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Foucault’'s reading of Descartes

Kojiro Fujita

In History of Madness, Michel Foucault reads Descartes’
Meditations on First Philosophy in a quite unique way: While
Descartes was reaching for the absolute truth, the cogito, by the
methodic doubt in the philosophical classic, he has unreasonably
excluded madness from that work of thought. Against this reading, J.
Derrida makes a criticism, which develops into a series of disputes.
This article’s purpose is to elucidate clearly, through the disentangle-
ment of these difficult disputes, the content of Foucault’s reading of
Descartes and its criticism of modern philosophy. First, although
Descartes mentioned a problem of madness in the methodic doubt,
he didn't doubt, in practice, whether he was mad or not. According to
Foucault, that is because madness has been excluded as a condition
of the impossibility for thought. However, according to Derrida’s
criticism, the reason why Descartes didn’'t doubt anything about the
problem of madness is because it would be assimilated and absorbed
to the next problem of the dream: When he doubts whether he
doesn't dream, the whole world becomes more doubtful, and the
degree of doubt becomes deeper. Receiving this criticism from
Derrida, Foucault urges him to pay attention to the original Latin
word demens which indicates the state of madness. He says that this
word implicates also the state of deprivation of the right to tell the
truth. After all, if Descartes has recognized himself to be a mad
subject, he would have been deprived of the right to meditate the
truth, and consequently because of the mere feelings of fear of that
situation, he has excluded the madness unreasonably. One can say
that the reason why Derrida can't read this exclusion of madness is,

in reality, because his own philosophy originates in the historical
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event of that exclusion of madness. To sum up, modern philosophy
has inherited, traditionally since Descartes, the rational subject that
was formed by the exclusion of madness. Derrida, probably having
inherited it secretly too, unconsciously covered up the exclusion of
madness as his own pudenda origo (shameful origin) and justified

the tradition of modern philosophy.
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