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INTRODUCTION

It was told that just before his death, Plato had a dream in which he appeared as a marvelous white swan – the bird sacred to the god Apollo – jumping from tree to tree, evading hunters who strove in vain to hunt him down with their arrows. Simmias, one of Socrates’ followers, interpreted the hunters in Plato’s dream to represent those who attempt and fail to decipher his thought.1 I assume that this interpretation of Plato’s dream can be applied to Borges’ labyrinthine work and thought as well. In the present study I intend, figuratively speaking, to let the two swans fly while attempting to observe their heavenly interplay, or rather – if I may use the title of one of Borges’ imaginary books – to track their ‘game with shifting mirrors.’

Indeed, Borges’ ‘philosophical fiction’ and Plato’s ‘intellectual dramas’ are perhaps the most intricate records in Western history of attempts to artfully interweave mythos and logos, argumentation and narrative, thought and imagination. Their juxtaposition first aims to demonstrate the connections between classical and modern literature and thought. Additionally, and more specifically, the Platonic viewpoint will shed light on Borges’ essayist and fictional work, providing what Wittgenstein calls an ‘aspect change’ in considering Borges’ literary and intellectual work as a whole textual corpus. It will show the extent to which Borges’ thought is deeply rooted in classical doctrines and Platonic themes, and this will provide new interpretations to his stories and poems. However, I do not intend to claim that Borges is a ‘Platonic writer,’ but rather, I will strive to show that both of their works stem from the same questions: from the same intellectual tensions. Consequently, dominant Borgesian symbols such as the mirror, the tiger, the double, the other, subjective identity, and the labyrinth will be interpreted as manifestations of Platonic dominant issues, such as the mimetic relation (mimesis), the incessant quest for knowledge (suzêtêsis), and the archetypical paradigm (paradeigma).

I believe that this novel outlook on Borges’ work and thought will challenge the view of Borges as a modern Sophist and a dogmatic skeptic, and instead portray him as a Socratic writer who is driven – besides his aesthetic motives – by what he calls the ‘intellectual instinct.’ This will not reduce Borgesian works to mere philosophic descriptions, but will hopefully contribute to a wider and richer philosophic interpretation of the Borgesian texts while abstaining from the temptations of over-interpretation and over-systematization.

My general working hypothesis is that Borges’ and Plato’s works should be considered using a holistic approach. Borges’ admission that he is ‘not a thinker’ does not mean that he is incapable of abstract reflections; it only indicates that he disqualifies systematic thought. I assume that Borges does possess a group of loosely related ideas, like dew on a spiderweb, and that these ideas constitute the philosophical basis or the thematic layer of both his fictional and his literary work. On the other hand, I generally accept the modern approach to Plato’s works, which has increasingly recognized that attention to dramatic or literary details and structures may lead to a richer and more comprehensive interpretation of his dialogues. As Press indicates, this approach comprises three main presumptions:2 (1) that the dramatic and literary characteristics of the Platonic dialogues must be taken into consideration in order to interpret them and to understand Plato’s philosophical thought as it is expressed in them; (2) that the thought rightly attributable to the Platonic dialogues is likely to be something other than the traditional set of dogmas or doctrines that are found both in textbooks and scholarly writings, that is, the philosophical system called ‘Platonism;’ and finally (3) that the dialogues must be understood in their own historical context.

In other words, I assume that it would be inappropriate to disregard the intellectual aspect of Borges’ work, to the same extent that it would be inappropriate to overlook the literary aspects of Plato’s oeuvre. In both cases, the attempt to distill systematic thought – nihilistically systematic in Borges’ case, logically systematic in Plato’s – should be replaced by carefully delineating a set of fundamental ideas (which, sometimes, contradict each other – as seen, for instance, in the tension between the concepts of inspiration and artistic representation in Plato’s work).

This approach entails two methodical guidelines: a thematic slicing of Plato’s dialogues, and an inner-intertextual investigation of Borges’ texts. The thematic slicing of Plato’s work means that while dealing with a certain Platonic issue (e.g., the nature of the book), I will focus on the set of the dialogues that discuss or manifest this issue in a detailed manner, without overlooking the conceptual inconsistencies between them and with special attention given to their dramatic aspects. The inner-intertextual investigation of Borges’ work means that I will highlight the meaning of key concepts in his works (e.g., ‘labyrinth,’ ‘aesthetic event,’ and ‘eternity’) based on his own reflection – sometimes imperfect, inconsistent, or even paradoxical – regarding these concepts. In this way, his own abstract writing will serve as an Ariadne’s thread to his fictional and poetic texts, so that the quite complex internal relations between his theoretical and fictional writing, between his thought and imagination, will be revealed. My last and most general working hypothesis is quite obvious: that an adequate textual comparison will reveal both the similarities and dissimilarities of the compared texts, and that it will shed new light on both sides of the comparison. Consequently, I assume that, following the present study, Borges’ texts will gain some Platonic tinge, whereas Plato’s dialogues will appear as somewhat Borgesian.

The book comprises two parts. Part I, including Chapters 1 to 3, deals with metaphysical, ontological, and epistemological questions. Chapter 1 deals with the interrelations between logos and mythos, pointing out, first, how Borges and Plato theoretically conceived the relations between these concepts, and second, how each of them uniquely interweaves these aspects into his work. Chapter 2 focuses on Skepticism and the quest for knowledge. Based on a dichotomy between dogmatic and methodic skepticism, it highlights Plato’s notion of suzêtêsis (ongoing shared search) and compares it to Borges’ notion of the ‘intellectual instinct’ (el instinto intelectual) that forms the basis of his pivotal symbol of the labyrinth. Chapter 3 investigates Plato’s theory of the archetypes, focusing on the tension between the concepts idea and eidos, which draws a complex connection among ontology, epistemology, and sight; the second part probes Borges’ attitude toward Platonic realism and its effect on his thought and writing, as well as his more personal views of blindness, sight, and thought, which are related to the theme of the archetype or the general form.

Whereas Part I of the book deals with pure philosophical notions, Part II – including Chapters 4 to 7 – focuses on aesthetical and literary themes. Chapter 4 discusses the nature of artistic representation. Based on Plato’s critical approach to mimetic arts in the Republic, it delineates the Borgesian crisis of artistic representation and his shift from the ideal of total expression to a more modest principle of allusion. Chapter 5 deals with artistic inspiration, focusing on Plato’s discussion in the Ion, which strictly conceives the inspiration of the poet as a pas sive, irrational, and unreflective act that opposes the active investigation of the philosopher. The second part demonstrates the Borgesian dichotomy between Plato’s irrational inspiration and Edgar Allan Poe’s purely rational philosophy of composition, and it points out Borges’ tendency to finally combine the theories, applying them to his own experience of inspiration. Chapter 6 investigates the nature of the identity of the artistic creator. It shows how Plato, when considering the poet’s personality, moves from the symbol of the demiourgos (wise craftsman) to the mythical image of the multi-formed Egyptian god Proteus. This shift can be compared to the severe Borgesian tension that exists between narrative identity and subjectivity, between “Borges” and the “I,” which is manifested in his essays, stories, and poems through the images of Walt Whitman and William Shakespeare. Chapter 7 probes the notions of the book, reading, and writing as seen in Plato’s Phaedrus, vis-à-vis Borges’ cult of books and his peculiar notion of the aesthetic event.

In order to make my discussions easier to read, I used English translations for both Plato and Borges’ quotations. Nonetheless, I underscored the Greek etymological meaning for all the Platonic key concepts, and regarding quotations of Borgesian poems, I added the Spanish original in a footnote. I believe that, besides its methodical aspects, this textual English-based approach will be useful in exposing Borges’ and Plato’s works to wider circles of readers and thus it might encourage a fruitful cross-disciplinary dialogue.

Borges indicates that the reader has the privilege of extending the thoughts of the writer and to enrich the meaning of the text that he reads. I hope that in this study, which was written with deep intellectual pleasure, I have managed to handle this privilege properly. Lastly, I aspire that my investigation has fairly escaped the gloomy faith of (to use Borges’ criticism of books in aesthetics) ‘astronomers who never looked at the stars;’ that my reading has revealed, to some extent, ‘the modest and secret complexity’ (la modesta y secreta complejidad)3 of Borges’ work.

Bar-Ilan University
April, 2011

Notes

1   Olympiodorus In Alcib. Quoted in: J. E. Woodbridge. The Son of Apollo. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1929, p. 31. Another story compares Plato to a swan in Socrates’ dream: “It is stated that Socrates in a dream saw a swan on his knees, which all at once put forth plumage, and flew away after uttering a loud sweet note. And the next day Plato was introduced as a pupil, and thereupon he recognized in him the swan of his dreams.” (Diogenes Laertius: 3.5).

2   Press, G.A. (Ed.). Plato’s Dialogues: New Studies and Interpretations. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1993, pp. 5-6.

3   OC: II, 236.
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CHAPTER 1

The Ancient Quarrel:
Mythos versus Logos

I suppose there is no essential difference between philosophy and poetry, since both stand for the same kind of puzzlement. Except that in the case of philosophy the answer is given in a logical way, and in the case of poetry you use metaphors.

(Borges at Eighty 17)

When Borges was asked whether there is any part of Plato’s work he was particularly interested in, he replied: “With Plato, you feel that he would reason in an abstract way and would also use myth. He would do those two things at the same time.”1 Indeed, there is no doubt that Plato was the most ingenious mythological- philosopher in Western thought, a thinker who managed to artfully interweave logos and mythos in his dialogues.2 Socrates justifies the use of myth in philosophical discourse while discussing the nature of falsehood in the second Book of the Republic: since we do not know what actually happened in the past, he says, mythos can be most useful in constructing an account by likening the false to the true as much as possible (382c). Likewise, Borges remarkably integrates philosophy, theology, and fantastic literature in his writing. This tendency crowned him with the title “literary philosopher” and urged some critics to define his stories as “metaphysical similes.”3 It seems, thus, that Borges and Plato share a firm common denominator by being writers who work in the twilight zone in which mythos and logos interact and mingle. On the other hand, it is in Plato’s work that mythos has become the ‘other’ of logos, the irrational and uncritical speech that shares no common grounds with the contemplative quest of the ‘lover of wisdom.’ This separation between mythos and logos is the basis of the sharp Platonic distinction between philosophy and poetry. As for Borges, despite his frequent use of philosophical systems in his writing, he consistently tends to underestimate the philosophical value of his work.4 Therefore, we observe a fundamental tension in both cases: both Borges and Plato are inclined to combine mythos and logos in their praxis, while insisting that these notions be essentially separated in their contemplation. The aim of the following chapter is to clarify the function, the tension, and the entangled interconnections between mythos and logos in their works.

Etymologically, the Greek word logos is derived from the verb legein (to collect, to gather), and it was used in the Archaic and Classical periods to indicate ‘speech,’ ‘account,’ ‘definition,’ and also ‘a thing’ and, generally, ‘reason’.5 The Presocratic philosopher Heraclitus goes further and considers logos as the supreme principle of the universe; this tension between the subjective and the objective meanings of logos is clearly expressed in his Fragment B50: “Listening not to me, but to the logos, it is wise to agree that all things are one.” Here, he distinguishes between his own logos and the general logos that communicates through his words. Logos is thus presented in Presocratic thought as a general principle, reflected in human words and thoughts.6 This notion is the forerunner of the Platonic view in which logos is grasped as a true account of the nature of a thing (Theaetetus 208c) and of his depiction of the philosopher as the one ‘who follows the footsteps of logos’ (Crito 46a).

Mythos, on the other hand, etymologically means a specific kind of “speech.” In the Iliad it is “a speech-act indicating authority, performed at length, usually in public, with a focus on full attention to every detail.”7 Generally, in the Presocratic period this notion was used to denote a special category of speech that implies power and efficacy: an authoritative speech-act.8 It was only with the rise of the abstract discourse of philosophy (and, what goes hand in hand, the articulation of textual writing which supplements the oral utterance) that mythos became a negative notion.9 More specifically, the undermining process of the mythos began with Herodotus and Pindar and culminated in Plato’s dialogues. Gradually, mythos became the obscure irrational “other” that opposes the rational bright logos, the unreflective and inaccurate narrative that opposes the clear-cut analytical account of philosophy. At the same time, philosophers who retained a highly critical view of the mythos continued to use it in their own theoretical writing, preserving it as a shadow of its former self (Morgan 16-26).

This rejection-attraction ambivalence of early philosophy toward mythos has drawn the attention of classical scholars. What is the justification, they ask, of incorporating the mythos into abstract writing while disparaging it as irrational and harmful? Morgan claims that, first of all, myth and philosophy are “dynamic, not static categories” so that the boundary between myth and philosophy must continually be redrawn. According to her view, the mythological world of the poets is the larger cultural context inside which early philosophy operated. Thus, myths appeared to be an important medium for early philosophers “to think through problems of literary, social, and linguistic convention” (Morgan 5). In other words, myths are taken to be the womb of the philosophic embryo. Apart from this contextual interpretation, Morgan supplies two concrete justifications for the extensive use of myths in philosophical writing. The first can be called the honeyed cup approach. In this approach, myths “add color to the dry, technical, and forbidding content of philosophical discourse.” They soften the severe traits of philosophy, but, at the same time, they are essentially separable from the content of philosophical discourse (Morgan 4). This view presumes that philosophical discourse is essentially purely analytical, whereas mythical expression serves as a mere ornamentation, lacking any kind of noetic quality. This seems to be a too self-conscious and manipulative approach for the rather naïve Presocratic thinker, although it may be compatible indeed with the highly ingenious writing of Plato. The second justification is more flexible and it endows mythos with some intellectual value. Its upholders assume that mythical rhetoric manages to express, somehow, what scientific language cannot, and that it takes over where philosophy proper leaves off (ibid.). According to this view, the use of mythos is internally related to the limitedness of theoretical utterance: mythos can serve, for instance, to communicate the ineffable traits of transcendental realms and the qualities of metaphysical knowledge. There is no doubt that the most intricate expression of this rejection-attraction ambivalence is manifested in Plato’s dialogues.

As previously mentioned, Plato is the most critical philosopher of mythos and, at the same time, the preeminent mythical-philosopher of Western thought (Percy Shelley considers him as the ‘prince of the poets’ in his treatise Defense of Poetry). In fact, the harsh criticism of mythos is rooted in Plato’s dichotomy of aesthesis and noesis. The notion of aesthesis was quite ambiguous in Presocratic thought, indicating both ‘perception’ and ‘sensation.’ It is only in Plato’s philosophy that aesthesis became the complete antithesis of noesis: from that time onward, aistheton only denoted sensual perception of appearance that leads to assumptions (doxa), whereas noeton refers to pure cognitive perception, which directs the mind toward the true knowledge (epistēmē) of the idea (Peters 9-15). Aistheton and noeton thus became two distinct and opposite activities. Consequently, Plato conceived logos as the exclusive sphere of the intellectual activity of noeton, whereas mythos pertained to the emotional and sensual sphere of aistheton. The relation of logos to noeton will be dealt with at length later, while analyzing the Platonic metaphor of ‘the eye of the soul.’ In the present discussion, I will consider Plato’s use of mythos in his philosophical writing and will focus on his view of the relation between logos and mythos, as expressed in what he calls the ‘ancient quarrel’ between philosophy and poetry.

Plato’s use of mythos can be clarified in the context of his dialogic writing. As is well known, the Platonic dialogues are in the form of dramatic discussions carried out among various interlocutors. The dominant character is, no doubt, Socrates, but the voice of Plato himself is never explicitly heard.10 Up until the late 19th century, Plato’s dialogic mode of writing was considered as a mere ornamentation of the serious Platonic philosophy. Serious Hegelian Scholars such as Edward Zeller have assumed that every philosopher must sustain an analytic and coherent system of argumentation and hence that the principal task of the commentator of the Platonic work is to distill a pure system of abstract thoughts from the carnivalesque dialogues, peeling away their dramatic aspects. It is not surprising that this group of scholars was particularly displeased with the Platonic varied use of mythos and of Plato’s multi-layered literary writing, and that they strove to distill the true core of ‘Platonism.’ Generally, this approach comprises three leading schools: (1)Geneticism, which assumes that Plato’s thought developed throughout the dialogues (Tigerstedt 1977: 25-51); (2)Unitarism, which assumes that Plato upholds a unitary philosophy that is, for didactic reasons, gradually revealed throughout the dialogues (ibid. 52-63); and (3)Esoterism, which supposes, based on Plato’s Seventh Epistle and some scattered remarks of his disciples, that Plato possesses an esoteric theory that was clandestinely studied in the Academy and is only vaguely hinted at in his dialogues (ibid. 63-85).11 The common ground of these schools was the fact that they undertook the task of separating the peer of Platonic mythos from the core of Platonic logos. It was Schleiermacher who, in the late 19th century, initiated the novel “literary approach” to Plato’s work. His methodological surmise was that every detail of the carefully written dialogues contributes to the meaning of the whole. Thus, Plato’s work should be observed as an organic whole (as Plato himself demands in Phaedrus 264c), that is, as a literary-philosophical unit.12 Scholars supporting this new approach have come to realize that careful attention to dramatic or literary details and structures of the dialogues yields a richer and, from their viewpoint, a more comprehensive interpretation of Plato’s text.

G. A. Press indicates three main guiding principles of this modern ‘literary’ approach to Plato’s work:13 (1) Dramatic and literary characteristics of the dialogues must be taken into consideration in order to interpret them, to understand Plato’s philosophical thought as it is expressed in them. What is said cannot be separated from the circumstances in which it is said. The investigation of the dramatic form is therefore an integral part of the commentary of Plato’s intention; (2) The thought rightly attributable to the dialogues is likely to be something other than the traditional set of dogmas or doctrines that are found in both textbooks and scholarly writings, namely, the philosophical system called Platonism. According to this view, Plato’s main goal in using dramatic writing is to avoid dogmatism and to stimulate the reader to actively participate in the discussion. This is in line with the Platonic analogy between dialectics and the art of midwifery (Theaetetus 149a-151d), which will be discussed at length in the following chapter.14 (3) In order to clarify Plato’s exact intention, one must understand the dialogues in their own historical context. Plato’s work should therefore be compared with genres such as Greek comedies, tragedies, and epics as well as with Presocratic and other abstract treatises. These principles indicate that the main task of the commentator is to display the intricate Platonic interplay of logos and mythos, of narrative and pure argumentation, and to expose the intertextual relations between the dialogues and other Greek texts. One of the dominant questions evoked by this approach is the justification and the modus operandi of Plato’s use of mythos in his work. This point needs further clarification.

As indicated earlier, in sharp contradiction to his harsh criticism of mythos, Plato does not exclude mythos from his philosophical writing altogether; on the contrary, he uses it frequently and with much variation. The fact that the boundary between Platonic mythos and logos is significantly vague has puzzled scholars who undertook the task of classifying the Platonic myth.15 Moreover, since Plato uses his mythos vocabulary in such a variety of circumstances, it is hard to formulate even a simple definition of the Platonic myth.16 Nevertheless, following a careful textual examination, Kathryn Morgan managed to distinguish three types of mythos in Plato’s oeuvre: traditional, educational, and Philosophical myth (Morgan 162 ff.). (1)Traditional myth is the largest category of mythos vocabulary in the Platonic corpus. This class comprises an account, usually of Socrates, of tales told by poets, rhapsodists, old wives, and other storytellers. It is usually ascribed to preeminent poets, especially Homer and Hesiod. Such tales were often criticized by Socrates, explicitly or implicitly, because of their ethically misleading content, and in Books II-III of the Republic they are mercilessly censored by the king-philosopher of the state. (2)Educational myth is discussed at length in the third Book of the Republic. Here Plato presumes that it is the role of the storytellers to educate the young citizens of the ideal state, since children are incapable of abstract thinking. Since children are still incapable of logos, it is acceptable that they are to be educated by the ‘useful lies’ of the mythos. Mythos is thus seen as an indirect mode of ethical and social learning. Plato emphasizes that this learning should be conducted and supervised by the king-philosopher, who possesses genuine knowledge of the truth. Here, too, logos subordinates mythos. Educational myth is thus conceived as a mode of persuasive rhetoric. The philosopher may use, for instance, ‘noble lies’ for the benefit of the state (Republic 414 b-c). (3) The third mode of mythos is, no doubt, the most intricate of all: it is the philosophical myth, Plato’s own literary invention. According to Morgan, the philosophical myth is tied in Plato’s work “to the rational arguments which surround it, draws its strength from that context, and can influence the progression and formulation of philosophical discussion” (p. 161). It usually follows a long analytical discussion and reflects its conclusion. Its aim is essentially cognitive: it should direct the attention of the listener to metaphysical truth, away from the decisive spectacles of the world of appearances. At the same time, philosophic myth develops in the listener a reflective view of the philosophical discourse; thus, it stimulates critical questioning – in opposition to the unreflective audience of the traditional myth (p. 163). Hence, the philosophical myth is Plato’s most salient mode of merging mythos and logos. In general, Smith discerns five functions of the philosophical myth in the dialogues:17 (1) they are playful in a way that is vital to philosophy;18 (2) they provide hypotheses for critical examination; (3) they keep the dialogues undogmatic, and their meaning flexible and multilayered; (4) they shift the reader’s attention to the transcendental realm of Forms, which exceed abstract utterance, similar to the symbolic or metaphoric writing of the mystics; and (5) they combine and distill the thematic aspects of the dialogues.

An example of Plato’s use of the philosophical myth can be derived from Phaedo, which Borges praises as an exemplary blend of logos and mythos. The dialogue depicts the last day of Socrates, during which the dying philosopher manifests a long analytical argument concerning the immortality of the soul. Following a detailed presentation, Socrates moves from logos to mythos, mentioning an ancient legend regarding the judgment of the souls in the afterlife in the land of the dead, the Hades:

Now when the dead have come to the place where each is led by his genius, first they are judged and sentenced, as they have lived piously, or not. And those who are found to have lived neither well nor ill, go to the Acheron and, embarking upon vessels provided for them, arrive in them at the lake; there they dwell and are purified, and if they have done any wrong they are absolved by paying the penalty for their wrong doings, and for their good deeds they receive rewards, each according to his merits. But those who appear to be incurable, on account of the greatness of their wrong doings, because they committed many great deeds of sacrilege, or wicked and abominable murders, or any other such crimes, are cast by their fitting destiny into Tartarus, whence they never emerge. Those, however, who are curable but are found to have committed great sins – who have, for example, in a moment of passion done some act of violence against father or mother and have lived in repentance the rest of their lives, or who have slain some other person under similar conditions – these needs must be thrown into Tartarus, and when they have been there a year the wave casts them out, the homicides by way of Cocytus, those who have outraged their parents by way of Pyriphlegethon. And when they have been brought by the current to the Acherusian lake, they shout and cry out, calling to those whom they have slain or outraged, begging and beseeching them to be gracious and to let them come out into the lake; and if they prevail they come out and cease from their ills, but if not, they are borne away again to the Tartarus, and thence back into the rivers, and this goes on until they prevail upon those whom they have wronged; for this is the penalty imposed upon them by the judges. But those who are found to have excelled in holy living are freed from these regions within the earth and are released as from prisons; they mount upwards into their pure abode and dwell upon the earth. And of these, all who have duly purified themselves by philosophy live henceforth altogether without bodies, and pass to still more beautiful abodes, which it is not easy to describe, nor have we now time enough. (Phaedo 113d-114c)

Socrates elucidates without hesitation the philosophical moral of this myth, relating it to his former analytical arguments concerning the immortality of the soul: “But, Simmias, because of all these things which we have recounted we ought to do our best to acquire virtue and wisdom in life. For the prize is fair and the hope great.” At the same time, he critically examines the validity of the myth:

Now it would not be fitting for a man of sense to maintain that all this is just as I have described it, but that this or something like it is true concerning our souls and their abodes, since the soul is shown to be immortal, I think he may properly and worthily venture to believe, for the venture is well worthwhile; and he ought to repeat such things to himself as if they were magic charms, which is the reason why I have been lengthening out the story so long. (Phaedo 114d)

In this case, philosophical myth reflects and illustrates the conclusions of the former theoretical discussion concerning the immortality of the soul. Its function is thus purely cognitive, directing the contemplative attention of the listener to philosophical truth. At the same time, one realizes that Plato does not refrain from having the reader critically contemplate the firmness of the argumentations just presented. This move is in sharp contrast to the traditional unreflective myth.

In addition, the philosophical myth serves to indirectly express ineffable metaphysical premises (Elias 36). It is possible that Plato’s awareness of the inability of philosophical language to fully express the transcendental realm of the Ideas led him to use the vague metaphoric language of mythos. Put simply, the poetic language of myth begins when the analytical prose of philosophy ends. Thus, Plato’s use of philosophical myth functions both as a parody and an exhortation of the old unreflective traditional myths. Simultaneously, it probably manifests his harsh awareness of the expressive limitedness of the new philosophical medium. As Morgan puts it in the conclusion of her discussion, Plato’s interweaving of mythos and logos indicates his striving for ever-increasing degrees of linguistic precision, in addition to his recognition that his project is incomplete and his discourse imperfect. Thus, Platonic mythoi “adumbrate the (currently) inexpressible, remind us of its presence, and keep alive the awareness that philosophical discourse itself is a constructed account of reality” (p. 291).

Another unique aspect of Plato’s complex merging of logos and mythos is his notorious declaration of the ‘ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry.’ Here, the philosophy-poetry feud reflects and intensifies the logos-mythos dichotomy. In Book X of the Republic, Plato writes the words that initiated an ongoing dispute in Western culture:19

Let us, then, conclude our return to the topic of poetry and our apology, and affirm that we really had good grounds then for dismissing her from our city, since such was her character. For reason constrained us. And let us further say to her, lest she condemn us for harshness and rusticity, that there is from of old a quarrel between philosophy and poetry. For such expressions as ‘the yelping hound barking at her master’ and ‘mighty in the idle babble of fools,’ and ‘the mob that masters those who are too wise for their own good,’ and ‘the subtle thinkers who reason, that after all they are poor’ and countless others are tokens of this ancient enmity. (607b-c)

In fact, there are no other references in ancient texts to the supportive quotations given here.20 Moreover, there are negligible traces of this ‘ancient quarrel’ in the existing fragments of Greek poetry, comedy, and drama.21 This is because philosophy was at Plato’s time quite an esoteric activity, conducted by a small group of upper class Athenian intellectuals. Even Aristophanes’ harsh attack on Socrates in the Clouds is actually directed at Socrates ad-hominem, condemning him as impractical and socially useless and presenting him more as a weird Sophist than as a philosopher. As Nightingale remarks, “the references to (what we now refer to as) philosophers and sophists in old Comedy are not that numerous, and they hardly encourage the view that the comic playwrights had identified a large and cohesive group of thinkers as rivals of the poets” (p. 62); the same goes for old Drama. Concordantly, there is no evidence in the contemplative writings of the Presocratics of an overt repudiation of poetry as a whole (ibid. 64 ff.).

What motives led Plato to declare an illusionary feud? According to Have-lock, the starting point of any understanding of this viewpoint is clarifying the role of poetry in classical Athens: “poetry was not ‘literature’ but rather a political and social necessity. It was not an art form, nor a creation of the private imagination, but an encyclopedia maintained by cooperative effort on the part of the ‘best Greek polities’.”22 In fact, the whole Greek education was based on mousike, ‘the arts of the Muses,’ which comprised poetry, music, and dance. The education of the children was also based on poetry, which was an essential part of the educational process, aimed at forming a harmonious personality.23 According to this view, poetry was learned not so much because of its aesthetic qualities, as much as for its moral effect, and it was the task of the poets to provide the Athenian youngsters with heroes and role models. Accordingly, the mature Athenian citizen frequently participated in collective poetical events, such as festivals and theatre performances, as described in Plato’s Ion (530 b). Even the aristocratic banquets were replete with poetic activities and quotations, as manifested in Plato’s Symposium. In short, as Murray put it, “Greek was indeed a ‘song culture’ until well into the fifth century B.C.” (p. 17). Moreover, the Athenians highly revered their poets. The Greek poet, represented mainly by the legendary images of Homer and Hesiod, was considered as the utmost ethical and epistemological authority. Additionally, until Plato’s time there was actually no use of the term “philosophy” as indicating separate intellectual activity; it was Plato himself who first used this term to denote systematic pursuit of abstract truth. In Presocratic Athens, the term philosophia was used to indicate, in general, “intellectual cultivation,” and it included a variety of intellectual activities such as sophism and even poetry. As Nightingale remarks, philosophy was indeed “no match for venerable poetry in Plato’s period.” (p. 61).

These textual and historical analyses provide an important insight: Plato established the new intellectual (and a quite esoteric) system called philosophy and presented it as the ancient rival of the most authoritative and revered activity of his time. Put simply: the ‘ancient quarrel’ between philosophy and poetry is a Platonic myth. Additionally, he supports this myth by four well-known analytical arguments presented at length in the Republic: (1)metaphysical argument: Poetry is a third-rate imitation of the Truth24, whereas philosophy is a method that directs the “souls’ eye” to directly observe it (Book X); (2)moral argument: Poetry depicts immoral deeds of mythical heroes and Olympic Gods. This improper depiction undermines the ethical infrastructure of society. The philosopher, in a contradictory manner, possesses real knowledge of the Idea of the Good and strives to establish an equitable social order that will reflect eternal justice (Book III); (3)psychological argument: Poetry nurtures the lower beastly faculties of the soul (symbolized by the image of a multi-headed monster), whereas philosophy subordinates these parts to reason and thus manages to establish justice in the soul (Book IX); (4)epistemological argument: The poet holds no real knowledge of the Truth. He is ecstatically dominated by divine inspiration, having no reflective awareness of what he says. It is only the philosopher who directly observes the Truth and possesses real knowledge (epistēmē), and who consequently deserves to be the king of the ideal state (Republic VII, X). This set of arguments underpins the previously mentioned ‘ancient quarrel’ declaration, and serves to justify its notorious outcomes: the censorship of poetry and the banishment of the great poets from the ideal state (Republic 398a). Yet Plato concludes his claim with a rather hesitative attitude: “But nevertheless let it be declared that if the mimetic and dulcet poetry can show any reason for her existence in a well-governed state, we would gladly admit her, since we ourselves are very conscious of her spell. But all the same it would be impious to betray what we believe to be the truth.” (607c).

Nightingale justly infers that Plato’s entire argument against poetry is designed to differentiate philosophy from poetry. Here, the newborn system of philosophy is negatively defined as the ultimate opposite of poetry (p. 67).25 From this viewpoint, it turns out that the whole Platonic ‘ancient quarrel’ discussion, including its set of analytical arguments, is essentially a rhetorical move. From the viewpoint of the logos-mythos dichotomy, it can be deduced that Plato strives to undermine the traditional mythos, as told by the inspired poets, and to raise on its ruins the new mythos: the mythos of logos. This new mythos of logos contains a hero (the philosopher, represented by the image of Socrates), an orderly world-view (the right way of living is to follow the footsteps of logos), a villain (poetry and traditional mythos, represented by Homer), a task (the pursuit of ultimate Truth), a utopia (the ideal state), and finally, a prize (observing the marvelous Idea that leads to some kind of an existential redemption).

In conclusion, Plato’s view of the relations between logos and mythos is as follows: he considers logos as rational and contemplative, whereas mythos is considered irrational, uncritical, and, consequently, potentially harmful. Mythos thus becomes the ultimate ‘other’ of philosophy and the antithesis of bright logos. At the same time, he variously and frequently uses mythos in his own philosophical writing; this constitutes the genre of philosophical myth as an ultimate combination of mythos and logos. It is probable that the use of mythos in the Platonic texts aims at keeping the discussion undogmatic as well as coping with the limitations of rational utterance. On this basis, and considering this mythos-logos antithesis, Plato proclaims an ‘ancient quarrel’ between poetry and philosophy, composing a new ‘mythos of logos.’ Thus, while he takes great pains to keep mythos and logos separate in his arguments, he ingeniously interweaves them in his writing. Let us now turn to examine the interplay of logos and mythos in the work of Borges.

In an interview carried out at Indiana University in 1976, Borges admits: “Yet, for myself, I know I am not a thinker, except in the sense of being very puzzled over things. I try to find interpretations and I generally find them by letting the author do my thinking for me. But I think that I use thinking for literary purposes. I think of myself primarily as being a man of letters.”26 In accordance with this statement, he acknowledges in the often-quoted epilogue of his most important theoretical book Other Inquisitions (1952) his inclination to “evaluate religious or philosophical ideas on the basis of their aesthetic worth and even for what is singular and marvelous about them.” (OC: II, 153. my translation). At first sight, one readily notes that Borges and Plato share the same inclination to combine in their works philosophy and literature, mythos and logos. As previously shown, Plato uses mythos in the service of logos; Borges confesses that he does the opposite. But what is Borges’ exact view of logos and mythos? And what is his actual modus operandi while interweaving them in his writing? The following section will examine these questions in relation to Plato’s perspective.

First, Borges’ view of Plato’s use of myth should be clarified. During a dialogue between Borges and Osvaldo Ferrari carried out in 1984, the latter remarks that while Eastern philosophy actually began with Plato, many thinkers consider Aristotle as their starting point. Borges responds:

Well I think that in any case they [Plato and Aristotle] represent for us two very distinct ideas. The fact is that one thinks, well, that Aristotle is a man who thinks by means of reason. Alternatively, Plato thinks, in addition to reason, by means of myth… And this can be seen in the ultimate dialogue of Socrates [Phaedo]: it seems that Plato uses here, in the same time, reasoning and myth. Nevertheless, after Aristotle we use either this system or the other, don’t we? We are no longer capable of using both systems.27

Borges repeats here his view of Plato as a writer whose particular quality is the merging of mythos and logos. He poses Plato vis-à-vis Aristotle, considering the latter as the representative of pure reasoning who is responsible for completely separating mythos and logos. In his essay “From Allegories to Novels” (1949) Borges elucidates the antithesis: “the history of philosophy is not a useless museum of distractions and wordplay; the two hypotheses [Plato’s and Aristotle’s] correspond, in all likelihood, to two ways of intuiting reality” (SNF 339). But what exactly are these ‘two distinct ways of intuiting reality?’ It is clear that the one, related to Aristotle, is pure logos, whereas the other, the Platonic, combines reasoning with mythos. But a further clarification seems to be warranted.

A remark of Borges in his essay on Nathaniel Hawthorne may serve as a key: “There are writers who think by means of pictures (say, Shakespeare, John Dunn, or Victor Hugo) and there are writers who think by means of abstractions (Julian Bende or Bertrand Russell); in principle, both groups deserve the same appreciation” (OC: II, 51; my translation). Borges does not assume that one mode excels over the other: pictorial and abstract thinking are epistemologically and aesthetically equivalent. The most important thing for a writer, in his view, is to stick to his genuine mode of thinking: “But whenever an abstract thinker, one who thinks by means of systematic argumentation, yearns to be also an imaginary thinker or to be considered as a man of imagination,… in these cases we can discern a logical process which was ornamented or masked by the writer ‘in order to embarrass the understanding of the reader,’ as Wordsworth puts it” (ibid.). It is clear that Borges considers Aristotle as the representative of the abstract thinking group. Additionally, in his former essay, he chooses Hawthorne as a representative case of the imaginary writer, as one who “thinks with images, by intuition, as women do, and not by dialectical mechanism.” As for Plato, he pertains to both groups simultaneously, being able to use both abstract and pictorial thinking in his writing. In other words, Aristotle is the representative of sheer logos, the abstract way of perceiving reality whereas Plato is praised for being able to mesh logos and mythos, which makes him a philosophical representative of mythos, or pictorial and intuitive thinking. This is in line with, and probably influenced by, Arthur Schopenhauer’s views. In the third part of his book The World as Will and Representation, the German thinker, who was deeply admired by Borges, distinguishes between two essentially different modes of thinking: the scientific, which is subordinate to the ‘principle of sufficient reason’ (i.e., the law of causality) and the artistic, intuitive mode. Schopenhauer ascribes these two modes to Aristotle and Plato:

The method of consideration that follows the principle of sufficient reason is the rational method, and it alone is valid and useful in practical life and in science. The method of consideration that looks away from the content of this principle is the method of the genius, which is valid and useful in art alone. The first is Aristotle’s method; the second is, on the whole, Plato’s. The first is like the mighty storm, rushing along without beginning or aim, bending, agitating, and carrying everything away with it; the second is like the silent sunbeam, cutting through the path of the storm, and quite unmoved by it. The first is like the innumerable violently agitated drops of the waterfall, constantly changing and never for a moment at rest; the second is like the rainbow silently resting on this raging torrent.28

Schopenhauer subscribes to the artistic mode of thought, preferring Plato over Aristotle. He speaks of a science-art dichotomy whereas Borges speaks of reasoning-pictorial dichotomy. The basis is the same: in both cases Plato and Aristotle represent the logos-mythos antithesis.

Borges and Schopenhauer also share a deep respect for Plato’s ability to mesh mythos and abstract thinking. In fact, Schopenhauer considered himself as the only ‘artistic philosopher’ in Western thought, alongside Plato.29 As for Borges, in the dialogue with Ferrari he remarks:

As for me, personally, I believe I am almost incapable of thinking by means of reasoning; it seems that I – being aware of the fallibility of the methodic way of thinking – tend to think, well, by means of the myth, or in any case, by dreaming, by my own inventions … or by intuition. But I still know that the other system is much more rigorous, and I try to reason, although I do not know whether I am capable of doing so; but they say of me that I am capable of dreaming, and I hope I am indeed. Eventually, I am not a thinker; I am a mere storyteller, a mere poet. Well, I resign myself to this destiny, which certainly does not have to be taken as inferior to the other. (Ferrari 48; my translation)

Borges manifests here an ambivalent approach towards logos: he is aware of its fallibility and acknowledges its rigorous method. He considers himself as incapable of reasoning, but here, too, he speaks with hesitation. He relates himself, essentially, to the mythos, that is, to dreaming and to the poetic faith; in accordance with Plato, he ascribes mythos to poetry and logos to reasoning and philosophy. But he differs from the Greek philosopher by insisting that mythos is by no means inferior to logos.

In addition, in a lecture given at Harvard in 1968 Borges admits that, in his view, poetic utterance has a greater effect than pure argumentation: from a pragmatic point of view, the suggestive mythos surpasses the all-too-bright sharpness of logos:

As I understand it, anything suggestive is far more effective than anything laid down. Perhaps the human mind has a tendency to deny a statement. Remember what Emerson said: arguments convince nobody. They convince nobody because they are presented as arguments. Then we look at them, we weigh them, we turn them over, and we decide against them. But when something is merely said or – better still – hinted at, there is a kind of hospitality in our imagination. We are ready to accept it. I remember reading, some thirty years ago, the works of Martin Buber – I thought of them as being wonderful poems. Then, when I went to Buenos Aires I found …, much to my astonishment, that Martin Buber was a philosopher and that all his philosophy lay in the books I had read as poetry. Perhaps I had accepted those books because they came to me through poetry, through suggestion, through the music of poetry, and not as arguments. (Craft 31-32)

The pictorial metaphor overpowers argumentation since it appeals to imagination, not to reasoning. Here, Borges strongly disagrees with Plato, who fervently distinguishes imagination, the lower part of human consciousness, from pure contemplation (the noeton).30 The bone of contention between Borges and Plato refers, then, to the very core of logos: the ability to persuade and endow tenable knowledge by means of abstract reasoning; it is about the nature of abstract definitions as a means to, and a mark of, true knowledge.

This demand of general definitions, the raison d’être of the Platonic method of dialektikē, is dominant throughout Plato’s dialogues. It is also the focal point of (what is considered to be) the group of Plato’s early dialogues. Here, every dialogue is about a search of Socrates and his interlocutor for a general – that is, comprehensive and abstract – definition of notions such as piety, courage, and justice.31 For instance, in the Laches, Socrates asks, following a list of various circumstances in which courage is shown: “What is it that, being in all these things, is the same?” (191e).32 According to Ross’ authoritative study, this Socratic quest for an abstract definition was the seed of Plato’s most important metaphysical doctrine, the theory of Ideas, which will be dealt with in Chapter 3 (Ross 14). As seen, Borges does not conceive this abstract-definition orientation as the ultimate means of conviction. This is what he means when he speaks of the ‘feebleness’ of the methodic approach. Moreover, in a lecture given at Harvard he continues this theme and disapproves of the very possibility of providing abstract definitions:

To end up I would like to say that we make [a] very common mistake when we think that we’re ignorant of something because we are unable to define it. If we are in a Chestertonian mood (one of the very best moods to be in, I think), we might say that we can define something only when we know nothing about it. For example, if I have to define poetry, and if I feel rather shaky about it, if I’m not too sure about it, I say something like: “Poetry is the expression of the beautiful through the medium of words artfully woven together.” This definition may be good enough for a dictionary or for a textbook, but we all feel that it is rather feeble… This is that we know what poetry is. We know it so well that we cannot define it in other words… (Craft 17-18)

In accordance with Saint Augustine’s paradoxical remark about the nature of time, Borges assumes that it is possible to know what poetry is as long as we do not attempt to define it abstractly. According to this viewpoint, abstract reasoning that aims at theoretical definitions obstructs genuine knowledge.

Elsewhere, in a similar discussion with Roberto Alifano regarding the inability to abstractly define poetry, Borges mentions Plato as a thinker who provides an alternative path to the quest for abstract definition (it is possible that he distinguishes here between Plato the narrator and the claims expressed in his dialogues by Socrates):

It seems to me that the only possible definition [of poetry] would be Plato’s, precisely because it is not a definition, but a poetic act. When he refers to poetry he says: ‘That light substance, winged and secret.’ That, I believe, can define poetry to a certain extent, since it doesn’t confine it to a rigid mold.33

Plato was probably highly aware of impossibility to abstractly speak about metaphysical reality; thus, when he referred to these points in his discussions he frequently turned to the language of mythos.34 On the other hand, it is clear that Borges tends to adopt what can be called the ‘definition-by-mythos’ principle, that is, to the priority of indirect depiction by means of metaphor over abstract definition (note that he does not doubt the very legitimacy of the quest for truth). He relates this principle not only to transcendental entities, as Plato does, but to all essential things: “This is that we know what poetry is,” he accentuates, “We know it so well that we cannot define it in other words, even as we cannot define the taste of coffee, the color red or yellow, or the meaning of anger, of love, of hatred, of the sunrise, of the sunset, or of our love to our country. These things are so deep in us that they can be expressed only by those common symbols that we share” (Craft 18).

Borges variedly expresses in his fictional writing his reservations about abstract definitions. For instance, in the story “Death and the Compass” (1944) he portrays the detective Eric Lönnrot, who “thought of himself as a reasoning machine, as Auguste Dupin, but there was something of the adventurer in him, even something of the gambler” (SF 146). Lönnrot is the pure thinker, a man who, to use Socrates’ metaphor, fervently “follows the footsteps of logos.” Using his pure reasoning, he manages to easily decipher the geometrical pattern that is the basis of three crime scenes, the pattern of the rhombus, thus foreseeing the exact time and place of the forthcoming fourth crime. He arrives at the scene of the crime only to realize that he, himself, is to be the fourth victim. Before shooting him down, the criminal, Red Scharlach, remarks: “I knew you would add the missing point, the point that makes a perfect rhombus, the point that fixes the place where a precise death awaits you. I have done all this, Erik Lönnrot, planned all this, in order to draw you to the solitude of Triste-le-Roy” (SF 156). The act of ‘following the footsteps of logos’ led Lönnrot to his own death; Socrates shared the very same destiny.35

Moving to another story, in “Averroës’ Search” (1949), Borges portrays an Arabian philosopher, a commentator of Aristotle, who is hopelessly on the lookout for a definition for the terms ‘comedy’ and ‘tragedy’. This frustrating incapacity to define by means of logos also appears in the poem “The Moon” (1960), and in the stories “The Aleph” (1949), “The Sect of the Phoenix” (1944), “Two kings and Two Labyrinths” (1960), and “A Theologian in Death” (1935). A marvelous illustration of the abyssal gap between logos and reality is given in the witty parable “On Exactitude in Science” (1960):

…In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such perfection that the map of a single Province occupied the entirety of a city, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a Province. In time, those unconscionable maps no longer satisfied, and the Cartographers Guilds struck a map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it. The following generations, who were not so fond of the study of cartography as their forebears had been, saw that that map was useless, and not without some pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the inclemencies of sun and winters. In the deserts of the West, still today, there are tattered ruins of that map, inhabited by animals and beggars; in all the land there is no other relic of the disciplines of geography. (CF 325)

The yearning for a comprehensive depiction of the essence of reality is symbolized here by the attempt to create a totally exact map of the Empire. But this kind of map, if realized, is useless. Borges manages, in a brilliant act of reduction-ad-absurdum, to illustrate the feebleness of this approach. Even so, vis-à-vis this critical stance he displays in the story “Funes the Memorious” (1944) the necessity of abstract thinking in human existence. Here we learn about the unbearable fate of Ireneo Funes, the miserable man who owns total memory but who lacks any capacity for abstract reasoning:

No one…has ever felt the heat and pressure of a reality as inexhaustible as that which battered Ireneo, day and night… He would also imagine himself at the bottom of a river, rocked (and negated) by the current. He had effortlessly learned English, French, Portuguese, Latin. I suspect, nevertheless, that he was not very good at thinking. To think is to ignore (or forget) differences, to generalize, to abstract. In the teeming world of Ireneo Funes there was nothing but particulars – and they were virtually immediate particulars. (SF 137)

Despite the harsh criticism of logos and the awareness of its limitations, Borges appears to be not willing to relinquish it altogether. The tragic fate of Funes indicates that it is simply impossible to live without abstractions.

This Borgesian positive approach towards logos is also illustrated by his deep impression of the ultra-rationalist philosopher, Baruch Spinoza. When speaking of Spinoza, Borges praises him for having managed to dedicate his life to pure reasoning. Thus, when Borges was asked in the Cuestionario Proust (1976) who his favorite historical figures are, he replied, “Spinoza, who lived dedicating his life to abstract thinking” (TR: III, 345; my translation).36 Moreover, in a conference dedicated to Spinoza, delivered in 1967, Borges refers to him as the most admired philosopher in Western philosophy, stating that “We cannot say that he [Spinoza] forsook his personal happiness; rather, we should envy his bliss, for there is no greater joy, I believe, than the exercise of one’s intelligence, particularly when that intelligence belonged to Baruch or Benedict Spinoza. I have no doubt that this modest, frugal man was a happy man, so there is no need for us to pity him.”37

OEBPS/images/half.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Ediciones de Iberoamericana

Shlomy Mualem

Borges and Plato

A Game with Shifting Mirrors

Iberoamericana / Vervuert






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
 
    
  
     
 
 
    

     
 
    

     
 
 
    

     
 
    

     
 
 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





