nicholas Blake.”[33]   From the reading of “Tlön”’s ending and the other text quoted here, could we assert
         that Borges was indifferent to totalitarian politics? In the remains of the chapter
         we will see that he was not; and that writing or translating literature was perhaps
         a way to maintain the private realm intact, and to protect the creative voice from
         the totalitarian silencing of human diversity. 
      

      
      All in all, “Tlön” provides political theorists with a thought-provoking fantasy about
         the relation between literature, political philosophy and history. My analysis has
         tried to highlight the full development of epistemic capacities and individual creativity
         in Borges’s utopian imagination, as well as the irrationality in the pretension of
         implementing symmetrical politics in the real world. In light of the historical context
         in which the text was published, it is understandable that Tlön was seen as ghostly,
         and that its author chose unpronounceable words for the title. Both aspects presciently
         reflected the unimaginable course of events that made of totalitarianism not only
         a horrendous intrusion of political fantasy in the space of human liberty and dignity,
         but aimed at the destruction of that space itself. What follows in the rest of the
         chapter is an analysis that deals with also tragic and equally untlonic aspects of political actions and events.
      

      
      Untlonic Worlds
      

      
      Borges’s texts inspired in the political have been associated with a lingering conspirative
         view, either in the form of elites planning to subvert a given state of affairs or
         as “a higher power” manipulating facts.[34]   Yet, although conspiracies do exist, it seems somehow reductionist to read them
         as the only organizing elements of the plots that incorporate elements of the political.
         The presence of revolutions, duels, killings, treason and war appear not only as a
         result of the intentions and operation of conspirators but also associated to conflictive
         ideals, imperfect individual morality, and cognitive abuses and errors. 
      

      
      Let’s start with revolution. Young Borges found appeal in the claims of revolutionary
         action to transform society, and he wrote several poems related to that topic.[35]   He later declared: “My first book was published in 1923, but earlier I had written
         another two. One, Red rhythms, was as bad as the title, they were poems about the Russian Revolution, about communism.
         In that time Communism had a different meaning than it does now; it meant rather an
         idea of universal brotherhood. Then I wrote another book entitled The cards of the gambler, where I tried to resemble Pío Baroja. I realized that those two books were bad,
         and I have destroyed them in my memory.”[36]   Regrets about his early revolutionary ideal also appear in “The Other,” a conversation
         where the older Borges talks to young Borges about Dostoevsky’s The Devils and the poetry book young Borges is working on, to be called Red Anthems (or Red
         Rythms or Red Songs), which is a song to human fraternity. The older and more skeptical
         man asks him the same type of questions we find in “The Analytical Language of John
         Wilkins” and in “The Congress”: did he really think that he was a brother to everyone?
         The young interlocutor clarifies that the book was addressed to the masses of the
         outcast, but old Borges replies that these are only an abstract concept.[37]   The initial hope of a universal brotherhood had been swiftly left aside, and the
         topic of revolution was circumscribed to stories in which the characters behave in
         a rather untlonic fashion. 
      

      
      One of such plots is developed in “The Shape of the Sword,”[38]   a dialogue between an Irish immigrant owner of a ranch (formerly a smuggler), and
         a South American man, somewhere in the south of Brazil. The Irishman informs his interlocutor
         that back in Europe he had conspired for the independence of Ireland, and narrates
         how he saved a comrade’s life—John Vincent Moon—when soldiers attacked them; how he
         and Moon had escaped together; and how, upon realizing Moon had sold him out to the
         soldiers, he had grabbed a scimitar and marked the traitor with a moon-shaped scar
         on his forehead before being arrested. 
      

      
      From the Irishman’s narration we learn that Moon was a coward and a traitor. He was
         also an ideologue, who knew “virtually every page of one of those Communist manuals;
         he would haul out his dialectical materialism to cut off any argument. (. . .) Moon
         reduced the history of the world to one sordid economic conflict. He declared that
         the Revolution was foreordained to triumph.”[39]   The interlocutor listens patiently to the narration without responding. In the
         final lines, the Irishman surprisingly confesses: “I denounced the man who protected
         me. I am Vincent Moon. Now despise me.” We do not know how the South American reacts
         to the confession, but in any case the reader’s attention is directed towards Moon.
         How to assess such a character? Moon illustrates a double conversion. First, he goes
         from being a revolutionary to a ranch owner; from aspiring to eliminate private property
         to becoming a property holder. When in Europe, he betrays his co-revolutionaries and
         he sells his comrade out. However, life in the Brazilian farm requires from him the
         development of different skills: he works in the fields on par with the peasants,
         he is considered to be fair, and he causes no social disruptions. 
      

      
      It is interesting to ponder if, because of his new life, Moon is impelled to reveal
         his past in order to complete his conversion. From this angle, he is not content with
         economic and social well-being, he has already converted from a wrathful revolutionary
         into a hard-working person, but he needs now a moral conversion that may enable him
         to achieve the possibility of a more complete redemption. Moon’s moral conversion
         is tied to the impulse of confessing the truth of his betrayal, and to accept “punishment”
         in the form of the despise he expects from his interlocutor. Moon is now ready to
         hear a verdict that he was guilty of treason, and that he deserves to be repudiated
         for that. In this light, moral conversion represents the passage from an untlonic past marked by cowardice, lies and treason, to a present of hard-working, of revealing
         the truth and of taking responsibility for past actions.
      

      
      If Moon’s case pivots around telling the truth of an individual story, the hiding
         of truth as a political topic is present in “Theme of the Traitor and the Hero,” situated
         too in revolutionary Ireland.[40]   The leader of a group of rebels, Fergus Kilpatrick, is assassinated in a theater
         on 1824, just one day before the revolution takes place. A hundred years later his
         great-grandson, Ryan, in looking for the identity of the assassin discovers that the
         traitor to the failed revolution had been Kilpatrick himself. He also learns that
         James Nolan, another rebel, had staged Kilpatrick’s death as punishment for treason.
         Without hesitation Ryan hides this information from the public record: his finding
         will remain secret.
      

      
      The story is rich in political readings presented in the form of binaries in which
         the untlonic aspect prevails. First, there is the family versus polity issue: Ryan’s lies seek
         to protect a private good, his antecessor’s reputation. Since he succeeds in hiding
         the truth from historical memory, loyalty to his family proves to be stronger than
         the civic good of finding and communicating historical truth. Second, there is the
         binary betrayal vs. trust. Kilpatrick’s treason and Nolan’s plan imply a double betrayal:
         they first betray the revolutionaries’ trust in their leader, and, second, their lies
         betray the history of the revolutionary cause. Third, the story can also be construed
         around the tension between fiction versus facts, where the former resides in the occultation
         of the latter and the elaboration of a false version of events. From this angle there
         is the fiction of a discourse that proclaims the heroism of a traitor; there is also
         the fiction of historical events, as imagined in the staging by Nolan; and, last,
         there is the fiction that Ryan invents as an accomplice to the lie. All three fictions
         make of Kilpatrick a secret traitor and a public hero, a portrait constructed for
         the sake of preserving a sense of respect and engagement with the revolutionary cause.
         
      

      
      The opposite plot to “The Theme of the Traitor and the Hero” would have to narrate
         the act of speaking a historical truth, even if doing so hurts the cause that the
         speaker stands for. “The Modesty of History” illustrates this case. A battle between
         the Saxons and the Norwegians is narrated by Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson
         (from the defeated group), who praises the courage of the victorious enemy and also
         the result of the battle. The gesture of putting aside self-interested accounts in
         favor of an impartial historical truth is said to carry important political implications:
         “A date that is a prophecy of something still in the future: the day when races and
         nations will be cast into oblivion, and the solidarity of all mankind will be established.”[41]   This promising future is not a brotherhood imposed by revolutionary force, nor
         the pseudo-pacification brought about by Imperial conquest, but rather the result
         of a civil process brought about by the disappearance of countries. Such order would
         perhaps arise as the unintended result of deeds and writings of people like Sturluson,
         for whom truth and goodwill override vane nationalisms.
      

      
      Besides battles and revolutions, Borges’s untlonic texts also deal with assassination for political reasons. “The Disk” narrates the
         encounter between an Englishman who gives shelter to a former Scandinavian king lost
         in the forest.[42]    Upon learning that the foreigner possesses an all-powerful and mysterious coin,
         the host feels the urge to own it and to become a king. Since the visitor would not
         sell the coin, he kills him only to find out it was for nothing, for the coin disappears
         forever. The story’s underlying line is the unscrupulous thirst for power followed
         by death, with the final realization that violence is in vain. The possession of absolute
         power, much like the attainment of total knowledge, becomes increasingly elusive or
         nightmarish the more the characters strive to obtain them.
      

      
      Political assassination is also present in “In Memoriam J.F.K.,” a short text that
         brings up the violent death of emblematic people. The victims include Jesus and Abel,
         President Idiarte Borda, President Lincoln, Emperor Julius Caesar, King Gustave Adolphus,
         the defenders of the Alamo, Queen Marie Antoinette, Socrates, and General Hannibal
         of Carthage. The thread to all the cases is not the motivation of the assassins, nor
         the faults (or lack thereof) of the victims, but the weapon used to kill them, as
         symbolized in the first and last sentences: “This bullet is an old one. (. . .) in
         the future it shall be many things that we cannot even imagine, but that will be able
         to put an end to men and their wondrous, fragile life.”[43]   Written in the context of the Cold War and its nuclear arms race was Borges thinking
         of a global situation in which the weapons used for individual assassinations could
         escalate to a technology able to provoke massive annihilations? If so, his gloomy
         imagination about the future of mankind raises doubts about the extent to which we
         could indeed evolve into a pacified world, as he dreams in “The Modesty of History”
         and “A Weary Man.” Is there a contradiction between the implication of “In Memoriam”
         and these other pacifist utopias? I think there is none if we take into consideration
         that for liberal anarchists the States are the major sources of war, and of the supply
         of military technology and weapons.[44]   Therefore, in this logic, the escalation to a nuclear attack could only come from
         a State, and only eliminating the latter would pave the way for humanity to evolve
         into a more pacifist society. However, Borges seems aware that until that happens
         the real world demands effective protection against the initiators of aggressive wars,
         as he makes clear when he praises the capacity to fight the “cyclical battle of Waterloo”
         in those occasions “when the shadow of a sword falls across the world.”[45]   It is this sword and this battle that I will analyze next.
      

      
      Nationalism and War

      
      Throughout his lifetime Borges was actively engaged in publicly condemning nationalism,
         corporatism, anti-Semitism, Marxism, Fascism, and wars of expansion. His critiques
         targeted local as well as foreign political actors; among the locals, as early as
         the 1930s he found himself in Buenos Aires arguing against a not negligible number
         of local fascists.[46]   During the Spanish Civil War he defended the Republican side against the fascist
         military uprising, and was an active voice in the magazine Sur’s critique of the fascists and its defense of republican institutions and liberal
         democratic societies.[47]   
      

      
      What was under attack at that time was not the European geopolitical morphology nor
         the access to material resources but, more importantly, the future of Western culture,
         which included the Greek and the Jewish traditions alongside with the Western European:
         “We are irreparably Jews and Greeks, or if you will, Hellenistic Jews.”[48]   In particular, the defense of the Jewish culture proved to be a generous source
         of inspiration for Borges as evidenced, for example, in the powerful attraction that
         Baruch Spinoza and the Kabbalah exerted on him.[49]   
      

      
      Borges’s perspective resembles T. S. Eliot’s alerts against fascist politics destroying
         the European cultural unity given by the Greek, Roman, Christian and Jewish heritages,
         and the invitation to men of letters to preserve culture from nationalist politics.[50]   As the anti-Semitic discourse intensified in the 1930s, so did his protest. In
         an early journalistic piece his tone was still ironical, a touch of humor he would
         naturally lose over the war years: “to blame the Jews is equivalent to blaming the
         vertebrates, or even the mammals. They forget that when Jesus wanted to be a man,
         he chose to be Jewish rather than French, or porteño (. . .) to incite hatred seems
         a very sad activity.”[51]   He reiterates his complaints in his numerous pre-war articles published in the
         magazine El Hogar; he mocked the Third Reich’s propaganda and child indoctrination, and he elaborated
         on the direct relation between military dictatorship and war.[52]   I will reproduce a few salient and well-known quotes that illustrate his appalled
         and yet ironical reaction to those events:
      

      
         I detest Hitler precisely because he does not share my faith in the German people;
            he has decided that to undo 1918, the only possible lesson is barbarism; the best
            incentive, concentration camps.[53]   
         

The Hitlerist is always a spiteful man, and a secret and sometimes public worshiper
            of criminal ‘vivacity’ and cruelty. He is, thanks to a poverty of imagination, a man
            who believes that the future cannot be different from the present and that Germany,
            till now victorious, cannot lose.[54]   
         

Nor Communism nor Nazism have found their Walt Whitman. The former omission is understandable,
            since materialism and economics are not poetical, but the latter is not, since it
            boasts of its impulsiveness and illogic (. . .).[55]   
         

Hitler’s mercy is ecumenical (. . .). Someone, to frustrate our hopes, observes that
            we are very far away. My answer to him is that colonies are always far from the metropolis.[56]  
         

For Europeans and Americans, one order—and only one—is possible: it used to be called
            Rome and now it is called Western Culture. To be a Nazi (to play the game of energetic
            barbarism, to play at being a Viking, a Tartar, a sixteenth-century conquistador,
            a Gaucho, a redskin) is, after all, a mental and moral impossibility. Nazism suffers
            from unreality, like Erigena’s hells. It is uninhabitable; men can only die for it,
            lie for it, kill and wound for it.[57]  
         

      

      The quotes combine political, cultural, epistemic and moral aspects in Borges’s critique
         of Nazism. Hitlerism is seen as a reaction to the humiliating Treaty of Versailles;
         the “Germanophile” is depicted as a barbaric, impulsive and unimaginative type of
         person, and Nazism comes through as the illogic defense of massive cruelty and killing.
         It is also interesting to note that the issue of unreality—tackled in the precedent
         chapter—resurfaces in the above-quoted lines: Nazism is seen as an attempt to destroy
         the fact of human diversity, which makes that ideology “unreal” and consequently “uninhabitable.”
      

      
      After the War ended, Borges fight against nationalism and expansionary militarism
         continued. Although Argentina was neutral during the World Wars, it did not escape
         the military fate of the twentieth century. In 1978, two years into another bellicose
         military regime, the writer opposed the possibility of a war between Argentina and
         Chile over the territorial dispute of the Beagle Channel, on the grounds that it would
         be a folly. Someone pointed out the contradiction in idolizing violence in a literary
         work but opposing a military solution to the conflict, to which Borges replied by
         saying that his texts inspired by fights and duels were not meant to be apologetic
         or didactic, and that although some wars can be justified (as with the Wars of Independence)
         not all wars can.[58]   Indeed, only four years later the Argentine military immersed the country in an
         unjustifiable war, when they decided to invade the Malvinas (Falklands)   islands
         occupied by the United Kingdom since 1833. Borges then published a short prose decrying
         the sad fate of British and Argentine soldiers whose young lives and common interest
         in literary classics are eliminated by war.[59]   Again, the piece was only a sequel to a long list of Borgesian lamentations about
         the disastrous connection between nationalism, expansionist ideologies and its untlonic effects on human life. 
      

      
      Going back to World War II, Edna Aizenberg argues that “Latin America is generally
         not present in discussions on the history and psychology of the Holocaust,” and calls
         Borges a “precursor.”[60]   Besides his war articles, book reviews and short prose, what was left from those
         years was “Deutsches Requiem,” the story of Otto Dietrich zur Linde, a German officer
         that served as director of a concentration camp and is to be justly shot for the war
         crimes he committed under the Nazi regime. I analyze this text in the next section.
      

      
      Nazism and War in Fiction

      
      From the start, “Deutsches Requiem”[61]   presents the reader with an explicit connection between Linde’s adhesion to Nazism
         and the political ideas of Nietzsche, Schopenhauer and Spengler. None of the basic
         ideological and philosophical elements of this connection are absent in the story:
         a messianic political regime, a glory-driven officer, the clash between the Judeo-Christian
         morality and the violent world order meant to replace it, the machinery of persecution
         and death and, finally, the destruction of both the officer and the regime at the
         hands of the enemy.
      

      
      In his solitary confession, on the night prior to the execution, Linde fights to get
         rid of his individuality: “I strove in vain to convince myself that for the high cause
         that had brought us all together, we were not individuals.” In the closing lines,
         upon looking at himself in the mirror, he is reminded of the braveness needed to defend
         his mission. Borgesian mirrors are symbolic elements of our presence in the world;
         the author often distrusts them because they can “multiply” human errors, and because
         they may reflect us defectively.[62]   We could posit that in the story the mirror reflects the violence that Borges condemns
         in the articles and notes written during the War. Yet Linde has a peculiar notion
         of heroic violence—“the battle and the glory are easy”—since it is related not to
         military talents but to the ruthless direction of the concentration camp. Unlike “the
         servile Christian acts of timidity” that his Nietzchean voice condemns, his heroism
         is meant to overcome the mandate of respecting human life. The presence of Nietzsche
         in Linde also comes through in the ideas that Europe wants to become one, and that
         “pity should be exorcized vigorously and thoroughly.”[63]  
      

      
      In the first paragraph of the story Linde openly recognizes that he has “no desire
         to be pardoned, for I feel no guilt, but I do wish to be understood. Those who heed
         my words shall understand the history of Germany and the future history of the world.”
         Despite his claims to the contrary, is Linde acknowledging any sense of personal responsibility
         in this phrase?   I take it this is not the case, since he only complies with the
         self-imposed duty of predicting the course of events after him. In presenting himself
         as the instrument and the prophet of an untlonic destiny, Linde tries to set aside his individuality and his responsibility. Yet,
         contrary to his justificatory rhetoric, his is a personal choice, as illustrated in
         his relation with David Jerusalem, a Jewish prisoner and poet. Linde recognizes that
         Jersualem “had become a detested region of my soul,” and the Nietzschean officer decides
         to ignore any compassion to the prisoner. His severity with the poet is sufficient
         to induce the latter to commit suicide. By erasing compassion and individuality, Borges
         imagines in fiction what Arendt later on expresses in philosophical terms, namely,
         that what totalitarianism aims at “is not the transformation of the outside world
         or the revolutionizing transmutation of society, but the transformation of human nature
         itself.”[64]   In this regard, Linde sincerely believes in the possibility of transforming man
         and society anew: his voice is neither superficial nor rancorous in his unconditional
         cheering of Nazi greatness, nor is he another exemplar to be associated to someone
         blindly or indifferently following orders. Rather, he wants to be intellectually convinced—and
         to convince others—that a symmetrical ordering of the world will indeed be conducive
         to such transformation. He thinks such order can be achieved, first by dissolving
         the person in the collective body, and secondly by immersing the historical particularities
         and contingencies in the unyielding laws of universal history. Linde is here speaking
         against Borges’s views on history; Borges—admirer of Schopenhauer, author of “Avelino”
         and of “The Modesty of History”—accepts as valid a notion of history as the “revelation
         of the individual.”[65]   By accepting to sacrifice his individuality in the altar of ideology, Linde also
         confirms that rather than creating a new man, under totalitarianism “all men have
         become equally superfluous.”[66]  
      

      
      I want now to assess critical interpretations of the story. Bell-Villada regards it
         as “bookish and abstract,” far from the “moral horror” of Nazism and “lacking an understanding
         of Nazism origins.”[67]   It is somehow ironical that Borges is accused of ignoring history by someone who
         posits that unreality is the basis of Borges’s works.[68]   Besides, and from a Borgesian angle, if fiction can construe history as it pleases,
         describing moral horrors is but only one way to approach the topic. As with other
         pieces, Borges chooses to enhance the philosophical rather than the historical tone
         to the story, and he speaks to the roots and manifestation of Linde’s ideas. 
      

      
      In a compelling analysis, Aizenberg finds that Linde’s confession would not have happened
         without the Nuremberg trials held between November 1945 and August 1946, three years
         before the story was published. In addition, she mentions that the historical-political
         readings of the story would not have happened without the capture of Nazi officer
         Adolf Eichmann and his trial in Jerusalem.[69]   In any case, seventy years after the end of World War II, “Deutsches Requiem” continues
         to speak about how politically oppressive utopias, their rationale and their deleterious
         violent consequences can be eloquently addressed in fiction. 
      

      
      As I was writing these pages the case of young Karl Popper came to my mind. As a student,
         Popper joined the Communist Party and initially obeyed the leaders’ orders, who admitted
         no opposition. On June 1919, a demonstration took place in Vienna and as a result
         twenty young people were killed by police repression. Popper, who had attended the
         march because it was so mandated by the party chiefs, was very upset by his prior
         lack of criticism and by the morally unjustified decision of the leaders, who considered
         the killings instrumental in advancing the revolutionary cause. This event marked
         the future philosophy of Popper, for whom there are two possible ways to reach a political
         decision: by argument or by violence, that is, either by reasonable compromise or
         by destroying the opposite. The latter option derives, he writes, from “an ideal state
         of society as the aim which all our political actions should serve,” and it “must
         win over, or else crush his competitors (. . .).”[70]   I bring up this case to illustrate the difference between Popper’s and Linde’s
         notion of rationality. Unlike Linde, who seeks a rational explanation for an irrational
         ideology, for Popper what is important is not the justification of politically-imposed
         ideas about a new man, but rather a reasonable attitude towards dissent. For him,
         what is reasonable is to believe, instead, that “every man should be given the right
         to arrange his life himself so far as this is compatible with the equal rights of
         others.”[71]   I venture to say that Borges would not have disagreed with this assertion.
      

      
      To end this section I want to mention another war story, “The Secret Miracle,”[72]   also situated under Nazism. Jaromir Hladik is a Jewish writer captured by the Nazis
         in Prague. On the day of his execution, just as the squads are about to fire, he realizes
         that God has frozen time so that he can finish writing his play. Granted with this
         opportunity, Jaromir spends a “year” working and is killed immediately after completing
         the last line. The plot somehow anticipates the relation between the artistic endeavor
         and time present in other pieces. In chapter 2 we mentioned how in “Inferno I, 32”
         Dante learns upon his death that he was a great author; we suspect that this might
         also be the destiny of Hladik, except that he has not lived enough, and for that reason
         he needs extra-time to discover who he is by engaging in his literary task. As with
         “Deutsches Requiem,” “The Secret Miracle” succeeds in conveying the tragedy of an
         untlonic political regime in which not only art and compassion, but human life itself, is
         annihilated without pity and without guilt. 
      

      
      Overcoming War

      
      In this chapter I have made the case that the social order imagined in “Tlön” is utopian
         on several accounts: social interaction is orderly, peaceful and pluralistic, and
         human capabilities are maximized at a personal and collective level. In effect, the
         story shows that the society of experts is capable of cooperating to create a social
         order, thus engaging in a successful collective enterprise.[73]   I have also argued that politically-imposed utopias upon the real world generate
         results diametrically opposed to Tlön, given that social interaction becomes violent,
         fallibility is enhanced, and liberty is crushed under the boot of oppressive ideals.
         
      

      
      Between Tlonic idealistic symmetry, on one side, and untlonic worlds, on the other, there are alternative Borgesian social orders where a free and
         peaceful political community is imagined as a possible venture. I have mentioned already
         “The Modesty of History” and “A Weary Man”; another of these worlds is presented in
         “The Conjurors,” a 1982 piece inspired by the Swiss political agreement to live in
         a peaceful polity. The title may mislead the reader into thinking that whoever is
         conspiring is engaged in a plan to do something wrong or illegal—to overthrow someone
         from a power position, or to hide facts or figures from the historical record. However,
         Borges’s conjurors are people with “diverse religions” and “diverse languages” who
         “have made the odd decision to be reasonable” and to “have resolved to forget their
         differences and accentuate their affinities.”[74]   The text ends with the wish that such an attitude would become global. Taking into
         consideration this wish, “The Conjurors” could be interpreted as making the case for
         a universal brotherhood or confraternity, but we already know that the writer had
         left this idea behind five decades earlier. I think the ending makes reference to
         people who agree on consent, liberty, and non-interference as the basis for social
         interactions. 
      

      
      This idea echoes the invitation that young Borges had made to his co-criollo fellows, when writing about the need to integrate immigrants in the construction of
         a new, open and equal Argentine society. In a text on the occasion of the fourth centennial
         of the foundation of Buenos Aires in 1936, Borges looks to a new and still undefined
         urban profile; the text reflects the uncertainties brought about by the changes in
         the social composition that had resulted from an intensive European immigration between
         1880 and 1930. Hence the line: “Men of different nations have conjured to disappear
         in the new man (. . .).”[75]  
      

      
      Read in this way, and much like in idealist Tlön, a Borgesian global order is the
         result of an agreement among diverse peoples and groups who allow for the free and
         pacific pursuit of individual voices. As political philosopher Chandran Kukathas puts
         it: “Institutions and norms may eventually emerge from a world consensus on what is
         it that different peoples share as common values and interests. [. . .] the development
         of cosmopolitanism should not be the product of political reform. It may well be that
         there will be a convergence across the globe on common moral standards in the years
         to come.”[76]  
      

      
      Unfortunately, unlike Tlön, a cooperative and peaceful political order in the real
         world cannot be a perfect or symmetrical enterprise because—as Borges and Smith expressed
         well—it will always be inhabited by people with motions of their own, and not by inert
         chess pieces that political plans can whimsically arrange. At the end of the day,
         a global society like the one envisioned in “The Conjurors” surely comes closer to
         the type of social organization that Borges’s liberal imagination longs for. 
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      Chapter 4

      Frontier Encounters and Transformations

      
         
         
      

      
      Many of Borges’s most famous stories find inspiration in the frontier, a term that
         is here broadly understood as a spatial and sociopolitical demarcation between different
         and opposite individuals or groups that are depicted in their interactions.  One such
         demarcation is between people of the city and their values—symbolized in erudition,
         material abundance, and politics—and the people of the campo (herein on a synonym with rural  locations and remote lands), tied to the qualities
         of courage, simplicity, and austerity.[1]   There is another demarcation between the people of the city and the people that
         arrive from the campo or from abroad to live in the orillas (riverbanks) at the margins of the city. Although there are important differences
         between the lifestyles of campo and orillas inhabitants, they share the code of courage that contrasts with urban values. Insofar
         as this chapter deals with the code of courage, many of the observations are applicable
         to both groups, although the focus is placed on the people of the campo.
      

      
      Frontier dynamics are regarded mostly as  encounters  that reveal social contrasts
         or produce individual and cultural transformations. These interactions often play
         out on the Argentine geographical, historical, social and political landscape. Borges’s
         writings include several references to nineteenth-century political history, which
         he views with nostalgia as a period marked by valiant military actions.[2]   He also takes inspiration in the frontier as a legend or myth created and supported
         by the literary and popular imaginary, and as an attitude describing the thoughts
         and actions of characters that heroically and virtuously undergo challenges and pains,
         usually caused by people of the city. Some of these stories pivot around the binary
         civilization-barbarism which was central to the nation-building fictions of the young
         Latin American countries. 
      

      
      In Argentina, the trope of civilization and barbarism is originally tied to the writings
         of “Founding Father” Domingo F. Sarmiento—journalist, writer, diplomat and President
         of the country between 1868 and 1874—who alerts against the cultural obstacles and
         political threats that barbarism posed for a national organization that could set
         the foundations for social progress. In his view, the model of a constitutional republic
         represented the triumph of civilization over barbarism, and he found such model in
         the United States, where he traveled widely.[3]   Sarmiento admired the vitality of the American people and their technological and
         economic advancement, which he saw as the consequences of “political creation,” that
         is, as the result of the republican form of government that he hoped would “radiate”
         towards the South of the continent.[4]   Inspired by such desire, Sarmiento wrote a book on the life of Facundo Quiroga,
         one of the military and political leaders known as caudillos, who emerged during the political fragmentation after the 1816 Independence and who
         provided their followers protection in return for loyalty and militia support.[5]   Sarmiento’s Quiroga   is a symbol of disorder, war and devastation, the ultimate
         expression of what the author considered as the way of being of the Argentines and
         the habits that for him had to be eradicated.[6]   The author identifies caudillos with the rule of force and civil unrest, and contrasts it with the legitimacy and
         predictability of the republican institutions. Sarmiento advances a notion of civilization
         which largely resembles Gibbon’s comparison between Rome, where a civilized liberty
         could flourish, and the barbarian world relying on battles and conquests.[7]   
      

      
      Borges admired both Sarmiento and Gibbon, who he describes respectively as the writer
         and statesman who dreamed of building a free and prosperous country, and as the historian
         who excelled in his aesthetic appreciation of history.[8]   Like them, Borges takes up the topic of civilization versus barbarism to refer
         to the dynamics of interaction, confrontation, and/or permeation between the elements
         that fall within each side of the frontier dichotomy. Along these lines, I read Borges’s
         frontier stories by calling attention to the contrasts and transformations that arise
         from the encounters between the people of city and people of the campo. Jean Franco finds that the frontier in Borges “is a place of reversal where the
         old values are transformed, where the civilized may become barbarian and the barbarian
         civilized, and where traditional moral categories acquire a quite different force.”[9]   I agree with her opinion that value reversal is one path taken in Borges’s frontier
         dynamics, but I also find there are processes of integration and/or elimination of
         values and habits, so that reversal seems not to be the only direction to the changes
         produced as a result of frontier encounters.
      

      
      To organize the discussion the chapter is divided in three sections. I first provide
         an introduction to frontier characterizations, with a brief insertion of a comparative
         approach to make the non-Argentine reader more familiar with the type of landscapes
         and peoples Borges refers to. I also look at the texts on gauchos (the rural workers who herd cattle and practice hunting as the main economic activity)
         to point out Borges’s changing views on these characters, in connection to local politics.
         
Second, I intend to show how the values of the campo contrast those of the city, as presented in two sets of fictions. The first set pivots
         on the interaction between the gauchos, the caudillos and the people of the city. These plots are related to mid/late nineteenth-century
         Argentine history and 
are often presented as fights, duels or antagonisms.[10]   The stories analyzed under this light are “A Biography of Tadeo Isidoro Cruz,”
         “Martín Fierro,” “The End,” and “A Dialogue between Dead Men.” The second grouping
         of texts is set in diverse times and in local and foreign scenarios, and they allude
         to the action of crossing over from one place of the frontier to the other. The characters
         from the city or from the campo travel or meet the inhabitants on the other side, and they undergo an intense experience
         or transformation after their encounter. This is the plot in “Story of the Warrior
         and the Captive,” “Brodie’s Report,” “The South,” “The Ethnographer,” “The Gospel
         according to Mark,” and “The Night of the Gifts.” 
      

      
      In the third and last section I examine Borges’s argument that literary works that
         praised the frontier code of courage had succeeded in providing symbolic unity to
         the nation, but they had also created an opportunity for its political manipulation.
         Against his impression that writings on courage had played a negative role in the
         fate of national politics, I argue that the connection between the exaltation of courage
         and political outrage is not one that necessarily follows from the literature on the
         frontier. In this sense, Borges overestimated the influence of literature: the causal
         link between the code of courage and politics was in fact exogenous; it was introduced
         by parties and groups who used the rhetoric of courage in the service of political
         purposes. Their manipulation was first conducive to persecution and instability and
         eventually led to revolutionary uprisings and military dictatorships. Borges was a
         close witness to such political developments, which exerted a strong influence on
         his literature.
      

      
      Frontier Characters in Non-Fiction

      
      The topic of the frontier was of keen interest in the modern literature of the American
         continent. Many American historians and authors saw in the expansion of the nineteenth-century
         frontier a civilizing process that would allow for the hopeful building of new and
         promising countries. The U.S. frontier was thus tied to the idea of an optimistic
         and hard-working settler pursuing the dream of personal fulfillment and unintentionally
         establishing the basis for social progress and prosperity. Take, as example, the legendary
         Daniel Boon, seen as a “western hero,” an “industrious husbandman,” and “a lover of
         nature and freedom,” promoting progress and individualism, respectively.[11]   An equally eulogistic consideration of frontier life is also advanced by Frederick
         Turner, for whom “the advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from
         the influence of Europe (. . .).” The author points out that the effects of the frontier
         on American culture were individualism, democracy, and a nationalizing tendency.[12]   On the contrary, David Noble criticizes Turner’s thesis that frontier individualism
         could create a good society and calls attention to the idea that “in liberating the
         individual from the past the ‘frontier tradition’ had not offered a model for a good
         society (. . .) America, as nature, was merely the absence of the European past.”[13]   
      

      
      As with Sarmiento, the debates on the nature and extent to which America was built
         around the divide frontier/civilization were widely echoed in literature. As Catherine
         Zuckert has convincingly argued, classic works by Cooper, Melville, Hemingway, Hawthorne,
         Twain and Faulkner provide illustrations on what it meant to be civilized, as opposed
         to living in a state of nature. In her view, those authors were both describing and
         reshaping the “mores” of the American people, and they were thus engaged in a “form
         of political leadership.”[14]   Borges wrote extensively on American classic frontier novels. He found in Huckleberry Finn a “glorious and happy” book that talks about “a few men and their destiny” up the Mississippi River; he thought of The Unvanquished that it had a “blood relation of this America, here, and its history”; and he enjoyed
         reading about the rough lives of cowboys Billy the Kid and Will James.[15]   He considered, though, that the frontier life depicted in literature did not equate
         with savagery: “North Americans in the nineteenth century were incapable of brutality
         (. . .) Bret Harte was a romantic, so was the reality of the history recounted in
         his narratives (. . .).”[16]   
      

      
      Borges’s views on cowboys as characterized in American literature could well apply
         to South American literary gauchos, the frontier inhabitants who populate his fictions and articles. Ariel De la Fuente
         has pointed out that “North and South shared the epic history of Independence, civil
         wars, and nation building, blended with the history of the families (. . .). But the
         most important point of departure for these comparative reflections was the common
         frontier experience and the types and literature they generated.”[17]   Both cowboys and gauchos are challenged by nature, Indian raids and city politics, and they both depend on
         their courage to survive. Notwithstanding these similarities, Borges makes a crucial
         distinction between the two groups: gauchos are not settlers or adventurers in the search for new land or gold mines, like cowboys
         were.[18]   That is, they do not seek wealth or progress, nor do they possess pioneering qualities.
         It should be noted, though, that not all profiles are alike; Borges distinguishes
         between the gaucho simpliciter, the rural worker, and the gaucho rebel, who commanded militias that assaulted ranches. The latter distinction is relevant
         to point to another difference, this time between the gaucho rebel and the cowboy: “The gaucho of the literary tradition is usually a bandit;
         the cowboy can be a sheriff or a landowner.”[19]   Regardless of his sociological accuracy, the fact that Borges associates the issue
         of compliance with the law in the United States frontier and the lack of compliance
         of the gaucho rebel is revealing in terms of what he writes about the American concern with ethics,
         as opposed to the Argentine rebel spirit (see the analysis of “The Bribe” and “Our
         Poor Individualism” in chapter 1). The distinction is also relevant in terms of the
         connection between frontier values and national politics, as discussed below in this
         chapter.
      

      
      In addition to the literary comparison with cowboys, Borges’s characterization of
         the gauchos is strongly tied to the history of Argentina, and it changed throughout the years
         as a reaction to the unfolding of political events. In the 1930s, after decades of
         relative institutional stability, he envisions them as fighting for the homeland during
         the period of national organization. Although they share a heroic past with the military,
         unlike the latter gauchos are regarded as being more focused in the personal nature of the fight (as when displaying
         their skills in a duel) rather than in the military victory itself. Besides making
         them active participants in the fights for national independence, and equally significant,
         Borges highlights the idea that the gaucho character proudly belongs to a literary tradition of those who rebel against tyrannical
         political regimes.[20]   In his writings of this period, then, gauchos and city men had shared the glory of having fought courageously in the Wars of Independence.[21]   
      

      
      The 1940s announce the beginning of a change in these ideas. As analyzed in the previous
         chapter, World War II had reintroduced the topic of barbarism in Borges’s writings,
         and Argentine politics was not exempt from this reality. In June of 1943 a military
         coup d’état ousted a democratically elected President, and months later the new regime appointed
         Colonel Juan D. Perón as Secretary of Labor, a position from which he gradually built
         up his career and the populist Partido Justicialista. Not coincidentally, Borges’s famous “Conjectural Poem,” published exactly one month
         after the coup, deals with the clash between civilization and barbarism in the Argentine plains.
         In the poem, the opposition between a man of letters and laws and the caudillo militias that kill him reflects the growing antagonism between the rule of law and
         the actions of discretionary leaders followed by unconditional supporters.[22]  
      

      
      Yet, despite this antagonism, in the late 1940s and mid-1950s Borges holds on to his
         eulogy of courage: gaucho “infatuation with courage” is still a “virtue,” and gaucho militias were “valiant” and had inspired the popular gauchesca literary genre.[23]   The important role of the gauchos in the life of the nation extends as well to the cultural field, as presented in
         “A History of Tango,” in which they appear as advancing “a religion that had its mythology
         and its martyrs—the hard and blind religion of courage, of being ready to kill and
         to die. A religion as old as the world, but rediscovered in the American republics
         and lived by herders, stockyard workers, drovers, outlaws, and hoodlums whose music
         was the estilos, the milongas, the first tangos.”[24]    Borges concludes the essay with the idea that perhaps the role of the tango was
         to provide the country with a symbol of a heroic past. This praiseful belief in the
         association of gauchos, courage and national culture was soon to be called into question and eventually
         reversed. Between 1955 and 1974 the Argentine political landscape was marked by a
         widespread and increasing popular dissatisfaction with the ruling regimes (I elaborate
         more on this issue in the next chapter). By 1968 Borges still writes on the gaucho’s “selfless bravery, soldiers of good causes,” on the “dignity of danger” in fighting
         against nature and the Indians, and on their dying for the homeland. However, he now
         asserts that the gaucho is gone, and that he only survives in literature and “in certain dark nostalgias
         that are overmuch public.”[25]   
      

      
      What does the presence of “darkness” mean when related to the image of a courageous
         gaucho at that time? The year 1968 was marked by uprisings that produced violent incidents
         in Latin America and abroad, revolts that found inspiration in the resistance to the
         Vietnam War, in the example of Communist Cuba and in the life of revolutionary Che
         Guevara.[26]   In his poem “Che Guevara” (1964), Cuban poet Nicolás Guillén had praised the spirit
         of the revolts by invoking the rebel gaucho: “Guevara, el gaucho de voz dura/ brindó a Fidel su sangre guerrillera [Guevara, the gaucho with a tough voice/ offered Fidel his guerrilla blood].” The
         wave of liberationist movements and revolutions who alluded to gaucho courage led the late Borges to also write that “gaucho importance had been exaggerated,”
         and that they were “rudimentary” people with no “patriotic sentiments.”[27]  
      

      
      In this way, Borges’s views of the gaucho went from an initial praise to a condescending
         criticism of an unbridled political militancy that he saw as derived from the worship
         of courage. The change in his views is best illustrated by his comments to one of
         the classic books on the subject, José Hernández’s Martín Fierro, which narrates the vicissitudes of a gaucho who kills a man and becomes a fugitive.[28]   Edwin Williamson summarizes well the plot of the book: 
      

      
      
         El gaucho Martin Fierro was published in two parts: Part I (1872) tells the story of an innocent gaucho who
            is press-ganged into the army and then cruelly exploited by his superiors. He deserts
            and, while on the run, becomes a “gaucho malo,” murdering a black gaucho in a bar-room
            brawl, amongst other crimes. He eventually seeks refuge with the Indians of the pampas.
            In Part Two (1879) Fierro returns to Argentine society but finds it hard to fit in.
            The narrative focus shifts to several new characters, including Fierro’s sons, who
            recount their experiences at length, but the story closes when El Moreno, the brother
            of the black gaucho killed in Part I, challenges Fierro to a payada, which Fierro wins. However, since he has nowhere to go, Fierro rides off with his
            sons, a homeless outlaw once more.[29]  
         

         
      

      In Borges’s days, Fierro’s character was a topic of contested debate in terms of what
         it represented for Argentine literature and culture, and for the symbolic building
         of the nation at large. Nationalist writer Leopoldo Lugones asserted that the book
         was the national epic poem because it “expresses the heroic life of the race: the struggle
         for freedom against adversity and injustice. Martín Fierro is a champion of the right
         he was deprived of (. . .).”[30]   Borges dissents with this nationalist reading of the story, which makes of the
         gaucho the prevalent cultural symbol of the national identity. For him, the book belongs
         to a particular place and time (the nineteenth-century novelistic century), and the
         episodes and sentiments of the main character are narrated with a nostalgic tone.
         Borges reads Martín Fierro as a novel, and he posits that morality and epic tones are alien to it, as are heroic
         or divine elements.[31]    In contrast to the prestige of heroes, Fierro is seen as a decent but hapless
         countryman who accidentally turns into an outlaw, that is, as someone who escapes
         from the illegal practices of the army and becomes a knife-fighter.[32]   Borges asserts that the character is nothing more than a “cutthroat, adulterated
         by bravado and lamentation that seem to prophesy the tango,”[33]   and that the book is immorally read by those who seek what is ruin, cruel and sentimental,
         and who want to justify the “riverbanks bravado.”[34]   
      

      
      In the 1960s Borges wrote three prologues to Martín Fierro where he observes that Hernández’s intention was to write a pamphlet in order to
         denounce the arbitrary levies of the army that, in desperate need of soldiers, illegally
         enrolled countrymen and made of them homeless and outlaws. In the third piece he adds
         that the (innocent) exaltation of the figure of the rebel gaucho had unintended deleterious consequences. Borges here reasserts his opinion that individual
         intentions and plans are unimportant in regard to outcomes, and that they may be ironically
         reversed.[35]    Martín Fierro is just another example of the futility of artistic intentions: by presenting the
         protagonist as a victim of illegal enrollments, Hernández had wanted to denounce the
         practices of the Ministry of War, which made of the gaucho a deserter and a traitor; instead, he created a literary classic with a strong gaucho character.
      

      
      Borges’s opinion on the public reception of Martín Fierro as contrary to authorial intention instantiates the type of unintended ironical consequences
         that abound in his works.[36]   Intended to create a unity of culture and to foster pride in frontier values, the
         nationalist interpretation of gaucho courage had eventually paved the way to a problematic political manipulation. That
         is, once adopted as a symbol not of pure courage but of resistance and rebellion against
         law and authority, Hernández’s book would open the doors to the type of barbarism
         Sarmiento had decried decades earlier. 
      

      
      To sum up: Borges’s views on the gauchos start by seeing them as patriots and as providers of cultural unity in the first
         decades of the twentieth century, and later on he presents them as actors manipulated
         in the service of nationalist and revolutionary discourses and practices. Yet, while
         he advanced these views in his prologues and articles, his fictions reveal a quite
         different picture.
      

      
      Frontier Encounters in Fiction[37]  
      

      
      The inspiration that Borges found in José Hernández’s Martín Fierro is evidenced in the story “Biography of Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829–1874).” The facts
         in the story are few and simple: Cruz kills a drunken man who had insulted him and
         becomes a runaway, only to be arrested and sent to serve in the army on a frontier
         fort. Later on he is made sergeant of the rural police and ordered to capture an outlaw.
         On the night the two men meet, he realizes he is not meant to live in the city and
         he begins to fight against his own soldiers, “alongside the deserter and friend Martín
         Fierro.”[38]    
      

      
      The story is based on the episode narrated by Hernández, in which Cruz and Fierro
         remain close friends until the death of the former (due to a plague among the Indians).
         Borges’s Cruz sides with Fierro in defense of a code of bravery that throughout the
         story had remained in oblivion. Since the start, Cruz’s identity is set up against
         the values of the city, described dyslogistically as a place where people spend all
         their money and where he is not happy wearing a uniform. Cruz yearns for a solitary
         life in the plains, like the one he used to have before being dragged into the army,
         and the final fight provides him with the opportunity to escape from city codes and
         values and to confirm him as a gaucho. Against a reading of Cruz’s behavior as only showing submission to an unavoidable
         barbarian fate, I want to emphasize the choice that Cruz makes when willfully following
         the final course of action more akin to his values. This line of interpretation is
         aligned with C. Wheelock’s suggestion that we look at destiny and will in Borges as
         interchangeable terms.[39]   From this perspective, when Cruz realizes that “every man should revere the destiny
         he bears within him” he is choosing who to be by embracing his gaucho identity. 
      

      
      The idea of a courageous fight is also central to “The End.”[40]   The actions take place in a pulpería (rural tavern or saloon), where a black man runs into a gaucho for whom he has been waiting for seven years. The two men exchange some words: “One
         man should not shed another man’s blood”—the gaucho says. As they walk out to engage in a knife duel the black man invites the other
         to fight courageously, “just as you did seven years ago, when you killed my brother.”
         The gaucho, who turns out to be Fierro, dies with two thrusts at the hands of the duelist, who
         thus accomplishes “his righteous task.” 
      

      
      In both stories the gauchos walk voluntarily and bravery to the duel; also, both Fierro and the other man agree
         that their final fight is a matter of justice (Fierro knows he has to pay for killing
         the man’s brother). It was a duty postponed for seven years, a length of time not
         uncommon in the plains, where the landscape of an endless horizon frequently merges
         with a seemingly endless time. Sarlo puts this idea more eloquently: 
      

      
      
         Seven years have elapsed since the day Fierro sang the  payada   with the Moreno’s
            brother. Fierro is by now almost an old man, waiting for death with no hopes save
            one: that he should have a decent death. According to his honor code, a decent death,
            in the case of a man who has moral debts to pay, can be found in a duel. The Moreno
            shares this belief: although he did not fight Fierro the last time he had seen him,
            because he was reluctant to stage a duel in front of Fierro’s children, he is patient enough to wait for a second opportunity.[41]  
         

         
      

      Courage, patience and honor are accompanied with a tacit repentance, for the characters
         agree that not to spill another’s blood is “good advice” to give to the youngsters.[42]   Theirs is a lesson learned too late, but still valid for future generations. Fierro
         and Cruz make life-defining choices: Fierro returns to pay his debt, Cruz takes the
         side of the fugitive, and they both die away from family and friends as a consequence
         of those decisions. We are far from Sarmiento’s portrait of barbarism and equally
         far from Gibbon’s barbarians of “ferocious minds” cherishing “hostile designs” that
         turned into “lawless tyrannies.”[43]   Borges’s Fierro and Cruz come through as individuals who take responsibility for
         their past actions and face the consequences of their decisions without lamentation
         or publicity. 
      

      
      Gaucho courage in these fictions is thus unrelated to a thirst of adventures (as in cowboy
         stories), or to an impulse to pick an unjustified fight; equally important, it is
         definitively unrelated to the martial spirit. Drawing a line between gaucho courage and military skills is made explicit in “Martín Fierro,”[44]    where Fierro is compared to three iconic Argentine leaders who are referred to
         as a soldier and two tyrants: San Martín, Rosas and Perón, respectively. San Martín
         was one of the main heroes of the South American Wars of Independence held between
         1812 and 1821; Rosas served as Buenos Aires Governor between 1829 and 1852,[45]   and Perón was Secretary of Labour in 1943, Minister of War in 1944, and elected
         President by the popular will in 1946, 1951 and 1973. Borges concludes that the gaucho has won over the memory of the armies, and that Hernández’s literary creation outlives
         in the national memory. In this way, he contests the history construed on the basis
         of military actions and instead puts forward a history built around a popular fictional
         character. 
      

      
      Borges’s version of a literary memory (in contrast to a military one) calls into question
         the official historical revisionism initiated a decade earlier. The latter’s main
         intention was to debunk the legacy of the liberal State founded with the 1853 National
         Constitution, to replace it with a nationalistic and militaristic discourse, and to
         provide an ideological basis for a populist regime. In this respect, Jorge Nállim
         mentions the official parallels between San Martín and Perón as construed in several
         governmental gatherings throughout 1950. This revisionist effort generated Borges’s
         opposition: “In 1922 nobody foresaw the present revisionism. This pastime consists
         of ‘revising’ Argentine history, not in order to get at truth but in order to reach
         a foregone conclusion: the defense of Rosas or of any other convenient despot.”[46]   If the official attempt was to highlight the patriotic contributions of some military
         icons, in the story Borges instead erases them altogether from the national memory.
         
      

      
      Interestingly, the opposition between official and Borgesian historical versions is
         the same technique employed in “Avelino Arredondo” but in reverse: while Avelino is
         introduced in the historical memory by pointing to a (fake) street with his name,
         in “Martín Fierro” the military are jointly erased by the author from that memory
         tout court. In both stories national memory resides in the stories that citizens, historians
         and writers construe out of oral and literary traditions. The story tangentially touches
         on the relation between building a collective memory and investigating historical
         truth. How are these two activities juxtaposed but also in tension with each other?
         For some, building a collective memory that underscores great national achievements
         may demand hiding or distorting a dishonorable truth. Borges calls into question the
         revisionist project by associating two of its icons with a tyrannical regime; he was
         thus advancing what for him was an indisputable truth, against a distorted official
         memory. 
      

      
      “Martín Fierro” comes through as a reversal of the grand image of military prowess,
         which ironically pales in contrast with the more modest skills of a gaucho like Fierro. Borges’s treatment of the military at this time is quite similar to
         Juan Bautista Alberdi’s, the intellectual father of the principles embedded in the
         1853 Argentine Constitution that the revisionist project wanted to leave behind. Alberdi
         also wrote that militarism was anachronistic: it was useful to gain independence,
         but decades later the needs of South American countries had changed, and they required
         the government to acknowledge that “civil war is the most sterile and ruinous of wars,
         for the country always loses, whoever is the victorious party.”[47]   Both Argentine authors praise the role of the military during the processes of
         independence and national organization, but they find there was nothing memorable
         that war or social antagonism could now bequest to posterity. 
      

      
      The contrast between the military and the pacifist and future-looking dispositions
         is also found in “A Dialogue between Dead Men,”[48]   a post-mortem encounter between Rosas and Quiroga. It seems relevant to bring up
         the historical context to their relation: Quiroga had been killed by emissaries of
         Rosas in 1829, and after a prolonged dictatorial rule Rosas had fled the country in
         1852 and peacefully passed away in Europe in 1877. In Borges’s earlier writings, Rosas
         was first considered a “tyrant,” a “bureaucratic land tenant” and later on the head
         of a cavalry militia known as montoneras.[49]   In “A Dialogue,” the critique of Rosas is less sociological and of a more ethical
         nature: he is presented as a coward (since others fight and die for him), and as a
         non-reflexive person. Quiroga, instead, is imagined as a courageous and impoverished
         gaucho tired of violence, who welcomes the pacification and who has drawn ethical lessons
         from his past experiences. The plot replicates Borges’s earlier comparison between
         Rosas and General Urquiza, who led the revolt against the former in 1852, thus embarking
         the country in a path towards the definitive constitutional organization. In “Una
         pieza del año ‘52” Rosas comes through as someone of a “terrible simplicity,” while
         Urquiza is seen as “the perfect realization of a tragic destiny,” for he was a great
         caudillo but his actions led to the “death of caudillismo.”[50]   What the latter implied was the birth of the national union under a constitutional
         law. 
      

      
      One story that attests to the opposition between caudillo force and law is “Pedro Salvadores.”[51]   One night, Rosas’s paramilitary force (the mazorca) searches for a member of the opposition party to arrest him. The man swiftly hides
         in an underground cellar where he stays away from family and society. After Rosas
         is deposed, nine years later, the protagonist-victim comes out of his hideaway; he
         is weak, shabby and silent. Not only did he lose his spirit and his health, during
         his hideaway his lands were confiscated and would never be returned. Salvadores is
         the victim of a political persecution that translates to the loss of liberty and property.
         Material property is an unusual element in Borges’s texts, present here probably because
         his family had been a victim of confiscation under Rosas. The once wealthy family
         of Borges’s mother had been expropriated to their large state in the province of Buenos
         Aires. (According to Alicia Jurado, Borges’s grandmother, Leonor Suárez de Acevedo,
         had accompanied her mother and her aunt to ask Rosas’s daughter to mediate in the
         devolution of the property, which she did not do out of the fear her father inspired
         in her).[52]  
      

      
      In the texts analyzed so far, Rosas belongs to the category of personalities associated
         with urban values—wealth, fame, loftiness, and a sedentary life—with political persecution
         and confiscation, with a glib manipulation of his followers, and with an unrepentant
         attitude in regard to the use of violence. In contrast, Quiroga, Cruz and Fierro are
         associated with bravery and to the acceptance of individual responsibility, set against
         the diverse and unappealing signals descriptive of city politics. 
      

      
      Crossing Over the Frontier

      
      The contrast between the two sides of the frontier is also employed in several stories
         that can be grouped under the label of “crossing over,” where people from the city
         or from the campo travel, meet and interact with the inhabitants on the other side of the frontier.
         Most of these encounters are positive in the sense that the characters feel they benefit
         from the frontier experience, as is the case with the acclaimed story “The South.”[53]    With an autobiographical tone and situated in 1939 Buenos Aires, its protagonist
         is Juan Dahlman, a sedentary librarian who travels to the campo to recover from a health condition. In his way to the station, he feels that where
         the South starts he enters “a more ancient and sterner world.” In the train he puts
         aside his reading, to feel “the joy of life.” Dahlman is later circumstantially deviated
         from his original destination and walks into a rural tavern, where he dines surrounded
         by one old gaucho, one Indian and two rural workers. The latter provoke him to pick a fight with them
         and Dahlman accepts, entertained by the idea that dying in a fight was “the death
         he would have chosen or dreamt.”[54]   Like Borges, Dahlman is a bookish man of the city who longs for a frontier experience.
         As in the other stories, the promising rural plains are set against the decadent and
         boring profile of the city. What the text also offers is not only the thrill of a
         fight between tough men, but the confirmation that courage and happiness are absent
         in the city. 
      

      
      That same absence is reinstated in the “Story of the Warrior and the Captive Maiden,”
         where we first read about Droctulft, a warrior who “deserted to the enemy during the
         siege of Ravenna and died defending the city he had previously attacked.”[55]   We are told that the Lombard is not a traitor but a convert, and that many generations
         afterwards others like him also converted (perhaps the ascendants of Dante Alighieri).
         The warrior’s case brings to Borges-the-narrator the memory of a tale he heard from
         his grandmother, Fanny Haslam, who lived in a frontier town in the province of Buenos
         Aires. The second part of the story deals with an English woman captured by the Indians
         who, when offered a chance to return to the town, declines it and escapes to the desert.
         Like Dahlman, the captive longs for happiness across the frontier.[56]  
      

      
      The warrior and the captive choose to live in a place that is culturally opposite
         to their native lands: the warrior from the wild woods is attracted to city statues
         and temples, while the English captive chooses to remain the wife of an Indian chieftain.
         In both cases the act of crossing over carries positive consequences: the result of
         the warrior’s conversion might be the existence of Dante, and the once civil (but
         we assume sad) woman finds happiness among rustic Indians. In contrast, the urbanite
         grandmother—for whom the captive mirrors her own life—reacts lamenting the loss of
         civilization to her fate in the frontier post. 
      

      
      The process of crossing over is not less beneficial in the case of “The Ethnographer.”[57]   Fred Murdock is a young American student who spends two years living among the
         Indians. When he returns to the city and he informs his professor that he learned
         a beautiful secret but that he cannot tell him what it is. Upon being asked if he
         will return to live with the Indians, he rejects that possibility, for what he learned
         “is good anywhere and for any circumstance.” Murdock thus embodies a different form
         of crossing over than the warrior and the captive, for he successfully conciliates
         his urban life with what he discovered in the frontier. He blends city and frontier
         values without effort or problems; his recipe, though, is only his, since it cannot
         be passed on to others. It seems plausible to infer from this that individuality resides
         in the base of any cultural blend: each person has to discover her own form of integrating
         differing values, and thereby choosing the standards by which to live.
      

      
      The positive experience of crossing over the frontier also animates the story “The
         Night of the Gifts.”[58]    Situated in 1874, it narrates an episode during the summer stay of a teenager
         in the rural area of Lobos, who is invited by Rufino—a peón (worker in a farm)—to a night out in town. The visitor then hears about Indian raids,
         and he is seduced by a woman with Indian features; the exciting experience of his
         stay is further enhanced when he sees a sergeant kill rebel gaucho Juan Moreira. Sexual initiation and the witnessing of death at first hand provide
         the young porteño with the intensity absent in the city, an impression that will last in the narrator’s
         memory for the rest of his life. Like Dahlman and the captive, the sentiments tied
         to the frontier imaginary provide the urbanite teenager with a pleasant experience.
         
      

      
      Since “The Night of the Gifts”   belongs to the 1970s, the death of the rebel must
         not go unnoticed. Why is Moreira killed? Here we must assess to what extent the plot
         reflects the late Borges’s impression of the gaucho, as advanced in the texts analyzed above. Juan Pablo Dabove thinks that the story “dissociates
         the courage of the bad gaucho from the epic founding.”   From this angle, the gaucho was “bad” because his courage was not pure but rather used in the service of patronage
         and criminality. By killing Moreira, Borges would want to rescue the purity of gaucho courage.[59]   If so, this reading also suggests that the killing was not only politically justified,
         but that it was also legal, since it is a law-enforcement agent who carries it out
         after the outlaw has killed someone else that same night and was trying to escape.
         Law has finally replaced duels in the plains. The sergeant stands in for a government
         that, unlike in “The End,” now fulfills its role in securing justice in the frontier.
         In this sense, there is a kind of institutional “crossing over,” from the lawless
         plains in Tadeo Cruz to the lawful punishment of illegal actions. 
      

      
      “The Night of the Gifts” is among Borges’s last published fictions that deal with
         frontier encounters. So is “Doctor Brodie’s Report,”[60]   a story inspired in part 4 of Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels that narrates the visit of Reverend David Brodie to the land of the tribe Mlch (whom
         he calls Yahoos, imitating Swift’s term applied to the humans).[61]   The Yahoos, as the Houyhnhnms, are essentially simple: they go naked, use no written
         language and ignore complex math operations. Yet here the plots part ways. During
         the three years Gulliver spends with the tribe, he enjoys a happy life, improves in
         virtue and wisdom, and realizes how dirty and vile life among his own people is. In
         contrast, Brodie describes the Mlchs/ Yahoos as bestial: they practice cannibalism,
         mutilation, prostitution, and murder. Since they have no memory, no history explains
         the roots of these habits.
      

      
      Contrary to Gulliver, who constantly reminds us of the grandeur of his hosts and the
         baseness of his own people, we are told nothing of Brodie’s impressions of the tribe
         until he returns to Glasgow and writes that, despite their barbarism, the tribe represents
         “civilization, much as we ourselves do, in spite of our many transgressions. (. .
         .) Not only is it our duty to save their souls, but it is my fervent prayer that the
         Government of her Majesty will not ignore what this report makes bold to suggest.”[62]   Upon a first reading one might find this recommendation coherent with Brodie’s
         profession, for he is a Christian missionary and as such he believes in the universality
         of redemption. Under this light, it is logical that he would ask the Queen to save
         the Yahoos’ souls. Yet, his description of the tribe’s habits is more of an anthropologist’s
         observation than a priest’s concern on the mode of a spiritual conversion. If he suggests
         saving them, it is possibly from extinction. 
      

      
      This possibility opens up a second line of interpretation: Brodie wants to save the
         tribe because they possess institutions, language, poetry, belief in the immortality
         of the soul and in punishment and reward. In presenting a certain form of institutionalism,
         the tribe would merit to be rescued and perhaps reeducated. However, this reading
         can be called into question by an also plausible multicultural reading, which flows
         from the respect for cultural differences in their own right and not because of any
         shared universal values. From this angle, salvation can only imply preserving or even
         supporting the Yahoos’ lifestyle and distinctive identity. Yet, Borges does not speak
         of a civilization (una cultura) but of the civilization (la cultura), thus implying that the Yahoos and the Reverend’s people might share the criteria
         of what constitute the standards for a civilized society.
      

      
      Along these lines, a third interpretation insinuates that, given the Yahoos’ complex
         and abstract language, they are not a primitive people but rather a degenerate one,
         which—according to Sarlo—may lead us to infer that their depravity symbolizes the
         decadence of the West.[63]   In other words, the Yahoos may be mirroring—to use one of Borges’s favorite metaphors—the
         reality that any society can be subject to the worst forms of barbarism. The connection
         to the historical context is here unavoidable: the civilization in which Borges was
         bred had been utterly challenged by Fascism, Nazism, and World Wars, phenomena that
         had grown out of Western civilization itself.
      

      
      Swift inspired Borges to imagine the crossing over of a westerner to a remote tribal
         land. The search for a virtuous, peaceful and wise social order had led the Irish
         author to recreate a utopia outside the human realm, yet Gulliver’s distrust is not
         to be found in Brodie. For, if the former concludes that the Yahoo-humans are hopelessly
         degenerated, the latter still hopes to save them. Seen in this light, Borges literary
         imagination provides a more optimistic answer to the complex issues arising from frontier
         encounters and transformations, and to the possibility of regenerating what has apparently
         become an irreversible decadence.
      

      
      Our last—and more dramatic—story about the experience of crossing over is “The Gospel
         according to Mark.”[64]   In 1928, urbanite Baltasar Espinosa travels to a campo where he meets the Gutre family, of Northern European origins (now almost undetectable
         under the strong “traces of Indian blood”) who live a rural life. Due to a flood,
         Espinosa is forced to stay longer than initially planned, and he starts reading from
         the Gospel to the peasants, to find distraction and as an exercise in translation.
         After listening attentively to the narrative of the Crucifixion, the Gutre take the
         visitor to be the Messiah, which he realizes only too late: “Espinosa understood what
         awaited him on the other side of the door. When they opened it, he saw a patch of
         sky. A bird sang out. A goldfinch, he thought. The shed was without a roof; they had
         pulled down the beams to make the cross.”[65]   Like its precedents, this frontier encounter provides Espinosa with pleasure (he
         sleeps with the daughter of Gutre) but unlike its precedents it has a tragic ending.
         In the historical context of the 1970s Borges’s portraying the demise of civilization
         in the frontier plains is not surprising. The Gutres’ improvised interpretation of
         the meaning of the Crucifixion is the consequence of their gradual loss of instruction
         in Western civilization. Espinosa is thus a victim to gaucho illiteracy, not to a dogmatic religious attitude. In this sense, Sarmiento’s worries
         about the lack of formal instruction conducive to barbarism seem to underlie the plot.
         The story reflects the idea that the civilizing mission had failed, just as Espinosa’s
         innocent intention tragically fails. The ending may be also read as showing that barbarism
         could carry deadly costs. 
      

      
      The Political Uses of Frontier Values

      
      In the texts analyzed so far, frontier courage initially stands out as a more attractive
         value when compared to the city’s concern with knowledge, wealth and fame. Eventually,
         that attraction recedes and the gaucho becomes an object of political manipulation. An explanation is in order to polish
         the analysis of Borges’s growing estrangement from his early encomiastic views on
         courage. Political events had induced the Argentine author to express and gradually
         intensify his complaints and regrets about the praise of courage, which for him had
         ended up as a pure apology of violence. In this regard, 1974 was a crucial year that
         crowned a troubled decade of growing instability. For one, the impact of the Cuban
         Revolution had resulted in the rise of the revolutionary movements and the organization
         of guerrillas in Latin America, to which Argentina was no exception.   Additionally,
         Argentina’s 1973 presidential elections had put Peronists back in power, after a proscription
         of eighteen years.[66]   For Borges the results of the election meant the return to the sort of barbarism
         that decades earlier had kept him actively engaged in denunciations against Fascism
         and populism. He reinstates the formula civilization or barbarism in the following
         paragraph that summarizes well his ideas at the time: 
      

      
      
         [Borges] used to think that courage was one of the few virtues of which men are capable,
            but this cult led him, and many others, to the reckless veneration of lawless men.
            (. . .) Thus, throughout the years, he unintentionally and unsuspectingly contributed
            to the exaltation of a barbarism that resulted in the cult of the gaucho, of Artigas
            and of Rosas.[67]  
         

         
      

      In denouncing the association of courage with politics, Borges makes reference to
         an idea that, according to Dabove,  was first formulated by Juan Agustín García.[68]   A nineteenth-century writer, García viewed Argentina’s social life as marked since
         the early colonial days by the “theatrical and heroic contempt of life, which extended
         in the ‘national cult of courage,’” followed by a “sense of the future greatness,”
         the “contempt” of law (the restrictive Spanish trade policies had triggered widespread
         smuggling and bribery), and by a “willingness for easy wealth,” an offspring of the
         “brutal forms of appropriation of native lands and people.”[69]   
      

      
      Like García, Alberdi had also tackled the problems of a local political ethos that had hindered individual liberty and socioeconomic progress. He called for “civilizing
         actions” through the fostering of European immigration, the promotion of free commerce
         and industry, and an institutional design that would favor and support them.[70]   However, the optimism about the possibility of achieving civilization withered
         after a life-long dedication to politics. In Palabras de un ausente, Alberdi argues against the continual prevalence of political barbarism defined as
         violence, theft and slander, “which was always the weapon of barbarian governments,
         even if they were literate.” He makes a subtle distinction between “wild” barbarian
         rulers who commit violent acts and “lettered” barbarians who engage in theft and slander.[71]   Having left behind the military anarchy of the 1820s and the violence under Rosas,
         barbarism in the 1870s was embedded in political practices that worked against liberal
         institutions.
      

      
      Although he makes use of the same dichotomy, Alberdi reverses Sarmiento’s formulation:
         barbarism is located in the city, and the campo is not a desolate and wild land but the potential source of wealth for South America,
         since it represents progress in the form of production and trade. In his terms, civilization
         meant encouraging and protecting those activities, as opposed to promoting mere literacy;
         civilization also translated into personal safety, as opposed to the barbarism of
         insecurity. In effect, political insecurity for the author consists in the absence
         of the liberty “to be unpleasant to the governing without the risk of losing life,
         honor or property or to be declared guilty of treason.” Alberdi thus revisited the
         concept of barbarism in a decade that had left Sarmiento’s educational preoccupations
         behind, and that could not quite move forward in the project of civilizing the rulers
         as well as the people. Barbarism is now redefined: it is not the insecurity caused
         by the vandalism and bloodshed of uncontrolled hordes invading the city, as imagined
         by Sarmiento and Gibbon. Rather, it is presented with an urban voice whose impostures
         and lies made politics inhospitable and petty.[72]   
      

      
      One hundred years later, Borges tackles barbarism once again, which now reappears
         to his eyes as a consequence of the political use of literary courage and its negative
         impact on the life of the nation. However, I want to advance the view that, contrary
         to his 1974 claims, Borges’s association between the literature on courage and its
         deleterious consequences is not one that follows from the stories analyzed in the
         previous section. Borges’s main gaucho characters, Fierro, Cruz and Quiroga, show that their choices are alien to the thoughtless
         adhesion to caudillo style politics, as well as to the advocacy of antagonism or violence as a means to
         achieve any political end. In other words, the sort of courage that the late Borges
         decries is not an offspring of the literature inspired by frontier values, but rather
         the sign of political stances that used it to advance nationalism, to persuade people
         to exert illegitimate coercive force on the opposition, or to engage in the revolutionary
         defiance of the republican order. 
      

      
      The type of courage invoked to support both nationalist and revolutionary actions
         was the one practiced by the cavalry militias whose hierarchical organization and
         unconditional allegiance to their warlord was far removed from Borges’s gauchos, who fight for the country’s independence or in the name of personal integrity. There
         is nothing noble in the ransacking of ranches, in unbridled mobs following a caudillo, or in the armed organizations engaged in guerrilla actions for the sake of a thorough
         social reform. In fact, guerrilla declarations were impregnated with antagonist social
         views, an attitude of combative resistance, and military tactics.[73]   Their magazine El descamisado [The shirtless] published a comic alluding to Juan Moreira, a “bad gaucho” presented now as a hero.[74]   The bad gaucho was thus invoked by revolutionaries of the 1970s, who grew apart from the tradition
         of individuality and dignity that Hernández had called for, and that resonates in
         Borges’s texts on the frontier. In evaluating these diversions, the late Borges renounces
         his earlier praise of courage under the conviction that such literature had produced
         results ominous to liberty, peace and security. Yet, as I argue, it was not frontier
         courage in literature that undermined the rule of law by promoting a certain type
         of cultural attitude, but political manipulation and revolutionary violence, which
         worked against the soundness and stability of institutional life. 
      

      
      Like the late Borges, some scholars have associated gaucho literature with Argentine society’s lack of respect for law and authority.[75]   Yet this is not the gaucho spirit that Hernández wanted to convey, one of liberty, decency and honesty disrupted
         by political and legal practices. Hernández’s Fierro shows indeed ethical concerns
         when advising that “it is sad to live outside the law,”[76]   or when stating, “The gaucho is Argentine/only to have him killed, if the government
         wants people/it should pay them and that’s it.” Furthermore, his complaint is directed
         against political practices at large:
      

      
      
         The Law is made for everyone but it only rules the poor / The Law is a spider’s web
            / that’s how I see it, though I’m ignorant / It’s not feared by the rich men, and
            never by the ones in command / because the big flies break out of it and it only catches
            little ones / (. . .) it’s a simple matter / the Law’s like a knife, it doesn’t hurt
            the one who holds it.[77]   
         

         
      

      These verses speak to the governmental practices that by the 1870s denied the gauchos the rights they were entitled to. A century later, their voices were again distorted
         by the political manipulation of courage. In denouncing the political uses of literature
         the late Borges was somehow expanding his 1938 critique of Rivera and Breton, who
         had made a call “to serve the revolution by their art and to defend the liberty of
         that art itself against the usurpers of the revolution,”  to which Borges had replied
         that “it is absurd for art to be a department of politics.”[78]   In the 1970s, the political manipulation of gaucho literature can be represented as the counterpart of the literature engagé: if the latter created art to serve the revolution, the former promoted nationalism
         and revolution by invoking art. From a Borgesian angle, they were two paths to the
         same sad destination. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In 1936 Borges ascribes two historical tasks to the city of Buenos Aires: to have
         initiated the Wars of Independence, and to have led the subsequent wars against rebel
         caudillos and Indian raids. In going over the political personalities of the city, the author
         brings to memory the cases of San Martín, whom he now places “in a haze,” and the
         “crimes” of Dictator Rosas. Departing from a military history that he sees distant
         and dated, Borges concludes that to talk about the past is to “betray” the spirit
         of a city that “imposes on us the terrible duty of hope,” and “the love of a secret
         future.”[79]    
      

      
      At the time he wrote this piece, building the new city implied leaving behind a history
         of caudillos and military heroes, and moving forward to a vibrant future that would accommodate
         and benefit from foreign and invigorating social actors. Borges almost seems to be
         speaking on behalf of the constitutional promise of the nascent liberal republic,
         set forth in 1853 to “guarantee justice, secure domestic peace, provide for the common
         defense, promote the general welfare and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves,
         to our posterity, and to all men of the world who wish to dwell on Argentine soil.”[80]   
      

      
      Borges’s invitation to consolidate and expand an equal, free and prosperous society
         was enunciated in 1936. It turned out that, a few decades later, San Martín reappeared
         from behind the haze and the gaucho left the solitary plains to become the respective symbols of nationalist and revolutionary
         groups. If the former invoked military prowess and looked at past glories, the latter
         used the rhetoric of courage as a battle cry to promote a future utopia; they both
         sought to undermine the basis of the liberal republic. It was the writer’s opinion
         that the hopeful project of an open, democratic and enlightened society by then had
         failed; as had the construction of the nation’s collective imaginary around the “good” gaucho. The political violence of the 1970s was a testimony to both failures. 
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      Chapter 5

      Democratic Sensitivity and Reality

      
         
         
      

      
      As pointed out in the precedent chapters, in Borges’s texts the political is often
         equated with factious and revolutionaries activities (“Avelino Arredondo,” “Theme
         of the Traitor and the Hero,” “The Shape of the Sword”); with a fallacious principle
         of representation (“The Congress”); with the pretension to arrange human life according
         to untlonic dystopias (Postscript to “Tlön,” “Notes on Germany and the War”); with the building
         of walls and the burning of books (“The Wall and the Books”); with totalitarianism,
         war (“Deustches Requiem,” “The Secret Miracle”) and absolute or tyrannical governments
         (“The Lottery in Babylon,” “The Man in the Threshold”); with assassination (“In Memoriam,
         JFK”); with the unbridled ambition for power (“The Disk”), and with the revisionism
         of historical figures and literary symbols (“Martín Fierro”). 
      

      
      According to Borges, most of the human enquiries and enterprises—including philosophical
         and literary expressions—find a suitable symbol in the figure of a labyrinth that
         symbolizes human perplexity. It should be noted, though, that the realm of the political
         is not included in Borgesian labyrinths, not because it is unproblematic but because
         government is seen quite straightforwardly in its coercive and interfering nature.[1]   However, as I argue in chapter 1, his distrust of the political does not extend
         to the realm of civil society, for he advocates the individual and collective commitments
         necessary to sustain a free, well-ordered and pacific polity, on the basis of a civic
         ethics that mandates respect for others and law-abidingness. One of the questions
         that arise at this point is what type of institutional arrangements and collective
         actions can be more conductive to achieve those ends. Among the alternatives, democracy
         outstands as the regime that has comparatively outperformed all others in terms of
         achieving those goals. 
      

      
      This chapter analyzes the topic of democracy in Borges’s texts and opinions. Given
         his explicit subscription to liberal anarchism, an issue to address is the conceptual
         relation between democracy and liberalism. Since the latter presupposes that individuals
         are the ultimate sources of value, the type of democracy that is compatible with liberalism
         should be one in which individual values and choices are protected by means of institutions
         such as an impartial rule of law and a limited government. 
      

      
      In the next pages I examine Borges’s views on democracy, so as to complement the analysis
         on liberalism, individuality, nationalism, war and revolution offered in the precedent
         chapters. Democracy is, perhaps, the most conflictive topic, for Borges’s writings
         and opinions varied widely throughout his life and a few were indeed quite controversial.
         Therefore my purpose here is to analyze what the idea of democracy initially meant
         for him, why he departed from his early democratic sensitivity and why he later recovered
         his faith in democracy. The chapter is mostly related to Argentina’s political history
         and to Borges’s reaction to those events. I also make reference to some political
         theories that may help explain and better understand his opinions and texts on the
         subject under consideration.
      

      
      A brief periodization is in order to understand Borges’s oscillations in regard to
         democracy. When young, his political sensitivity was first aligned with an idea of
         democracy understood as a social interaction based on the value of equality, rather
         than as a form of political organization in itself. Thus, in 1926 he praises “the
         democratic faith that the Other is also an I, and that for him I am an Other.”[2]   As we shall see below, there are clear Whitmanian tones in this early conception
         of democracy, which carries over into his 1930s writings and their implication that
         a democratic culture is, by definition, one that embraces social equality (“the Other
         as an I”). After a period of intense immigration to Argentina that had challenged
         the collective imaginary of a national identity, Borges understands that the latter
         had to be necessarily redefined so as to also include social diversity. This idea
         comes through in his reflection, “The criollo is now one of many (. . .) he has to forget honors (. . .) his destiny requires it.”[3]   The society that resulted from the blend of local and immigrant elements was one
         bred in openness and diversity. In those years Borges was actively engaged in politics,
         and he supported President Hipólito Yrigoyen (from the Unión Cívica Radical party,
         aligned with the tenets of social democracy) with the hope that he would lead the
         country to integrate the new social forces into the political system and thus turn
         Argentina into a consolidated democratic society.[4]  
      

      
      Yet, as before mentioned, his hopes were curtailed by the expansion of Fascism in
         the following decade. In 1930 a military coup d’état deposed Yrigoyen and, with the consent of a large part of the political establishment,
         interrupted the democratic project in what eventually turned out to be a long chain
         of interruptions. In the early 1940s, when Borges found himself actively denouncing
         the fascists, his idea of democracy shifted from social pluralism to a regime that
         prevents the concentration of power by means of electoral competition and republican
         institutions. In the manifest signed in 1945, under a de facto military rule, he calls for political liberty and elections and demands that the
         country’s foreign policy align with democratic countries in a reversal of the alleged
         neutrality imposed by a “succession of governments divorced from popular will.”[5]   
      

      
      Subsequent political events moved the country away from the liberal democracy that
         Borges called for towards a populist regime. In response to these changes, he gradually
         gives in to a growing distrust in democracy, an attitude fed during the nationalist
         and populist years in Argentina.[6]   It is in this period that he starts to dissociate democracy from liberty, and to
         equate the former with the abuses of populism, which he increasingly decries. Democracy
         is no longer a system of social equality and diversity, as in the 1930s, nor is it
         an electoral mechanism to check the government, as in the mid-1940s, but it becomes
         for him a synonym with a discretionary regime backed by unbridled politics. 
      

      
      In the 1960s and 1970s his criticism becomes an outright rejection of democracy, both
         for fear of the international expansion of Communism and of the consolidation of local
         populism. At that time he complains that “Things are bad now. Russia is taking over
         the planet; America, hobbled by the superstition of democracy, can’t make up its mind
         to be an empire.”[7]   In 1976, he goes as far as writing: “I do not believe in democracy, that curious
         abuse of statistics.”[8]   During these years, he also became an internationally acclaimed writer, and in
         his interviews he often disclosed his critique of democracy, to the chagrin of many
         admirers.[9]   Moreover, he supported Latin American military dictators and made bold statements
         about democratic politics at large. However, after two decades of criticism, and alarmed
         by the realization that military regimes had incurred more terrible abuses, Borges
         regretted having supported them and recovered his faith in democracy, which in the
         1980s he sees again as a “hope.”
      

      
      In this chapter, the analysis of Borges’s winding intellectual journey with democracy
         is structured as follows: I first address what I call his democratic sensitivity,
         as presented in the writings and lectures on Emerson and Whitman. Secondly, I look
         at subsequent political realities and at his fictions and opinions to illustrate how
         populism inspired him to consider democracy as an abuse. I also look at interpretations
         of Peronism to insert Borges’s critique within a larger theoretical framework. Last,
         I elaborate on his repentance and the renewal of hope by arguing that his late reconciliation
         with democratic life is more consistent with both his early sensitivity and his liberal
         faith that liberty can be better protected under a democratic regime.
      

      
      Some caveats apply. Besides his fictions and articles I also take into consideration his public
         declarations, despite the fact that he insisted on the need to ignore the political
         opinions of authors when evaluating their literary contribution. Borges always came
         back to this idea, as when stating that Chesterton was erroneously judged by his religious
         creed, as was Kipling by his belief in the British Empire. Likewise, when commenting
         on the political opinions of Julio Cortázar, he writes, “Leaving ethics aside, I understand
         that the views of a man are usually superficial and ephemeral.”[10]   I believe, though, there are two distinct analyses with regard to this issue. Opinions
         certainly do not affect the quality of a literary work, but they are useful to detect
         intellectual stimuli that may later become inspiration for literature itself, as Borges
         acknowledged: “Theories can be useful in stimulating poetry; [democracy] has made
         of Whitman a great poet.”[11]   Democracy did not make of Borges a great writer, as revolutions and Nazism did,
         but exploring his views and texts related to democracy may help integrate the topic
         in the broader picture of his treatment of the political. 
      

      
      From Democratic Sensitivity
 to Political Reality
      

      
      In the nineteenth century—much beloved by Borges—Tocqueville’s reflection on the progress
         of the democratic social revolution called for the education of the new civic mores,
         for a necessary adaptation of political institutions, and for a “new science of politics”
         that would study and explain the “shape of democracy,” that is, “its inclinations,
         character, prejudices and passions.”[12]   What the French aristocrat saw as the “irresistible” advance of social equality,
         Ralph Emerson and Walt Whitman celebrated with an enthusiasm that would soon spread
         abroad. Young Borges read and admired both writers. In 1929 he praises the emotional
         intensity in Whitman, not because of the usual (and for Borges) false image of a man
         saluting the world and proclaiming a destiny of a nation, but because of his “negation
         of intellectual schemes.”[13]   It was Whitman’s strong democratic sensitivity—as opposed to a rational justification
         of democracy—that first captured Borges’s attention. Whitman’s sentimental style has
         been also highlighted by philosopher Martha Nussbaum when arguing that the poet worked
         hard to achieve social change by “embracing the world” with love and sympathy.[14]   Whitman’s democratic embrace indeed resonates in the writings of the early Borges,
         who is open to anything that the world could bring to him. In the literary realm he
         finds merit in the anonymous phrases and ideas written randomly in street cars, “as
         if we could know among all what nobody knows.”[15]   (The idea of the capacity of everyman for literary expression and creativity at
         large would reemerge after forty years in “Undr,” as analyzed above in this book).
         In the political realm, he celebrates a social order founded on the integration of
         the local culture and the contributions of immigrants; an idea that decades later
         inspires “The Congress,” where immigrants are mentioned as active participants in
         the construction of the nation.
      

      
      In 1947, Borges’s essay “Note on Walt Whitman” still emphasizes the American writer’s
         emotional over his intellectual strength, but he now zooms in on the political aspect
         of the poet’s contribution: “Whitman’s plan was to display an ideal democrat, not
         to devise a theory,” a plan that succeeded in its “vast and almost inhuman task.”[16]   Borges comes back to this political portrait in a 1958 conference where he locates
         in Whitman the origins of “civil poetry” or art engagé, which he had decried before in his review of Rivera and Breton (“A Grandiose Manifesto”)
         but which he now only mentions in passing, perhaps because he sees in Whitman not
         the prophet of a revolution but the voice of a new democratic era. Borges welcomes
         once again Whitman’s message directed “for all men of all ages and all countries,”
         but this time his reading is set within a peculiar political context, since the conference
         was held less than three years after the military had deposed Perón, and six months
         after Arturo Frondizi, of the Radical Party, had been elected President by the popular
         vote. Borges saw this as a new opportunity to regain liberal democracy. The text concludes
         with a line that reflects Borges’s tone as both cautious and optimistic back then:
         “It is not easy to regain faith [in democracy], but history demands of us that task,
         which is perhaps necessary for the final salvation of the world.”[17]   
      

      
      Between 1958 and his next conference on Whitman, almost ten years later at the University
         of Chicago, the Argentine democracy underwent two more military coup d’état and escalating violence (see chapter 4). Borges comes back to his idea that Whitman
         reflects the “aims of America” where the hero is everyone, and of his successful literary
         experiment of “plural voices.” Perhaps the sentence in this text that better illustrates
         the Borgesian profile of the poet is the following: “Whitman had to be all men and
         he wanted all men to be happy, and so he took democracy and joy as his field.”[18]   Yet at the outset the writer takes distance from the poet’s song to democracy by
         saying to the audience, “I do my best to believe in it [democracy], but sometimes
         I fail, of course.”   His opinion is bolder in his prologue to Leaves of Grass published one year later, where he writes that the democratic ideal “is now worn
         out by the excessive dependence on the ballot box and by the eloquent excesses of
         rhetoric.”[19]   Borges’s democratic sensitivity had gone from a warm enthusiasm in the 1930s to
         a sarcastic disbelief in the late 1960s, as a consequence of political turmoil.
      

      
      If Whitman had provided him with an emotional strength, Emerson spoke to Borges’s
         philosophical spirit. Emerson’s essay “Self-Reliance” is a forceful praise of individuality
         and integrity based on the idea of an energetic, non-conformist, self-made person
         with a strong work ethics, living alone but in communication with others, self-sufficient
         but not indifferent to the community, and fundamentally responsible for his principled
         decisions: “Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of principles.”[20]   Borges does adopt the idea that it is not circumstances but the individual who
         is “the maker of his own doom,” a phrase that according to him, Emerson “would not
         have disdained.”[21]   Emerson also believes that activity and genius are contagious, and that knowledge
         of the contributions of great men of action and great men of thought may in turn inspire
         others to follow the path of greatness. It is for that reason that he speaks of the
         “uses” of great men, who “exist that there may be greater men.”[22]   One of the corollaries of these ideas is the faith in the capacity of each person
         to be an active participant in the social order. Borges adhered to this faith; in
         his review of Emerson’s Representative Men and Carlyle’s On Heroes, he sides with the former, who “worships the possibilities that exist in every man,”
         and who generates his admiration and sympathy. Conversely, he condemns Carlyle’s idea
         that democracy is a chaos of ballot boxes, his criticism of parliaments, and the “unconditional
         surrender of power to strong, silent men” who lead countries to bondage, brutality
         and poverty.[23]   Borges’s book review was published in 1949, after the defeat of Nazism and in the
         midst of populist rule in Argentina, which explains his association of extraordinary
         and powerful men with the danger for democracy and liberty. Ironically, and as I mention
         below, Carlyle’s dismissal of ballot boxes and parliaments would eventually permeate
         Borges’s own stories and opinions, as he grew more critical of the workings of democracy
         in his country.
      

      
      The writers of the democratic age inspired Borges to commend Argentina’s promising
         political possibilities in the first three decades of the twentieth century. A growing
         social integration, economic wealth and institutional stability, made it an auspicious
         time for literature to contribute with the construction of a democratic culture. However,
         parallel to the process of democratization and to socioeconomic progress, a systematic
         political effort had begun to channel the public opinion into a centralized and uniform
         view of national identity. Such effort was partly due to an aspiration to homogenize
         social imaginaries in order to balance the cultural strength of immigration, as in
         the case of Lugones, but it also obeyed to the nationalistic and militaristic ideologies
         which expanded globally at that time.[24]   To move towards more specific aspects of the anchoring of such ideologies in Argentina
         I will mention Carlos Escudé’s research on the public educational system between 1900
         and 1950, which illustrates well the phenomenon. If in 1910 national government officials
         praised “the sacrifices imposed by the Fatherland, the respect due to law and the
         obligation to defend it with his blood and with his life,” by 1940 they were looking
         at Patriotism as “a jubilant parade of children, soldiers and citizens [and as] a
         categorical imperative, an indeclinable duty of national preservation.”[25]   The stage was thus set for a cultural nationalism that would later converge in
         the undermining of pluralism and the increasing verticality of governmental structures
         and practices that reached a climax under the first Presidencies of Perón, between
         1946 and 1955. Thus, the young Argentine democracy consolidated at the beginning of
         the twentieth century was accompanied since the start by policies and practices that,
         as Samuel Amaral rightly points out, eventually moved away from the consensus model
         of democracy towards a model of politics as plebiscite.[26]   
      

      
      There are at least three levels of analysis that show why the changes introduced by
         the Perón administration worked against Borges’s democratic sensitivity. First, there
         was little latitude for the construction of a competitive internal partisan organization
         that is so central medullar to  liberal democracies.  The President ruled both the
         party and the country with a strict disciplinary logic proper to his military trajectory
         and the lessons he had drawn from his stay in Mussolini’s Italy: 
      

      
         Modern experience shows that the best organized working masses are undoubtedly those
            that can be better managed and conducted at all levels. (. . .) We are trained to
            fight, and may you have the absolute assurance that if we are brought into this struggle,
            we will go to it with the decision not to lose (. . .) I was formed in discipline.
            For the last thirty-five years I have exercised discipline and I have made others
            to do it as well (. . .).[27]   
         

      

      Following this logic, the Peronist party structure was built and consolidated around
         a strict hierarchy, backed by a corporatist State and the unconditional support of
         monopolistic unions.[28]   Secondly, and crucial to the project, was the presence of Eva Duarte (“Evita,”
         the second wife of Perón), whose influential  discourse aimed at consolidating a hegemonic
         political movement that left little room for dissent. In one of her many public addresses
         she invited the workers “to expose the anti-Peronists, because they are sellouts,
         and I also ask the public officials to take measures, for otherwise we will think
         that they also are sellouts. (. . .) He who does not feel himself a Peronist cannot
         feel himself an Argentine.”[29]     This message constructed as a “traitor” anybody who would oppose the regime,
         and to the eyes of their followers it legitimized any measure directed against the
         opposition. Evita’s combative tone has been highlighted by Richard Gillespie, who
         writes about her as a “Jacobin” and highlights her connection with the guerrilla group
         Montoneros, who followed her violent rhetoric in calling for “death to the oligarchs.”[30]   
      

      
      Among the consequences of the authoritarian spirit of Peronism were the several restrictions
         to civil liberties. Borges signed a manifesto prior to the 1946 election that anticipated
         such restrictions: “In the next elections we will have to choose between a tendency
         that mocks and bans freedom of expression and thought, and one that makes it possible.”[31]   The warning became true quite soon, and by 1952 professional academies and Universidad
         de Buenos Aires had been intervened by the government, hundreds of professors were
         fired or resigned, and many dissenters were sent to jail.[32]   
      

      
      Eventually, acute economic problems combined with the regime’s hegemonic pretensions
         ignited violent protests, literally. In 1953, bombs were exploded at a Peronist political
         rally and several people were killed or injured; the attack was responded to by setting
         fire to the headquarters of opposition parties and other buildings in Buenos Aires.[33]   Things got even more complicated when the regime turned against an increasingly
         critical Catholic Church: the President ordered the abolition of compulsory religious
         education, passed a divorce bill, banned Catholic demonstrations, closed a Catholic
         newspaper, and Peronist mobs ransacked and burned several churches on June 1955.[34]   As a consequence, a few months later a military coup deposed the President, who went into exile until 1973. Unfortunately, the populist
         era had produced a political cleavage that would remain long vivid in national history.
         As Loris Zanatta puts it, Perón’s political legacy would prove unresolvable in the
         decades to come: “without him there was no legitimate order, but neither was order
         with him, for the majority imposed its domain and the country imploded.”[35]   
      

      
      Between 1960 and 1976 Borges wrote several poems inspired by the political changes
         the country had undergone throughout the years. He imagines the 1920s as a tranquil
         period, when he enjoyed writing and he was unaware of what would come later, namely,
         “the opprobrium and the fire . . . the horror and the glory.”[36]   In several patriotic odes he laments having lost the homeland, which he sees now
         as “the ashes of an old flame.”[37]    In his analysis of Borges’s treatment of patriotism, Diego Alonso quotes a passage
         by Mauricio Viroli that helps to understand better the writer’s low spirits in those
         times: “Precisely because it competes with nationalism on the same terrain of passions
         and particularity and uses rhetorical rather than purely rational arguments, patriotism
         is a formidable opponent for nationalism. It works on bond of solidarity and fellowship
         and transmutes them into forces that sustain liberty instead of fomenting exclusion
         or aggression.”[38]   In this light, Borges’s poetic nostalgia for the patria was a response to the nationalist and populist versions advanced in the prior decades.
         He longs for a republican era in a poetic mood that speaks to the sentiments that
         these states of affairs had awakened in him (thus confirming his notion of poetry
         as a personal confession mentioned in chapter 2). The journey from his democratic
         hope of the 1930s to his political pathos of the 1960s would be fully expressed in
         his poetry of that time.[39]   In the next section I examine the sources of that pathos, and some of Borges’s
         texts inspired by them.
      

      
      The People, the Leader and the Writer

      
      The appeal of Peronism to the people has been persuasively explained on the basis
         of its nationalism, its anti-elitism, the amelioration of the working-class living
         conditions, its strong sentimental rhetoric, and the promise of a greater participation
         in the political, social and economic life.[40]   Peronism has also been inscribed in the genre of Latin American populisms that
         received increasing scholarly attention in the past decade, among which the work of
         Ernesto Laclau is especially useful to understand why the populist logic is the antithesis
         of the ideas defended by Borges; it therefore helps explain the latter’s strident
         clash with Peronism.[41]   
      

      
      Briefly stated, populism according to Laclau is not related to any substantive ideology,
         to a political party’s platform or party alliance, nor is it mere advocacy for the
         less well-off in any one society. Rather, it is understood as a form of doing politics,
         as a particular mode of articulating different and varying ideologies and groups around
         the notion of “the people.” Given the lack of substantive contents to define the identity
         of such diversity, the people are construed by whatever the discourse of the leader
         takes the popular subject to be. The discourse of the leader is based on only two
         necessary tenets: a bond of solidarity towards the people, and an attitude of antagonism
         against any ideology and group who do not belong to the category of “the people.”[42]  
      

      
      To the effect of creating and feeding this antagonism, the leader establishes a divide—an
         “internal frontier”—between the people and the “antagonist Other,” an antagonism that
         is also construed by what the discourse of the leader takes the Other to be. Whoever
         it turns out to be, the Other constitutes a force allegedly operating against the
         people’s demands. It seems important to call attention to the fact that social antagonism
         is not determined by economic dislocations or by the subsequent revolutionary actions
         that aim at eliminating them. Rather, it is created out of a discursive articulation,
         and populist articulators can come from any sector (social organizations, political
         parties, unions, the military, etc.). Thus, Laclau’s populist politics are anchored
         in a logic that creates and sustains a tight and emotional relation of solidarity
         between the pueblo and their leader, accompanied by a tense and confrontational relation to the “Other.”
         In this way, in dividing societies by means of antagonist discourses and policies,
         populism weakens liberal democratic processes, since under populism institutions and
         policies are subservient to the needs of each project of articulation.[43]   So construed, populism and liberal democracy would work as the two poles of a conceptual
         continuum defined by a pure institutional discourse on one end, and a pure populist
         discourse on the other. 
      

      
      The contrast between a populist hegemony and liberal democratic institutions as defined
         by Laclau was clear to Borges since the start of the Peronist rule. Those who did
         not defend the people’s cause were accused, marginalized or persecuted. When Borges
         was induced to resign to his position at the public library, his friends organized
         a dinner in his support, where he gave a speech defending the values for him under
         attack at that time:
      

      
         Dictatorships foster oppression, dictatorships foster servitude, dictatorships foster
            cruelty; more abominable is the fact that they foster idiocy. Hotel clerks mumbling
            orders, effigies of caudillos, prearranged “long lives” and “down with,” walls embellished
            with names, unanimous ceremonies, mere discipline substituting for lucidity. . . .
            To combat such monotonies is among the writer’s many duties. Do I have to remind readers
            of Martin Fierro and Don Segundo Sombra that individuality is an old Argentine virtue?[44]  
         

      

      The paragraph illustrates the bulk of his critique against the regime, which he saw
         as erasing individuality, ethics, and the free expression of plural voices. It also
         speaks to the positive gaucho image analyzed in the precedent chapter, presenting them as symbols in the fight
         against oppressive political regimes.
      

      
      In what follows I will read some of Borges’s texts written at the time with the lens
         of the contrast between populism and liberal democracy as depicted above.[45]   Take for example “La fiesta del monstruo” [“The Feast of the Monster”],[46]   a story co-written by Borges and his friend Adolfo Bioy Casares. The epigram reads
         “Here your affliction begins,” it is taken from Hilario Ascasubi’s La refalosa, a short piece in verse in which a Rosista explains to a Unitarian how Rosas’s thugs will torture and behead him.[47]   Violent death also comes up in the story, for during the rally a Jewish student
         dies by stoning when the mob finds him in its way. Yet although the association between
         populism and violence is present, the text is more focused in describing the behavior
         of an unconditional crowd enthusiastically showing solidarity with their leader.[48]  
      

      
      The narrator is a militant who tells his girlfriend about the events in his march
         to Plaza de Mayo to hear a speech of the President. The account is chaotic in form
         and content, reflecting the spirit of the times as seen by the opposition: some people
         in the crowd try to escape, they insult, steal from and distrust each other, and they
         only attend the gathering out of political obligation and convenience. The narration
         is a full-fledged parody: the authors speak of a “civic day,” of the President/Monster
         as a “great Argentine laborer,” and of the group’s “enthusiasm” and “civic-mindedness.”
         Tellingly, the first and most cruelly treated victim in the story is the Jewish student:
         the choice of the character relates to the contrast between the illiterate mass manipulated
         by a caudillo, and the tranquil book reader, a symbol of intellectual tradition and culture.
      

      
      “La Fiesta” is inspired by El Matadero [“The Slaughterhouse”], Esteban Echeverría’s narration of the unbridled action of
         the masses when ransacking a slaughterhouse and killing a member of the opposition
         to Rosas. Borges wrote a prologue to Echeverría’s book that speaks to the violence
         under Rosas’s dictatorship: “[it is full of] atrocious things that seem real. The
         story is full of blood and full of mud. (. . .) The facts of the story are more powerful
         than what the characters say.”[49]   Luis Rossi finds the resemblance between the two works tenuous: there is no systematic
         blood in “La Fiesta,” and the tone of parody prevails. What the characters think,
         say and feel is more important than the facts in terms of what Borges conveys—a caricature
         about servility and stolidity rather than a reference to mob violence.[50]  
      

      
      Indeed, populism for Borges is fundamentally associated with “years of stupidity,”
         with a transit “from a world of individuals to a world of symbols,” and with the rampant
         disdain for the “prosaic scrupulousness of realism.” Perón’s was an “abominable” rule,
         ousted as an “act of justice,” for which the military would deserve “gratitude and
         friendship.” He contrasts the populists’ “manipulators of abstractions” with the “man
         in the street” who, in thinking that the former are scoundrels, “affirms with a rudimentary
         language the reality of blame and of free will.”[51]   
      

      
      Perhaps the height of Borges’s satirical and critical look on Peronism is the short
         piece “El simulacro” [“The Simulacrum”], which tackles the issue of corruption. Situated
         in a small town in the backwards province of Chaco on July 1952 (the month that Eva
         Duarte died), it narrates the arrival of a stranger with the corpse of a blonde woman.
         The man tricks the inhabitants into believing she is Eva, for the sake of profiting
         from the spontaneous donations of the rueful crowd. The final paragraph reads: 
      

      
         The mourning man was not Perón and the blonde doll was not the woman Eva Duarte, but
            then neither Perón was Perón nor Eva was Eva; they were unknown or anonymous persons
            (whose secret name and true face we ignore), who acted out a crass mythology for the
            credulous love of the poorer suburbs.[52]   
         

      

      These lines shift the attention from the couple of impostors to the rulers for which
         they stand in. The alleged anonymity of Eva and her husband is not of a literary type,
         associated with an invisible author behind a text, but rather the political farce
         of showing consideration for the poor but in fact making a personal profit out of
         the situation. The implication is devastating in terms of what, according to James,
         Peronism wanted to achieve, that is, better working-class living conditions, a bond
         of solidarity between the people and the leaders, and their effective participation
         in the political life of the nation. None of the three aspirations are left untouched
         or unconnected in the story: the living conditions of Chaco are the poorest, the expected
         solidarity is replaced with unabashed fraud, and consequently the declared goal of
         social inclusiveness is swept under the rug of personal convenience. This is Borges’s
         literary political parody at its best: short, incisive, and worried about the lack
         of ethics in politics.
      

      
      Another of Borges’s texts that can be read within the political context of the time
         is “Ragnarök,” an apocalyptic piece inspired by an Old Norse story about the future
         demise of the Gods, which is adapted to an event in Buenos Aires. On the day of the
         election of university authorities, a noisy mob intrudes in the building and its leaders
         take the stand in the main lecture hall. Irony, mythology and the epic are combined
         in the narration of the events and the feelings arising among the stunned members
         of the audience. Initially, the academics think that the intruders were “returning
         after centuries of exile”; soon they observe “they did not know how to talk,” and
         their clothes were of “the criminal luxury of the Underworld’s gambling lens and houses
         of ill-repute.” Finally, they realize they “were cunning, ignorant and cruel, like
         aged predators, and that if we allowed ourselves to be swayed by fear or pity, they
         would wind up destroying us. We drew our heavy revolvers (. . .) and exultantly killed
         the Gods.”[53]    Several elements indicate that the Gods in the story could stand in for populist
         activists: a massive demonstration, a mob taking over a private space, the fact of
         ignorance, and the violence associated to the situation. In addition, the fact that
         the “leaders” were pronouncing a public discourse in an academic environment reveals
         that they might be contesting, or simply replacing, education with propaganda. Admittedly,
         Borges told Bioy Casares that the story was not meant to be a satire against Peronism,
         and that it was only a fictional version of one of his nightmares. Still, he acknowledged
         it was a “vaguely symbolic” dream, and that it was acceptable to him that critics
         had tried to discover the political meaning of that symbolism.[54]   
      

      
      The texts analyzed above combine most of the Borgesian obsessions with populism: a
         concern with political corruption, the feedback between ignorance and manipulation,
         and the philosophical distinction in which “reality” is ascribed to the ordinary individual
         man and “fiction” to a collectivist whole (recall that this distinction is also used
         in his lines against Nazism). Borges’s persistent and unrelenting critique of Peronism
         has been catalogued as “myopic” and “mythological.”[55]   However, judging by the academic work and political commentary related to the origins
         and the nature of the phenomenon, and the consequences of many of its policies, his
         stance seems neither one. Take, for example, the work of the sociologist and Harvard
         professor Gino Germani, who described and conceptualized mass mobilizations under
         Peronism, which for him was an authoritarian regime;[56]   or the economists’ view that populist policies tend to engage in a public spending/inflation
         spree that produces deleterious consequences for the very people they wish to help.[57]   Even among people more sympathetic to mass mobilizations, such as the traditional
         left, Perón was considered to be a fascist and demagogic ruler, and a member of the
         landed oligarchy who had neutralized the workers’ revolutionary action by encouraging
         a false awareness of political inclusion.[58]   
      

      
      Unfortunately, the intensity of the political confrontation was not appeased in the
         decades that followed after the military coup in 1955. In 1974, several months after he returned from his long exile in Spain,
         Perón became President again, but his project was mortally wounded by the conflictive
         divide between attending the demands of young revolutionaries and keeping his long-standing
         attachment to the unions. In this respect Laclau explains that “there was nothing
         in common between the right-wing union bureaucracy, on the one hand, and the Peronist
         youth and ‘special forces’ [guerrillas], on the other: they considered each other
         as mortal enemies. (. . .) [The President] tried for a while to give coherence to
         his hegemonic movement but he failed: the antagonistic differentiation process had
         gone too far.”[59]   From a Borgesian perspective, the attempt to construct a populist hegemony was
         doomed to fail since its inception. Peronism was no exception to the social strife
         caused by political practices that foster factions and conflict. As in “Avelino,”
         the leader’s manipulation of followers for the sake of constructing the hegemonic
         project ended in an internal division that promptly escalated. After the death of
         the leader, violence went out of control, which eventually led to another coup and the military taking over the government in 1976. 
      

      
      It is not a coincidence then that it is at this historical junction when Borges declares
         his staunch disbelief in democracy. If in the precedent decade he had anticipated
         his doubts and his problems with the idea of democracy, he now defines it in a condescending
         fashion as a mere “abuse of statistics.”[60]   Since by that time he was already an internationally acknowledged writer, his political
         stance resonated in local and foreign interviews and articles, but he made no effort
         to belie his statement: “No one supposes that a majority of people can have valid
         opinions about literature or about mathematics, but it is believed that everyone can
         have valid opinions about politics, which is more delicate than the other disciplines
         (. . .).” Borges, though, qualifies his derogatory opinion: “Perhaps in other countries
         democracy can be justified; but in the Republic of Argentina I don’t think we can
         trust it.”[61]   The differentiation due perhaps to the populism he had long decried, which was
         absent abroad. Yet, for someone who had made a career out of reminding the reader
         of the fallibilities of thought and the inconsequentiality of intentions, it is ironic
         how he failed to see that his premise of the “invalidity” of the popular vote and
         his praise of the military rule alienated many of his readers.
      

      
      Political Excesses, Populist and Other

      
      Borges’s reaction against democracy can be analyzed within the philosophical framework
         of his opposition to “dogmatism, intolerance, fanaticism, violence, irrationalism,
         rationalism.”[62]   His methodological and normative individualism is the conceptual pillar on which
         he built this opposition. As pointed out in the precedent chapters, just as for him
         it is a misapplication of reason to defend the idea of collective wholes, it is a
         faulty pretention of language to attempt at describing all of reality, and it is wrong
         for men of letters to believe that the intentions of artists do matter to produce
         desired effects on their works. Last but not least, there is the political abuse of
         thinking that the vote of the majority is infallible, or that it can override the
         voice of the individual. Borges combines these arguments—methodological, linguistic,
         literary and political—in his critique of all types of excesses. 
      

      
      A piece written in collaboration with Bioy Casares illustrates the mocking of the
         holistic methodology in a humorous fashion: 
      

      
         The human race consists, notwithstanding climatic and political differences, of countless
            secret societies, whose members do not know each other since they change their status
            at all times. Some last longer than others: verbi gratia, the individuals who carry a Catalan name or a name that starts with G. Others vanish
            quickly: verbi gratia, all those in Brazil or Africa who now inhale the scent of jasmine or, more diligent,
            read a bus ticket. (. . .) The minimal gesture, lighting or putting out a match, expels
            us from a group and includes us in another.[63]   
         

      

      A second reaction against excesses was his affiliation to the Conservative Party in
         1960, because he found it was the only party that did not raise any fanaticism.[64]   His conservatism was thus a combination of a personal attitude and an epistemological
         stand against passionate sentiments and extremist ideas: for him, governments should
         not appeal to what is “grossly sentimental” nor be “visible or emotional.”[65]   Commenting on American author Francis Parkman, he quotes in full a political idea
         that calls his attention at the time: “My political faith lies between two vicious
         extremes: democracy and absolute authority. I do not object to a good constitutional
         monarchy, but I prefer a conservative republic.”[66]   Besides his reaction against extremism and sentimentality, Borges also rejects
         the assumptions that the majority knows what is best, and that democracy is the ultimate
         or absolute value that can override other values. In upholding these ideas, his views
         are aligned with contemporary theories that deny epistemological infallibility and
         moral truth to democracy. However, such theories also posit that the value of democracy
         lies in being the only method for the selection of rulers that allows for a pacific
         rotation in office. When compared to its alternatives, democracy can protect individual
         liberty better, and it is the best process for the formation and expression of political
         opinions.[67]   Borges overlooks any of these positive aspects in his considerations about democracy,
         and he becomes obsessed with the argument on the abusive statistics of collective
         decisions.
      

      
      For Borges, there is one more abuse related to the political sphere, which is the
         situation where isolated persons remain indifferent to the life of the nation. In
         this sense I agree with Bossart in that he “rejects both an isolated aestheticism
         and a literature of engagement.”[68]   I mentioned in chapter 1 the similarities of Borges’s preoccupation with Tocqueville’s
         observation that modern democracy was threatened by solipsistic individuals as well
         as by revolutionaries and reactionaries. According to the French author, in the United
         States, the vigorous principle of “self-interest properly understood” and a free associational
         life were successful dispositions to fight the consequences of individualism.[69]   The question that arises here is if the American success could be extended elsewhere,
         an issue that Borges has in mind when arguing in favor of the American exceptionalism
         in the “The Bribe” (recall his comment that self-renunciation could not have happened
         elsewhere). His critiques of the functioning of Argentine politics and his praise
         of the American ethos have to be read on par: if the former was marked by abuses,
         the latter was built on self-restraint. Thus, the lack of moderation and the inclination
         to disregard the law go hand in hand in his treatment of local political culture,
         which is mostly of an ethical nature.
      

      
      Overall, Borges’s critique of democracy can be explained in the light of the above-mentioned
         arguments, and in the context of the instability and frustrations of political life
         in twentieth-century Argentina, marked by populist regimes, undemocratic practices,
         military revolts, proscriptions of political parties, and revolutionary guerrillas.
         These political phenomena conspired against the gradual construction of a democracy
         founded on pluralism and a limited government. In this light, one wonders if Borges
         was disenchanted with the lack of a sound democracy rather than with the idea of democracy
         in itself. Be that as it may, he supported the military revolution that ousted Perón
         in 1955, and he later supported other military regimes (1966, 1976) in the belief
         that they would secure order and liberty against democratic excesses.[70]   His support of military coups and regimes could also have been due to his initial
         hope that a military administration would curb rampant corruption and decline, and
         that the absence of elections might alienate the populist danger.[71]   Borges celebrated the ousting of Peronism in March 1976, and joined a few intellectuals
         who had lunch with General Videla. He thanked him “for what he had done for the  patria,
         having saved it from chaos, from the abject state we were in, and, above all, from
         idiocy.”[72]   Later that year Borges lectured in Chile, then under the dictatorship of General
         Pinochet, and reinstated his critique of democracy and his support of the military,
         which apparently bore the consequence of not receiving the Nobel Prize.[73]  
      

      
      However, the Argentine military Junta that took office in 1976 later belied Borges’s
         naïve illusion that liberty would be better protected under their rule. It turned
         out they brought on their own abuses: the foreign debt increased from $US 7,800 million
         to $US 45,000 million, they put the country on the verge of war with Chile, and they
         invaded the Malvinas (Falkland) Islands bringing about war with the United Kingdom.[74]   But what turned out to be the real “inferno,” to use Paul Lewis’s term, was their
         systematic and secret kidnapping, torturing and killings perpetrated against the members
         of guerrilla groups and some of their sympathizers.[75]   Eventually Borges realized the extreme gravity of the illegal repression of terrorist
         activities and stated that he felt terribly bad when he first heard about these crimes.
         He finally supported democracy again when the Radical candidate Raúl Alfonsín won
         the presidential election in 1983. The electoral result (in which the Peronist candidate
         Italo Luder lost) reconciled Borges with his early Emersionan democratic faith, and
         realigned him with his original critique of Carlyle’s heroic minorities: “I let myself
         be fooled by the military. . . . They have made all the mistakes and possible crimes.
         . . . They even invented a war.”[76]  
      

      
      In 1984, a government-sponsored report provided evidence of the disappearance of 8,963
         people during the last military dictatorship. The report was based on the depositions
         and estimates by national and international human rights organizations. President
         Alfonsín announced plans to prosecute the nine military leaders who had ruled between
         1976 and 1983. In June 1985, the military juntas were taken to trial and a few months
         later they were convicted.[77]   Borges attended the trials and wrote a short piece declaring he could not make
         sense of the cruelty, and asserting that “not to judge and condemn the crimes would
         be to encourage impunity and to become, somehow, its accomplice.”[78]   He finally admitted his reconciliation with democracy in a comment that is worth
         translating:
      

      
         My disbelief in democracy lasted for a long time but the Argentine people have proved
            me wrong. In 1976, when the military staged a coup, I thought we would finally have a government of gentlemen. But the military themselves
            made me change my mind, when I heard (late) the news of the missing people, the crimes
            and atrocities they committed.[79]  
         

      

      He also commented on the guerrilla leaders of Montoneros, who were at the time planning
         to return to Argentina:  
      

      
         If they return they should be incarcerated. But possibly they will return with impunity,
            and with advertising too. Perhaps it may also be better an excess of tolerance than
            an excess of rigor. Do you remember how they kidnapped and tortured and finally killed
            General Aramburu? If you forgive Firmenich we would also have to forgive those responsible
            for the thirty thousand missing.[80]   
         

      

      Borges’s political reasoning comes full circle at this time: if law compliance is
         conditioned by the values embedded in cultural and institutional practices, as he
         argues back in 1946 in “Our Poor Individualism,” one way to end the practices that
         consolidate the breach of law is to hold all political actors responsible for committing
         fraud, corruption and crimes, as he now claims in the 1980s.[81]   
      

      
      The late Borges thus reconciles the spirit of individuality and liberty with the democratic
         sensitivity felt by Whitman, Emerson and the younger Borges. In this regard, individuality
         and mass democracy are conceptually compatible if balanced within the framework of
         liberal institutions.[82]   From this angle, what Borges overlooked for a long time was the possibility that
         an individualistic ideology   need not be antidemocratic   by definition: as long
         as a democratic regime protects individual liberty and rights they are largely compatible.
         Moreover, democratic principles could be even seen as the logical development of the
         liberal idea of individual rights and of the liberal [Lockean] right to self-government.[83]   
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Borges was not the only writer in the region and abroad to express regrets about his
         past political opinions. Spanish writer Jorge Semprún, once a Communist, eventually
         changed his mind and supported democracy as the only system compatible with freedom.[84]   Also a man of the left, Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano recently admitted that
         his 1971 best-seller the Open Veins of Latin America had tried to be a book of critical political economy but that he did not have the
         necessary technical training to write it, and therefore he “wouldn’t be able to read
         that book again.”[85]  A few decades earlier, Nobel Prize–winners Octavio Paz and Albert Camus had admitted
         to have grown disillusioned and no longer believed in socialism as a solution.[86]   As in the case of other writers, the late Borges reconciled his earlier democratic
         sensitivity with a more optimistic view about the functioning of democracy, and also
         with a more pragmatic vision about the unparalleled merits of a free political order.
      

      
      Borges once wrote of a relative, “Like all men, he was born at the wrong time.”[87]   The sentence could be applied to him as well. His opposition to Fascism, Communism,
         and populism lasted until very late in his life. Fortunately, he lived to see the
         Argentine return to democracy and the weakening (not yet the fall) of the communist
         regimes in the early 1980s. Despite the receding of partisan antagonisms and of regime
         instability, the political is still present in his last books published after 1980,
         and many of the tropes that inspired his earlier writings reemerge in the late poems
         and short pieces. In La cifra he writes about the political assassination of Caesar (“La Trama”), the burning of
         Carthage (“Elegía”), and the saving of the world by poets and anyone who is attracted
         to knowledge, art, forgiveness, gratefulness and modesty; naturally, there are no
         politicians among them (“Los Justos”). In Atlas he comes back to the old criollo topics. The figure of Rosas reappears in his usual dreadfulness in “Milonga del puñal,”
         “Buenos Aires,” and “La Jonction”; and the longing for liberating wars and epic battles
         in “Colonia del Sacramento” and “La Recoleta.” In Los Conjurados, “The Leaves of the Cypress” contains all of the elements of the story “The South”
         (a dream or nightmare, a trip, a book, a possible violent death in a criollo scenery); “Milonga del infiel” touches on the conquest of the Patagonian desert,
         and “Milonga del muerto” praises and envies the courage of an Argentine soldier sent
         to fight in the Malvinas/Falklands War.[88]   
      

      
      As it can be observed in these titles and contents, the late Borges was still inspired
         and preoccupied by local and international politics. Perhaps for that reason, he decided
         to move to neutral Switzerland, where he died in the summer of 1986. He now rests
         afar from his native country, in the tranquil lands of the Swiss peace conspirators.
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