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This paper explores the connection between the inexorability of time and being at the mercy 
of the unwanted sides of existence. Nihilism and fatalism have been tackled by Deleuze, who 
crosses paths with Borges in his reading of Nietzsche, while Nietzsche and Borges appear 
folded over each other in the economy of the eternal return. These thinkers explore different 
configurations of time that allow the subject to reinvent its existence. Key to these reflections 
is Deleuze’s Copernican categorial inversion, i.e. his positing of an intensive difference as a 
first principle, resulting from his work on Nietzsche. These questions and experiences find 
their way into the history of life in the form of narratives: Narratives have the power to change 
both reality and selfhood, allowing thus for the overcoming of nihilism and fatalism.

***

1. Introduction: Narrativization and Nihilism1

Paul Ricœur has pointed out that the process of narrativization goes hand 
in hand with the possibility of transforming not only ideas of knowledge and 
norms but also practices. Thus, narratives are «carriers of possible worlds»2, 
which are not only narratively grasped, but immediately experienced. Narratives 
enable us to experience time by providing a new relationship between time 
and fiction. The «fictional experience of time» is twofold: it encompasses the 
temporal aspects of the world of the text on the one hand, and on the other, 

1 I thank the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments and remarks.
2 P. Ricœur, Myth as the Bearer of Possible Worlds, in M. J. Valdés (ed.), A Reader: Reflection and 
Imagination, Toronto 1991, pp. 482-490, here p. 489. 
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the ways of experiencing the world that the text projects outside itself into 
reality. Although these ways of experiencing are imaginary and exist only within 
a text, for Ricœur they constitute a kind of «transcendence in immanence», 
since they enable confrontation with the reader’s world3. But it is precisely this 
ability of literature to configure time in a narrative and to allow the reader to 
reconfigure it, that what enables us to understand this text/reader relationship 
not only as text-immanent, but foremost as a text-transcendent version of this 
relationship. Narratives as carriers of possible worlds are triggers of new practices 
and knowledge that make their way into the reader’s own life. Conversely, life 
experience finds its way into narration, insofar as it is precisely the narrating 
praxis that gives meaning to what is immediately lived, relating it thus it to 
the whole of a life story4. However, experience is not something that we may 
master, it rather imposes itself on us. It «frees the subject of the conditionalities 
and obligations under which the habitual life stands. It ventures out into the 
unknown»5, but remains related back to the familiar and the possibilities of life-
world experience. Experience as the experience of a new sense is characterized 
by a surplus in relation to meaning, since it is at first «removed from all existing 
contexts of reality», but at the same time relates to the whole of life, according 
to Hans-Georg Gadamer6. 

	 Literature not only creates a possible world, but also an existential time 
– a time that can neither be represented nor measured. For no representation 
of time gives us access to time as it is experienced or perceived, as Borges and 
Nietzsche both show, so that «our maps of reality can never coincide with the 
territory»7 of our existential experience. An existential time is thus a time that is 
‘incarnated’ into a singular experience and expresses such a mode of existence. 
Thus, Deleuze claims that the extra-temporal in Proust is a time in status nascendi8, 
an affective time that is created in the affective coloring of an experience, in the 
pleasurable consumption of a madeleine, in the passionate affirmation of our 
eternal becoming, or in the bleak recognition of being at the mercy of arbitrary 
blows of fate. In the process, time contracts or expands, depending on how it is 
experienced. In experience, therefore, not only a quantitative but a qualitative 
change of time takes place, which gives our existence an individual imprint. It is 
namely the creative power of affirmation, that which introduces difference and 
forestalls the eternal, aimless wandering of existence by unleashing both a stroke 
of chance and a concomitant experience of eternity. This conception implies 
understanding time as a network of fate’s threads and the instant as an intensive 
eternity as opposed to the extensive eternity of the life-flow itself. In this ecstatic 

3 P. Ricœur, Temps et récit. Tome II. La Configuration dans le récit de fiction, Paris 1984, p. 16.
4 Cf. H.-G. Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode. Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik, 
Tübingen 1990 [1960], p. 75.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid., p. 75.
7 A. Monder, Ficciones Filosóficas. Narrativa y discurso teórico en la obra de Jorge Luis Borges y 
Macedonio Fernández, Buenos Aires 2010, p. 48. 
8 G. Deleuze, Proust et les signes, Paris, 1964, p. 59.



Lo Sguardo - rivista di filosofia
N. 41, 2025 (II) - Gilles Deleuze e i ‘ritratti’ del pensiero

417

moment, the self withdraws and surrenders to affectivity. Time ‘dissolves’ in this 
experience of a felt or ecstatic eternity, such that it can begin anew as a gift, at 
the edge of the moment. In this ecstatic moment, the surplus of experience over 
meaning is revealed: the flowing of time is suspended, and the spirit is embarked 
by awe, such that in this motionless state, in this time ‘fold’, there is ‘space’ for 
the arrival of something new, that is, of difference itself. By cancelling out the 
eternal repetition of the same and the concomitant self-identity of the subject, 
this experience allows the creation of a new sense that may counterbalance life’s 
inherent senselessness. 

It is precisely through the interweaving of philosophy and literature, the 
secret ‘haunting’ of one by the other9, as shown paradigmatically in the writings 
of Jorge Luis Borges, Gilles Deleuze and Friedrich Nietzsche, that nihilism and 
fatalism get the chance to be overcome. The chance of a new sense requires thus 
a fundamental limit experience of time that irrevocably changes subjects and 
world in their respective selfhood. In short, this paper explores the overcoming 
of nihilism and fatalism in the works of Borges, Deleuze and Nietzsche: Deleuze 
crosses paths with Borges in his reading of Nietzsche, Nietzsche and Borges 
appearing folded over each other in the economy of the eternal return. This 
mutual crossing concerns the question of the connection between the presumed 
inexorability of time and the state of being at the mercy of the unwanted sides 
of existence. This nihilism coupled with fatalism, that is, the recognition of our 
powerlessness to change the course of time and events has been relentlessly tackled 
by these great thinkers. They have explored different ways of understanding and 
determining time, this elusive phenomenon, to allow for a reinvention of the 
world that may counterbalance our being passively submitted to it. In this sense, 
narratives as conceived of by these authors, are not limited to represent «models 
of reality»10, but can rather become models for changing reality. 

2. Nietzsche, Deleuze and Borges: Their conception of literature

Nietzsche’s philology functions as a critique of metaphysics11: Nietzsche 
posits the necessity of self-deception and falsehood for life. Man, the genius 
of lies, is an artist who violates reality through lies, which take the forms of 
metaphysics, morality, religion, and science: «The falsest assumptions are 
precisely the most necessary», for the falsity of a concept is not an objection to it. 
On the contrary, these fictions are necessary for the belief and trust in life. They 
ignore the false nature of existence; on the contrary, they give the human being 

9 J.-F. Marquet, Miroirs de l’identité, Paris 1996, p. vii.
10 W. Viehöver, Diskurse als Narrationen, in R. Keller, A. Hirseland, W. Schneider & W. Viehöver 
(Hrsg.), Handbuch sozialwissenschaftliche Diskursanalyse. Theorien & Methoden, Wiesbaden 
2011, pp. 177-206, here p. 204.
11 I thank the anonymous reviewer for this remark.
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a feeling of power, of dominion over reality12. While the thinking intellect is a 
‘falsifying apparatus’ but useful because it constructs fictions necessary for life, 
categories construct fictions necessary for knowledge: «the world seems logical 
to us because we have logicized it»13. Nietzsche proclaimed 

 
the phenomenality of the inner world: everything that becomes conscious to 

us is totally and absolutely adjusted, simplified, schematized, interpreted – the true 
process of ‘inner perception’, the causal relationship between thoughts, feelings, desires, 
between subject and object, is totally hidden from us – and is perhaps a pure invention. 
This ‘apparently inner world’ is treated with precisely the same forms and processes as 
the ‘external’ world. We never encounter ‘facts’ […] both the action and the agent are 
feigned14. 

In proclaiming the phenomenality of the internal world15, Nietzsche 
equates it with that of the external world, such that they both lack objectivity: 
there are no facts, but only interpretations. For Nietzsche, there is therefore 
no subject as a substrate, but rather ‘the subject’ dissolves into a multitude of 
passions, heterogeneous and non-unifiable. Nietzsche seems to posit here a 
disaggregated subject, like ephemeral «formations of power»16 or «complexes of 
events»17, which eternally fluctuate according to circumstances. The ‘subject’ 
and all metaphysical categories alike, are nothing but a useful fiction, logical-
grammatical categories that allow for the development of a falsifying apparatus, 
but one that is necessary for the construction of fictions useful to life, which 
must create provisional foundations and meanings. Nietzsche reveals that truth is 
nothing but an illusion that fixes the future, statically framing it in categories that 
are postulated as necessary but are false18. The return of known, familiar things, 
the phenomenal world, is not «‘the true world’» but the «formless, informulable 
world of the chaos of sensations»19. This ‘formless’ world resists expression; 
language finds its limit in it, it proves impotent, such that chaos withstands any 

12 F. Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13, II (415), p. 193, and NF 1884-1885, KSA 11, 35(37), 
p. 527, in F. Nietzsche, Sämtliche Werke, Kritische Studienausgabe (KSA) in 15 Einzelbänden, 
G. Colli und M. Montinari, (Hrsg.), Berlin 1988. The works and writings of Friedrich 
Nietzsche are cited with the abbreviations NF (Nachgelassene Fragmente) and KSA (Kritische 
Studienausgabe).
13 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, KSA 12, 9(144), p. 418.
14 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13, 11(113), pp. 53-54. 
15 Cf. I. Breuer, Descartes – Nietzsche: die Phänomenalität der inneren Welt – die Gewissheit 
bzw. Wahrheit der Gefühle, in I. Römer (Hg.), Subjektivität und Intersubjektivität in der 
Phänomenologie, Würzburg 2011, pp. 55-70.
16 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13, 11(73), (331), p. 36.
17 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1887, KSA 12, 9(91), (65), p. 384.
18 Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, KSA 5, par. 4, pp. 18-19.
19 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, KA 12, 9(106), p. 395.
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attempt at interpretation: «Chaos is the limit of every interpretation because it 
resists cognition»20.

 However, phenomenal world and chaos form a whole, a world that is 
neither organic, nor synthesizable, nor a simple unity21. Chaos designates the 
«total character of the world […] for all eternity»22, a necessary chaos marked by 
its inherent and essential multiplicity, from which any reduction to unity or form 
is excluded. Nietzsche sees it as Dike-Necessity, as necessary becoming, without 
beginning or end, which lacks order in the sense of an intentional regulation, 
thereby rejecting both a divinization and a humanization of becoming. To the 
extent that «knowledge and becoming exclude each other»23, chaos is for us 
informulable, and therefore unthinkable. The totality of the world becomes 
something unapproachable, undecidable and therefore poses a limit to modern 
metaphysical thought, which can only be grasped through the self-deception of 
the will24, thanks to which it ‘believes’ it knows. 

In his writings, Nietzsche objects to the presumption of autonomous 
consciousness, since it is not an objective, stable, ‘aseptic’ zone but rather adopts 
provisional forms that arise from the momentary configuration of eternally 
changing forces in which the world is shaped. Consciousness is not that which 
brings to itself, or represents to itself, the objects of knowledge, appropriating 
them by fixing them in categories, but it is rather that fiction, whose inventive 
force generalizes «metaphysical truths» in order to logicalize them, that is, to 
make them comprehensible25. Only in the sense of a «regulative fiction»26 ​​can 
we then speak of a consciousness which, for the sake of the need for certainty 
and abbreviation, generates ephemeral forms that have the character of 
«fictitious truths»27. Thanks to these regulative fictions, truths are nothing but 
«a construction of thinking»; that is, a regulative fiction by means of which a 
kind of constancy and therefore ‘knowability’ is introduced and imagined into 
the world of becoming. The «belief in grammar, in the linguistic subject, in 
the object, in verbs, has so far kept metaphysicians in check; I teach that it is 
necessary to renounce that belief»28. 

This limit of the expressible, which is proper to metaphysics, does not 
consist in a return to the instinctive life as opposed to the life of consciousness, 
since «the greater part of a philosopher’s conscious thinking is secretly guided 
by his instincts»29, but in considering valuations as regulative fictions useful for 
life, that is, admitting their untruth. It does neither entail the impossibility of 

20 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, 9(89), KSA 12, p. 382. 
21 Nietzsche, Götzen-Dämmerung, KSA 6, par. 8, pp. 96-97.
22 Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, par. 109, KSA 3, p. 468.
23 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, KSA 12, 9(89), p. 382.
24 Ibid.
25 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, KSA 12 6(11), p. 237.
26 Nietzsche, NF 1884-1885, KSA 11 35(35), p. 526.
27 Nietzsche, NF 1885-1887, KSA 12, 9(97) (67), p. 391.
28 Nietzsche, NF 1884-1885, KSA 11 35(35), p. 526.
29 Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, par. 3, KSA 5, p. 17.
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speech, signaling to thought that it is ‘outside itself ’. Quite on the contrary, 
Nietzschean speech dares. It gives way to doubt, to suspicion, affirming and 
denying at the same time: thought is not constituted outside of signification, 
but rather at its limit. The creation of ‘provisional meanings’30 allows it to affirm 
without being categorical and to deny provisionally, slipping without taking 
root in a dethroned certainty of being. It is from this speech of the limit of the 
expressible that chaos can be assumed as fiction, as a way of maintaining oneself 
between loss in absolute chaos and fiction as the reduction of being to a new 
principle.

While Nietzsche’s writings attack metaphysics by employing the inherited 
categories and expressions, Deleuze’s attack is even more radical, since it concerns 
syntax itself: Deleuze conceives of literature as a life process, fundamentally 
a-subjective, formless, incomplete or unfinished: 

Writing is certainly not imposing a form (of expression) on a lived matter. 
Literature is rather on the side of the formless, or of incompleteness. Writing is a 
matter of becoming, always unfinished, always in the process of being made, and which 
overflows all livable or lived experience31.

Writing entails «finding the zone of proximity, of indiscernibility or 
of undifferentiation»32, such that it eludes any determination in a form or 
singularization. It is a process of becoming between or among states: there is no 
teleology at work, «no straight line, neither in things nor in language. Syntax is 
the set of necessary detours created each time to reveal life in things»33. Literature 
must discover «the force of an impersonal», which is not a generality, but a radical 
singularity as a third person that prevents us from writing in the first person34. 
Deleuze refers to Maurice Blanchot’s conception of «the neutral»35. In L’entretien 
infini, Blanchot claims that «the narrative ‘it’ destitutes any subject, just as it dis-
appropriates any transitive action of any objective possibility»36. It employs two 
strategies: On the one hand, what is told is not told by anyone in particular, that 
is, in the neutral form; on the other, subjects have to forget themselves, such that 
by suppressing agency, the past bursts into the present as a constant repetition37. 
As Deleuze observes, this understanding of literature seems here to «deny the 
linguistic conception», since it denies the conditions of enunciation38. Deleuze 
is less radical, for him, «literature is a collective configuration of enunciation», 
since it is essentially a historically and collectively build «delirium», a «disease 

30 Cf. M. Cragnolini, Nietzsche, Camino y Demora, Buenos Aires 1998, p. 172.
31 G. Deleuze, Critique et Clinique, Paris 1993, p. 11.
32 Ibid.
33 Ibid., p. 12.
34 Ibid., p. 13.
35 Ibid.
36 M. Blanchot, L’entretien infini, Paris 1969, p. 563.
37 Ibid., p. 564.
38 Deleuze, Critique et Clinique, p. 13, n. 3.
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par excellence»39. It is the writer’s task to invent a collectivity, to write for those 
imagined people and create a «possibility of life» by creating a new syntax and 
style40. 

Thus, language is drawn to its limits, to an «outside or a back side» which 
inscribes visions and auditions  in the «gaps» or «deviations» of language. Meaning 
thus lies in the intervals of words, in images and auditions that are not «outside 
language», but rather constitute «the outside»41. The aim of literature is this 
«passage of life in which language constitutes ideas»42. Writing is therefore also 
«to become something other than writer»43; since it is subject to a permanent 
change. Writers and subjects in general are conceived of not as singularities, but 
as neutral multiplicities in pure state, that is, not as fragments of a lost unity. 
As he claims in Un seul loup où plusieurs loups?, it is about a «pure multiplicity 
which changes elements or which becomes»44. By proposing a reflection on 
the functioning of meaning and positing the notion of process rather than the 
immobility of meaning, he interprets the text as a machine, as an artifact. In this 
regard, in Rhizome Deleuze and Guattari assert that the book lacks an object, not 
because of its absence in the origin, but because they consider that the materials 
that compose it are in a process in which «movements of deterritorialization and 
stratification» occur. All these phenomena of movement constitute a so-called 
«arrangement». A book is an assemblage, therefore «unattributable» to a subject, 
a «multiplicity», in short «a machinic arrangement»45.

Like Artaud, Deleuze and Guattari compare the text to a «body without 
organs»46 and assert that it is in relation to other bodies, defined as machines. 
We must not ask about the meaning of a book but rather ask what it functions 
with, what multiplicities and stable connections it introduces, and finally, with 
what bodies without organs it makes its own converge. Literature is not about 
ideology, but about «multiplicities, lines, strata and segmentations, lines of flight 
and intensities»47. Text and world are linked by a process of becoming, they are 
indeed intermingled: the book

 
forms a rhizome with the world, there is a parallel evolution of the book and the 

world, the book ensures the deterritorialization of the world, but the world operates a 

39 Ibid., p. 15.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., p. 16.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid., p. 17.
44 G. Deleuze, F. Guattari, Un seul où plusieurs loups?, in Mille Plateaux, Paris 1980, pp 39-52, 
here p. 39.
45 G. Deleuze, F. Guattari, Introduction: Rhizome, in Mille Plateaux, pp. 9-37, here p. 10.
46 Ibid., p. 10. On the application of this concept to painting cf. I. Breuer, Sinnbildung und 
Widerstreit zwischen mimesis und methexis bei Gilles Deleuze. Zu einer Umkehrung des Platonismus 
in den Gemälden von Francis Bacon, in A. C. Drews, K. D. Martin (Hg.), Innen, Aussen, Anders. 
Körper im Werk von Gilles Deleuze und Michel Foucault, Bielefeld 2017, pp. 49-66, https://doi.
org/10.14361/9783839435755-003
47 Deleuze, Guattari, Introduction: Rhizome, p. 11.
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reterritorialization of the book, which in turn deterritorializes itself in the world (if it 
is capable of it and if it can)48.

Deleuze and Guattari posit thus the inseparability of world and subjects in 
this new sense of multiplicity, where there is no room for individual statements, 
in fact, there never were any. Every enunciation is a product of a mechanistic 
arrangements of collective agents of enunciation, that is, multiplicities. In this 
sense, there is no room for self-centered subjectivities either; on the contrary, 
they constitute themselves as ‘individuals’ by dispossessing themselves: being 
oneself implies being traversed by otherness, i.e. by a multiplicity, constituted 
by it. As a matter of fact, «the proper name is the instantaneous apprehension of 
a multiplicity»49. The book, then, lacks subject and object in the representative 
sense, but constitutes, in both the world and the universe, a machine that accounts 
for this multiplicity. The ‘subject’ is inserted into the rhizome to form part of it 
and participate in the nomadism of meaning, in the arborization of no longer 
hierarchical relations. Without organizing central memory, the human being as 
a herd finds himself in relation to all kinds of becomings; he is becoming – the 
text is its expression.

Far from ‘dissolving’ the subject into a multiplicity, Borgesian fiction 
blocks the simple scheme of sender-message-recipient by complicating each of 
its stages, erasing distinctions, simultaneously multiplying the possibilities of 
the narrative dialogue. As Silvia Molloy argues, the contamination that blurs the 
boundaries between sender and recipient also affects the text, delimiting it. In 
Borges’ fiction, a narrative message that is far from inert and fixed opens up and 
becomes dynamic, with obvious pleasure: a message that integrates the narrator 
and the reader, and at the same time disperses within them. The role of the 
writer and that of the reader do not differ significantly, they are interchangeable 
dialogues on equal footing50. As Borges observes, «our nothings differ little; it is 
trivial and fortuitous the circumstance that you are the reader of these exercises, 
and I am their writer»51. This integration, however, is not accompanied by any 
sort of naïve trust, be it in the world or the human being as such, since they both 
not only conceal or mask secrets, mysteries, dreams, but also are the fortuitous 
result of enigmatic and elusive time. Hence, the distrust of the mutable face that, 
as soon as it is named, becomes a mask. The literary exercise is no different from 
that game of plural faces and masks, which juxtapose each other. Borges’ texts 
juxtaposes stories, which insert themselves in previous or posterior narrations, 
while words gain in their vital contiguity new meanings: While words are masks 
that conceal or rather compose their true meaning and intertextual reference 
or connotation, masks are not only on, but also below faces: As Borges recalls, 

48 Ibid., p. 18.
49 Deleuze, Guattari, Un seul ou plusieurs loups?, p. 51.
50 S. Molloy, Las letras de Borges, Buenos Aires 1979, p. 52.
51 J. L. Borges, Fervor de Buenos Aires (1923), foreword (1964), in Obras Completas I 1923–
1949, Buenos Aires 1991, pp. 13-288, here p. 15.
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in the narrative of the Arabian Nights, «the anterooms are confused with the 
mirrors, the mask is under the face, no one knows who is the real man and who 
are his idols»52.

Borges’ text maintains a perpetual and honest disquisition on writing (his 
own writing, the writing of another). A text that knows it is tautological, that it 
is finite, that does not for that reason abandon what it seeks: it seeks the other 
that is already written. Borges recognizes, like few others, that «literature is an art 
that knows how to prophesy the time when it will have fallen silent and become 
enraged by its own virtue and fall in love with its own dissolution and compare 
its end»53. His words are not to be understood as of despair or nihilism. On the 
contrary, «the page that has a vocation for immortality» can traverse «distracted 
readings» and yet recognize that it is finite54. What Blanchot says about art, 
applies certainly to Borges’s writing: Central to art is «this power to represent 
through absence and to manifest through distance»; this power of rendering 
the invisible things visible and transparent «thus becomes visible in them and 
then reveals itself as the luminous background of invisibility and unreality from 
which everything comes and where everything ends»55.

For Borges, the practice of literature is a revelation of our impossibilities, 
as Daniel Scarfó rightly remarks. His literature speaks to us of what we are and 
cannot be, of failure, of tragedy, of futility. A literature that uncovers weaknesses, 
losses, and fatigue. Borges’ writing, so concerned with the mediation between 
poetic creation and reality, is a constant effort to meditate on a loss of subjectivity. 
What is disturbing is the ambiguity of the impossible positioning of writing. 
Borges emphasizes the nostalgia for presence, the impotence inscribed within it. 
An aesthetic practice conditioned by this emphasis conceives art as a paradoxical 
relationship between absences and presences. Turning everything it touches into 
absence, Borges’ writing opens to a radical presence. Borges’ story The Aleph 
testifies to this search: The space that suddenly becomes present in the instant 
of vision consists of an unthinkable simultaneity of multiple and disconnected 
places, while concentrating this multiplicity into one viewpoint, thus opening 
up a field of vision that exceeds the field of sight. This gaze encompasses in 
tradition the mystical contemplation of Paradise or the Apocalypse, as well as 
their brief instances punctuated by the enjoyment of fleeting ‘epiphanies’56. 
Blanchot referred to this story as the «prodigious, the abominable Aleph» and 
qualified it as a «perversion (perversion)»57. Borges is grappling with bad eternity 
and bad infinity, the only phenomena we can experience, until that glorious 
reversal called ecstasy, in which we grasp the unity of book and world: the book is 

52 Borges, Historia de la Eternidad (1936), in OC I, pp. 351-426, here p. 412.
53 Borges, La supersticiosa ética del lector, Discusión (1932), in OC I, pp. 202-205, here p. 205.
54 Molloy, Las letras de Borges, p. 13.
55 M. Blanchot, Le livre á venir, Paris 1996, p. 79.
56 D. Scarfó, Borges y las literaturas imposibles, in W. Rowe, C. Canaparo, A. Louis (comp.), 
Jorge Luis Borges. Intervenciones sobre pensamiento y literatura, Buenos Aires 2000, pp. 83-92, 
here pp. 83-90.
57 Blanchot, Le livre á venir, p. 133.
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in principle the world for him, and the world is a book. Borges understands that 
the dignity of literature is to allow us to experience its neutral and impersonal 
power, because what matters is not individuals, but rather literature: «literature 
is not a simple deception, it is the dangerous power to go towards what is, 
through the infinite multiplicity of the imaginary»58. 

Borges seeks in philosophy, theology and literature the answers to 
existential questions that differ from the doxa, that is, the general opinion. 
Philosophical insights do not interest him because of the specific solutions 
they offer to existential problems, rather he uses them to construct provisional 
«inventories of their forms»59, which can shake our everyday certainties and 
lead to new motives, directions of action and cultural values60. In Borges, this 
creates a tension between fictional narrative and philosophical reflection, which 
constitutes «the fantastic», as Tzvetan Todorov argues in the wake of Roger 
Caillois61: «The fantastic is always a break with the established order, an intrusion 
of the inadmissible into the unchanging regularity of the everyday»62. As Beatriz 
Sarlo argues, fiction constructs an order and attempts to organize meanings in 
a world abandoned by the gods. Fantastic literature emphasizes the tensions 
present in the act of writing, underscoring the possibilities of figuration, indirect 
presentation, and allegory. It speaks of the world not through its re-presentation 
but through contradiction and divergence; «it is not interested in deciphering 
but in ciphering»63. Borges’ writings have, by its fictional nature, the capacity to 
establish an ironic or parodic deviation from experience, a net of possible and 
impossible experiences64. They invent an ephemeral and impossible order that 
does not mirror the world but reveals its multiple masks, or rather, it reveals that 
there are only masks: it is all about a play of juxtaposed masks.

In short, what Nietzsche, Deleuze and Borges share is a profound distrust in 
assumed certainties and metaphysical truths. Their writings disrupt the notions 
of subject and world, and the belief in the possibility of a faithful representation 
of reality, such that they disrupt experiential bonds and consequently, also the 
assumed conceptions of time and space.

58 Ibid., pp. 131-133, here p. 133.
59 A. M. Berrenechea, La expresión de la irrealidad en la obra de Borges, Buenos Aires 1984, p. 
82. 
60 Cf. I. Breuer, Grenzorte und Labyrinthe. Die Rolle der Philosophie und ihre Überschreitung in 
der Literatur von Jorge Luis Borges, «Allgemeine Zeitschrift für Philosophie», 49.1., 2024, pp. 
93-117. https://doi.org/10.5771/0340-7969-2024-1-93
61 R. Caillois, Au coeur du fantastique, Paris 1965, p. 161.
62 T. Todorov, Einführung in die fantastische Literatur, K. Kersten (Üb.), München 1972 [1970], 
p. 31.
63 B. Sarlo, Borges. Un escritor en las orillas, Madrid 1997, p 151.
64 Cf. Breuer, Ein Gedankenexperiment über ein Gewebe möglicher und unmöglicher Erfahrungen im 
Ausgang von Husserl und Borges, in E- Brendel, H. H. Gander, M. Lessau (Hgg.), Philosophische 
Symposien der DFG, Band 2: Gedankenexperimente und Narration in der Philosophie, 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.18716/OJS/PHILSYM/2023.2022
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3. Time and Eternal Return 
The Riddles of Time – Beings as the Flesh of Time

For Borges, «time is a problem for us, a trembling and demanding problem, 
perhaps the most vital of metaphysics; eternity, a game or a weary hope. […] 
Eternity is an image made with the substance of time»65. He admitted that he 
did not know what kind of thing time was, not even whether it was a «thing» at 
all. These statements did not prevent him from assuming that the human being 
is formed by the substance ‘time’. These seemingly incompatible assertions, 
however, belong to the riddles posited by time. Borges did not forget what life 
experience teaches us: time is the most intimate dimension of human beings, 
since life is characterized by the succession, simultaneity and duration of events 
and experiences, that, in retrospect, cannot be expressed without difficulty by 
concepts and by tables of temporal modes. Consequently, the very concept of 
time must be questioned in order to shake the supposed certainties that make 
up our lives66. Hence, this skepticism, his distrust in assumed certainties, and 
particularly in time, this elusive phenomenon, underpins Borges’ work: 

Movement, the occupation of different places at different times, is inconceivable 
without time, as is immobility, the occupation of the same place at different points in 
time. How can one fail to feel that eternity, so dearly yearned for by so many poets, 
is a splendid artifice that frees us, even fleetingly, from the intolerable oppression of 
succession?67

Time is a recurring motif in Borges’ work. In his well-known essay A 
New Refutation of Time, he describes how philosophers have always fought the 
inexorability of time, only to finally have to acknowledge with trepidation that 
one is not simply helplessly subjected to time, as it if were something external, but 
that the I and time are the same. To say ‘I’ involves not only the assertion that I am 
a temporal being, but also the claim that I am the cause of my own destruction. 
This is about presence as loss or decay, and the feeling of powerlessness when 
faced with the unwanted aspects of existence. In Borges’ words:

Denying temporal succession, denying the I, denying the astronomical universe 
are apparent despair and secret consolation. Our fate […] is not appalling because of its 
unreality, but it is appalling because it is irreversible and ironclad. Time is the substance 
of which I am made. Time is a river that carries me away, but I am the tiger; it is a fire 
that consumes me, but I am the fire. The world, unhappily, is real; I, unhappily, am 
Borges68.

From this it follows that the life of a human being consists not only of 
consciousness but of bodily states and is subject to coming into being and 

65 Borges, Historia de la Eternidad, p. 353.
66 Berrenechea, La expresión de la irrealidad, p. 81 f.; Hedrich, Borges, p. 41.
67 Borges, Historia de la Eternidad, foreword, here p. 351.
68 Borges, Nueva Refutación del Tiempo, Otras Inquisiciones (1952), in Obras Completas II, 1952-
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passing away, like any composite substance. What this text also makes evident is 
Borges’ personal feeling of being trapped in temporality. It does not refer to an 
indirect and impersonal knowledge about time, but rather inscribes the insistent 
anguish of feeling trapped in it, the present, and perhaps preverbal, anguish that 
persists behind the various metaphors that try to dress it up so that its expression 
may be more exact, as Juan José Saer observes69. Borges’ statements, however, 
contain a deeper and at the same time original insight: The human being is built 
up by the substance time; it is not only a temporal being, but it is time, that is, 
its bodily existence is time. This is not just «the poet’s own flesh transformed 
into thought»70, but rather a more radical insight of Borges’: the human being is 
the flesh of time, he is time incarnate. 

This bodily dimension of time is also postulated by Nietzsche. Indeed, 
an identical ego constrained by the language of reason is incapable of avoiding 
the fatum, the irrevocable, since it can only accept what falls within the circle 
of its conscious decision. Only bodily sensuality, pleasure, affects, desire, can 
project themselves imaginatively onto the past and onto the present in order to 
affirm life, chance and becoming71. Affirmation includes both the acceptance 
of the «hitherto negated sides of Dasein» and their recognition, not only as 
«necessary», but also as «desirable», not only as a «complement» to the affirmed 
sides, but «for their own sake, as the more powerful, more fruitful, truer sides of 
Dasein, in which its will expresses itself more clearly»72. This means affirming 
both the wanted/desired and the unwanted/rejected aspects of one’s existence, 
in sum, it means amor fati. 

This affirmation of lies, this love of fate, must be internalized, it must be 
«assimilated» in order to entail the «highest form of affirmation of life». The 
highest and eternal ‘yes’ would no longer be the expression of a mere thought, but 
it would have been «incorporated» into our pre-consciousness. The incorporated 
belief in the eternal return thus accomplishes a «quasi-transcendental function»73, 
since belief is the condition of possibility for the eternal return of events. This 
tension between the identical and the libidinal I is revealed in the anti-dogmatic 
character of the eternal return. For the eternal return is the consequence of a 
paradox according to which the affirmation of its content implies its inevitable 
destruction. At the moment of decision, the Übermensch affirms the identical 
return of events. But it is precisely in the act of willing to be that both the events 

1972, Buenos Aires 1996, 137-149, 148f.
69 J. J. Saer, Borges como problema, in W. Rowe, C. Canaparo, A. Louis (comp.), Jorge Luis 
Borges. Intervenciones sobre pensamiento y literatura, pp. 19-34, here p. 29.
70 M. F. Varela, M. F. 2009. La obsesión del Tiempo en J.L. Borges, in J. Türschmann & W. 
Aichinger (Hrsg.), Das Ricœur-Experiment. Mimesis der Zeit in Literatur und Film. Tübingen 
2009, p. 161.
71 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13, 16 (32), 492.
72 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13, 16 (32), p. 493.
73 W. Müller-Lauter, Über Werden und Wille zur Macht. Nietzsche-Interpretationen I., Berlin 
1999, p. 180.
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and the Übermensch have been transformed, so that what returns is by no means 
the same, but the different. 

Borges and Nietzsche share the conviction that the human being is trapped 
by successive time and by bonds of finite existence. Only through the reinvention 
of time and its incarnation, be it in our bodies or souls, may we overcome the 
relentless repetition of days and our predetermined, irrevocable destiny. The 
possibility of overcoming the ensuing fatalism, is the affirmation not only of 
the desirable or rather, the less desirable aspects of our being in the world, but 
fundamentally, of life and our finitude. 

4. Nietzsche and Borges on the Eternal Return of the Same

Nietzsche’s first attempt to overcome fatalism and nihilism dates back to 
1882: He presents the doctrine of eternal return for the first time in the Sinnspruch 
341 of the Fröhliche Wissenschaft, which is expressed as a hallucination:

This life, as you now live and have lived it, you will have to live again and again; 
and there will be nothing new about it, but every pain and every pleasure and every 
thought and sigh and everything unspeakable small and great in your life must come 
back to you, and everything in the same order and sequence […], and likewise this 
moment and I myself. […] the question with everything and everyone ‘do you want this 
again and countless times?’ would lie as the greatest weight on your actions!74

This being or existence wakes up to an infinite duplication of itself and of 
its life, while a demon imposes on it to live its life once and countless times again. 
Two possibilities arise: to curse the demon or to acknowledge it as God, to reject 
the most difficult thought or to accept it unconditionally. While rejection leads 
to destruction, affirmation involves the transformation of both one’s being and 
the world. Reading the quoted aphorism raises the question of what is meant 
by ‘returns’: is it the things in their selfhood, as emerges from a first reading, or 
the period of doom and resurrection of the world? There seems to be no clear 
answer to this question. Nietzsche, however, highlights in Heraclitus the belief 
in repetitive periods of doom and resurrection of the world which is transformed 
by the destructive world fires. These periods are characterized as of desire and of 
necessity and the state of the world as satiety75. In other passages he returns to 
the rise and fall of the human being in need of creation. The human being is to 
transform himself in a «return»76, a process in which it transforms itself «through 
a hundred souls»77: that is its destiny. And finally, it has to want the whole 
succession once more. This transformation takes place when it enters the river. It 
follows the affirmation of becoming, because saying ‘yes’ brings the «redemption» 

74 Nietzsche, Die Fröhliche Wissenschaft, KSA 3, Par. 3, p. 580.
75 Nietzsche, Die Philosophie im tragischen Zeitalter der Griechen, KSA 1, p. 829.
76 Nietzsche, NF 1882-1884, KSA 10, par. 225, p. 213.
77 Nietzsche, NF 1882-1884, KSA 10, par. 227, p. 213.
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from the eternal river in which people first enter in their invariable selfhood78. 
The key to overcoming fatalism and nihilism lies in the insight that the will, 
when it wants back, when it affirms, triggers the transformation not only of 
itself but of natural events: Only for the man who keeps itself separate from 
becoming, things and periods return in their self-identity. But the being who 
affirms becoming and dares to unite itself with it, triggers the return of himself 
and the world transformed by the will. Indeed, only the «short-sighted» find a 
permanence in the world, «solid land in the sea of becoming». To re-enter the 
river is to enter a «different» river79, that is, an ever-changing river, which has no 
constant «being». By affirming that the real is in constant flux, Nietzsche renews 
in a ‘Copernican turn’ the view of Heraclitus vis-à-vis the Eleatics, according to 
whose teaching all change and all becoming is something illusory, whereas really 
true is only ‘what is’.

Finally, the eternal recurrence of the period, of things, events and of the 
human being itself, takes place. However, they do not return in their invariable 
identity, but in their transformative re-recreation80. It is not a new beginning 
through forgetting, as Karl Löwith81 claims, but rather a new beginning through 
a transformative self-creation. Repetition brings about the return of things, 
events and human beings, but never in their unspoiled originality; for the 
only thing that repeats itself is the «impossibility of repetition», according to 
Sören Kierkegaard82. Kierkegaard discovers that perfect repetition is impossible, 
because every repetition allows the emergence of chance and difference, that 
is, of unforeseen events. Repetition «is the interest of metaphysics, and at the 
same time that interest at which metaphysics fails»83. Therefore, the wanting 
back of what has happened cannot imply ‘wanting’ the past ‘again’, but rather 
the affirmation of becoming, that is, the affirmation of the impossibility of 
repetition. This affirmation not only fulfils a function of creating events, but 
also triggers the eternal recurrence of the instant of creation. Through this, the 
subject creates an existential time that can only be ‘measured’ by the occurrence 
of new experiences and events. Time becomes thus an expression of the eventful 
existence.

This interpretation of the world as an incessant flow of becoming is 
supported by Nietzsche’s view that the world «as a cycle that has already 
repeated itself infinitely often and that plays its game in infinitum» would be 
a «mechanistic» one and would condition a «final state». Nietzsche rejects this 

78 Nietzsche, NF 1882-1884, KSA 10, par. 160, p. 205.
79 Nietzsche, Die Philosophie im tragischen Zeitalter der Griechen, KSA 1, par. 5, p. 823.
80 Nietzsche, Auf den glückseligen Inseln, in Also sprach Zarathustra II, KSA 4, p. 110.
81 K. Löwith, Nietzsches Philosophie der ewigen Wiederkehr des Gleichen, in K. Löwith, Sämtliche 
Schriften Bd. 6, Nietzsche, Stuttgart 1987 [1935], p. 268f.
82 S. Kierkegaard, Die Wiederholung. Drei erbauliche Reden, E. Hirsch (Üb.), Düsseldorf 1955 
[1843], p. 44.
83 Ibid., p. 22.
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conception since it can only be considered a «provisional hypothesis». So says 
Nietzsche:

If the world may be thought of as a definite magnitude of force and as a definite 
number of centers of force […], it follows that it has to undergo a calculable number of 
combinations, in the great dice game of its existence. In an infinite time, every possible 
combination would be reached at some point; more than that, it would be reached 
an infinite number of times. […], a cycle of absolutely identical series would thus be 
proven: the world as a cycle which has already repeated itself infinitely often and which 
plays its game in infinitum84.

In this sense, an interesting parallelism can be pointed out between 
Nietzsche’s conception of the world and Borges’ poem The Library of Babel: 
They both postulate a manifold of events or letters that, combined in infinite 
ways, defy our limited power of understanding. In Borges’ story, the library is the 
mirror image of the universe, and it contains the totality of possible books written 
in all imaginable languages, whose contents may be even incomprehensible or 
even contradictory. The notion of a complete library, wherein a limited set of 
elements or letters are combined in manifold ways, is based on the principles 
of combinatorics85, a discipline that is believed to have inspired Nietzsche and 
Borges. In Borges’ words:

The universe (which others call the library) is composed of an indefinite, perhaps 
infinite number of hexagonal galleries […] from each hexagon one can see the lower and 
upper floors: without end […]. I maintain that the library is infinite. […] The library 
is a sphere whose proper center is any hexagon and whose circumference is inaccessible86. 

Only an «eternal wanderer» – as Borges and Nietzsche dream it – could find 
that the same events return in the same disorder. Provided it was a becoming, 
which, like the alphabet in the case of the book, consists of elements that are 
equal in kind and limited in number. However, the possible combinations of 
elements or events are infinite themselves, so that the basis of Nietzsche’s and 
Borges’ thesis is destroyed, as Borges himself recognizes on the basis of Cantor’s 
theories in his writing «The Doctrine of Cycles»87. An infinite set of numbers, 
like the infinite number of points in the universe, is a set whose members can 
themselves be split into infinite series, so that an infinite set is that set which 
can be equal to any of its subsets. That is to say, in every set we can always 
insert more points in infinite number so that every set is infinitely divisible. 
From this it follows for Borges: «If, therefore, the universe consists of an infinite 
number of possible quantities, it follows necessarily that an infinite number of 

84 Nietzsche, NF 1887-1889, KSA 13 14, [188], p. 5. 
85 Cf. G. Stocker, Schrift, Wissen und Gedächtnis. Das Motiv der Bibliothek als Spiegel des 
Medienwandels im 20. Jahrhundert, Würzburg 1997, pp. 168-172. Combinatorics is a discipline 
that can be traced back to the Spanish scholar Ramon Llull (1232-1316).
86 Borges, La Biblioteca de Babel, Ficciones (1944), in OC I, pp. 465-471, here p. 465f.
87 Cf. Borges, La doctrina de los ciclos, Historia de la eternidad (1936), in OC I, pp. 385-392.
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combinations can also be contained within it»88, which would make impossible 
the recurrence of events or the repetition of an order of books. 

Borges and Nietzsche both inquire into the possibility of grasping the sense 
of time and events and their incessant and multiple combination of elements. 
Even if one accepts the thesis of repetition, one must admit that accessing the 
construction logic of the library, just like the construction plans of one’s own life, 
is denied to human beings, since otherwise they learn that their destiny is already 
written and that their lives have been organized according to an inevitable and 
futile search for meaning. From this only «weariness» and the negation of life 
follows89, in other words, fatalism and nihilism. Nietzsche and Borges agree that 
the solution of the riddle requires the overcoming of that which in the doctrine 
seems fearful, that is, the fact that everything, every action would be in vain, and 
every decision would seem to be futile. As already mentioned, the solution to 
nihilism and fatalism is called «amor fati», love of destiny.

5. Nietzsche, Borges and Deleuze on Time and Difference

Fatalism is also rejected in Zarathustra. The key question here is how we 
understand time, that is, either as a vicious circle, according to which one resigns 
oneself to the eternal repetition of events, or as a liberating circle made possible 
by the creative recovery of events. The chapter Of the Face and the Riddle, 
presents the parable of the two opposing paths, one towards the future and the 
other towards the past, which unite under the «Thor» called «The Moment». At 
this point we perceive the unity of the two paths, separated by an eternity. In the 
sight of the gate, the dwarf gets the eerie vision of the most abysmal thought, 
the thought of eternal return. The dwarf embodies the worldly understanding 
of time as an infinite sequence of «nows». This point of view is the riddle, but 
not its solution. The dwarf rejects the linear vision of time and proposes that 
of time as a circle where all events must return in their identity, leading thus to 
nihilism. Zarathustra, indignant, rejects this answer. The eternal return does not 
consist of the objective and identical repetition of things and time as they were, 
as if we were outsiders.

Indeed, Zarathustra is incapable of going back in time, since the flux of 
time is irreversible. What he can do, however, is to affirm and desire both the 
non-willed and the non-happened, for «willing liberates»90. And still: «Everything 
‘it is true’ is a fragment, a riddle, a cruel coincidence – until the creating will says 
to it: ‘but that is how I wanted it!’»91. Redemption implies conceiving the eternal 
recurrence as transformed by the will: transforming the negation «so I wanted it» 

88 Ibid., p. 387. 
89 Nietzsche, Der Genesende, in Also sprach Zarathustra, KSA 4, pp. 274-275.
90 Nietzsche, Von der Erlösung, in Also sprach Zarathustra, p. 180.
91 Ibid., p. 181.
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into the affirmation «so I want it»92. This is the difference between the little man 
who returns identical to himself and the Übermensch who knows himself not as 
an «interpreter»93, but as a creator. Only the self-limited, the short-sighted, who 
merely observe the process from outside, hold the impossibility of changing past 
or future events as inevitable fate. Therefore, those who cannot bear it must «die 
out»94. The eternal return thus has a «selective function»95 in the formation of 
future powerful people. Amor fati results, on the one hand, in the decision of 
the will to rather prefer the nothing to the not willing and, on the other hand, 
in the affirmation of the freely willed necessity of the eternal return expressed 
in the «I will» and the «I am». Therefore, to the «double will»96 – the will that is 
capable of willing that which is necessary – is added a «third» will: The will that 
can transform everything through being willed. This transformation concerns 
the reinterpretation of what has happened as well as one’s own self, so that both 
can be reshaped.

To sum up, the repetition of the identical is impossible for authors as diverse 
as Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Borges, and as we shall see, Deleuze. Kierkegaard 
discovers, as already mentioned, that in repeating, a new action takes place, in 
which the previous one persists and awakens to a new life97. In my view, this is 
no stable difference, since with each repetition a new difference is introduced, 
creating thus a new causal chain. The repetition that introduces difference does 
therefore not allow for distributions that are fixed in advance. On the contrary, 
it is characterized by an incessant change and the occurrence of chance events. 
In view of the infinite possibilities that build up different causal branches at each 
turn, we can conclude that there arises a reticular net of time events that cross 
each other indefinitely, building thus a time labyrinth.

In his story The Garden of Paths Branching Out, Borges has its protagonist, 
Ts’ui Pên, design such a time labyrinth:

The Garden of Paths Branching Out’ was the chaotic novel. The phrase: ‘different 
futures (not all)’ brought me to the image of branching in time, not in space. […] In 
all fictions, a man, faced with different possibilities, chooses one and eliminates the 
others; in the work of the almost inextricable Ts’ui Pên, he chooses – simultaneously 
– all. He thus creates different futures, different times, which also sprawl and branch 
out. […] He believed in infinite series of times, in a growing, dizzying web of diverging 
and parallel times. This weaving pattern of times approaching, branching, divorcing 

92 Nietzsche, Zur Genealogie der Moral, KSA 5, par. 10, pp. 270-271.
93 Müller-Lauter, Über Freiheit und Chaos, Nietzsche Interpretationen II. Berlin/New York, 
1999b, p. 83. 
94 Nietzsche, NF 1880-1881, KSA 9 II [338], p. 573.
95 Müller-Lauter, Über Freiheit und Chaos, p. 263.
96 K. Löwith, Von Hegel zu Nietzsche. Zürich, 1958 [1941], p. 214.
97 Kierkegaard, Die Wiederholung, p. 22.



Lo Sguardo - rivista di filosofia
N. 41, 2025 (II) - Gilles Deleuze e i ‘ritratti’ del pensiero

432

or ignoring each other for centuries encompasses all possibilities. […] time constantly 
branches out towards countless futures98.

It is here that not the alterity of the circle emerges, which, as in Borges, 
extends in a temporal as well as in a spatial (as in The Library of Babel) weaving 
pattern. Its scope is infinite, since no state of rest would be conceivable without 
this implying the annihilation of life. It further results in the alterity of the 
subject, since in by affirming becoming, it transforms itself and gains a never 
stable diversity. This reading is suggested by Deleuze himself: The divergent 
differences would not form a circle but rather a net, where any possibility of a 
center is excluded and no uniform causal principle is discernible, where each 
term of the series of differences can become the source point of other series 
that have no fixed relationship to each other. Thus, the differences would be 
interwoven in the web of a creative world that, by creating differences, would 
change continuously and lawlessly, so that no possibility of establishing identity 
would ever be possible. The world as a net of fate would be a chaotic world, 
without ground, law or identity99. 

Deleuze and Nietzsche agree on this point. But Nietzsche goes one step 
further: This «formless»100 world resists any attempt to be expressed in language, 
there, language encounters its limits, its powerlessness, that is, the impossibility 
of interpretation: Chaos, necessity and eternal return are correlative: chaos does 
not precede a circular movement of forces, but chaos is eternal, «unbecome», 
and returns in each circle. The circle «has not become» or has an origin either 
but is the «primal law», just as the quantity of force is, «without exception or 
transgression»101. All becoming is driven by the opposition of forces, which 
cannot be anything other than what they are; this determination is their 
necessity; necessity is not a state of fact, but an interpretation. Therefore, what 
happened must be thought of as a relationship that repeats itself: «the eternal 
return is therefore the interpretation of the universe that presupposes chaos», 
and its ordering gives man the only possible determination with which to endure 
chaos»102. Chaos is for us informulable, and therefore unthinkable. The totality 
of the world becomes something unapproachable, undecidable and thus posits 
a limit to modern metaphysical reflection, a thought which can only be grasped 
thanks to the self-deception of the will103.

It should be noted that in Nietzsche’s proposal there is a tension between 
the «subject» as a thwarting of external forces and the «subject» as a conscious, 
willing Übermensch who seems to preserve his identity despite change, even if 
its identity is resumed in the act of willing only. Deleuze radicalizes difference: 

98 Borges, El jardín de los senderos que se bifurcan, Ficciones, in OC I, pp. 472-480, here p. 477-
479.
99 G. Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, Paris, 2008 [1968], p. 79f.
100 NF 1885-1887, 9(106), KSA 12, p. 395.
101 NF 1880-1882, KSA 9, 11(157), p. 502.
102 Müller-Lauter, Über Freiheit und Chaos, p. 345/6.
103 NF 1885-1887, KSA 12, 9(89), p. 382.
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He argues that still within the series itself divergence and decentering must 
be affirmed. Each thing, each being, must see its own identity annihilated in 
difference, each being nothing but a difference among differences. One must 
show difference in the course of its differentiation104. It follows from this that 
Deleuze distinguishes between a difference transcendental to becoming and the 
manifold differences immanent to becoming, which are produced by the first-
mentioned transcendental difference. The affirmation of difference through the 
will produces diversity: Difference, however, is that by which the given is given. 
It is that by which the given is given as different105. The principle of difference is 
thus the condition for the possibility of the emergence of real diversity.

Deleuze understands difference as a «higher form»: The eternal return 
makes the difference because it creates the higher form106. Understanding 
difference as a «higher form» and autonomous power107, and as that which brings 
about the selection and annihilation of mediating forms can lead to the suspicion 
that Deleuze wants to transform difference into an affirmative, transcendental 
principle. Difference would be conceived of as the center of references and 
referrals, that is, as a regulative principle that – excluding the creative capacity 
– assumes a function similar to the role of identity in representation. Deleuze 
calls this procedure a «categorial inversion», according to which being is said 
of becoming, identity of the differential, the one of the many, etc. A serious 
consequence of this reversal is that identity exists as a secondary principle, as 
a principle that has become, which revolves around the differential. Difference 
would have the chance of a becoming a leading principle, a first principle108. 
Deleuze claims that this is Nietzsche’s intention109, but this is doubtful, since 
Nietzsche denied the existence of any ruling or absolute principle. In sum, 
Deleuze contrasts repetition with representation, for in the first case being is 
predicated of the differential, whereas in the second case difference can only be 
predicated in relation to identity. It follows from this that what at first seemed 
to be an annihilation of identity now turns out to be a reversal: Identity is a 
secondary principle subordinate to difference.

Deleuze breaks with the primacy of identity: In order to produce our own 
concept of ‘difference’, we must not inscribe it in the identity of a concept – the 
concept of being – as a «categorial difference»110 in Aristotle’s sense and thus 
define it as a predicate in the content of the concept111. Thus, differences in 
understanding should be distinguished from differences in intuition. Only the 
latter underlies true differences, which are those intensive differences in time that 
alter the entity within a homogeneous space. Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism 

104 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 79.
105 Ibid., p. 286.
106 Ibid., p. 77.
107 G. Deleuze, La Philosophie Critique de Kant, Paris 1963, p. 9.
108 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 59.
109 Deleuze, La Philosophie Critique de Kant, p. 9.
110 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 49.
111 Ibid., p. 48.
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aims to search for the real, intensive differences in time at the level of intuition, 
as Mehdi Parsa argues112. In this connection, only when the singularity at the 
level of intuition divides itself in time, it results in something different, that is, 
it repeats itself in time. Hence, repetition must be understood as a «conceptless 
difference»113, as a difference in intensity or as something «that can only be felt»114. 
Intensity is the form of difference as the ground of sensuousness. Every «intensity 
is differential, difference in itself»115. In Logique du sens, however, Deleuze does 
not differentiate the sensuous through concepts, but it is the difference that 
generates heterogeneous series of sensuousness. This sensuous difference, which 
produces the ‘original disparity’, determines the world of illusions and at the 
same time forms the ‘conditions of real experience’. In the words of Paul Valéry, 
a «resonance»116 or «an oscillatory system»117 is created between the similarity of 
things and the «charge of affect associated with the illusion», which manifests 
itself in the «sensation of death» or the «fragmentation of life»118. 

This system contains differences, variants that envelop a core of «pre-
individual singularities». They are understood as the «true transcendental 
events» because they have a «potential energy» that generates the differences 
along the series. They are transcendental because they form the condition of the 
possibility of experience, and for Deleuze «they guide the genesis of individuals 
and persons»119. The creation of each series stems from a ‘singular event’ that 
arises from the chance encounter of different causal series in Aristotle’s sense or 
through the intersection of pre-existing forces and not from the co-operation 
of the faculties of knowledge in Kant’s sense. All phenomena are based on this 
«constitutive difference»120, which thus unites the conditions of real experience. 
The difference is now not produced by any preceding identity, but conversely, 
the identity is produced by this «basic disparity», insofar as it is now the 
differences that resemble each other121. The identity allows the differences of the 
divergent series to recur in a «nomadic distribution» that resists any hierarchical 
determination122. If being is only said of differences, the modi would not refer 
to a substantial unity; instead, Deleuze puts forward, as Michel Foucault 
argues, «an ontology in which being would express itself in the same way in 
all differences but would express itself only in differences»123. According to this 

112 M. Parsa, A Reading of Gilles Deleuze’s Logic of Sense, Cham 2023, p. 8.
113 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 40.
114 Ibid., p. 297.
115 Ibid., p. 282.
116 G. Deleuze, Logique du sens, Paris 1969, p. 141.
117 P. Valéry, Cahiers/Hefte [Cahiers, 1973, 1974], B. Böschenstein, H. Köhler, J. Schmidt-
Radefeldt (Üb.), Frankfurt a.M. 1993, p. 81.
118 Deleuze, Logique du sens, p. 355.
119 Ibid., p. 352.
120 Ibid., p. 358. 
121 Ibid., p. 320.
122 Ibid.
123 M. Foucault, Theatrum philosophicum, in Dits et écrits II, 1954–1988, Paris 1994, pp. 75-
99, here p. 91. Origin. published in Critique, 282, novembre 1970, pp. 885-908. 
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reversal of platonicism, «differences would [thus] revolve around themselves, 
Being expressing itself in the same way in all of them, Being not being the 
unity that guides and distributes them, but their repetition as differences»124. As 
results, «Being is the return of difference»125. In Deleuze’s words, 

Returning is being, but only the being of becoming. The eternal return does not 
make ‘the same’ return, the return rather forms the only same of that which becomes. 
Returning is the becoming-identical of becoming itself. Returning is therefore the only 
identity, but identity as a secondary power [puissance], the identity of difference, the 
identical, which says itself of the different, revolves around the different126.

Identity is thus a secondary force that arises after the affirmation of 
difference. What returns are the divergent series as divergent, i.e. the return itself 
is the only sameness of divergence, that is, of the series of unequal differences, 
which are themselves subjected to becoming. Plato’s reversal is hereby completed. 
Hence, in Deleuze’s interpretation the principle of identity is still preserved. The 
eternal return of Nietzsche is the only same of what becomes, of what is subject 
to an endless change. This represents a Copernican revolution in which identity 
is understood as a principle that has become. The return is the only identity but 
as a secondary force, it is a synthetic thinking that claims a new kind of principle: 
the reproduction of the diverse, the repetition of difference127, which thus acts 
as a first principle. For identity does not denote that which recurs, but rather 
the fact of recurrence for the different. That is why eternal recurrence must be 
thought of as synthesis: «Synthesis of time and its dimensions, synthesis of the 
diverse and its reproduction, synthesis of becoming and of being, affirming itself 
in becoming, synthesis of the twofold affirmation»128. This joyful message is a 
tragic thought, and leads to the overcoming of nihilism:

 
Tragic is affirmation: because it affirms chance and, from chance, necessity; 

because it affirms becoming and, from becoming, being; because it affirms the multiple 
and, from the multiple, the one. Tragic is the throw of the dice. Everything else is 
nihilism, dialectical and Christian pathos, a caricature of the tragic, a comedy of guilty 
conscience129.

In sum, fatalism and nihilism are overcome in different ways: For Nietzsche, 
chaos, necessity and eternal return are correlated, and the only way to overcome 
the relentless repetition of the same is to affirm its necessity, unchaining thus 
change and life. Borges unchains himself from the succession and circularity of 
time to sustain the possibility of multiple times and spaces coexisting in different 
levels of existence, conforming a net of possible pasts, presents and futures, such 

124 Ibid.
125 Ibid., p. 92.
126 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 59.
127 Cf. G. Deleuze, Nietzsche et la philosophie, Paris 1962, pp. 53-55.
128 Ibid., p. 55.
129 Ibid., p. 41.
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that, as Deleuze claims, the subject’s stable identity bursts into multiple versions 
of itself, at first diverting from its core identity but finally recognizing that the 
only principle that reigns over world and subject is difference itself, identity 
being understood as only secondary, as a product of difference. This Copernican 
revolution entails understanding life as a product of chance and becoming, that 
is, as the product of a game of dices: Only by affirming it in the event of our 
encounter with destiny, in the ‘now’ of the instant, might we have the chance to 
find some stability and regularity in the flow of life.

6. The Eternity of an Instant

The return is dependent on sufficient reason, «that of difference and 
its repetition»130. Repetition, as already mentioned, is characterized by the 
occurrence of chance. Its products are «the object of an encounter, not of a 
recognition»131, they overcome the subject. Demons, doubles and premonitions 
are uncanny signs, «dark harbingers» of a realm that remains closed to mind, 
that is given only as the «differentiating element of heterogeneous»132 series or 
causal chains of events. One’s own death, for example, is a limit experience that 
can only be encountered. As Borges says, we find it incredible that this day 
should come without any premonition:

It seemed unbelievable to me that this day, without premonitions and symbols, 
should irrevocably be the day of my death. […] Then I considered that all things hit 
you exactly, right now. Centuries upon centuries, and everything happens only in the 
present; countless people in the air, on the ground and at sea, and yet everything that 
really happens, happens to me133.

This ‘now’, this instant, consists of a rift between the fixed ‘before’ and 
the open ‘after’ and contains the manifold world. The affirmation of becoming 
triggers thus the return of events, such that this return causes an accidental rift 
in the continuity of time, that arrives at once and is affirmed in one stroke. In 
its repetition, the present as moment is not only a consequence of chance but 
rather itself a stroke of chance. Borges multiplies this experience and confirms 
his insight on the infinite divisibility of time and the impossibility of identical 
repetition here:

The lottery is an intervention of chance in the world order, and to accept errors 
would not be to contradict chance, but rather to confirm it. […] If the lottery is an 
amplification of chance, a periodic outpouring of chaos into the cosmos, shouldn’t 
chance actually find its way into all stages of the draw, not just one? […] In reality, the 
number of draws is infinite. No decision is final, they all branch out into others. The 

130 Ibid., p. 55.
131 Deleuze, Différence et Répétition, p. 182.
132 Ibid., p. 157.
133 Borges, El jardín de los senderos que se bifurcan, p. 472.
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ignorant thinks that infinite draws require infinite time; in truth, time need only be 
infinitely divisible […]134.

Chance finds entrance in life in every draw. The instant accepts change, 
which eludes all domination, both of a subject and of a predetermined destiny. 
What returns and how it returns is decided by the moment, for it is not a fleeting 
‘now’ but arises from the collision between future and past and unfolds in a 
dense, manifold, yet not extended present. It is in this instant that affirmation 
of life occurs. To inhabit this instant is not only to be ‘in’ it, but to ‘be’ it. In 
merging with the moment, the human being becomes incarnated time, or the 
flesh of time.

Only for an outsider do past and future intersect in a fleeting now, while for 
the one who ‘is’ the moment, past and future become one: Eternity condensates 
in the instant. The instant contains a multiplicity, is dense, full: In it, the willing 
of the non-willed, the irruption of non-desired or not-foreseen events, which 
chance brings about, is decided. The instant is therefore a decision: «The will to 
power decides the course of time, seizes its moment, enjoys the pleasure of the 
moment»135. To exist in the instant means ‘to be present’ in the highest intensity 
of self-affirmation and world-affirmation in one, an affirmation that shapes 
itself into an unconditional desire. Being ‘the moment’, being filled with awe 
and the sudden recognition that it’s me, my life, where future and past coalesce, 
that this is me whom everything happens, this limit-experience constitutes the 
abysmal thought of Zarathustra, rather than the simple amor fati of the one who 
just recognizes himself in becoming. 

The instant is thus something more than an event, it means «to look at 
the existence abysmally» and «to grasp it as a dimension of the foundationless 
and at the same time, to captivate the eternal recurrence in the dimension of 
the moment»136. Eternity thus implies the infinite repetition of random or 
contingent events from the viewpoint of infinitely flowing time. At the same 
time, however, the moment is the form of time in us, it is a ‘being present’ at the 
extensionless instant that resumes the eternal play of creation and destruction. 
Eternity here means an extensionless ‘now’ of highest intensity that holds the 
totality of becoming. From this, it can be concluded that eternity may be 
determined according to three modes:

 
a)	 Firstly, as an extended or extensive eternity, which equates the duration of the 

world’s process of becoming, which is transcendent to the subject. 
b)	 Secondly, as an extensionless or intense eternity, which is engendered by the 

conjunction of the totality of becoming in the now of the moment. 

134 Borges, La Lotería en Babilonia, Ficciones (1944), in OC 1, pp. 456-460, here p 458f.
135 M. Cacciari, Concepto y símbolo del eterno retorno, in Desde Nietzsche. Tiempo, arte, política, 
M. Cragnolini, A. Paternostro (trad.), Buenos Aires 1994 [1978], p. 133.
136 Ibid.
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c)	 Thirdly, as a felt or ecstatic eternity, which arises in the expectant self-
experience as a result of the passive surrender to one’s own feelings and 
moods. This requires the withdrawal of the self into itself ‘during’ the 
ecstatic moment, that thus ‘feels’ like an eternity, is lived as eternity. It is a 
withdrawal from the flux of time into a fold of time, since this form of eternity 
eludes its determination in temporal terms.

In the ecstatic moments that Georges Bataille calls «theopatic», which are 
also characteristics of the experience of the sublime, «the spirit is motionless, 
emphatically clear and free. The universe passes through it with ease»137. Borges 
also describes a similar experience, remarking that the did not believe he was 
floating in time but was «the possessor of the slipping of absent meaning of the 
intangible world eternity»138. In this «truly ecstatic moment» he had the «pure 
conception of homogeneous facts» that were not merely identical with those 
already past, but «one and the same». Time, insofar as we see such an identity, is 
a «deception», because the «indistinguishability and inseparability of a moment» 
in its «apparent yesterday and today» are sufficient to «dissolve time»139. The 
ecstatic moment withdraws from temporality and thus from reality, but an 
intermediate area – a fold – is created between past and future, which does not 
imply a living present, a human being-in-time, but rather a ‘time’ in which the 
self withdraws into itself to ‘wait’ for the gift of time. It is a withdrawal from time, 
as it were, an experience of a felt or ecstatic eternity that is thus surrounded by 
an aura of unreality. Being, as Michel Henry puts it, is a «being at a distance»140, 
in this inner distancing, being flees from the gaze of others and the world. This 
creates a refuge in which it can abandon itself to its feeling and moods: The 
summoning of the forces necessary to the affirmation of the return of events 
requires the subject to surrender to its own affectivity. It is a time of expectant 
self-experience, a ‘feeling oneself ’141, from which not only a certain receptivity of 
affections by the world in Henry’s sense emerges, but most importantly, where 
forces gather to sustain a will that is able to decide the affirmation of the world 
and the renewed beginning of the time-flow. 

It is only thanks to this self-withdrawal that affectivity can generate a force, 
a drive that gives way to will. This process opens up the possibility of the gift 
of both time and the transcendent world. This is the point where the surplus 
of felt experiences over established meanings becomes evident: Such moments, 
which occur very rarely in human life, trigger astonishment and wonder, which 
makes us speechless: Only in such fruitful experiences may nihilism and fatalism 
towards the world be overcome by the common re-creation of events and beings. 

137 G. Bataille, Sur Nietzsche, in Œuvres Complètes VI, La Somme Athéologique Tome II, 11-208, 
here p. 80.
138 Borges, Historia de la eternidad, p. 366.
139 Ibid. 
140 M. Henry, L’essence de la manifestation, Paris 2003 [1963], p. 593. 
141 Ibid., p. 578.
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Borges paradigmatically summarizes this experience: «Life is all too poor not to 
be immortal as well»142 – a consoling thought143 in itself, but unfortunately, we 
are not conscious of our poverty, and «time, easily refutable in sensuousness, 
seems inseparable from its essential mode of succession»144 save for those ecstatic 
moments that resume our whole existence into one single and intense instant.

7. Final Remark

Life may not be eternal, but can be infinitely creative, as the thought of the 
eternal return proves. For the moment is paradoxically eternal, on the one hand 
because the ‘I’ sums up in itself the totality of becoming and, on the other hand, 
because the transformation of ‘all that is and all that was’ is inherent to it thanks 
to the intensity of the desire of the Nietzschean affirmation. The experience of 
such meaning-making, which initially overwhelms us, is presented by philosophy 
and literature in their differentiated but complementary approaches. Instant, 
eternity and repetition in their interweaving illustrate the existential experience 
of time that irrevocably changes the selfhood of the human being. However, as is 
clearly shown by Nietzsche, Deleuze and Borges, it is precisely the intertwining 
of philosophy and literature that constitutes the possibility of the emergence of 
new worlds that may overcome the senseless and aimless flow of life and thus, 
the inexorability of time: in one word, it is about the overcoming of nihilism and 
fatalism through the affirmation of difference that allows for the reinvention of 
existence.

142 Borges, Historia de la eternidad, p. 366.
143 Cf. J.-C. Martin, L’éternel retour entre Deleuze et Borges, in B. Gelas, H. Micolet (ed.), Deleuze 
et les écrivains. Littérature et philosophie, Nantes 2007, pp. 201-208 for a different interpretation 
of immortality, based on Borges’ story El inmortal, El Aleph (1949), in OC I, pp. 533-544. 
Here, immortality is associated to homogeneity, neutrality, and the «statistical distribution of 
events» and is thus deprived of any singularity. Cf. J.-P. Madou, Événement, répétition, création, 
in the above volume, pp. 507-518 on Borges’ story La Muerte y la brújula, Artificios (1944), in 
OC I, pp. 499-506, and the trope of the labyrinth as illustration of Deleuze’s cleavage between 
the labyrinth and the straight line, i.e. between depth and surface.
144 Borges, Historia de la eternidad, p. 366. 
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