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In his 1949 essay, "The Mirror Stage' [1 19661 , Jacques Lacan, attempting to take his distance from existentialism,
divided philosophy into two camps: those that took the Cog/to as their starting point and those that did not [ this
statement was repeated many times after, including by some of France's most important thinkers, among them
Foucault and Canguilhem[J . With such a statement, Lacan located the origins of French or even European
philosophy not in Husserl, Hegel or even Kant, but in the conflictual field of seventeenth-century philosophy,
specifically in the opposing doctrines of Rene Descartes and Baruch Spinoza. This may come as a surprise to the
Anglo-American reader for whom the only conflict associated with the seventeenth-century is that between
rationalism and empiricism and for whom Spinoza is a secondary or even tertiary figure, a minor Cartesian only
recently admitted into the canon of philosophers deemed worthy of scholarly attention. Further, while Descartes's
Meditations is well-known even outside the field of philosophy, his name is primarily associated with his proof of
God's existence and, through Locke, the doctrine of innate ideas, neither of which are particularly relevant to the
concerns of modem French philosophy and theory. How then are we to understand the sense in which the conflict
between these two philosophers [1 assuming that their relation is one of conflictl] constitutes a ‘beginning']
There is no question of identifying a French or even continental reading, or readings, of Descartes and Spinoza
which would then become the correct interpretation in counter-position to the Anglo-American. Nor isita
question of simply multiplying readings as if, without any true relation to their object, they can never be any other
than projections of the culture or historical moment in which they emerge. Instead, we will argue that specific
historical moments impose on philosophical texts a historically determined O and therefore identifiable[J grid that
in turn determines what in a text is visible or invisible, what is compelling and what devoid of interest. There are
thus no readings independent of texts and no texts independent of reading. Both the text and its history are equally
real, equally material; both must be explained.
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