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On the Subject of the Voice: Reading Cavarero Reading Derrida 

 

Adriana Cavarero’s interrogation of the Derridean “thesis on metaphysical phonocentrism” 

(FMTOV: 222) – offered as the epilogue of For More Than One Voice (2005) – strikes, on first 

encounter, a somewhat, and perhaps surprisingly, discordant note.  Coming to For More Than 

One Voice from a Derridean-Irigarayan background, Cavarero’s central claim that “the inaugural 

act of metaphysics” (9) inheres in privileging semantic ideality over the “dangerously bodily” 

and “meaningless emissions” (13) of vocalic materiality, feels to me, deeply resonant. To read 

the history of philosophy as the tale of ‘how logos lost its voice’ chimes with a narrative about 

the metaphysical stakes of material erasure that feminist thinkers have articulated and 

rearticulated over the past half century, while also, importantly, excavating new resources for 

thinking the patriarchal imaginary otherwise.  

 

The “androcentric tradition,” (6) Cavarero notes, is predominantly concerned with an “abstract 

and bodiless universality,” (8) a contemplation of immaterial and immemorial ideas in which 

“speech…finds its home in thought” (9) and the “sense of the voice is entirely bound up with the 

role of vocalizing concepts.” (34) Determining phone as an emissary of the ideality of the logos, 

of the realm of “mute, visible, present signfieds” (43) has led, Cavarero suggests, to a 

thoroughgoing reduction of the sonorous voice to nothing but “the superficial outside,” “mere 

shell” (77) or “acoustic robe for the mental work of the concept.” (43) The voice has thus, she 

writes, been progressively “forced to coincide…with the silence of thought,” (43) while the 

material excess of speech has been “eliminated or flayed,” (77) discarded as senseless noise 
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identified with the unintelligible babbling of barbaroi, or the figuring of the irrationality of 

others in the songs of women, or the cries of infants and animals. 

 

Given her anti-metaphysical critique of the privileging of logocentric ideality, one might 

approach Cavarero’s Derridean engagement in expectation of harmony. Indeed, her interest in 

From More Than One Voice in the way the phone has been being brought to coincidence with 

the ‘silence of thought’ echoes Derrida’s interrogation of the Husserlian effort to prise the ideal 

self-presence of meaning - the “unshaken purity of expression”- from the externality of 

indication via the conceit of “speech as monologue…the completely muted voice of the ‘solitary 

mental life.” (S&P: 22) In La Voix et le Phenomene (1967) – translated, pertinently to our 

present question, as Speech and Phenomena (1973) – Derrida notes that Husserl’s aim is “to 

grasp the expressive and logical purity of meaning as the possibility of logos” (20) and to “secure 

the originality of expression as ‘meaning’…as relation to an ideal object.” (27) It is to this end 

that Husserl attempts to cleave expression as an “’inner intuition’ or perception” in which 

meaning is grounded in “the immediate presence of the signified content” to consciousness (40) 

from all forms of external imbrication, which, for Husserl, Derrida contends, mark the sphere of 

indication.  

 

“By a strange paradox,” Derrida writes, “meaning would isolate the concentrated purity of its ex-

pressiveness just at that moment when the relation to a certain outside is suspended” through 

“the reduction of the totality of the existing world in general.” (22) This is because, for Husserl, 

meaning “needs no empirical body but only the ideal and identical form of this body insofar as 

this form is animated by a meaning,” (41) and hence, everything other than “the intention of a 
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subject animating the sign,” (33) is fundamentally “foreign” to it, including “the physical 

incarnation of the meaning, the body of speech” (34) as well as “facial expressions, gestures, the 

whole of the body…in a word, the whole of the visible and the spatial as such.” (35) Thus, for 

Husserl, Derrida claims, the whole of the “factual totality of speech…belongs to indication” (34), 

while, by contrast, “expressive discourse, as such and in essence, has no need of being 

effectively uttered in the world,” (32) and “may remain entirely internal.” (33) Moreover, it is 

only in “‘solitary mental life’” that “the pure unity of expression as such should…be restored to 

me” (41) because only mental soliloquy can fully free meaning-as-ideality from the 

contaminating foreign influences of external indication.  

 

Derrida’s analysis of Husserl’s drive to secure the pure ideality of self-present meaning from its 

imbrication in the externality of communicative material speech thus appears as fundamentally 

consonant with Cavarero’s account of the centrality of logocentric devocalization. Indeed, in the 

introduction to Speech and Phenomena, Derrida makes explicit that the object of his 

interrogation is the way in which, and I think this is worth citing at length:  

 

Husserl will radicalize the necessary privilege of the phone, which is implied by the 

whole history of metaphysics, and exploit all its resources with the greatest critical 

refinement. For it is not in the sonorous substance or in the physical voice, in the body of 

speech in the world, that he will recognize an affinity with the logos in general, but in the 

voice phenomenologically taken, speech in its transcendental flesh, in the breath, in the 

intentional animation that transforms the body of the word into flesh…The 

phenomenological voice would be this spiritual flesh that continues to speak and be 

present to itself – to hear itself – in the absence of the world. (16) 
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However, despite Derrida’s avowed aim at the ‘voice phenomenologically taken,’ rather than the 

‘sonorous substance’ of ‘the physical voice,’ Cavarero’s critique nonetheless hinges on the 

assertion that “Derrida wants the scenario to be sonorous.” (FMTOV: 226) On the one hand she 

suggests that Derrida’s “choice of deconstructing Husserl’s phenomenology confines…him to 

continually oscillate between two rather different scenarios,” the first of which we have just 

examined, and concerns the “genuinely Cartesian scenario” of a “silent thinker” based on “the 

voice of consciousness or…a metaphorical voice.” (224-5) On the other hand, apart from this 

momentary recognition, Cavarero largely passes silently over Derrida’s critique of Husserl’s 

purification of expression and his chapter on ‘Meaning as Soliloquy,’ preferring instead to focus 

on the second scenario, which, she notes, “is more in keeping with the notion of acoustic 

autoaffection, in which there is a speaker who truly speaks.” (224-5) That is, she writes, 

strengthening her claim, Derrida “does not go on the attack against phonocentrism as a system 

constructed on the metaphor of the voice, but rather as a system constructed on the physically 

sonorous voice, of a speaker who hears himself speak.” (225) 

 

This charge pertains to a few pages of discussion which occur in the penultimate chapter of 

Speech and Phenomena, entitled ‘The Voice That Keeps Silent.’ As Cavarero suggests, this 

section of argument focuses on, Derrida writes, the “complicity…between voice and ideality” 

(S&P: 77) which derives from the “phenomenological essence” of an “operation” in which “I 

hear myself at the same time that I speak” (77) and which is thus “experienced as an absolutely 

pure auto-affection, occurring in…self-proximity.” (79) The sonorous status of the voice in this 

scenario, is, to be sure, ambiguous. At one point Derrida underlines in parenthesis that the 

“phonic element” he is concerned with is still to be understood “in the phenomenological sense” 
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and is “not that of real sound,” (76) while, as Cavarero rightly notes, he nonetheless specifies the 

operation of auto-affection as inhering in the possibility of the simultaneity of hearing oneself 

while one speaks, claiming that the “self-presence of the animating act in the transparent 

spirituality of what animates it…supposes, then, that the speaking subject hears himself in the 

present.” Or, to continue, that it “is implied in the very structure of speech that the speaking 

subject hears himself: both that he perceives the sensible form of the phonemes and that he 

understands his own expressive intention.” (78) 

 

Needless to say, the ‘sensible form of the phonemes’ would not, we would imagine, be proper to 

the phenomenological voice as non-sonorous substance, and we might then be inclined to agree 

with Cavarero that Derrida’s reading has, at the very least, slipped, perhaps silently, from an 

indictment of phonocentrism as the privileging of an interior and immaterial ideality to the 

substantive matter of the voice. But there is also, one suspects, something of Cavarero’s avowed 

method of treating the ontological archive with ‘bad intentions’ at work in her reading here. As 

we have seen, it is not at all evident that Derrida, as Cavarero claims, actively ‘wants the voice to 

be sonorous,’ still less that the deconstruction of logocentrism crucially depends on an account in 

which “‘presence’” is specifically, and, Cavarero underlines, “this is the point…an effect of the 

metaphysical privileging of the voice.” (FMTOV: 218) For Derrida, Cavarero argues, “the 

metaphysics of presence…does not at all depend on the privileging of the faculty of sight” and 

“would not be videocentric,” (222) despite the fact that the chapter on ‘The Voice That Keeps 

Silent’ opens with Derrida recognizing that Husserl, with all his ideal and eidetic concerns, 

always “determined the model of language in general…on the basis of theorein” (S&P: 71) and 

“assigned… signification to the pointing finger and the eye.” (72) 
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Indeed, Derrida moves towards the discussion of the speaker who hears himself speak by asking 

why “using words” should “get mixed up with the determination of being as presence” and 

“why…the epoch of the phone” should also be “the epoch…of ideality.” (74) That is – to think 

particularly of the account in ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’ of the “nonsensible visibility” or “intelligible 

invisibility” (PP: 135) of the paternal logos – both Derrida and Cavarero are actually, I would 

argue, in accord that ideality is principally produced by the hypostasising and delineating action 

of the eye, or by philosophy thought as contemplative theory. Derrida’s thesis is not, as Cavarero 

claims, that the “category of presence…is an effect of the specifically human practice of speech” 

(FMTOV: 219), but rather that there is, as he says, a particular ‘complicity’ between the self-

presence of the videocentric idea and the phone as a phenomenological element which, by 

allowing for the simultaneity of speaking and hearing, best reproduces the “undivided unity of a 

temporal present.” (S&P:60) The phonetic logoi are rather, therefore, simply the most 

appropriate emissaries of their eidetic father, the legitimate offspring, that, in their breath-borne 

and ‘diaphanous’ immediacy, are least capable of promiscuously disseminating themselves far 

from their source, and, as Derrida tells us in Plato’s Pharmacy, “wandering in the streets” and 

getting into trouble while not even knowing “what” their “father’s name is.” (PP: 144) 

All this then leads us to wonder about the intent of Cavarero’s ‘bad intentions’ in her encounter 

with Derrida. And while, of course, this is not entirely decidable, I can, perhaps, tell you what I 

hear. By dramatizing the slippage in Derrida’s account between the silent and sonorous phone, 

Cavarero gives voice to what has always worried me about the critique of phonocentrism – the 

extent to which Derrida reproduces the metaphysical determination of speech as diaphanous 

immateriality, and hence repeats the tradition’s tendency, as Cavarero is only too aware, to 
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reduce the meaning of voice to its semantic, ideal element, while flaying and discarding its 

sonorous excess as literal insignificance.  From this perspective, Derrida would then remain 

trapped within a patriarchal binarism which accords the locus of sense and subjectivity only to 

ideality as self-presence, a gesture which, once the pretence of self-identity has been 

deconstructed, issues in the conclusion that, as he writes in Speech and Phenomena, “[t]here is 

no constituting subjectivity.” (S&P: 84-5) Hence, by a dialectical reversal still performed within 

the parameters of Platonism, deconstruction enacts, Cavarero notes, an “endless funeral of the 

auto-affecting modern subject: a very intellectual ceremony in which the relational self continues 

not to be born.” (Shadow Writing)  

 

What Cavarero calls us then to recover from her non-Cartesian meditation on the voice, are the 

resources it offers for thinking the subject, as Derrida might say, otherwise. Rather than 

consigning subjectivity to, as she notes, an “ineffable essence,” “unreachable treasure,” or 

“secret nucleus of the self,” (FMTOV: 4) listening to the “vibration of a throat of flesh” prompts 

us to attend to the “incarnate singularity of every existence,” (7) and the “deep vitality of the 

unique being” revealed “through the emission of the voice.” (4) One way of gathering these 

thoughts might be under the rubric of what she calls a “law of resonance” (180) – evoking both 

the specific material chambers that lend unique reverberation to each particular voice, and also 

the extent to which we vibrate and echo to both the vocalic and semantic sense of another’s 

speech. Resonance is, Cavarero suggests, a phenomenon of “acoustic relation,” (169) a vocalic 

register that “convokes mouths and ears,” (182) in which the “uniqueness of…voices vibrate…in 

the musicality of language” (182) and which, in a “rhythm of reciprocity” (181) the “speaker 

cannot help but communicate him or herself by invoking and convoking the other.” (180) The 
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“meaning of resonance” (182) thus lies in both what Cavarero refers to as a “vocal 

phenomenology” or “ontology of uniqueness” (7/174) – the fact that, “when the human voice 

vibrates, there is someone in flesh and bone who emits it” (4) – and also the way in which this 

“self-invocation of embodied singularites” (180) is given “in the acoustic link between one voice 

and another” the “vocal relation to which the singular voices are called.” (182) Unlike the scene 

of silent Cartesian self-cogitation – or Husserl’s imagining of the ideality of expressive meaning 

shorn of all external indication – the voice, Cavarero notes, is “always for the ear.” It is an 

“invocation… addressed to the other…that entrusts itself to an ear that receives it” (169) and 

perhaps also, we might add, to another body that will vibrate to its meaning. “Resonance” is thus 

“in other words,” Cavarero notes, “musicality in relation.” (182)  

 

 

 

 

 


