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Abstract 
 

At the end of his career, Husserl claimed to see spread out before him "the endlessly 
open plains of true philosophy," and he was cautiously optimistic that his followers could 
and would cultivate those plains by following consistently in his footsteps. Husserl's dream 
seems to have ended with the advent of deconstruction and especially with Derrida's direct 
criticism of the phenomenological theory of signs. In this paper I take up the cudgels against 
Derrida and try to show that his critique is eminently refutable. Yet to demonstrate that 
phenomenology is viable is not to prove that it is actually living. Derrida's critique, valid or 
not, has largely won the day. Why? I suggest an answer to that question by correlating 
deconstruction with Pop Art. 

 
 

This paper takes up the cudgels against the Derridean critique of Edmund Husserl’s theory of 
signs. That critique, in La voix et le phénomène, does not purport to affect merely one particular, 
tangential issue; instead, it is supposed to strike at the very heart of Husserl’s philosophy. Thus 
what I offer here is a defense of phenomenology itself against deconstruction. I hope to show that 
phenomenology is not, pace Derrida, a philosophy of pure self-presence, a "metaphysics of 
presence". In the end I will ask why the Derridean critique, though eminently refutable, is 
nevertheless carrying the day. 

 
Husserl’s "Theory" of Signs 
 

The context in Husserl’s work is the first investigation of the Logische Untersuchungen. 
Husserl does not, however, actually present a theory of signs in general; he is for the most part 
concerned with distinguishing two kinds of signs, and indeed he is not even concerned so much 
with these two kinds for themselves but with showing they can function independently. Derrida, 
likewise, although his book is subtitled “An introduction to the problem of the sign in Husserl’s 
phenomenology”, is concerned primarily with showing that the two kinds are not independent, 
that one of them in particular cannot be "purified" from "contamination" by the other. 

Regarding signs in general, Husserl uses no single term that would characterize their 
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operation as such. He does not say they "signify" or "designate" or "stand for". He says only that 
every sign is a sign “of” something (jedes Zeichen ist Zeichen für etwas) (Husserl, 1913, p. 23). 
This means, presumably, that there is an intentionality or relationality about signs; they are 
essentially related to something or other. All signs possess this relationality, but Husserl sees two 
radically different ways the relating can be accomplished. On the one hand, the relation can be 
intrinsic, whereby the sign actually embodies that of which it is a sign. Or the relation can be 
extrinsic, such that the sign is merely a pointer. The first sort of sign is restricted to language and 
is called "expression" (Ausdruck). The other is wider in scope and is called "indication" 
(Anzeichen). It is wider because all expressions can also function as indications. 

Linguistic signs are signs of meaning (Bedeutung) or sense (Sinn); i.e., these signs express a 
meaning, or, put differently, language expresses thoughts. Words do not merely point to a 
meaning but actually bear or embody it. There is no distance between the words and the meaning; 
to understand a word is to grasp its meaning. According to Husserl, the expression and the 
meaning unite, they are “phenomenally one” (1913, p. 31) in the consciousness of the person who 
utters, hears, or reads them. 

Husserl does not say more about this unity and seems to take it for granted that the difference 
from external, indicational signs is obvious. He does not spell out the difference, but we might 
find a clue to it in his declaration that “indications do not harbor meaning in the pregnant sense 
[im prägnanten Sinne] of linguistic signs” (1913, p. 31). Perhaps we could then claim that what is 
distinctive about words as signs is precisely their being pregnant with their meaning. This not 
only implies an intimate relation between expression and meaning but also suggests that 
expressions give birth to their meaning. That is, without words there would be no conceptual 
meaning, no thought. There is no pre-expressed thought. Prior to being expressed, thoughts are 
no more than gropings in a haze. 

For Husserl, as for all phenomenologists, words are not merely an outer packaging of already 
constituted interior thoughts, enabling those thoughts to be communicated to other people. On the 
contrary, we need words just in order to have definite thoughts. Our thoughts do not lead a 
previous existence apart from the expressions which crystallize them. Words allow thought to 
precipitate out of the haze just as, in Merleau-Ponty’s analogy, the earth did out of its planetary 
nebula (1945, p. 374). 

Husserl’s own philosophical work is a prime illustration of this languishing of thought in 
words. Husserl was a graphomaniac, and his voluminous manuscripts have been preserved. What 
is most evident about these assorted scraps of paper, apart from the fact that they are written in 
shorthand, is the intense struggle going on there, as is evident by all the crossing out and 
reworking. This could hardly be a mere struggle to find words in order to clothe thoughts that 
were already clear in his mind. It is a struggle aimed at finding the thoughts themselves, e.g., the 
thought of the reduction. According to Merleau-Ponty, “There is certainly no question which 
required of Husserl a greater expenditure of time in order to clarify – i.e., to clarify for himself –
and no question to which he returned more often, as is evident by the important place the 
"problematic of the reduction" occupies in his unpublished manuscripts” (1945, p. v). 

If words are signs in the pregnant sense and thus are, so to speak, feminine, then other signs 
do not give birth and are masculine. Thereby the adage is confirmed: parole femine, fatti maschii. 
Consider smoke as a sign of fire. Smoke does not bear fire, for there can be fire without smoke. 
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Likewise, there can be a country without a flag, and my cattle can be my property without 
displaying my brand. For Husserl, an indicative sign is one that merely motivates a conviction in 
the existence of that of which it is the sign. Indeed, we sometimes say fever "means" an infection 
is present, a salute "expresses" respect. Husserl, however, would consider this a loose way of 
speaking, and he himself is terminologically strict. He uses "meaning" and "expression" only for 
linguistic signs. All other signs are externally and presumptively related to that of which they are 
signs. 

Perhaps the difference between the two sorts of signs is most visible in the fact that 
indicative signs can lie. The soldier saluting might actually harbor no respect at all. We can only 
presume she does, we are motivated to believe she does, but the respect remains extrinsic to the 
salute. The reason, according to Husserl, is that indication is “non-insightful”, nichteinsichtig 
(1913, p. 24), uneinsichtig (p. 25). If, in contrast, linguistic expressions are accompanied with 
insight, then the dissimulation which always menaces the indicative sign is impossible with them. 
To understand the words is to grasp their meaning without any further ado. The words, "The door 
is locked", cannot possibly mean that the door is not locked. 

Husserl is content here to paint with a broad brush, and Derrida does not challenge the 
general distinction between the two kinds of signs. His critique concerns the relation between the 
two kinds in the case of language. Husserl’s position is that linguistic signs alone are meaningful, 
and indeed always function meaningfully, but they can also function indicatively. According to 
Husserl, however, only the expressive function, and not the indicative, is essential to language. 
The entire issue for Derrida is the intertwining, and possible separation, of these two functions of 
words. 

In ordinary discourse, i.e., in communicative speech with others, words always both bear a 
meaning about some subject matter and indicate something about the speaker. If I tell my 
confederate that the door is locked, my words communicate to him a meaning, they bear a 
message about the door, but they are also a sign indicating to him how I feel about this state of 
affairs. From my tone of voice, for example, he might surmise that I am astonished, frustrated, or 
happy about the door being locked. At the very least, my words indicate to him that I am a 
rational living being, i.e., one possessing language (zoon logon echon), one that animates words 
with an intention to say something and does not just produce random vocalizations. In short, my 
words indicate that I am a human person with a conscious life, that I have a soul. 

The particular sort of indication attaching to linguistic signs is called by Husserl "intimation" 
(Kundgabe), a term that connotes very well the lack of apodictic certainty. Every indication, 
according or Husserl, is only a motivation to believe in the existence of something which is not 
properly present. In the specific case of intimation, my own feelings and even the existence of my 
soul cannot be properly present to anyone but myself. To others, my soul is only apperceived, 
i.e., improperly given with a lesser degree of evidence, and to some extent is merely presumed. 

I have privileged access to my own soul, which is to say that its existence is apodictically 
certain to me. But Husserl is not so foolish as to maintain that anyone has adequate knowledge of 
his or her own soul. Husserl uses "adequate" in the etymological sense of "equal to", 
"exhaustive". No one knows himself perfectly, and indeed for Husserl adequate knowledge of 
anything whatsoever is beyond the scope of us finite human beings. There is always more to 
know of even the simplest things, let alone something as recondite as the soul. 
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The crucial question is whether the indicative function, the intimation of the state of the soul, 
belongs essentially to the phenomenon of language. For Husserl, the way to an essential 
determination is through the method of free variation. That method is the attempt to find (in 
actuality or in imagination) an instance in which the reputedly essential factor is not included. If 
in that instance the phenomenon remains what it was, the factor is inessential. If its absence 
destroys the phenomenon, essential. 

Suppose I say to a confederate that the door is locked. If he hears me and understands my 
words, we then share the same meaning. We possess the one meaning in common; it is commun-
icated. This of course does not imply we are convinced the door is locked; it entails only that we 
are both entertaining in our minds the thought of the door as locked. Is the intimating function 
operative in both of us? Obviously not; only my confederate takes my words as external 
indications that I have a soul. I do not myself listen to the tone of my voice and from that tone 
draw the probable conclusion that I am surprised about the locked door. I already know I am 
surprised, because I am a con-scious being: I know myself "along with" knowing things in the 
world. I do not need a roundabout way of arguing to the state of my soul. At the very least, I 
already know I have a soul, because it is properly, even if imperfectly, present to me; versus the 
souls of others, I do not need to "appresent" my own soul to myself and presume it exists. 

Thus a variant can be found in which the meaning function of language goes on while the 
indicating function drops away. At its simplest, this is the variant in which I do not even utter 
words to anyone but, instead, pronounce them silently in my mind, in the solitary life of the soul 
(im einsamen Seelenleben). In this case, the words are still expressive, they bear the meaning they 
always bear, but they do not function as indications. It would be purposeless and indeed 
counterproductive for me to take my own words as indications of the existence of my own soul, 
since such indications would merely give me in a lesser way a knowledge I already possess in a 
more eminent way. 

Indeed to have recourse to such indications would be pathological. It would be an instance of 
the abnormality that was first called "soul blindness" (Seelenblindheit) and later included under 
"aphasia". In the phenomenological literature, the most celebrated case of this disturbance is that 
of Schn., the brain-injured soldier investigated by Kurt Goldstein and referred to extensively by 
Merleau-Ponty. 

"Soul blindness" exactly describes the condition of Schn., for he lost the normal contact a 
person has with himself. Schn. then had to resort to external signs by way of compensation. For 
instance, he lost the normal possession of his own body, and to know his posture he needed either 
to look at his body or to interpret certain signs. The pressure he felt on the soles of his feet was 
interpreted by him as an indication that he was standing. 

The point is that such recourse to external signs is precisely pathological. For a person to 
take his own speech as an indication of the existence of his own soul would then be an extreme 
abnormality, a way of compensating for an extreme soul-blindness. It would be equivalent to 
someone checking the obituary column every day to see if he were still alive. 

 
Derrida’s Critique 
 

Husserl’s view of the inessentiality of the indicational function of words seems innocuous 
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and sane, and yet Derrida contests it and believes he is thereby driving a stake through the very 
heart of phenomenology. According to Derrida, this issue has “unlimited consequences” (1967, p. 
53) for Husserl’s philosophy, and so his critique is a radical one and not merely a disagreement 
concerning one fine point. 
 The unlimited consequences actually derive from Derrida’s own oppositional 
understanding of the distinction between expression and indication. For him, these oppositions 
are as follows: central/marginal, self/others, presence/absence, non-physical/physical, soul/body, 
voluntary/involuntary, inner/outer, spirit/nature, pure/contaminated, immediate/mediate, 
certain/uncertain. Expression is associated with the first member of each opposition, indication 
with the second. Derrida would have it that Husserl, by maintaining the independence of 
expression, is excluding everything associated with indication. Thus Husserl’s is a traditional, 
exclusionary philosophy which denigrates all that is other, foreign, and messy. Derrida himself 
stands with the impure and the marginalized, and thus arises his critique of Husserl’s theory of 
signs. 

Derrida always condemns binary, oppositional thinking, which he places at the core of the 
strategy of metaphysics. In my view, however, Derrida is the one who is here thinking 
oppositionally. Husserl does not distinguish expression and indication the way Derrida charges. 
Consequently, there is no need to bring back in all the elements associated with indication; they 
were never excluded by Husserl in the first place. Furthermore, Derrida’s prescription to redress 
the exclusivity, namely, by way of indications, is misguided and indeed impossible. 

I hope to make my case by reading very closely what I take to be the main argument in 
Derrida’s book. It is a laborious, convoluted argument, which I shall try to make sense of by 
breaking down into five steps. According to Derrida, for Husserl: 
 

1. Expression is, in general, a realm of purity. 
2. Expression cannot be shared with others; i.e., meaning cannot be communicated. 
3. Expression is exteriorization, namely, of something fully present prior to being expressed. 
4. Expression is voluntary, and whatever resists the will, such as the body or nature, is 

excluded from expression. 
5. Expression harbors concealment and so (in Derrida’s view) must be supplemented by 

indicative signs. 
 
The first four steps are premises of the fifth in the sense that they trace a path of ever greater 
exclusion which the last step is supposed to reverse. 
 
1. Expression as purified by excluding indication: 

Derrida belabors the fact that, for Husserl, words are able to function meaningfully in the 
absence of their indicative function, i.e., in the solitary life of the soul. But Derrida completely 
and conveniently neglects the fact that for Husserl words also function meaningfully in 
communicative dialogue, i.e., when the expressive and indicative functions exist side by side. 
Derrida emphasizes the meaning function in the former case to such an extent that he excludes 
the latter: he identifies meaning with the solitary life of the soul. Thus the title of the central 
chapter of his book is “Meaning as soliloquy”, Le vouloir-dire comme soliloque. 
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Taken strictly, it makes no sense to speak of meaning as soliloquy. Meaning cannot be 
soliloquy, and Husserl never claims it is. The meaning function of words is not destroyed in 
soliloquy, that function goes on in soliloquy, but the function itself cannot be identified with the 
circumstance under which it is exercised. That would make no sense. Meaning cannot be equated 
with monologue any more than intimation can be equated with dialogue. 

If Derrida is not to be taken here in the strict sense, then he is speaking loosely and is 
claiming that meaning occurs par excellence in soliloquy. The meaning function is at its highest 
in soliloquy – that, presumably, is what Derrida intends by repeating ad nauseam that meaning is 
"pure" in soliloquy, freed from "contamination" by the indicative function. 

Yet Husserl himself never uses a term such as "pure" or "free" or "contaminate" in this 
context. In fact, he does not actually characterize the separation of the two functions at all. His 
one and only statement on the matter is this: “Expressions carry out their meaning function also 
in the solitary life of the soul, where they no longer operate as indications” (1913, p. 24). This is 
a completely neutral characterization of the separation of the two functions and certainly does not 
imply the meaning function is purified in the solitary life of the soul. Husserl merely says it is 
"also" in play there. 

Husserl does characterize the conjunction of the two functions in dialogue, but it is not at all 
a matter of "contamination". Husserl first says that in dialogue the two functions exist “side by 
side” (neben each other, 1913, p. 23). He also says that in dialogue the meaning function is 
always "plaited" (verflochten, p. 24) to the indicative function. Finally, he speaks of the two 
functions as "linked" (verbunden, p. 36). These are all neutral terms for describing a 
concomitance and in no way imply the functions have any effect on each other, let alone the one 
of contamination. In fact, Husserl is explicit that the actual operation of the meaning function is 
indifferent to its circumstance of monologue or dialogue. 

Husserl asserts this indifference twice. He says at the very beginning of his discussion that 
when words do not function indicatively, “this does not affect what makes expressions 
expressions. They possess, as before, their meanings and indeed the same meanings they had in 
dialogue” (1913, p. 35). Or again, he says that if we understand the words, “then they are 
expressive, and they express the same whether they are directed to someone or not” (p. 35). 
These statements show clearly enough that for Husserl the two functions, when they exist 
concomitantly, are merely "side by side." The link between them is an external one, and they 
remain independent in their actual functioning. 

From all the evidence, then, the meaning function is not in its purest, highest state in 
soliloquy. The connection to the indicative function is not a contamination. Indeed that 
connection could be called with equal justification a complement, such that the meaning function 
would exist in a deficient state in soliloquy. A book on Husserl’s theory of signs could then just 
as well include a chapter called “Meaning as dialogue”. 

Accordingly, Derrida’s constant use of the term "pure" to characterize expressions in 
monologue is unwarranted. The meaning function is not pure there; at least it is no purer there 
than it is anywhere else. Now, this is not an inconsequential mistake on Derrida's part, nor is it an 
innocent one. Derrida has an ulterior motive, which is to accuse Husserl of taking the solitary life 
of the soul as a domain of pure self-presence. To be sure, for Husserl the intimating function is 
absent in monologue precisely because the soul already knows itself in a more eminent way than 
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intimation allows. Derrida takes this to mean that expression is purified of intimation because the 
soul already knows itself purely, i.e., is completely self-present. But this exaggeration is 
unjustified, and all of Derrida’s uses of the word "pure" with regard to Husserl are suspect. 

 
2. Expression as incommunicable: 

Derrida believes that for Husserl not only is expression purified of intimation, it is also 
purified of other people--in the sense that meaning is incommunicable. Expressions cannot be 
shared. Other people and communications with them belong entirely to the domain of indication. 
Husserl, according to Derrida, assigns the communicative operation of speech exclusively to the 
indicative function of words and denies it to the expressive function. Thus what is communicated 
is solely what can be intimated. 

For Derrida, “communication or manifestation is by essence indication” (1967, p. 43). He 
also speaks of “communicating, informing, or manifesting, i.e., indicating” (1967, p. 53). (The 
word "manifest" is actually out of place in these phrases, for that is Derrida’s translation of 
Husserl’s Kundgabe, "intimation", and intimation is of course a kind of indication, it is indication 
by way of words.) In fact, however, communicative or informative speech (these terms, 
kummunikativ and mitteilend, are synonyms for Husserl) is not related in a simple way to the 
indicative function of words. Derrida is mistaken to identify communication with indication and 
to draw a strict line between “expression and indicative communication” (1967, p. 56). On 
Derrida’s account, the meaning of expressions cannot be communicated, because communication 
is intimation, and intimation merely motivates the conviction in the existence of conscious acts 
but does not give information about their content or meaning. 

Derrida is mistaken here, but the mistake is an understandable one. To a casual reading, it 
might indeed appear that Husserl equates linguistic communication with intimation. For example, 
with regard to expressions as they function communicatively, Husserl maintains that “this 
function rests essentially on the fact that expressions operate as indications” (1913, p. 35). This 
surely implies that expressions can be communicated inasmuch as they function indicatively, and 
therefore only what is intimated by an expression is communicated. Moreover, according to 
Husserl, “where the intimating function is linked to the meaning function, there thoughts are not 
merely to be expressed in the mode of a meaning but are also to be communicated through 
[mittels: "with the help of", "through the mediation of"] intimation” (1913, p. 36). Again we see a 
close connection between communication and intimation. Husserl seems to be saying 
communication takes place through intimation in the sense that the communicated and the 
intimated are one and the same. Finally, Husserl asserts that, in communicative speech, the 
meaning-conferring acts “indeed form the most essential core of intimation. To make the hearer 
aware of these acts – precisely that must be, before all else, the interest of the communicative 
intention” (1913, p. 39). This says that the communicative interest lies in the intimation of the 
existence of the meaning-conferring acts. Thus communication is equivalent to the intimation of 
these acts. 

Yet a closer reading shows that Husserl does not identify communication with intimation. 
The relation between them is that communication "essentially rests on" intimation, or takes place 
"through" it, or has a prime "interest" in intimation. But they are not the same function and 
indeed are utterly separate. 
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For Husserl, communication is in fact always the communication of meaning; i.e., the 
content of a thought is precisely what is communicated. Expressions, supposedly pure in the 
solitary life of the soul, can be shared. Husserl even uses the term "communication" exclusively 
for a sharing of the meaning conferred by the meaning-conferring acts. Thus Derrida is exactly 
wrong, for the communication of the meaning of these acts and the intimation of their existence 
are not only distinct but even have nothing in common. 

To be sure, the separate functions of communication and indication are connected. For 
Husserl, in order for a speaker to communicate a thought to a hearer, the latter must first 
apprehend the speaker as a speaker, as a person with a soul who is animating vocal sounds with 
an intention to say something. The apprehension of the intentional acts which confer meaning is a 
precondition for the grasp of the meaning. That is, in order to grasp the meaning, one must first 
surmise that a meaning is being expressed at all: 
 

[...] the speaker, in certain psychic acts, confers on the sounds a meaning, a meaning 
he wants to communicate to the hearer. But the communication is possible only if the 
hearer also understands the intention of the speaker. And he does so insofar as he 
apprehends the speaker as a person, one who is not producing mere sounds but is 
speaking to him, who thus is carrying out, along with the sounds, at the same time 
certain meaning-conferring acts, acts whose existence the person wants to intimate to 
the hearer, acts whose meaning the person wants to communicate to the hearer. 
(1913, p. 33) 

 
Thus communication and indication are not identical; instead, the connection between them 

is that the latter makes the former possible. It does so by allowing the hearer to surmise that the 
speaker is a genuine speaker, i.e., a person with a soul, with the capacity for intentional, meaning-
conferring acts. It is the existence of these acts that is intimated; the meaning conferred by the 
acts is what is communicated. Accordingly, the two functions are separate and have separate 
objects: on the one hand, the existence of thoughts in the soul of the speaker and, on the other 
hand, the content of those thoughts, the meaning to be shared. Yet the two functions are 
connected; the one is founded on the other. 

It is this connection, and not an identity, Husserl is referring to when he says that 
communication “depends essentially on” intimation or takes place “through”, i.e., “through the 
mediation of” intimation. It also explains the "interest" of communication in intimation. The 
interest derives from the fact that only if the hearer imputes meaning-conferring acts to the 
speaker does he understand what is said. That is, communication, the understanding of the 
speaker’s meaning, has a vested interest in intimation, for without such intimation the speaker’s 
meaning would not be conveyed to the hearer. Thus Husserl is not claiming intimation is the 
prime interest of communication in the sense of the goal of communication; it is only a 
precondition for the operation of communication. Intimation does not carry out communication 
but only paves its way. 

Two comments are here in order. In the first place, Husserl’s position would seem to involve 
him in a vicious circle. He maintains that a precondition for understanding someone is the 
imputation of meaning-conferring acts: only if I surmise that the speaker is actuated by a 



Richard Rojcewicz 241 
 

Les Collectifs du Cirp 
Volume 1 (édition spéciale), pp. 233-248. 
© 2010 – Cirp (Cercle interdisciplinaire de recherches phénoménologiques) 
ISBN 978-0-9866654-1-7 
 

meaning-intention can I grasp his meaning. But does not the converse also hold? Only if I 
recognize that the speaker is making sense do I impute to him the intention to make sense. I 
doubt the rationality of someone who is just babbling. Put differently, the question is how I could 
know there are meaning-conferring acts present in the soul of the speaker unless I grasp that a 
meaning is actually being conferred on vocal sounds, i.e., unless I already grasp meaning. 
Therefore it would seem communication makes intimation possible just as much as the reverse. 

Perhaps the easiest way out of this difficulty is to recognize that a person indicates his 
rationality in other ways besides speaking. Thus "indication" should not be restricted here to 
intimation. When a stranger approaches me, I am given many signs this is a human person, even 
before she begins to speak. These are all genuine indications in Husserl’s sense, motivations to 
surmise the existence of certain conscious acts which are not properly present to me. But they are 
not intimations in the strict sense of linguistic indications. Therefore, in slight opposition to 
Husserl, intimation as such must merely be the confirmation of something already surmised from 
other signs. Yet, in support of Husserl, linguistic intimation may indeed provide the best 
indication of rationality. 

The other comment is that Husserl does not deny the capacity of indications to make known 
many things about a person. He is not saying the meaning communicated is all that matters in 
dialogue or is necessarily more important than what is intimated. From indications, according to 
Husserl, other people “may indeed learn all sorts of things [mancherlei] about our inner thoughts 
and feelings” (1913, p. 31). This learning, however, is not a matter of communication and is 
subject to the non-apodicticity menacing every extrinsic sign. But it might be what the speaking 
is all about. For example, lovers whisper sweet nothings to each other. What matters to them is 
not the meaning of their words (indeed they whisper "nothing" or simply say "I love you" over 
and over in different ways); what matters is the sweet feeling with which the words are charged. 

At the other extreme is the functional speech of those who are indifferent to each other, such 
as the seller and buyer of stamps at a window. All that matters in this case is the expression, the 
meaning of the words, namely, the price of the stamps, how many are required, etc. Yet, just as 
lovers make some sense and do not simply coo, so, conversely, in this case there is a minimum of 
intimation. I may be almost totally indifferent to the clerk as a person, but I still do not interact 
with her the way I would with a machine that dispenses stamps. Thus, as Husserl says, in 
communicative speech words always function indicatively. 

 
3. Expression as exteriorization: 

For Husserl, according to Derrida, the self-presence of the soul is so pure and immediate that 
this presence excludes intimation, excludes others from sharing in it, and even excludes language. 
Expression does not give birth to self-presence but, on the contrary, merely exteriorizes it. That is 
the force behind Derrida’s claim that, for Husserl, expression (Derrida hyphenates: l’ex-pression) 
is sheer exteriorization (l’extériorisation): “It imprints in a certain outside a sense first found in a 
certain inside” (1967, p. 34). 

Derrida is here translating a term Husserl does employ in this context, Äußerung. But 
Husserl does not apply it to expression as such. It refers to outward signs like the play of the 
features or the mien [Mienenspiel] and gestures, and these are precisely not expressions in 
Husserl’s sense but, instead, are indications. Husserl also says that an expression can be 
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exteriorized, which simply means it can be spoken aloud to another person. But expression itself 
is not exteriorization; on the contrary, it is something that can be exteriorized. Husserl certainly 
does not understand it in the sense of ex-pression, the mere outer imprint of an already 
constituted inner meaning. In fact, such an imprint would define indication; it would lack the 
pregnancy characteristic of linguistic signs. 

Derrida is very careful to say that expression imprints in a certain outside something first 
found in a certain inside. Thus it is not a matter of an inside and outside in the usual sense, 
namely, in consciousness and out in the external world. For Derrida, the inside and outside of 
expression remain within consciousness: “This outside and inside are absolutely original: the 
outside is neither nature, nor the world, not a real exteriority in relation to consciousness” (1967, 
p. 34). I grant that the concepts of "inside" and "outside" have to be qualified in some way when 
referring to Husserl. My objection is that Derrida does not also qualify the word "sense" when he 
says it is exteriorized in expression. 

What is this sense which precedes exteriorization? It cannot be what Husserl means by 
"sense", namely, "meaning". For, meaning does not precede expression; meaning is precisely 
what comes to birth through expression. Furthermore, if sense is constituted prior to expression, 
i.e., without language, then the work of words is already accomplished and there is no need to put 
thoughts into words. The thoughts have already crystallized. On the other hand, if expression 
does have something to accomplish, if it contributes to the birth of meaning, then what precedes 
it must lack sense, or at least must possess sense only in some qualified way. 

The pre-expressive stratum must violate the principle of excluded middle and be neither 
sense nor non-sense. If it is sense, then expression is superfluous, for there would be no 
distinction between the expression and what precedes it. If the pre-expressive stratum is sheer 
non-sense, then expression is impossible, for there would be no internal connection between 
expression and what precedes it. Derrida accuses phenomenology of taking up the former 
position: there is a pure, pre-expressive contact with the world and with the self, and this contact 
is simply mirrored or ex-pressed at the level of speech. But Derrida, in my view, occupies the 
opposite extreme. For him, there is no self-presence prior to language (and, if I understand him 
correctly, none afterwards either), and the pre-expressive stratum is empty. 

In fact it is precisely phenomenology that avoids the extremes – by recognizing that, for the 
first position, pre-expressive consciousness is too rich for expression to be productive and, for the 
second, too poor for expression to be possible. The first position amounts to idealism and the 
second to realism, and Merleau-Ponty’s critique of them applies in full. That critique is 
formulated in one way as follows:  

 
The consciousness that conditions language is merely a global and unarticulated 
grasp of the world, as is that of the child at its first breath or that of the drowning man 
who lunges out toward life. It is indeed true that all particular knowledge is founded 
on this first, global view of the world, but it is no less true that this view needs to be 
reconquered, fixed, and made explicit through perceptual exploration and speech. 
(1945, p. 463) 

 
This says that the relation obtaining here is the dialectical one Husserl calls "founding". The 
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pre-expressive, founding stratum is everything and nothing. Everything, because expression will 
simply bring out what is latent there and indeed will never exhaust it. Nothing, because it does 
not by itself lead to expression and without expression would never even manifest itself. 
Husserl’s image of the pregnancy of linguistic signs says the same. To give birth is not to create 
out of nothing. On the contrary, it is to bring to fruition something that has already been 
implanted. Yet to bring to fruition is precisely to bring forth something new in relation to what 
was implanted. 

Thus Husserl does not maintain or even suggest that expression is exteriorization, for he does 
not believe there is something further inward simply waiting to be ex-pressed. What is further 
inward is not sense, not a clear idea about myself which merely has to be clothed in words. The 
notion of a pre-expressive, pure self-presence is something Derrida foists onto Husserl. 

Once again, it is Derrida who is thinking oppositionally. He sees only two alternatives: the 
pre-expressive must be either full sense or complete non-sense. Derrida qualifies everything 
except sense. He is thereby oblivious precisely to what is most proper to phenomenology, 
namely, an appreciation of phenomena, that peculiar realm where the principle of excluded 
middle is violated or, as Merleau-Ponty says, “where contradictions embrace” (1945, p. 12). 

Inasmuch as violation of the principle of non-contradiction (= excluded middle) is the death 
of logic, phenomenology is not, pace Derrida, a logocentrism. 

 
4. Expression as voluntary: 

Derrida does qualify the concept of exteriorization, but in a way that removes it even further 
from Husserl. Derrida claims that for Husserl expression is voluntary exteriorization and the 
essential difference between expression and indication is that between the voluntary and 
involuntary. Furthermore, the latter difference is the one between the inner and the outer. 
Therefore Husserl is in complicity with a voluntaristic "metaphysics of presence" which 
denigrates the outer (body) in favor of the inner (soul). 

According to Derrida, “expression is an exteriorization which is voluntary, decided, 
conscious through and through, intentional” (1967, p. 35). It is true that for Husserl vocal sounds, 
in order to be actual language and not simply comparable to the “rattle of machinery” (1913, p. 
67), must be animated by an intention to mean something. But it is not the sheer fact that they are 
performed willfully that makes linguistic signs expressions. Other signs can be accompanied with 
just as much will, or with even more, and yet they remain indications. Instead, what is crucial is 
whether or not the signs are such as to unite with the intention or remain extrinsic to them. 

Our actions, all of them, can be carried out with varying degrees of volition. We can choose 
our words deliberately and can also speak inadvertently, listlessly. We can gesticulate absent-
mindedly and also with complete attentiveness, the way a mime or a choking person does. Yet 
this maximum of volition will not turn a gesture into an expression, whereas the minimum of 
volition will do so for words. 

The reason is that not everything is equal in receiving, i.e., embodying, a meaning-intention. 
For Husserl it could be said that the distinction between expression and indication is a noematic 
not, with all due respect to Derrida, a noetic one. The mere intention is not what is decisive; that 
which receives the intention is equally so. There is something about linguistic signs – versus all 
other ones – that enables them to become pregnant with a meaning-intention. Thus what is 



244 Husserl versus Derrida 
 

Les Collectifs du Cirp 
Volume 1 (édition spéciale), pp. 233-248. 
© 2010 – Cirp (Cercle interdisciplinaire de recherches phénoménologiques) 
ISBN 978-0-9866654-1-7 
 

decisive is not simply the will to impregnate but whether the sign can become pregnant. 
Therefore Husserl’s theory is not a voluntarism. What is decisive is not simply the will. Nor 

is Husserl denigrating the external, the bodily. According to Derrida, “In expression, the intention 
is absolutely explicit because it animates a voice which can remain completely interior” (1967, p. 
35-6). It is true that words do not have to be spoken aloud. Inner speech, for Husserl, is still 
expression. But what Derrida is omitting is the plain fact that, for Husserl, words can also be 
external – spoken aloud or written. Indeed, for Husserl, it is a matter of complete indifference to 
the meaning function whether the words are silent or spoken. Words are not more meaningful in 
monologue and are not less meaningful in dialogue. Thus words do not need to be "purified" of 
everything bodily in order to be genuinely expressive words. What matters is not whether the 
sign is internal or external but, instead, what sort of sign it is, namely, a word or something else. 

Derrida concludes his discussion of expression as exteriorization by saying that “the essence 
of language is its telos, and its telos is voluntary consciousness as [the act of] meaning” (1967, p. 
38). I strongly suspect that we have here a slip of the tongue or a typographical error and that 
Derrida actually means the arche of language, not the telos. If volitional consciousness is indeed 
the end of language, then that would take back everything Derrida says about language as ex-
pression. It would mean that to come to self-consciousness is the result of language (which I 
believe is a thesis of phenomenology), whereas Derrida accuses Husserl of positing a pure self-
presence prior to expression. 

If Derrida did mean to say volition is the arche of language, that would be consistent with his 
position, but it would still be unfaithful to Husserl. Volition is indeed one of the archai of 
language, but the will cannot by itself constitute expression. Words form another arche of 
language. And, of course, words can function meaningfully whether they are internal or external. 
Thus Husserl is not in complicity with a voluntaristic metaphysics that tries to exclude what is 
bodily. 

 
5. Expression as harboring concealment: 

Having supposedly shown the massive exclusions at work in Husserl’s understanding of 
expression, Derrida proceeds to reintegrate the marginalized, i.e., the indicative. He begins: “It is 
indeed not enough to recognize oral discourse as the milieu of expressivity” (1967, p. 39). This 
statement already gives us pause, for oral discourse is not the milieu of expressivity. It is the 
milieu of intimation. Expression can take place in oral discourse, but Derrida does not recognize 
that; for him the proper milieu of expression is monologue, silent discourse. 

Derrida proceeds: “Once we have excluded all the non-discursive signs (gestures, the mien, 
etc.) which present themselves immediately as exterior to speech, there still remains, this time 
interior to speech, a non-expressivity of considerable amplitude” (1967, p. 39-40). Presumably, 
what Derrida means here by "speech" (la parole) is expression, the meaning function of words, 
since we have excluded non-expressive signs. Then he is saying that once the indicative function 
of words is excluded as non-essential to expression, there still remains, within the meaning 
function, a non-expressivity. That is Derrida’s claim, and we shall have to see if he makes good 
on it. 

According to Derrida, “this non-expressivity is not merely due to the physical aspect of 
expression ([quoting Husserl] « the sensible sign, the articulated phonic complex, the sign written 
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on paper »)” (1967, p. 40). This is a misleading statement, for the physical aspect of words is not 
excluded by Husserl as are non-discursive signs. It is only Derrida who maintains that the 
meaning-conferring acts need to animate inner, silent speech, what he calls the 
"phenomenological voice" (whence Derrida’s accusation of phonocentrism). For Husserl, it is a 
matter of indifference to expression whether the signs that bear the meaning are silent or spoken 
out loud, i.e., whether they constitute the phenomenological voice or what Husserl might call the 
living voice, the full voice, the vox viva. (The title of Derrida’s book is The voice and the 
phenomenon, but in my view he grasps neither one in Husserl’s sense.) 

Thus it is somewhat disingenuous of Derrida to quote Husserl in parentheses above and even 
more disingenuous to cite Husserl in support of the presumed non-expressivity of expression 
itself: “The mere distinction between the physical sign and the meaning-conferring lived 
experiences is altogether insufficient, especially for logical purposes” (1967, p. 40, quoting 
Husserl, 1913, p. 32). 

Derrida does not pursue what Husserl means, which has to do with names. Husserl says that 
in every name there is a distinction between what is intimated (as always, the experiences in the 
soul of the one who speaks the name) and what is expressed. In turn, however, the latter can be 
distinguished into the meaning (or content) and the object named. This is Frege’s distinction 
between sense and reference, or, in Husserl’s terminology, between meaning and object. Husserl, 
a few pages later, devises this example: the two names “the victor at Jena” and “the vanquished at 
Waterloo” have different meanings, different content, but the same object, i.e., they name the 
same person (1913, p. 47). 

Does this demonstrate a non-expressivity within expression itself? Is the object named 
something that is not expressed, not meant? Husserl discusses various ways to split hairs on this 
issue, and he himself leaves the terms somewhat indefinite. But his conclusion is most definite: 
“These allusions may be enough for the time being; their purpose is simply to obviate the 
erroneous view that meaning-conferring acts could seriously be divided into two distinct sides, 
one of which would give the expression meaning while the other would give it directedness to a 
determinate object” (1913, p. 50). 

Thus the meaning includes both functions of names (both non-indicative functions), and 
there is no distinction to be made here between an expressed meaning and a non-expressed 
object. The meaning and the object are simply moments of one complex expressivity. Therefore 
names as understood by Husserl do not supply evidence of what Derrida is claiming. 

Evidently Derrida never intended to pursue the concept of names, for he now proposes 
evidence of a different sort, namely, the "metaphysical tenor" of Husserl’s phenomenology, i.e., 
its exclusionary movement: “Considering the non-physical aspect of discourse (le discours), 
Husserl thus excludes from it, always under the label of indication, everything that pertains to the 
communication or intimation of lived experiences” (1967, p. 40). This states the obvious, for 
indications are composed solely of the physical aspect of discourse; thoughts cannot be 
communicated by ESP. So Derrida is simply saying that Husserl excludes the non-physical from 
the physical. That does have a metaphysical ring to it, one which Derrida exploits in this 
conclusion: “in the last analysis, what separates expression from indication is what could be 
called the immediate non-presence to self of the living present” (1967, p. 40). 

This is Derrida at his hyperbolic best, but he simply means, I suppose, that through 
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expression the speaker is immediately present (to himself) and that through indication he is only 
mediately present (to another). Thus the metaphysical tenor of Husserl is his privileging of 
expression over indication, i.e., of self-presence over presence to another. It is this privileging 
that Derrida challenges. But he does so in a typically deconstructive way. He does not argue, for 
instance in the manner of Scheler, that there is no privileging of self-presence since we can also 
be immediately present to one another. Instead, Derrida’s view is that there is no privileging since 
we cannot even be immediately present to ourselves. 

That is why Derrida is so intent on refuting Husserl’s view that expression is essentially 
independent of indication. If expression cannot be purified of intimation, then self-presence is 
always contaminated with indication; i.e., self-presence is never pure and immediate but, instead, 
always partakes of the indirectness of intimation. 

We come now to the core of Derrida’s argument, and in my view everything hinges on an 
ambiguous term he introduces altogether arbitrarily. The term is "the signified" (le signifié). It is 
supposed to refer to the object of signs in general, including both expressive signs and indicative. 
It is not a Husserlian term, since Husserl always specifies: the correlate of an expressive sign is 
the expressed or the meaning, and the object of an indicative sign is the indicated. The ambiguity 
in the term "signified" is a dangerous one, because what is true of the expressed is not necessarily 
true of the indicated, and vice versa. 

Derrida says: “Each time the immediate and full presence of the signified is concealed, the 
signifier will be of an indicative nature” (1967, p. 43). That statement is true, as long as 
"signified" means "indicated". It then says that whenever the existence of the soul of the speaker 
is not fully present – in the sense of apodictically given to the hearer – then the speaker’s words 
will only be outward signs, indications, allowing the hearer to surmise the existence of the 
speaker’s soul. But the statement is not true if "signified" means "expressed". For it then says that 
whenever the meaning is not fully present – in the sense of adequately given to the speaker 
himself – then the words are only indications of that meaning. It is not true, because meaning is 
never adequately given. Specifically, I do not know myself adequately, I am not fully present to 
myself. My thoughts about myself are not equal to myself. What these thoughts "signify" (i.e., 
express or mean, namely, myself) is somewhat concealed to me. But that does not make my own 
words indications of myself, outward signs by which I surmise the existence of my own soul. It 
simply means that my words are not adequate expressions. But they remain expressions. I could 
never express myself adequately, such that my words would capture everything there is to be 
expressed about myself. Likewise, I could never express any other thing adequately. But that 
merely demonstrates that my finite capacity to know is never equal to the infinite capacity of any 
thing to be known. It does not prove that the signs by which I speak of myself become indications 
to myself. Yet that is just what Derrida believes he is proving, having fallen victim (or taking 
unfair advantage of) the ambiguity in the term "signified". 

Derrida says again: “All discourse, or rather, everything in discourse which does not restore 
the immediate presence of the signified content, is non-expressive” (1967, p. 43). Here too, the 
statement is true if "signified" means "indicated." But then it is also trivial, for it simply means 
that everything in discourse which is merely indicative is non-expressive. Derrida could hardly be 
saying something as trivial as that, and indeed he wants to suggest the statement applies to one’s 
own self-presence. Then "signified" has to be taken in the sense of "expressed". Accordingly, the 
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statement says that everything in discourse which does not make the speaker adequately present 
to himself is non-expressive. Understood in this way, the statement is false. Simply because an 
expression is not adequate to that which it wants to express does not make the expression an 
indication. That merely makes it an inadequate expression; but all expressions are inadequate, 
something Derrida refuses to acknowledge. Or else he is vastly shortchanging Husserl, as if the 
founder of phenomenology were oblivious to the limits of human knowledge. 

Put differently, Derrida is unaware that the privilege of self-presence is, for Husserl, a 
privilege only in the order of apodicticity, not in the order of adequacy. I am more certain of 
myself than I am of others, but that does not mean I know myself more perfectly than I know 
others or than others know me. 

Derrida is fond of asserting that Husserl posits a "full", "immediate" self-presence. These are 
not Husserl’s own terms, but they do apply, provided they are taken in the correct sense. By no 
means may they be taken in the sense of "adequate" or "complete". "Full" must be taken in the 
sense of Husserl’s "fulfilled", i.e., intuitively given. I do not intend myself "emptily", as if I knew 
myself only by hearsay. And "immediate" must here mean "not mediated through indications". 
But it does not mean "not mediated through language, through expressions". If expressions give 
birth to meaning, then my knowledge of myself must be couched in language. Husserl is well 
aware of the essential role of language in self-knowledge: “A great role is ordained to expression 
in the uncommunicative life of the soul [...] [There] thoughts must be expressed, in the mode of 
meanings” (1913, p. 35-6). 

Thus it could just as well be said that Husserl posits a non-full (i.e., inadequate) and non-
immediate (mediated through language) self-presence. Derrida has spilled a great deal of ink 
trying to establish what Husserl has already known. 

Furthermore, Derrida has confused my concealment to others, which can be mediated 
through outward signs, and my concealment to myself, which cannot be mediated through 
indications. For, what could I hope to gain by taking my own words as indications? Besides the 
fact that it would be a pathological way to proceed, it is logically impossible. Derrida does not 
mention it, but perhaps the weakest feature of Husserl’s theory of signs is that the intimative 
operation works by way of an "argument by analogy". I take another’s speech as a sign that there 
exist meaning-conferring acts in his soul because I know my own speech arises from my own 
conscious acts. That is, my own experience of myself is the prime analogue, the basis of the 
analogy. If I had no knowledge of myself, the argument by analogy would have no foothold and 
could never begin. Now, if I am to take my own speech indicatively, I would reason that when 
others speak in such and such a way, they are having such and such experiences, and so my 
similar speech indicates those experiences are also present in me. But I could look in this way to 
the experience of others, i.e., make them the prime analogue, only if I had already surmised the 
existence of their experience by means of an earlier argument by analogy in which I myself was 
the prime analogue. Thus this appeal to intimation commits the logical fallacy of begging the 
question: it presupposes what it is trying to establish, namely, my own presence to myself. That is 
what drives intimation from the beginning; to make it the end of a complex chain of reasoning is 
merely to go a long way around to arrive at the starting point. 
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Conclusion 
 

There can be no doubt that deconstruction almost completely overshadows phenomenology 
today. Yet it has not refuted phenomenology; Derrida’s critique leaves Husserl unscathed – on 
the level of abstract argumentation. On a deeper level, however, deconstruction has touched a 
cord, just as phenomenology once did. 

Merleau-Ponty remarks that there were portents of phenomenology everywhere and that it 
presented itself to people much less as a new philosophy than as “what they were waiting for” 
(1945, p. ii). To suggest a reason deconstruction found favor, I offer, painting in very broad 
strokes, what I believe is one portent of it, namely Pop Art. 

This movement stems from the period of incubation of deconstruction, namely, the early 
1960’s. Perhaps the high point of Pop Art consists in the series of Andy Warhol’s paintings of 
Campbell’s Soup cans dating from 1962-68. What is most evident about these paintings (in 
opposition to impressionism, one of the portents of phenomenology) is their everydayness. They 
are everyday paintings of everyday objects by an everyday artist. In other words, they are 
marginal paintings of usually marginalized things. They are celebrations of the marginal. They 
are egalitarian. 

It is here, I believe, that Derrida has struck a cord. Deconstruction is a philosophy of radical 
egalitarianism. In other words, what matters in Derrida’s critique is not so much what Husserl has 
excluded (one sort of sign from another), but that he has excluded anything at all. I consider 
Derrida’s an unsatisfying position, for it is impossible to include everything, even exclusionary 
thinking. But I can find nothing else on which the appeal of La voix et le phénomène could be 
based, since its actual argumentation is weak in the extreme. 
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