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“Indefinable” Voices 
 

From the Heliconian Muses let us begin to sing, who hold the great and holy mount of Helicon, and dance on 

soft feet about the deep-blue spring and the altar of the almighty son of Cronos, and, when they have washed 

their tender bodies in Permessus or in the Horse’s Spring or Olmeius, make their fair, lovely dances upon highest 

Helicon and move with vigorous feet (Hesiod 1914, II, 1–8). 

 

It is the chant of the muses with which Hesiod’s Theogony begins, or rather the muses instill 

their divine air into the singing poet, “and they plucked and gave me a rod, a shoot of sturdy 

laurel, a marvelous thing, and breathed into me a divine voice to celebrate things that shall be 

and things there were aforetime; and they bade me sing of the race of the blessed gods that are 

eternally, but ever to sing of themselves both first and last” (ibid., II, 30–34). One of the 

earliest European poets thus connects the enigma of the voice with the motives of “truth-

saying,” authorization, and alterity, because the voice does not only express itself 

authentically, but exposes something extra, an Otherness alienated from human nature. The 

voice is speech, medium, and at the same time without location, different from the world, 

babbling and murmuring—“telling of things that are and that shall be and that were aforetime 

with consenting voice” (ibid., II, 38–39). The voice therefore encompasses a plethora of 

features: it is tone, sign, manifestation of the mood, emotion, cut, or bewilderment or 

adjournment. It seems to evince nativeness and authority, touches the early memory of the 

speaking mother and father, evokes confidence and belief, while at the same time it sounds 

like a doubleganger, mirroring the soul, and appears as mere flesh or breadth. The voice 

makes our life and subjectivity audible, it seems to be an insignificant “signifier” that 

immediately gives birth to significance, presents our identity to society or “acts” and takes 

part in the incessant process of communication which forms culture. However it never 

belongs to us, because at the same time it sounds obscene and exceeds our control. Then again 

it pretends to come from a higher place and order, a non-humanity, embodied by divine 

qualities that assemble its different pitches into a collective universe of sound. Music is the 

voice’s “insistence” (“Inständigkeit,” Heidegger), endowed with the power of synthesis or 

symphonia, unifying the spheres of nature with the order of society by creating an ethical 

coherence of elementary harmonia. 

Impossible to tackle the voice completely; it eludes any conceptual determination; instead it 

resembles an unlimited play of vexations that refuses any consistent definability. Every 

characteristic provokes its opposition: equally both, general and singular, symbolic and 

meaningless, transcendent and immanent, present and fluid, material and immaterial, familiar 

and uncanny, literal and metaphorical, vivid and exposed to death, and at the same time able 

to found or break a community. The voice sounds Dionysian, capricious, and seducing. It 

marks the boundaries between the inwardness and the outwardness of the subject, stages itself 

as a venture of exposure, addresses the Other, and still remains self-sufficient, while attracting 

those who are willing to hear, elusive for those who are without understanding (barbaros). 

Also, the voice embraces and bids a cold farewell, it conjures and prohibits, it behaves 

imperiously and is inasmuch a command as a demand, but never shows itself neutral in its 

affection, neither in the moment of request or identification nor as an empty position without 

any specific agenda or need. Like music it stirs us to tears or pushes us into aggression or 

violence, just as Pythagoras allegedly moved a youngling into ardent furor by intoning a 
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Phrygian song and adjourned him again by singing a Lydian tune. The voice, hence, is always 

a beginning, an openness to attention, and to the same extent it calls us into response and 

‘responsivity’, but never offers any arrival.  

In this chapter the voice is considered under the philosophical perspective of its “ethicity.” 

“To speak with ones own voice,” the ethical maxim of enlightenment, primarily served as a 

model or metaphor for individual freedom and the right to present one’s own opinion to the 

public. This essay, in contrast, approaches the physical presence of the voice from a 

phenomenological point of view and deals with its inherent challenge, which enters the social 

scene from the very first moment on. There is a deep and inextricable entanglement between 

the voice and alterity, which exists immediately when we hear a voice’s distant or fading 

sound, an embroilment or implication, which never stops its urgent demand for care, attention, 

or respect. Its ethical claim therefore lies beyond any question of intentionality or will. It 

allows no exception. The “ethicity” of the voice is thus grounded on a stronger demand than 

any ethical principle, a demand that is always related to identity or individual acceptance: the 

voice is a “persecution”
1
 (Lévinas 1978, 101, 121).  

 

 

Moment and Physicality of the Voice 
 

In order to find a pathway through the labyrinth and different characters of the voice we start 

with its instant and with the voice as an instant. From a performative point of view, the voice 

exists always as the moment and as physicality. It exhibits aspects of both occurrence and 

materiality. In the moment when the voice is employed, both aspects are simultaneously 

given. That is why each voice in its suddenness is constantly shocking and brought to life by a 

moment of magic. Always “appalling” and strangely appealing, it is “flesh” and unexpected 

nakedness all at once. The relation between the voice and sound [Klang] corresponds to this. 

The voice reveals itself in sound [Laut], and this sound has an unmistakable tonality, a 

particular key, an almost obscene “grain” as Roland Barthes (1991b, 269–271) expresses it 

with respect to the singer Charles Panzera. As tone, sound, or resonance, the voice is 

concerned with the physical. This is most tangible in the foreign: The voice stemmers, it 

seems inarticulate, like an animal sound, and its tone hangs isolated in the air.
2
 The listener 

not only hears the voice, not only hears what is said and its meaning, the listener feels it. This 

also means that unlike writing, the listener not only understands what is said in the meaning 

of hermeneutics, but also comes into direct contact with it—touches it—by receiving and 

accepting the voice. There is something inherently tactile about the voice and through it, the 

voice creates a direct contact with the speaker. The contact has, qua touch, a physical impulse. 

Sometimes it is this physical impulse that decides if I listen to it, if I take in what is said or if I 

turn away internally or even if I reject the other.  

The voice, as a bodily trace, remains nonetheless dependent on ears and hearing. That means, 

we are dealing with perception, which in its own way induces a presence. This presence 

originates in the materiality of the voice and materiality always describes a singularity. Each 

voice is unique and distinct, like the moment in which it addresses me, speaks to me, touches 

me, and involves me through its affection. As such the voice is the body of the speaker, 

incorporated in its organs, its immediate articulation. It is this incorporation that lends each 

voice its own type of presence, which, in the moment that it has begun to speak and is not yet 

entirely language, already involves. That means, as Michel Serres—drawing on Merleau-

                                                           
1
 Don’t we experience such a persecution as a real phenomenon when we are captured by the voice of the Other 

or when a musical tune, a sung melody touches our “inner” ear over an entire day? 
2
 Yoko Tawada’s first Tübingen lecture on poetics examines the comparison of human voices to bird’s chirping 

and other animal voices (2001, 7–22). I would like to express my gratitude to Daniela Dröscher for the 

information on Yoko Tawada. 
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Pontys’ phenomenology—says, the voice is first and foremost “flesh,” whereby the 

expression refers to what cannot be classified, defined, or determined, but rather bursts out of 

the body so to speak without any clear contours: “Voice makes the name flesh, delivers words 

from death” (Serres 2008, 132).
3
 What is meant here is that, like the face, it is present before 

the said. Nonetheless, as that which remains undefined and comes too close, it simultaneously 

withdraws. The voice as materiality withdraws. It refuses to cooperate with the 

conceptualization in the sense of those peculiar dialectics of withdrawal: that which is un-

cooperative, is attractive to the same degree in and through its un-cooperativeness. Roland 

Barthes emphasized that there is no voice which remains entirely neutral, even when it is 

unnoticed: each time it is familiar, aggressive, foreign, uncomfortable, or even fleeting like a 

shadow. Each voice is an “object of desire—or of disgust” (Barthes 1991c, 279). If we 

understand the word “erotic” in a broad sense, a voice has a specific eroticism to it. As such, it 

shimmers between fascination and rejection, between desire, shy or averting, but as an “erotic 

being” the voice always provokes a reaction. It cannot be ignored. In speaking the voice 

captures or incites as flesh to the point of enticement or disgust, it infects or repels the listener 

and enables—or bars—a connection. 

In every voice, the bow is drawn between the corporeality of the speaker and his/her 

relationship with the other. In the voice, language meets the body and thus a presence that 

attracts and attacks the other. In doing so, the voice gives birth to itself as a body, and in the 

same way it turns to the other and requests a response from him/her. This t is a “gift” and 

gesture to the other. It opens itself up to the other, endangering itself to the point of futility. 

For this reason, the voice is always a breath of life, a self-abandoning, a physical presence and 

a turn to alterity. They cannot be separated from each other. 

 

 

The Trace of Presence  
 

What encounters first in writing about the voice is its corporeality, its physical presence—a 

physicality which in turn is not writing and cannot be experienced through writing. To talk 

about voices therefore implies grasping onto an inalienable difference. It is difficult to set, 

because the voice is incessantly superimposed by what it says: a meaning pushes its way in 

front of the voice’s presence, disguising it and covering it. It therefore requires special 

methods to bring the voice as such to light, to literally expose its meaning. This is primarily 

and powerfully tangible where words turn out to be distorted, namely in artistic practices in 

which the voice is turned into material and its exterior is presented, e.g., in the 

Lautdichtungen (sound poems) by Kurt Schwitters and Ernst Jandl or in John Cage’s late 

(language) compositions (cf. Mersch 2000 and 2002a, 278–289). Without exception, 

paradoxical maneuvers are involved, which serve to change the focus: series of sounds, 

words, and syllables are continuously combined or cut up and subject to contingencies, until, 

as in Cage’s Empty Words (1973–76), only meaningless vowels and consonants remain, 

which are nothing but tones. Then that which is not meaning rises in the voice: the 

corporeality of the sound.  

As every verbal sound, but especially screams, sighs, or songs reveal, not just the throat and 

the vocal cords participate in this physicality; the entire body is literally absorbed. The body 

functions as a sounding board, as a metronome. This also means that the body functions as the 

volume and rhythm ascribed to the singularity of only one respective body and as such is 

incorporated into language and its musicality. As a location for the voice and language, the 

body can be understood as a medium. Nonetheless, the first issue we will consider here is: 

how does this singularity of its physicality relate to the mediality of the voice? This in turn 

corresponds to the question of the relation between phenomenality, medium, and articulation. 

                                                           
3
 In the same sense Hélène Cixous also speaks of the voice as the “flesh of language” (1981, 54). 
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If the phenomenality of the voice that refers especially to its materiality, its body, then its 

mediality is relevant, where it first produces language and meaning. Consequently it enters 

into the function of articulation. 

Articulation, however, is based on cuts and differentiations. In this sense, every articulation, 

even in music, turns out to be discrete (and is, thus, noticeable), which is why Ferdinand de 

Saussure generally defined sound through the figure of the “slice” (1997, 355, 366, 393)
4
, 

because as he states “a language does not present itself to us as a set of signs already 

delimited, requiring us merely to study their meanings and organization. It is an indistinct 

mass, in which attention and habit alone enable us to distinguish particular elements” (1986, 

102). In particular, every cut constitutes to which Saussure referred as “signified/signifier” 

scheme, which cannot itself be separated. Articulation thus turns the voice into an instrument 

for sign production. It puts the voice in the service of language, which oscillates between 

physicality and significance. For language, both moments are relevant: whereas the body of 

the voice opens up the connection in that it triggers an affection, the significance first “gives” 

the meaning, while the voice in music, particularly, offers an continuous interplay between 

both, revealing one against the other.  

A non-verbality thus creates the point from which sound and language occur. In doing so the 

voice precedes language, insofar as it represents the unobtainable condition, which precedes 

communication. To unwrap this preceding means to free the voice’s presence from the non-

presence of the signs, just as on the other hand the pre-emption at the beginning point means 

connecting speech to the experiences of a withdrawing present. It is reminiscent of an 

existence. The voice corresponds then to the audible, the face to the visual. It is non-

interchangeable and unmistakable in the same way as the face of the other which testifies to 

its extraordinary present-ness. The voice is the trace of this presence, just as the “nudity of the 

face” in the sense of Emmanuel Lévinas’ “true representation” means the vulnerability of the 

other (1986, 352). To the same degree, the voice refers to an endangering, to a violability. 

This violability correlates to the voice’s exposure, to its unveiling, in which the ambivalence 

is inherent right from the start; the ambivalence to be as much a location of an “appeal” and 

an “appellation” as to be overheard or rejected.  

 

 

Articulation  
 

In a peculiar way the unnameable start of speech thus seems to be bound to a withdrawing 

presence, which nevertheless “draws one” into the conversation or cuts it off. A fatal 

theoretical bias has limited the investigation of the voice to the mediality of the sign, to 

articulation, and to meaning (cf. Mersch 2002b, 100–125). It thus strangled the perspective 

and robbed the voice of its phenomenality. This corresponded to the distinction between 

significance and writing, which “semioticizes” the voice right from the beginning and 

subordinates it to the symbolic as an expression, enunciation, or discourse. Accordingly there 

is no voice which does not at the same time say something or present something to be 

understood: The voice as sound, as “flesh,” or as a moment does not come into play. If the 

voice is analysed only within this frame then conclusions such as those that Jacques Derrida 

drew in his debate with Edmund Husserl in Speech and Phenomena, are unavoidable. Here, 

Derrida concluded the moments of a necessary non-presence of the voice and the loss of its 

authorship, in the sense of non-authenticity of speaking with ones own voice, is a 

                                                           
4
 Nelson Goodman’s general theory of symbols deals with a similar problem. His solution is noticeably the same, 

freely formulated in the language of analytical order relations. Goodman differentiates between “references,” 

which generally constitute the symbolic, and “notations,” which in turn enable the construction of a symbols 

system. The latter prompts the question of an unambiguous determination of its elements, which are provided by 

inscriptions based on an organization of classes (Goodman 1976, 127–174). 
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consequence of its iterability and differentiality (cf. Derrida 1973, 69). In exposing these 

moments entirely as effects of the sign (Zeichen) and its articularity, Derrida already begins 

his reflection, which is focused on the voice, with the topic of the sign or rather the problem 

of the “indication” (Anzeige). In particular, this discussion is conducted within the context of 

a critique on the unity of phoné and signification and thus on the presence of meaning in the 

voice. This however always places it under the custody of a principle meaning or scripture 

and thus the “grapheme” of the script-sign. 

Because the voice always says something, and what was said already carries the sign, the 

writing consequently precedes the voice. The writing breaks with the voice’s present-ness, 

because it understands the voice exclusively as a medium: it has already assumed the 

secondarity of mediatisation. The voice is introduced by Derrida as a “desire to say”; through 

the operation of the simultaneous auto-affection, a “hearing-oneself-speak” (ibid., 78).
5
 

Whoever speaks, hears himself, understands himself—and such understanding is not 

thinkable without repeatability: “To speak to someone is doubtless to hear oneself speak, to be 

heard by oneself; but, at the same time, if one is heard by another, to speak is to make him 

repeat immediately in himself the hearing-oneself-speak in the very form in which I 

effectuated it” (ibid., 80). As Grammatology maintains, the repeatability subordinates the 

voice to the primary scripturality as long as it not only makes the sound repeatable as sound 

and thus recognizable, but also already refers to a repeatability that detaches from it in the 

moment of its vocal presence. “And here
 
again we find all the incidences of primordial non-

presence,” concludes Derrida’s questionable chapter in Speech and Phenomena, since “auto-

affection supposes that a pure difference comes to divide self-presence” (ibid., 82). As correct 

as the observations are, they only raise one aspect of the vocal, namely the movement of 

“speaking to someone” (which may mean “speaking to myself”), a movement of speaking that 

implies saying. In this way the analysis of the voice falls totally in the context of semiology 

and grammatology. The entire account thus follows a program of reflection, which inscribes 

itself in its results right from the start. In other words: it is the distance of the reflection that 

gives the voice the aporia that Derrida refers to and thus alienates it from its presence. The 

logic of the conclusions in the corresponding chapter in Speech and Phenomena as well as in 

Writing and Difference is a result of this prejudice. However, the phenomenality of the voice 

is in no way wiped off by this. On the contrary, from the point of view of writing and 

scripturality the relation between voice and recording alone dominates, that is the puzzle of 

memory and its marks. Derrida’s philosophy of non-presence, therefore, basically repeats the 

psychoanalytical insight of Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan that experience is a result of a 

tracing or forging, which places the processes of memory at the start and not the event itself. 

Consequently, media theory has brought the subjects of archives and storage to the forefront 

and ousted the question of transfer not only in the sense of a medial transport, but also in the 

sense of a transformation in the meaning of the word from meta-phora, of a “carrying over” 

and displacing or “re-casting” (“Umbesetzen,” Hans Blumenberg). Although Derrida added 

fundamental aspects through the motifs of repeatability and rupture, of iteration and alteration 

of the circulation of writing, the structure of transference is not exclusively covered by the 

structure of writing. The term “transference” especially brings the dialectic of proximity and 

distance into play, which in turn assigns the voice another place beyond writing. As 

transmission medium, the voice belongs to the realm of the interstice or space (Spatium), of 

the simultaneously separating and connecting. Once again this accentuates the aspect of 

physicality, because the experience of the distance, the spatial fissure or gap as well as the 

bridging or wiping out is first and foremost a corporeal one, which the equally intruding as 

well as withdrawing presence of the voice contributes to.  

                                                           
5
 In his essay Listening Roland Barthes also draws attention to the identity of “announcing something” and 

“hearing oneself,” i.e., hearing oneself speaking, which tears the voice as the carrier of meaning literally away 

from itself and makes it reflexible (Barthes 1991a). 
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Beyond the Medial 
 

In no way whatsoever does the corporeality form only the passive sounding board for the tone 

and intonation. Rather, it also describes an element that can be made both modular and 

plastic, that both contributes to the training and aestheticisation of the voice and is destroyed 

by it. Thus, where such a voice and body are conceived together—the unity understood as 

conjunction and disjunction, because the joined constantly includes the separated—one is 

already dealing with two media: the mediality of the voice on the one hand and that of the 

body on the other hand. To that extent are we confronted with an “intermediality,” which 

produces its own interferences, oppositions, and chiasms. In other words: voice and body can 

become opponents; they can overlap with one another, strengthen each other, mutually slow 

another, or thwart one another. Art acts as witness for that: when voice and body are 

separated, their respective characteristics become visible, so that the mix of media, their 

conflicts and their inconsistencies can be promoted to means of refraction and reflection, 

which unveil something other than the semiotic character of the voice in the mode of its 

articulateness. In particular such a fracture subverts the dogmatic focus of supposed 

scripturality, because it is able to dissolve the entwining of the voice and language and/or 

voice and significance. Especially, the art of performance and theater as well as “new music” 

have worked again and again with such strategies—Cathy Berberian’s Stripsody (1966) or 

György Ligeti’s Le Grand Macabre (1974–77, revised 1996) are perfect examples for that; 

also it brings to mind Antonin Artaud’s excess of breath—“it wildly tramples rhythms 

underfoot” (Artaud 1958, 91)  

 
But let there be the least return to the active, plastic, respiratory sources of language, let words be joined again to 

the physical motions that gave them birth, and let the discursive, logical aspect of language disappear beneath its 

affective, physical side, i.e., let words be heard in their sonority (ibid., 119).  

 

He thus refers to the voice’s non-semiotic character, its power, inarticulateness, richness, or 

urgency as well as its unwieldiness and force, which does not express the violence of the 

signs, but on the contrary conveys their “intensity” or “nakedness.”
6
 

What one could call the aesthetic of the voice then becomes obvious: the voice proves to be a 

medium of representation, a product of multiple adjustments and disciplinings as is 

demonstrated by rhetoric or musical training—where volume, range, and repertoires need to 

be rehearsed and trained. However, at the same time the medial limits are also made audible, 

because something appears which exceeds the voice’s expressiveness and expression just as it 

exceeds the word, language, or musicality, and remains dissonant to any sound. To be more 

precise: there is no voice which is not at the same time controlled, modulated, or trained, 

because the voice constantly appears in public and stages itself and thus is displayed. 

Nonetheless, to the same extent there is also no voice, which is fully performed or stylized 

and even “stylizable,” because in each tone the fragility or strain resonates in which 

resistances against the training can be heard to emerge and express its mortality, the 

possibilities of decline, pain, and future death. Certainly the voice is not less superficial or 

mask-like than the face in which we display our public presence—but just as the face shines 

through each of the different faces and masks that we wear as a singular trace, an “aura” is 

inherent in the voice, which, according to Emmanuel Lévinas, gives it a face-likeness. It is 

therefore not so much the trace of a body as the trace of an otherness as expressed in every 

single body. 

This also means that the voice cannot be separated from its mediality, and that it is also 

                                                           
6
 This is directed particularly at Derrida’s interpretation of Artaud (Derrida 1981a). 
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something other than a medium. If one assigns the mediality of the voice its articulateness and 

dispositive performance, its non-articulateness withdraws from an appropriate definition or 

adequate conceptualization. Just as the medium is unable to obtain its own mediality or the 

writing its structurality, the voice is unable to express its non-assimilability, its uniqueness: it 

proves to be non-recordable remains, residuum, or permanent reserves. At best, it can be 

defined negatively and thus the paradox of a present non-presence is inherent in the voice. In 

this lies its indescribability. It opens the space of an indeterminability. Roland Barthes tried to 

explain this space from the difference between articulation and pronunciation (Barthes 1991b, 

1991c). The latter includes those “erotic” effects which again refer to the incompliance of the 

body. It is—contra-intuitively—characterized as the “moment of significance.” The 

expression is misleading insofar as it recalls a significance, which the voice actually does not 

possess. We are not dealing so much with a significant relation as with the moments of an 

emergence. The pronunciation means this emergence. It signifies the conspicuous and can 

therefore be interpreted within the context of ecstasis: the ecstasis of the voice in the sense of 

expositing itself. Here significance is not meaning, but rather something that jumps out and 

appears. Perceivable especially through disruptions such as stuttering or interruptions, or, 

according to Roland Barthes, the noise, its “grain”, its whistles, scratches, or coarseness, the 

voice turns out to be a source of reflection, which not only finds a negativity in the voice but 

also, on the contrary, a surplus, which cannot be domesticated by any censure or production. 

The thesis is that this intensity of surplus is the reason why the voice involves us and in the 

moment of communication appeals to us and compels us to respond. Similarly, it is this 

compelling that Roland Barthes tried to make conscious in the imperative “listen to me” 

(Barthes 1991a, 246). 

 

 

Metacritique of Derrida’s Critique of Plato  
 

This imperative “listen to me” draws the other into the voice. There is no cry, no monological 

speech, and no whispering to oneself without a social addressing, without imploration or a 

relationship to the other. The voice as a trace of the body, therefore, also marks the location of 

an “appellation” that forces the response. Both “appeal” and “response” displace the frame of 

scripturality and fall out of the repertoire of grammatology. In as much as grammatology is 

based on the misjudgement of the spoken word it fails to recognize the voice in its 

relationship to the other. This prompts me to take up the critique of Derrida again, which I 

began elsewhere (cf. Mersch 2006), this time by producing a metacritique of Derrida’s 

metacritique of Plato’s critique of writing (cf. especially Derrida 1981b). At the end of the 

dialogue in Phaedrus—after Socrates and Phaedrus have spoken about Eros, the art of 

language, and the status of rhetoric in relation to truth—Plato inserts a myth dealing with the 

notion of writing. The logical location of this myth in the midst of all the different themes 

consists of the question about the relationship between the living and constantly responding 

word and the silent writing, which can only be received as a monologue (Plato 2007, 53–54). 

In doing so, Plato speaks of the old Egyptian deity Theuth (or Thoth), who is ascribed the 

“gift” of wisdom and the sciences of geometry, astronomy, and the game of dice. According 

to the tale, the origins of writing and numbers can also be traced back to him. It should be 

added here that the same position in Greek mythology is taken up by Prometheus, whom 

Aischylos ascribes in Prometheus Bound not only the “gift” of fire, but also the discovery of 

the crucial media writing and numbers: “Yea, and the art of number, arch-device, I founded, 

and the craft of written words, the world’s recorder, mother of the Muse” (Aischylos 1995, 

20). In Plato’s version of the myth of Theuth, writing is presented to King Thamus for 

examination. King Thamus is supposed to be convinced of the advantages of writing for 

remembering and commemorating. Instead, King Thamus points to the difference between 



8 

 

 

poiesis and reflection as well as to the ambiguity of advantages and disadvantages that are 

inherent in every discovery: “And in this instance, you who are the father of letters, from a 

paternal love of your own children have been led to attribute to them a quality which they 

cannot have; for this discovery of yours will create forgetfulness“ (Plato 2007, 53). 

In his metacritique of Plato’s analysis of writing, Derrida emphasized this pharmakon of 

writing, which functions both as poison and remedy. Nonetheless, this passage by Plato is 

noteworthy in the sense that it treats writing as a technǛ, which, placed between art and 

technology, can be questioned with regards to its use—and which, according to Plato, even 

the inventor himself is unable to evaluate: the designer who only thinks in terms of functions, 

fails to see the consequences of a construction; technology and reflection, as a result, 

obviously separate from one another. That which the medium “writing” holds ready as an 

obvious advantage, namely that it provides memory and is able to serve as a cultural 

technology for recording and archiving can only be judged in its full ambivalence by others 

who are affected by it. In addition to hinting at the precariousness of writing’s mediality, the 

passage thus also unveils the double-sidedness of the technological, whose conflicting nature 

inscribes itself into the medium, which in constituting de-constitutes as well. As Plato 

suspected, no technology escapes this two-sidedness; its ambivalence lays not in using it 

wrongly or rightly, rather it is inherent in the technology itself. There is no writing, which 

does not record and document how it in the same moment transforms memory into another 

document or archive. It is there that Plato’s analysis of writing has its deeper sense: It is not 

actually a critique of writing, but rather a critique of technology.  

Derrida’s critique of Plato’s writing analysis in turn takes up the perspective of the double-

sidedness through the figure of the pharmakon in order to read the implicit gesture of a 

privileging of the spoken language before it is fixed in writing—thus missing the crucial 

point. Derrida is again concerned with a reversal, demonstrating both that Plato always has to 

think from the perspective of writing in order to distinguish language, as well as to assert the 

indispensability of the sign’s (marque) non-presence, from the fictionalisation of the supposed 

authenticity of the spoken word and the presence of the voice. In a double move, Derrida 

proposes that (i) it is not the voice that precedes the writing, but rather the writing that 

precedes the voice and (ii) the notion of presence, of the “present” that is given to itself does 

not exist, and instead memory—with its play between remembering and forgetting—is 

primary. In other words, for Derrida the medium of writing is inevitable, because every 

recollection or forgetting as well as every perception, experience, cognition, dialogue, living 

word, or communication is indebted to the primacy of writing. This conclusion runs radically 

counter to Plato, because Plato assigns the phoné, the present sound, its own weight and 

indivisible dignity in that it is oriented on the other. 

The link between philosophy, voice, and dialogue, which was obvious to Greek thought, is 

implied in particular that the speaker testified for what he has said to others with his own 

voice. Consequently the voice advances to a guarantor, who binds what was said to the 

speaker’s presence and corporeality. Reasoning and knowledge thus become, as Pierre Hadot 

also emphasized, an “experience of a presence” (Hadot 2002, 70): for Plato, science is never a 

theory, it is an activity, a form of life, in which the other, who speaks and responds, takes on 

an outstanding place. In his study on rhetorical and discursive traditions in antiquity, Jean-

Pierre Vernant also insisted that, besides all graphical representations, a general separation 

between the alethinos logos, the faithful language, and the wonders (to mythodes) of verbal 

expression was decisive to Greek thought. This is a difference which cannot be exhausted by 

any theory of semata or grammata, because these apply to the impact of the talk on the 

listener. Vernant argues that the power of the voice possesses an “other” intensity than the 

word and its written fixation, because the voice belongs to sympatheia, and the written 

fixation to mimesis (cf. Vernant 1990). Reading offers the reader a critical analysis and a 

possibility to return to the text again and again and thus demands more distanced attitude 
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compared to listening to an oral lecture. Greek rhetoric was fully conscious of this: the 

speaker has to seduce his audience, in order to hold its attention. The spoken word affects the 

listener like an invocation. Despite the legitimacy of Derrida’s metacritique of Plato, his 

deconstruction misses this crucial distinction. The voice brings it into play in a way that 

cannot be eliminated, because in connecting ego and alter there is a dimension inherent in it, 

which is different from writing. This can be understood as its genuine “ethicity.” Since 

antiquity its first evidence has always been—music. 

 

 

Mimesis and the Power of Speech 
 

The notion “ethicity” requires a few additional remarks. The “ethicity” of the voice—which 

does not mean an ethic, but rather only its pre-condition or pre-structure—seems 

amalgamated with “authenticity,” since she who speaks with her own voice, speaks as author 

of her language and her thoughts, for which she, as such, takes responsibility for. However, 

Derrida correctly argued that no authorship and thus also no authenticity can be ascribed to 

the voice, because it does not create language, but rather, at best, delivers it. The ethical 

claim, which the presence of the voice raises, can therefore neither lie in the authorship of the 

person, if this means being the origin or base of language, nor in what is said by it. Similarly, 

the notion of authenticity proves to be difficult, ambiguous, and rebellious. Connoted with 

“own,” with the character of originality, the notion seems once and for all to be related to 

appearance. The word names the authentes, the “perpetrator,” a compound of autos, “self,” 

and a-nyein, “accomplish.” As a consequence it describes those who accomplish something 

themselves, which is why the idea of the subject’s sovereignty and the pathos of authenticity 

form a set. With the authentic as appearance, the figures of sovereignty also become 

problematic, just as they have inhabited modern thought since Descartes and have brought the 

freedom of “no,” i.e., a primary refusal, into language and its references. Right from the start 

they destabilize the possibilities of the social through the negation and the difference which 

posit the individual. Accordingly, part of the basis of modern philosophy is to oppose this 

double-sidedness with a norm, such as Kant tried to establish it from the self -legislation of 

reason. Nonetheless, the crux of this idea of self-legislation lies in a circular argument: in 

order to control its arbitrariness, it still has to assume the principle of sovereignty and 

therefore also confirms that which it strives to limit. Therefore, the other is lost right from the 

very beginning. To the same degree with which language and the social are brought into play 

again—a process, which in opposition to Kant begun at the latest with Herder, Johann Georg 

Hamann and Wilhelm von Humboldt and which reached its first peak with Marx’s social 

theory—the moment of the necessity of alterity also comes back into view. Speech—in 

addition to work—here turns into a place of power, whose historicity goes beyond 

subjectivity and its freedom of “negation.” However with that—and there once again lies the 

limiting of this program—language is reduced exclusively to the said, to the sense, and to the 

structures of signification, which result from its internal differentiality. 

The normativity of the social cannot be thus explained. It neither results from the bonding 

power of language nor from the orders of the symbolic alone; rather it requires the analysis of 

practices which obey categories other than the syntax or semantics of language. It is not even 

a function of the rhetoric or the figuration, but rather at best a function of the performance, 

which also sets the fact of language and the reality which is indicated in it at the same time. 

Accordingly, one has derived the remaining obligation from the pragmatic presumptions of 

language, the legally enforceable claims of validity representing the obligations of the speaker 

to both mean what she says as well as to defend what she says with reasons. Thus, the 

promise to stay true to language in the act of speaking is inherent in language, especially from 

the perspective strongly supported by Jürgen Habermas. And it is this promise that guarantees 
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the relationship between language and truth (cf. Habermas 1984, 1979; for a critical view cf. 

Mersch 2003b, 2004). There are not only promises that bind, rather language itself contains 

the promise of connection, although this is created alone through the practical sense of 

speech. Despite all pragmatics, the semantic continues to dominate. Nevertheless, that which I 

can say, have said, or possibly wanted to say, seems less decisive, as it is not at all about 

supposed understandings and their justifications—which would mean having to define the 

success of sociality exclusively from the rationality of the interpretations. Instead, it is much 

more concerned with the antecedence of the responsive which does not need a specific 

justification of the social. In other words, with the first word language is coupled with the 

structure of alterity and thus finds itself already in the social horizon, which remains as a 

frame and therefore seems neither eligible nor deniable. 

This implies a further consequence that speaking occurs nowhere fully intentional, but rather 

continually already as an other, i.e., superimposed and inspired by the voice of the other, even 

when there is no real counterpart or when the other remains a stranger. As Vernant already 

suggested, referring to the classical understanding of the dialogical, each “speaking” occurs 

mimetically and not because it emulates the others in what it expresses, but rather because 

speaking takes in the other’s voice and lets it melt with its own, resonating even where I no 

longer sense it. One knows the echo of the voice, that pierces deep into our ears and that 

occasionally continues to talk much longer in one’s own speech. This is particularly obvious 

in a foreign country, where voices remain incomprehensible. It then turns out that one’s own 

speaking has literally been appropriated by the voice of the other: speaking which I am not or 

which I do not represent and cannot represent, but instead accept through others in that their 

voices speak through me and alienate me from myself. In given moments of speaking, it is 

then often not clear why I say or said it like that, so that both the performative status of my 

speech as well as its reference remain undetermined, because there was no specific addressee 

and no response possesses that from which it responds (cf. Mersch 2008 for a more detailed 

discussion). In this sense, the subject constitutes itself as the speaker through the response, 

which is always the response to a stranger, because I can only ensure my own speech through 

the complexity of the reponsivity’s structure: already its pre-structure retreats into the 

darkness of the moment, because it speaks itself. Consequently, speaking does not mean 

producing language as a spontaneity, but rather to let its possibilities first of all occur through 

the structure of such withdrawn-ness. The performativity of the response is a passivity, or 

rather a “passibilité.” It opens up an interstice which constitutes both the realm of meaning 

and of communication. This also applies when I have apparently made the first step, where I 

have broken the silence and raised my voice to speak—and perhaps with futile efforts fall on 

deaf ears.  

 

 

Testimonial and Parrhesia 
 

Language is thus never one’s own; it is the language of others in numerous ways, because we 

can only speak in the mode of another speech, of another voice. The same is true for other 

media, for play, drama, painting, photography, sound, and so on: we always refer to an entire 

history, to traditions, to other actors and their practices or utterances, to their art-works, and 

inscribe our interventions into the body of cultural institutions. This does not only apply to the 

semiotic character of cultural processes with the parameters of repeating and quoting, to 

which Derrida pointed again and again, but rather also—and this remains covered within the 

concept of writing—to the mimetic power of the voice, to its unique presence and impact, 

which despite all apparent ignorance forces one to listen and to take a stand. Certainly, the 

voice cannot state the “truth” or “truthfulness” of a meaning in the sense of authenticity—

believing this would indeed be naïve. Instead, the meaning is always already another meaning 
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permeated with the “grain” of alterity. Moreover, in each moment it is purloined from its 

immediacy. Accordingly, the voice also does not certify the subject. On the contrary, 

language—as well as the arts—including their iterability and scripturality (and it has to be 

said that Derrida is right here) is always ahead of every Eigentlichkeit of the subject and its 

meaning. The voice would literally carry too much, if it had to carry the whole weight of 

authorship. It—as ñperpetratorò of saying—is as little capable as the subject—as 

ñperpetratorò of meaning—of admitting the truthfulness and falseness, the sincerity or 

deception of a speech and to be made responsible for it. 

Nevertheless—and with that I begin my objection to Derrida’s objection to Plato—the 

decisive focus of Plato’s analysis of writing lies not in the coupling of voice and authorship, 

and thus the related truth or truthfulness of speech, but rather in the act of positing
7
 and the 

corresponding performativity of the response which does not coincide with the performance 

of the said and the pragmatics of meaning. Authenticity, in the sense of the sincerity of a 

testimonial of truth, is only concerned with the content of language, its propositional 

substance. Nonetheless, the positing of the reference which requires the presence of the voice 

and provokes a response seems crucial to Plato. Thus Plato’s privileging of the voice in 

comparison to Derrida can be read as an indication of the distinction of the performative in 

language—a performativity however, that is already inherent in the connection between 

physicality, presence, and alterity. 

What the voice announces is thus not so much truth or truthfulness of an expression, which in 

producing the presence of the speaker literally attests to the testimony. Nor is it concerned, in 

the sense of an “occidental” discourse of presence, with such testimony, or with the attestation 

of one’s self as the subject of speech. Rather the voice is occupied with a testimony of the 

meaning of being responsible for oneself, which is bound to the occasionality of the moment 

and turns to an other. It does not rise from any sovereign act, but instead, as testimony, is 

nothing without the alterity. As such the voice can be brought together in context with Michel 

Foucault’s re-reading of the classical parrhesia (Foucault 1983, cf. also Mersch 1999), the 

forthright articulation of one’s opinion. Parrhesia does not constitute authorship in an 

emphatic sense, but rather the virtue of self-positing in face of the other. Foucault tried in 

particular to establish a virtue of critique out of it—and what has been named the “ethicity” of 

the voice above is linked to that. The voice articulates itself in the sense of an “outspoken 

belief” or rather an enunciation which risks it all and dives into the scales of history, without 

letting itself be bound to discursive power practices or without insuring itself through 

justifications. Instead it is much more concerned with the unreserved nature of one’s own 

positioning, which corresponds to the exposure of one’s own voice, which in turn makes itself 

vulnerable and endangers itself through this exposure. As a result we are dealing with a non-

rhetoric and non-strategic way of expression, which, as Foucault’s example of the 

relationships between the monarch and his advisor illustrates, is rooted in an asymmetric 

relationship that corresponds to the asymmetry of discourse and power (Foucault 1983).
 
But it 

is especially because of this that it lends the “own voice” a particular dignity. The parrhesia 

resists both power as well as doxa, the opinion of the majority; it subverts hegemonic 

conventions and breaks its laws. This also means that its fundamental moment is an ethos. It 

can be understood as the ethos of self-testimony. It testifies to a conviction. It is not so much 

based on a claim of truth, even when this is always meant alongside with it, but rather on the 

relativity of the situation in which it is executed and the relation which it respectively posits. 

It is not belief or knowledge that belongs to truth, but rather the act of an ethic self-positing. 

This ethic of testimony is generally realized in performance. It is based on a “praxis of 

existence.”
8
 The voice is its identification. Not the individual argument, nor the giving of 

                                                           
7
 Cf. Mersch 2003a for a discussion of defining the voice as an “occurrence of positing.” 

8
 With regards to the meaning of an “ethic of existence” in later Foucault see Ewald 1990, 1991, Deleuze 1991, 

and Hadot 1991. 
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evidence, nor even the reasoning seem to be relevant—they might be supported through the 

sound of the voice, strengthened, or in contrast undermined and thwarted. Instead, it is the 

nature of the appearance, the self-positing, with which language frees itself from the bonds 

and stranglehold of existing discursive practices, setting its own course and only thus 

producing a relationship. In order to do so the voice needs both a direct confrontation, a face 

to face, as well as the possibility to respond. The vocal presence can be compared to this self-

positing, which due to the power of the exposure sets itself in relation to the other and knows 

to answer for itself. By virtue of physical presence it literally challenges one to respond. The 

parrhesia is this type of “responsibility” in language, which is in a direct way carried out 

through the voice’s body.
9
 However, as already mentioned, this does not only hold for 

language, it also holds for any physical vocal presentation or performance and its genuine 

abandonment, including acting and musical performance: the voice’ parrhesia testifies not 

only the actor’s or singer’s presence but also their donation and present to the audience, 

which, as it were, equip them with the glory of an ephemeral holiness.  

 

 

“Ethicity” of Presence 
 

Writing does not necessarily include parrhesia, on the contrary writing shifts parrhesia’s 

performativity into the medial. Because the text cannot respond to the written discourse, it 

dictates, sets, and presents its knowledge without being able to respond, replacing parrhesia 

through figuration. Accordingly, extensive rhetoric or literary means are needed to restage 

parrhesia in the text, in order to inscribe itself into the voice of the author and to throw its 

radicalness into the scales of circulating discourses. Parrhesia, hence, signifies the traces of 

active self-positing into the social realm. It does not mean authenticity, but engagement. The 

voice—also in its metaphorical meaning—is its sign. Parrhesia, therefore, develops its 

function not with regards to the significance of an enunciation, but rather specifically in 

looking at the social place of the actor or speaker, the actor’s position in a public conflict or 

the speaker’s position in a dialogue, in the power games in that she confronts himself with her 

own voice, i.e., the actor or speaker pushes the vulnerability of his own body into the ring of 

debate. Only the voice and its presence are then able to adequately respond, as in turn it is 

only possible for voices and bodies to answer appropriately to their violability. Answering 

here does not mean a discourse, rather it means an act, a performance, a presentation. The 

presence of the voice belongs to this “presentation.” Thus, the basic difference between voice 

and writing lies not in the difference of the media and their formats, but rather in the actual 

performance of the response. 

This is Plato’s crucial insight. Philosophical language is the adventure of candor and 

unreservedness. Consequently it does not primarily offer lessons, knowledge, or wisdom, but 

is instead based on the performativity of a positioning, which requires the voice in order to 

manifest itself. It is this concept of philosophy that underlies the dialogic structure of antique 

texts, which, as one could say, keeps alive the memory of the continual mourning for the lost 

voice of Socrates. That is why Plato preferred dialogicity compared to writing even when 

he—paradoxically enough—articulated himself exclusively in the written medium. 

Nonetheless, the presence of the voice is not so decisive in the dialogue or scene because I 

lend my word or act the weight of my presence in this moment. Rather, what is fundamental is 

the ethicity that is linked with the moment of connection and orientation to the other which 

consistently includes the possibility of responding and is absorbed in the moment of the 

response. In other words: the extent of its genuine sociality is crucial to the presence of the 

voice which presents itself in society—a circumstance which Plato directly implemented in 

his philosophy. In this sense philosophy generally constitutes a political act that claims 

                                                           
9
 Right from the very beginning Foucault brings parrhesia together with ethical dimensions (see Foucault 1983).  
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parrhesia as its own virtue. 

One can thus say that the Platonic dialogue is rooted in such a relation to the other, in the fact 

of a responding “responsibility.” By reading Plato only in view of the medial intertwining of 

writing, logos, and memory, Derrida disposes of the relevance of the element of parrhesia, 

the performance of the voice and its introduction to the other, and thus of its genuine ethicity. 

He completely shifts the power of parrhesia into the toneless circulation of writing. In 

moving the reading and picking up of the sign, the quote, the figures of repetition and their 

displacement into the centre of his considerations, Derrida loses the equally corporeal and 

social dimension of the voice which exposes itself to the other. Instead with my voice—and 

this also means my acting out of the voice, its parrhesitic claimðI simultaneously manifest 

my position in the here and now, whether I argue in a dispute or address my voice to a public 

audience, or present it to the open space of the political. Such positioning then means taking a 

stand in an ethical way. Greek antiquity had a deep sensibility for the ethical impact of 

positing oneself and being part of political life. 

Does this also hold for music? Obviously parrhesia has no immediate relevance for musical 

sounds—the term is only reserved for rhemata, i.e., the way of expression in language. 

However music played an important role for the entire Greek culture, especially with respect 

to the preservation of knowledge and the harmonic relationship between physis and polis, the 

latter mirrored in the former. Any musical performance therefore was considered to be the 

highest fulfillment of this relation. Music, thus, appeared to be in itself ethical. This ethical 

dimension of music also applied to the presence of the gods as well as the co-presence of the 

audience in the theater as a collective event of their occurrence. Ethics here is neither based 

on a normative judgement, nor on the formulation or defending of a rule, an imperative or 

maxim, instead it is grounded on positing oneself simply as human, sometimes, as the myth of 

Antigone demonstrates, against tradition and its political representation. The voice marks 

ethics’ corporal actualization. In raising my voice in the public, in discussion, or in a dramatic 

clash, I consequently gain a social body. Similarily, in singing the liturgy without any 

instrumental aid turns the congregation into one single religious subject. Correspondingly, 

Gregorian monody means to participate in a voice’s collective prayer. The voice forms its 

edifice. It approximates a “communion” in which the absoluteness of social relationship is 

embodied. Thus, the voice primarily is a social phenomenonðright from the very moment of 

its first appearance on. Its sociality exists immediately in that it enters the scene as a cry, a 

“call,” or an enunciation. This also implies that we cannot hear a voice or its disrupted tone 

without responding to it, even if the answer is the ignorance of a passing by, a weariness, or 

mere indifference. In every case the voice penetrates me, even if I don’t understand. It 

documents a genuine cathexis (allocation), a social “in-indifference,” which Lévinas rightly 

referred to as “persecution.” 

 

 

Translated from the German by Rett Rossi
10
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