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containing autonomous microcosms within itself. Borges’ fiction, dealing with infinite libraries and 
fathomless information, contained within a minuscule dot, is an explicit illustration of this literary 
phenomenon.  

The never-ending amount of information provided in Borges is a me
proliferation of discourse that Michel Foucault has proposed in his concept of ‘author
propose that Borges’ metaphorical labyrinths prefigure the hypertextual form of writing that is 
present in most web pages and electronic lite
autonomous blocks of text are linked together to create a single coherent mass of writing. In this form 
of writing the readers and the author co
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HYPERTEXT IN PRINT: READING BORGES’ SHORT STORIES 

Nabanita Karanjai1   

Drawing on the depiction of the labyrinth from Dante Aligheri’s The Divine Comedy, both James Joyce 
and Jorge Luis Borges have provided their own unique interpretation of the labyrinth by 
incorporating it in their literary writings. In Dante the movement through the labyrinth is one
directional, whereas in Joyce it is both multi-directional and circular. Self-knowledge is arrived at by 
returning to the starting point. The Borgesian labyrinth, on the other hand, is an infinite book 

ocosms within itself. Borges’ fiction, dealing with infinite libraries and 
fathomless information, contained within a minuscule dot, is an explicit illustration of this literary 

ending amount of information provided in Borges is a metaphor for the 
proliferation of discourse that Michel Foucault has proposed in his concept of ‘author
propose that Borges’ metaphorical labyrinths prefigure the hypertextual form of writing that is 
present in most web pages and electronic literature. The hypertext is a form of electronic text where 
autonomous blocks of text are linked together to create a single coherent mass of writing. In this form 
of writing the readers and the author co-exist simultaneously, causing the concept of the autho

centered as the site of generation of meaning. In my paper I shall focus on ‘The Garden of Forking 
Paths’, ‘The Library of Babel’ and ‘The Aleph’ as representing the quintessential Borgesian labyrinth 
that prefigure the hypertextual form of the Internet, where meaning has no centre and both the author 
and the reader function as generators of meaning.  
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The principal contention in the analysis of a literary text is at two levels: between what is said (‘logos’) 
and the manner in which it is presented (‘lexis’) (Genette) and between the narrating voice (the 
linguistic subject) and the historical personage to whom the text is attributed (the author). Michel 
Foucault in his seminal work ‘What is an Author?’ (Foucault) writes that the historical, factual 
existence of the writer does not matter, because the narrating voice within the text belongs to the 
linguistic subject. Therefore, it is discourse that generates meaning, because the ‘author’ is a function 
of discourse. Roland Barthes on the other hand claimed that the reader in the very acts of perusing 
and interpreting a text, exerts a creative effort nearly tantamount to that of the author. In S/Z Barthes 
posits a text as made up of many “lexia” or “units of reading” (Barthes), thus making it as made up of 
many fragments and not as a unified whole. The duty of the reader is to dismantle the text 
 

The commentary, based on the affirmation of the plural, cannot therefore work with “respect” to 
the text; the tutor text will ceaselessly be broken, interrupted…the work of the commentary, once 
it is separated from any ideology of totality, consists precisely in manhandling the text, 
interrupting it.  (Barthes) 

Thus it is the reader who provides meaning to the text, thereby divesting the author of any power in 
the generation of textual meaning. Instead of presenting to the reader a readymade narrative, the 
linguistic subject makes it possible for the reader to participate in the events that constitute the 
metaphorical world of the narrative and take control of it. In this way, the reader performs ‘writerly’ 
(Barthes 4) functions- he can create his own events and therefore modify the text as he pleases. Thus, 
it is a movement away from the author as the initiator and the privileged site of narration and 
generation of meaning, to the reader as the final creator of meaning. Such a movement shows the 
posthumanist turn, thereby creating a new co-authored text, where the identities of author and reader 
overlap and meaning is generated through collaboration. 
 
 Hypertext is a form of electronic text where many “lexias” are linked together to form a single 
text, which itself is part of the greater mass of hypertext that is already existing. Hypertext, a term 
coined by Theodor H. Nelson in the 1960s, refers to a form of electronic text, 
 

 [as]non-sequential –writing — text that branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an 
interactive screen. As popularly conceived, this is a series of text chunks connected by links 
which offer the reader different pathways.  (Nelson)  

The use of hypertext for ends of literary creation has brought about changes in the very conception of 
aesthetic epistemology. According to H.Porter Abbott 

Hypertext narrative is that subset of electronic narrative that makes use of the hypertext linking 
function to allow readers to shift instantaneously to other virtual spaces in which almost 
anything can be found…As links, they allow readers to switch out of any particular passage and 
link up with something else and, perhaps even more significant, they often give readers the 
option of either choosing or not choosing to exercise any particular link.  (Abbott) 

 In such a textual form, the author functions as a cipher and so does the reader. Borges’ fiction, 
dealing with infinite libraries housing fathomless information and leading towards multiple 
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directions is an illustration of this literary phenomenon. Thus, the hypertext narrative is a 
posthumanist textual form. It does not adhere to the Aristotelian dictum of having a beginning, a 
middle or an end (Hayles and Montfort). It instead presents the events of the narrative world as an 
already given, to which the reader makes his own additions and modifications to create new 
meaning. 

Published in 1941, ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ is the first short story by Borges to be 
translated into English from Spanish in 1948. The work begins by alluding to a book by Lidell Hart 
and also to an editor who is summarizing the work. The principal mover of the plot is Dr. Yu Tsun 
who is a spy working for the Germans during the Second World War. Thus Borges locates his fiction 
within a particular historical moment that lends credibility to its narrative structure of detective 
fiction. The beginning of the story is quite disorienting. The events do not unfold in a chronological 
manner, and all discourse is continually interspersed with philosophical speculations that act as 
digressions. As the setting shifts from the city to the countryside, the pace of action slows down. The 
philosophical speculations function as the forking paths that alter the meaning of the text by changing 
its focus. Since neither Borges nor any other character comment on the philosophical speculations, 
these digressions are meant to highlight the multiplicity of meanings that can be discerned by the 
reader in the given text. 

 The story is told by a third person, omniscient narrator who introduces the document to us, a 
deposition that is read out, written and signed by Yu Tsun who is at a critical stage in his life. He flees 
to China to escape the clutches of Captain Richard Madden in order to convey a secret location to his 
Chief (who is unnamed) and located in Germany. When he reaches the house of Dr. Stephen Albert, a 
sinologist having expertise in the works of Ts’ui Pen, he comes to know that he is the great grandson 
of the author that is the focus of Albert’s studies. Their conversation centers around the labyrinth of 
time that is mentioned in Ts’ui Pen’s unfinished novel, titled Garden of Forking Paths and Albert 
comments that he is trying to recreate the same labyrinth in his own garden. Thus Albert is not only 
trying to emulate Ts’ui Pen but also bring it to material reality. Thus Yu Tsun and Doctor Albert share 
a connection as they discuss the labyrinth of time that is the main focus of Ts’ui Pen’s novel. They are 
endlessly fascinated by the novel and the labyrinth that Yu Tsun’s Chinese ancestor created. This 
connection is severed when Yu Tsun murders Albert and communicates to his Chief about the deed 
through a newspaper report that a stash of weapons is to be found in the English city of Albert. 
Therefore, while Yu Tsun himself emerges as the only character who possessed complete knowledge 
of the events the meditations of Ts’ui Pen tease a very different idea that is close to Borges’ own idea 
of the text. By alluding to Lidell Hart’s work in the epigraph and Ts’ui Pen’s novel, Borges points to 
the unreality of the text. The legitimacy of Ts’ui Pen’s novel is further complicated by the fact that 
Borges places imaginary and historical characters in the story without any sense of differentiation. He 
treats them as textual ciphers that exist only within his writing and have no history of their own. 
According to Borges, 

The Garden of forking paths is an incomplete, but not false, image of the universe as Ts’ui Pen 
conceived it. Unlike Newton and Schopenhauer, your ancestor did not believe in a uniform and 
absolute time; he believed in an infinite series of times, a growing, dizzying web of divergent, 
convergent, and parallel times. That fabric of times that approach one another, fork, are snipped 
off, or are simply unknown for centuries, contains all possibilities. In most of those times, we do 
not exist; in some, you exist but I do not; in others, I do and you do not; in others still, we both 
do. This network of times which approached one another, forked, broke off, or were unaware of 
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one another for centuries, embrace all possibilities of time.  (Borges, The Garden Of Forking 
Paths) 

 
Borges talks about labyrinths to introduce the idea of duplicitous role-playing and to introduce the 
possibility of an alternate reality. The forking paths that lead to different realities that do not form the 
center of the immediate narrative, and therefore the two humanist subjects, the hero Yu Tsun and the 
seeker of knowledge Dr. Albert, are both debunked. They also stand as signifiers in Borges’ 
meditations that are not fully articulated and represent the unknown that is presented to the reader 
with equal validity. The recreation of the physical labyrinth shows Borges’ experiments with the idea 
of various events occurring at the same time within different timeframes. 

 The use of the genre of detective fiction as well as the deposition, generally found in police 
narratives, negates all the conventions of traditional storytelling. The readers are not provided any 
resolution to the events set in the story, and are left to find meaning on their own. The reader 
participates in the mode of storytelling by engaging in unravelling the mysteries which constitute the 
plot of the story. By not providing any definite resolution, Borges hints at the possibility of multiple 
problems with resolutions that the text has to offer. These multiple problems also carry with them 
multiple authorial voices that are foregrounded in the text. Some of them are the anonymous narrator 
as well as the editor of the manuscript who paraphrases the historical document. In foregrounding 
authorial voices and texts that are imaginary, such as Lidell Hart’s work and Ts’ui Pen’s novel, Borges 
also raises questions about what constitutes a text, since the short story is itself located at a particular 
historical moment. Therefore the short story is also about the process of writing that does not have a 
life of its own unless it engages with other texts and processes of narration. This aspect of Borges’ 
writing also gives it the particular hypertextual quality that is characteristic of information in the 
digital age. In this sense, it becomes rhizomatic (Deleuze) in nature as it locates itself in relation with 
multiplicity of texts that are separate from itself and have identities of their own. The “forking paths” 
do not have any particular beginning or an end, and neither does Borges prescribe any hierarchy to 
the texts alluded to. Meaning is achieved by discerning the interrelation between the sequence of 
events and the connection among the characters. This interrelation precludes the formation of binaries 
and therefore, although Yu Tsun is the only character having complete knowledge of the events, there 
is no protagonist of Borges’ short story as such. The use of the detective genre also hints at the 
possibility of the characters making different choices and thereby altering the outcome of the story. In 
this sense ‘The Garden of Forking paths’ needs to be seen as a rhizomatic text with multiple courses of 
action defying binaries that form the basis of humanist storytelling. 

 The rhizomatic quality is further highlighted by the image of the labyrinth that is recurs in 
Borges’ fiction. The forking paths in Ts’ui Pen’s novel are symbols of a work that has not been 
written, but which lives on in multiple interpretations. There are forking paths that lead to Dr. Albert 
who is most explicitly questing for knowledge and Borges also hints at the possibility of a different 
course of action taken by Yu Tsun. Thus, two kinds of labyrinth exist in “The Garden of Forking 
paths”: textual and physical. The textual labyrinth is the labyrinthine association with other texts, as 
well as the serpentine development of the plot by virtue of it belonging to the ‘whodunit’ genre. 
These associations further complicate the plot because there are no demarcations provided by Borges, 
and the point of origin of the action is also elusive, just as the starting point of a rhizome becomes 
untraceable. The multiplicity of choices also shows the converging and diverging of multiple 
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narratives, as is seen by the choices not made by the characters, and the same is implied for the 
eponymous work of art that is the title of Borges’ story, 

 

Everyone imagined two works; to no one did it occur that the book and the maze were one and 
the same thing.  (Borges, The Garden Of Forking Paths)  

In this way we are told that Borges’ text and the garden are becoming one. Borges’ artistic meditations 
on the writing process and the inter-connectedness of texts prefigures the prevalence of hypertext in 
the formation of meaning in the digital age.   

 ‘The Library of Babel’ is written with similar purpose in mind- that of the inefficacy of an 
individual author to act as the repository of knowledge and also of the failure of language to 
accommodate all knowledge in the world. By making the contents of the library cyclical the humanist 
subject as the privileged center of knowledge is deconstructed, Knowledge is distributed across 
multiple variants, thereby inhibiting the concentration of meaning at a single point. It is up to the 
reader to forge links among these separate points. The story begins with a detailed description of the 
universe that is called “The Library”. Although it is a very structured space and has the ability to 
cater to all enquiries that readers may have, the readers nonetheless feel disoriented and anchorless 
when they peruse the Library. Borges thus puts forward a paradoxical situation- on the one hand 
there is no better place than the Library of Babel for the fulfillment of the quest of knowledge, 
however, it is simultaneously a place where those who seek knowledge can lose themselves easily. 
The sheer volume of books available in every hexagonal shelf comes across as “this pointless, verbose 
epistle” (Borges) when the readers are unable to find correlation within the facets of knowledge 
available in the Library. In order to find the knowledge they desire, readers have to make their own 
way across the labyrinthine “hexagonal galleries” that constitute the Library of Babel. In this sense the 
Library operates as a machine that houses information but cannot provide meaning. The books in the 
Library act as nothing but sequences of actions without any purposeful causation that will provide 
meaning to their presence. This aspect of narrative has been illustrated by Espen J.Aarseth in his book 
Cybertext where he proposes that a text may be “ergodic” where “a situation in which a chain of 
events…has been produced by nontrivial efforts of one or more individuals or mechanisms.”  
(Aarseth) In such a text therefore the reader becomes a “user” (Aarseth) because the actions initiated 
by the user creates events and thus introduces the causal link that leads to the creation of a narrative. 
 For Borges, the hexagonal shape represents infinity.  (Sassón-Henry) The scores of books that 
are contained in this infinity considerably dwarfs the potency of the author who is regarded as the 
divine force that sets down meaning to a piece of writing.  To provide a solution to the obfuscation of 
knowledge in the infinite Library, Borges writes, 
 

I will be bold enough to suggest this solution to the ancient problem:The Library is unlimited but 
periodic. If an eternal traveler should journey in any direction, he would find after untold 
centuries that the same volumes are repeated in the same disorder—which, repeated, becomes 
order: the Order.  (Borges)  

In order to make sense of the unending library the reader must also become eternal. This notion 
draws attention to the fallacy of the liberal humanist subject who is finite and hence unable to make 
sense of the library as a whole. It points to the necessity of multiplicity of readers in order to make 
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sense of the knowledge contained in the library. Thus, according to Neil Badmington, Borges’ library 
becomes the “posthuman library. Posthuman because it does not and cannot bend to the will of 
humanism.” It is also posthuman because it cannot be mapped at a particular point in time and 
history. (Badmington) 
  “The Aleph” presents the quest for knowledge within a tale of love. The protagonist of the 
story is the eponymous Borges, who is trapped in a love triangle with the Argentinian poet Carlos 
Argentino Daneri for the affections of his cousin Beatriz Viterbo. The naming of the principal 
antagonists shows Borges engaging in a discursive dialogue with Dante Aligheri of The Divine 
Comedy and lends legitimacy to his project to divest knowledge of ego. As in ‘The Garden of Forking 
Paths’ and ‘The Library of Babel’ there is a book that claims to “include a complete inventory of every 
natural and artificial feature of the planet”. (Thiem) The source of the entire inventory is none other 
than the aleph, an object that is located underneath the cellar of Daneri’s house. Drawing on Jewish 
Cabbalistic symbolism, the aleph acts as the sole source of information, “a point that contains all other 
points in the cosmos”. (Thiem) Such is the might of the object that he does not know how to "convey 
to others the infinite Aleph, which my timorous memory can scarcely comprehend”.  (Thiem) We 
learn from Daneri that the Aleph is the microcosm of the alchemists and Cabalists (Thiem) and from 
the narrator that it resembles the infinite divinity of the mystics who use paradoxical metaphors to 
express God's incomprehensible relation to space. Therefore it is the “enigmatic machine” 
(Echevarria) that will bring to fruition the quest for absolute knowledge. Whoever is able to put it to 
correct use will become the undisputed seeker of knowledge. In this story, the quest for the beloved 
as well as the quest for knowledge are synonymous. When Daneri invites Borges to look at the aleph 
after the death of Beatriz, Borges not only encounters the object but also intimate correspondences 
between the deceased and her husband. This strikes a note of jealousy but at the same time he is 
overwhelmed by the “chaotic enumeration” that is contained in the aleph. Having subjected himself 
to the vision of the aleph he can only speak in anaphoras-“I saw, I saw, I saw!”  (Echevarria)  Borges 
the narrator is humbled by the mystery of the aleph and affinity is achieved with his rival. Besides 
being named “Argentino”, a stand-in for the historical Borges himself, Daneri and the narrator-Borges 
can be identified as the same subject questing after love and absolute knowledge. This is in keeping 
with Diana Walsh Pasulka’s analysis of The Divine Comedy, where Beatrice’s love has transformative 
abilities 

In the fourteenth-century Italian masterpiece The Divine Comedy, author and poet Dante 
Alighieri (1265–1321) embarks on a journey through the afterlife. […]Virgil, while a good man, is 
not a baptized Christian, and according to medieval Catholic theology he is not allowed to enter 
heaven. It is the beautiful Beatrice, whom Dante has loved from afar, who will guide him for the 
rest of his journey, through most of the regions of the heavenly realm. Fortified by his love of her 
and her otherworldly beauty, Dante must first step through a dangerous circle of fire before he 
enters heaven. Heaven is the apex of human existence, and as such it is like no other state of 
being. Humans must be transformed in order to enter its regions. Significantly, this state is so 
unprecedented that Dante indicates that there are no words to describe it. Therefore, he creates a 
new word, a neologism, trasumanar, which is a verb meaning ‘‘to transhumanize.’’ The word 
transhuman was thus coined by Dante in the fourteenth century to capture the event whereby a 
human being becomes something entirely other-than-human, or posthuman. (Pasulka)  

The aleph has a similar transformative effect on the narrator, one that he is unable to overcome as is 
signified by the destruction of Daneri’s manuscript, the object and the narrator’s attempt to imitate 
Daneri’s writing. By defining knowledge as something that cannot be mastered within the 
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performative discourse of liberal humanism, the hubris of the humanist subject is exacted and 
nullified. 
 Borges’ short fiction therefore problematizes the idea of the self-conscious writing and the 
meaning that is ordained by the authoritarian position it claims. He challenges the position of the 
liberal humanist subject as the sole progenitor of meaning and proposes the idea of writing as 
something that is initially assembled and further re-assembled across discourses, much like the 
hypertextual nature of the World Wide Web. This breaking away from the idea of personality is seen 
as liberating and advocating ontological view of writing. (Herbrechter and Callus) 
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