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In his paper, “Toward a Critique of the Theory of Mean-
ing,”* Habermas proposes a way out of the difficulties of theo-
ries of meaning that will do justice to “all three aspects of a
speaker coming to an understanding with another person about
something.”” In his view, language should be understood to be
the medium in which a speaker expresses her intentions, rep-
resents states of affairs, and establishes relations with an ad-
dressee. His theory of meaning seeks to show that these three
functions of language are all intertwined in speech: what we
do when we speak to one another is attempt to come to an un-
derstanding with someone about something. It is from the per-
spective of this view of communication that Habermas
criticizes other theories of meaning and defends his own for-
mal pragmatic account.

Linguistic meaning, according to Habermas’s formal prag-
matic approach, is what we understand when we understand
an utterance. We understand an utterance when we know
what makes it acceptable,® that is, when we know the condi-
tions under which it could properly be affirmed. This theory of
meaning provides the basis for Habermas’s theory of communi-
cative action, in which he wants to show through the “model”
of speech that “a communicatively achieved agreement has a
rational basis.” If it can be shown that, in making an utter-
ance, one also commits oneself to justifying it through the giv-
ing of reasons, then it can also be shown that there is a
rational basis to our communication and that an agreement
achieved through communication can be rational. The meaning
of an utterance, then, is rooted in the reasons that would con-
vince someone that it is valid. Habermas writes that “the com-
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prehension of a speech act already points to the conditions for
a possible agreement about what is said,”® since, for him, to
comprehend a speech act is to understand the reasons that
would make it acceptable to all participants in communication.

A criticism of Habermas’s theory of meaning would thus
imply a criticism of his theory of communicative action, for
which it is the basis. In this paper, I will suggest such a criti-
cism by showing that his theory of meaning does not suffi-
ciently prove that the use of language is necessarily oriented
toward mutual understanding.® In order for Habermas to be
able to show that inherent in our use of language is the possi-
bility of reaching an agreement motivated by the acceptance of
reasons and free from manipulation or force, he must be able
to defend a corresponding description of the essential nature
of the use of language. Thus, Habermas’s claims that the use
of language with the orientation to reaching understanding is
“primary”” and its “original mode™® are not to be understood as
temporal claims, but as claims about the nature of language
use in its pure form, free from any other use to which it might
be put. Consequently, he can argue that non-communicative,
or strategic, uses of language are contingent, or parasitic,
upon the original, communicative use.

If, however, it can be shown that Habermas’s theory of
meaning excludes an aspect of language that is equally as fun-
damental to or more fundamental than the other aspects that
he describes in his theory of meaning, and if it can be shown
that this aspect is not necessarily oriented towards reaching
understanding, then it is possible that the linguistic grounding
for the theory of communicative action is still incomplete. I
hope to demonstrate this possibility by arguing that Habermas
excludes an aspect of language use which he had once ac-
knowledged. This is the claim to intelligibility which, in his
article, “Theories of Truth,” Habermas has stated is one of the
validity claims that speakers must make with each of their
speech acts.’ The claim to intelligibility is the (usually im-
plicit) counterpart to the question “what does that mean?”1?
Yet, in his “Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning,” dis-
cussion of the intelligibility claim is absent. This is a notewor-
thy shift since the meaning that is redeemed in interpreting
the mere intelligibility of an utterance need not be a prag-
matic meaning oriented towards reaching an agreement.

II. HABERMAS’S
THEORY OF MEANING

The specific difficulties of theories of meaning to which
Habermas refers in his “Toward a Critique of the Theory of
Meaning” and which his theory is meant to resolve are those
that arise when one or another of the three aspects of how
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speakers reach an understanding is considered in isolation.
The intentionalist approach to language attributes the mean-
ing of an expression only to the intention of its utterer. Accord-
ing to Habermas, this approach is inadequate for showing how
intersubjective knowledge is possible. It assumes that lan-
guage is used by a speaker basically to convey her intentions
to another. Yet, according to Habermas, here “the phenomena
that actually come into view are categorically different from
those that are putatively being reconstructed.” The phenom-
ena that come into view are the assumptions of a shared un-
derstanding of the language that the speaker is using, and not
the particular intended meaning of the speaker. In order for
one’s intentions to be conveyed through language, the condi-
tion that “both sides, speaker and hearer, already conceive the
shared natural meaning of such a symptom (expression) ... in
the manner of the intersubjectively known, nonnatural mean-
ing of a conventionally regulated sign”!2 must be fulfilled.
Truth-conditional semantics is also inadequate for explaining
how mutual understanding is achieved through language. By
referring only to the state of affairs in the world which could
make a sentence true, it ignores “the circumstances under
which a hearer is in a position to recognize when the truth
conditions of a sentence are satisfied.”'® In other words, ac-
cording to Habermas, a statement can only be understood
when one understands the reasons a speaker would have to
cite in order to convince someone that her claim is in fact a
claim to truth. Thus, reference to the objective world alone is
not enough to be able to understand an utterance; epistemic
conditions also play a role. One must be able to understand
what it is about the objective world that is being claimed to be
true. The use-theory of meaning, which describes meaning in
terms of conventional language use, is also inadequate accord-
ing to Habermas; understanding becomes dependent merely on
conventions between speakers and it loses its relation to a va-
lidity that would transcend the context of a given social prac-
tice. Here language loses its relation to the objective world.

Habermas proposes a formal-pragmatic analysis of speech
acts that incorporates elements of all three theories of mean-
ing, each of which he has shown to be insufficient on its own.
The focus on speech in this analysis is to account for what is
valuable in the use-theory of meaning, while the pragmatic as-
pect of this analysis is to remedy the monological tendency of
intentionalistic semantics. Formal semantics is retained for
explaining how language relates to the world.

The key notion in Habermas’s theory of meaning is that of
a validity claim. Validity claims are claims that can be re-
deemed or found to be acceptable by others through the giving
of reasons. Thus, meaning is not determined by the objective
relation of language to the world as such, but by the reasons
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that could be given in support of claims of various sorts. In
this way, the meaning of an utterance, the reasons with which
it can be redeemed, is something which must be understood
intersubjectively, in terms of the giving and accepting of rea-
sons. Habermas writes,

Validity claims aim at being acknowledged intersubjectively by
speaker and hearer; they can only be redeemed with reasons,
that is discursively, and the hearer reacts to them with ratio-
nally motivated “yes” or “no” positions.... Mutual understanding
aims at consensus formation. The attempt by S to reach an un-
derstanding with H about something in the world terminates in
the agreement brought about between them, and this agreement
is sealed by the acceptance of a comprehensible speech act.!¢

When we understand a speech act we understand the condi-
tions under which it could be valid or the reasons which could
be given to support its validity. We can then either accept or
dispute the likelihood of these conditions being met or the per-
suasiveness of these reasons and by means of discursive ex-
change come to an agreement on the validity of what has been
said.

Habermas stresses that the validity of a speech-act differs
from that of a proposition. By taking into account the
“illocutionary force” of a speech act, one must take into ac-
count what a speaker is doing with her speech act. In this
way, “the attachment of the validity conditions to the proposi-
tional component is loosened. Room is thus made for the intro-
duction of validity claims that are not directed toward truth
conditions or tailored to the relationship of language to the ob-
jective world.”"s Indeed, room is made here for the introduction
of two other “worlds” to which our validity claims can be di-
rected. Along with the objective world that truth semantics re-
gards as the domain that our validity claims are about,
Habermas introduces the “subjective world” (the experiences of
the speaker to which she has privileged access) to which the
intentions expressed belong, and also the social world (of in-
terpersonal relations), which provides the context that deter-
mines the normative rightness of one’s claims. To each of these
worlds corresponds a different kind of validity claim and a dif-
ferent kind of illocutionary force with which the claim is
raised. While the objective world is what is referred to in or-
der to justify the truth of a validity claim which is made in the
form of a constative speech act, the subjective world is what is
referred to in order to determine the truthfulness of the
speaker’s expressive speech act. The intersubjective social
world is what is referred to in order to determine the appro-
priateness or rightness of those speech acts which are regula-
tive.
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These three worlds each contain the possible conditions
that could make their respective validity claims acceptable. A
speaker refers to these worlds in order to give reasons to jus-
tify her claim. The understanding of a speech act thus re-
quires that speaker and hearer both come to share an
understanding of these worlds as they are disclosed by the re-
spective forces of speech acts. Habermas writes,

We understand a speech act when we are acquainted with the
kind of reasons that a speaker could cite in order to convince a
hearer that he (the speaker) is entitled under the given circum-
stances to claim validity for his utterance. For this reason, fa-
miliarity with a language is interwoven with knowledge of how
things stand in the (linguistically disclosed) world.... Under-
standing an expression means knowing how to make use of it in
order to reach an understanding with someone about some-
thing.16

By explaining mutual understanding in this way, Habermas
intends to show that communicative action, that is, action
geared towards reaching understanding, is fundamental to hu-
man interaction and that strategic action, action for the pur-
pose of exerting influence, is secondary. In order to make a
meaningful utterance or to understand what an utterance
means, one must have access to the world of reasons that
could support the truthfulness, truth, or rightness of the utter-
ance. These reasons must be such as to be acceptable to both
speaker and hearer on the basis of their own judgments so
that the mutual understanding arrived at is free from influ-
ences external to the communication itself. Habermas writes,
“whatever manifestly comes to be through external influence
(gratification or threat, suggestion or deception) cannot count
intersubjectively as an agreement.”!” Strategic action is sec-
ondary, or parasitic, upon communicative action because, ac-
cording to Habermas, any deceitful use of language rests upon
the presupposition of a shared understanding.

Habermas writes, “like all action, communicative action is
purposive. But here the teleology of the individual action
plans and of the operations for carrying them out is inter-
rupted by the action coordinating mechanism of mutual un-
derstanding.”® The “interruption” that Habermas is here
referring to is the revealing and questioning of the conditions
for one’s validity claims that must first take place if the utter-
ance is to be accepted as valid. In cooperative interaction, for
a speaker to reach the goal intended by her speech, she must
take into account and respond to the objections or qualifica-
tions that are presented to her by the listener. Only when mu-
tual understanding has been attained with respect to the
meaning of the utterance, could it achieve its desired effect;
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that is, the effect which both speaker and hearer understand
that the utterance is to achieve.

Habermas writes in “Toward a Critique of the Theory of
Meaning” that “every speech-act as a whole can always be
criticized as invalid from three perspectives: as untrue ... as
untruthful ... and as not right.”!* But are these the only
three validity claims that speech acts make? In his earlier ar-
ticle, “Theories of Truth,” Habermas writes, “I want to defend
the view that there are at least four classes of equally pri-
mordial validity-claims, and that these four—namely intelli-
gibility, truth, rightness, and truthfulness—display a
coherence that we can call rationality.”?® Apparently, in his
later paper, “Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning,”
Habermas believes that a class of validity claim is no longer
significant for his theory of meaning. This is the intelligibil-
ity claim by which subjects aim at understanding through
making intelligible “the pragmatic meaning of interpersonal
relations (which can be expressed in the form of a
performative sentence) as well as the meaning of the proposi-
tional content of their utterance.”? When the intelligibility of
an utterance becomes problematic, according to Habermas,
we raise questions such as “How should I understand that?
What does that mean?” The answers to these questions are
explications or interpretations.?? The illocutionary force with
which such claims are made can be called “communicatives”
(e.g., say, express, speak, ask, mention) which express the
pragmatic meaning 6f utterances qua utterances.?® These
identify what an utterance is doing as a spoken organization
of words. The “world” that a speaker would refer to in order
to give reasons for the use of a certain word or a certain or-
dering of words, or to give reasons for the claim that an ut-
terance is to be taken in a certain way or to have a certain
effect, is the world of language, which provides the reasons
for why the language used in an utterance functions the way
that it does and produces a meaning that can be understood.
In redeeming a claim to be intelligible, one reflects upon the
utterance itself. In “Theories of Truth,” an utterance whose
intelligibility is problematic is not understood by Habermas
as ipso facto a meaningless utterance or one that is impos-
sible to understand and would bring communication to a halt.
Instead, an initially unintelligible utterance may be one that
is obscure and which requires deciphering.?

In what follows, I will attempt to show that the intelligi-
bility claim has an important status in speech which should
not be neglected. My purpose will be to suggest that the
omission of intelligibility as a claim is not innocuous and that
the inclusion of such a claim could affect Habermas’s current
theory of communicative action.
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ITII. INTELLIGIBILITY

In “Theories of Truth,” Habermas already begins to differ-
entiate intelligibility from the other validity claims. Although
intelligibility is included among Habermas’s list of four valid-
ity claims, it is described as more “primordial” than the other
three. Habermas writes,

Truth-claims and rightness-claims function in everyday speech
and interaction as claims that they are accepted with an eye to
the possibility that if need be they can discursively be made
good.?® Intelligibility, on the contrary, as long as a communication
in general proceeds undisturbed, presents a claim that has already
factually been made good; it is not merely a promise.?

Yet, this discussion of intelligibility is not adequate to distin-
guish it from the other claims made in communication. Accord-
ing to Habermas, validity-claims become the object of
discussion when they appear to be problematic. What is re-
deemed in a theoretical discourse is the truth of a fact. He
writes, “it is only when a particular bit of information is called
into question and the content of the information is brought un-
der discussion under the viewpoint of the possibility that
something can be the case but also might not be the case that
we speak about facts.”?” But, as long as communication pro-
ceeds undisturbed with respect to any class of claim, one as-
sumes that the claim has already been factually made good.
And, just as truth and rightness claims can be made problem-
atic and the object of discourse, so indeed does intelligibility
itself require redemption within communication.

Habermas’s point here seems to be that the fact that there
is communication is itself the validation of a claim to intelligi-
bility. If utterances were unintelligible, there would just be no
communication. But the fact that we can communicate about
the intelligibility of an utterance implies that this is not so. If
all utterances were unintelligible, then perhaps communica-
tion would come to a halt. But the same goes for situations in
which all rightness claims are wrong. If I say that I am going
to rob the bank, the intelligibility of my utterance here is the
“condition” for the ensuing discourse over whether this is the
right thing to do. But if I say that I am going to swim to the
bank, it is the intelligibility of my utterance that now requires
discursive explication. Intelligibility claims should be consid-
ered to be just as much “promises” for possible discursive re-
demption as claims to truth.

According to Habermas, our understanding of a speech act
begins with the assumption that there are reasons which could
be given to support it and that these reasons can be supplied
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by the utterer. Habermas writes, “one would hardly know
what it is to understand the meaning of an utterance if one
did not know that the utterance can and should serve to bring
about an agreement.”®® In other words, one must assume that
a speaker means what she says and is capable of justifying
her utterance in a way acceptable to another. One comes to
understand the utterance when one knows how it was meant
to bring about an agreement, and this can be decided
intersubjectively through the raising of questions and the giv-
ing of reasons. It is in this way that Habermas can claim that
intelligibility is a condition of communication. In order for
what is meant by an utterance to be understood, it must be as-
sumed that something was meant, that there is some content
in the utterance that is understandable.

Habermas’s view of the intelligibility of an utterance would
then make it a part of our lifeworld, the taken-for-granted
background within which we act. He writes of the lifeworld;

The fundamental background knowledge that must tacitly supple-
ment our knowledge of the acceptability conditions of linguistically
standardized expressions if hearers are to be able to understand
their literal meanings, has remarkable features: It is an implicit
knowledge that cannot be represented in a finite number of propo-
sitions; it is a holistically structured knowledge, the basic ele-
ments of which intrinsically define one another; and it is a
knowledge that does not stand at our disposition, inasmuch as we
cannot make it conscious and place it in doubt as we please.?

Habermas would thus defend his later view that the intelligi-
bility of an utterance should not be seen to be a validity claim
by saying that only by means of intelligible utterances are we
able to use language to make claims in the first place. The
lifeworld provides the common background with respect to
which speakers can make claims about the objective, social
and subjective worlds. It is the “transcendental site where
speaker and hearer meet, where they can reciprocally raise
claims that their utterances fit the world (objective, social, or
subjective), and where they can criticize and confirm those va-
lidity claims, settle their disagreements and arrive at agree-
ments.”®® This “site” consists of the language shared by the
speakers with respect to which they cannot achieve the same
distance as they can to the totality of facts, norms, and experi-
ences about which they can achieve mutual understanding.
Habermas’s point is that an utterance, which is the use of
language, cannot itself make explicit the language that is be-
ing used in the utterance. It cannot become an “inter-
subjective object.” In order for language to be able to be used
to make a redeemable claim, its function as a medium able to
convey the shared meanings of signs cannot be questioned.
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But what happens when words or sounds come out of a
speaker’s mouth that are bizarre or perhaps incomprehen-
sible? Here we must ask what was meant in such an utter-
ance, for surely it is not what was said. Or we must ask what
was said, for surely it cannot be what was meant. It seems
that in situations such as these, a claim is made that these
sounds be rendered intelligible.?! Along with the inter-
subjective communication required to reach an understanding
on claims of truthfulness, truth and rightness, claims to intel-
ligibility, to there being something intelligible in what the
speaker says, can also be the subject of discourse to the extent
that agreement can be reached on the meaningful formation of
the uttered words.

The world of reasons to which the speakers must refer in
order to support such a claim to intelligibility is what I call
the world of language itself. Once it becomes clear that the
claim to intelligibility is a validity claim in communicative ac-
tion just as are the claims to truth, truthfulness, and right-
ness, then the domain referred to for its validation is that of
language. By the world of language, I mean that world which
makes it possible to form any utterance at all. It is what
makes it possible to distinguish an utterance from mere arbi-
trary sounds. This is not the social world of linguistic norms
that might be represented in a dictionary or grammar book,
since these norms would merely refer to isolated aspects of an
utterance. Rather, it is the world that makes it possible to un-
derstand the meaning of an utterance as a linguistic unity.3?
For example, whether or not a pun, a joke, an ironic state-
ment, or an allegory is intelligible in an utterance can be
intersubjectively redeemed by referring to the linguistic forms
into which language can be shaped as well as to the way an
utterance can highlight and even alter an aspect of the context
in which it is spoken. Whether or not an insult is intelligible
can also be intersubjectively redeemed by making explicit the
meaning of a word or expression and the history which has en-
dowed it with a certain pejorative force.

Habermas writes with respect to such linguistically obscure
utterances that “the linguistic construction of a fictive reality,
wit and irony, transposed and paradoxical uses of language,
allusions and the contradictory withdrawal of validity claims
at a metacommunicative level—all these accomplishments rest
on intentionally confusing modalities of being.”®® But this is
not quite right. Habermas here implies that understanding
these utterances would require discourse about the intentions
of the speaker, about what she actually meant in confusing
these modalities of being (such as a discourse which would de-
cide whether someone wanted to tell the truth and describe re-
ality or to tell an entertaining story). These intelligible uses of
language, however, should not be understood merely with re-
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spect to the subjective world of intentions of a speaker, but
chiefly with respect to the world of language itself. I can be
ironic, witty, or paradoxical in my speech without intending to
be. The discursive redemption of the intelligibility of such ut-
terances will not appeal to my intentions, or to the social or
objective world, but to the forms of language to which these
tropes pertain.

Making language itself a world and a reference system for
that about which mutual understanding is possible, distin-
guishes it from the lifeworld which is constitutive for under-
standing as such. The intelligibility of an utterance should
thus not be considered to be the condition of communication or
the taken for granted background in which we act—this condi-
tion could perhaps be said to be language itself before it is
used in speech and before a meaning is claimed to be intelli-
gible in it. Intelligibility is therefore not a condition for com-
munication. Indeed, it is only when language is put into use
(that is, formally presented) that there can be a question of in-
telligibility at all. Instead, the condition for communication is
just the mere existence of a language. In fact, if communica-
tion is understood as a process of making meaning intelligible
in an utterance, then it can be said that communication pre-
supposes the possibility of unintelligible utterances as much
as intelligible ones.

The claim to intelligibility is the claim that an utterance is
formed out of language in a specific way so that it can serve
some communicative use. The claim to be intelligible is re-
deemed by analyzing the utterance with respect to the pos-
sible linguistic formations that can be found in it. If
“understanding an expression means knowing how one can
make use of it in order to come to an understanding with
someone about something,”® then the understanding of an ut-
terance must also involve deciphering what is intelligible in it
in order for those involved to be able to come to an under-
standing that something funny, ironic, or offensive was said. A
claim to intelligibility should thus be considered to be a claim
that is equally contestable and just as much open to discursive
verification as the other three validity claims that Habermas
describes. The claim to be intelligible, like the other three va-
lidity claims, has its own world, that of language, to which we
refer when we want to make intersubjectively valid such a
claim.

What is found to be “valid” in the claim to be intelligible
concerns, in the first instance, language itself, and not the
worlds of intentions, objects, and norms. We do in fact make
such claims to be intelligible, to phrase language in our speech
by the very act of speaking. And this phrasing can be made
comprehensible to all through the giving of reasons; for ex-
ample, the reasons why someone saying “iced ink” is funny, or
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why calling someone a “W.0.P.” is offensive. Yet, the speaker
has no “privileged access” to the reasons for the intelligibility
of her claim. Words have come out of my mouth.?® Although I
may claim that they are intelligible, once they are uttered
they are in the nonsubjective territory of language. Unlike
subjective intentions for the truthfulness of an utterance, my
reasons for why my utterance is intelligible are no better by
virtue of being mine. In everyday discourse, if nothing re-
motely funny is intelligible in my utterance, my claim to have
spoken with wit cannot be redeemed.

Habermas implicitly refers to the intelligibility claim in an-
other early article when he writes; “speech is the medium of
communication which already presupposes a tacit consensus
about what it means to communicate and an awareness of the
possibility of misunderstanding, as well as of error and decep-
tion.”®® The tacit consensus built upon the possibility of mis-
understanding is the agreement to be intelligible in our
utterances, to be as clear as possible so that our utterances
can be understood. The possibility of misunderstanding points
to not only the possibility that one might not understand the
intentions of another’s speech, but to the fact that the utter-
ance itself can be understood in many different ways. That an
utterance can be understood in different ways, that many dif-
ferent meanings can be intelligible in one utterance, makes it
prima facie obscure or unintelligible. What it means to com-
municate, therefore, involves being aware that various mean-
ings can be intelligible in one’s utterance and being prepared
to discuss which meaning should in fact be attributed to it. In-
deed, here again one can say that the possibility of unintelligi-
bility is just as much a “condition of communication” as is
intelligibility, since it is with respect to this possibility (as well
as that of error and deception) that the consensus about com-
munication is made.

If we assume that Habermas was once aware of the prob-
lem of misunderstanding and of systematically distorted com-
munication, we must now ask why, then, in his recent “Theory
of Meaning,” he no longer refers to the claim to intelligibility
to which it would relate?

I believe that the reason for dropping the claim to intelligi-
bility from his “Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning” is
that language and its structures cannot themselves become ob-
jects of understanding in speech if Habermas is to say that
language is the “medium” through which people come to reach
an understanding, and that the telos of reaching understand-
ing is “inherent in linguistic structures.”” Habermas writes,

Orientations and action processes are at first egocentrically tai-

lored to the various actors, but communicative “switching” via can-
didly executed illocutionary acts places (actors) under the
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structural limitations of an intersubjectively shared language.
The telos of reaching understanding, inherent in linguistic struc-
tures, compels the communicative actors to alter their perspec-
tive.... (The) grammatical form of the performative sentence
mirrors the attitude of a speaker who takes up an interpersonal
relationship with a hearer in order to reach an understanding
with him about something, whereby the speaker is reflexively ori-
ented to the possibility that the hearer may dispute the validity of
what was said.®

But if the grammatical form of the performative is unintelli-
gible, no one knows what position to take. If one does not even
know whether it is an intentional utterance, then one does not
know how to find reasons for redeeming it, or if there are any
reasons at all. Here, the understanding of the utterance in-
volves not “knowledge of what makes it acceptable,”® but an
interpretation of what the utterance is saying in the first
place.®® What is agreed to with respect to the intelligibility of
an utterance is an acceptable interpretation of what it is say-
ing. But unlike social norms or the objective world, or even
truthfulness which, according to Habermas, “must show up in
(a speaker’s) actions if only we interact with him long
enough,”! the reasons through which what is intelligible in an
utterance could be agreed upon are only other utterances
which are potentially just as open to different interpretations
as the utterance that is being contested. If this is so, then the
language used in an utterance cannot be the “transcendental”
medium for reaching agreement as Habermas claims. Here,
language itself becomes an object and calls for yet another
ground which could provide the basis for agreement about it—
a ground which itself would also involve the utterances of
communicators.

IV. THE POETIC FUNCTION
OF LANGUAGE

There is another, more obvious, reason why Habermas no
longer finds it necessary to include the claim to intelligibility
in his theory of meaning: questions of intelligibility are irrel-
evant to meaning as Habermas now construes it. For
Habermas, what is intelligible in an utterance is not the same
as what one means by it. Let us take a paradoxical statement
as an example, for instance, “a man is a woman.” One does
not say that the meaning of such an utterance is that it is
paradoxical, the sentence just is paradoxical, and it can be so
without having been meant to be. Perhaps Habermas could
say that a paradox is intelligible in the utterance, but that the
form of an utterance does not constitute its meaning.*? Never-
theless, it would be difficult to argue that a paradoxical utter-
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ance has no meaning. Indeed, often an utterance is meaningful
because it is paradoxical. But, of course, that would be to talk
of meaning in an altogether different sense than that which
Habermas construes.

Because claims to intelligibility pertain to language itself
and not to states of affairs, they are not claims that can be re-
deemed when one understands the “meaning” of an utterance
in Habermas’s sense, i.e., the subjective, objective, or social
conditions that would make it acceptable. Instead, they are
claims that are redeemed when one attempts to understand
how the specific form of an utterance works to produce certain
effects on a listener. In such a case, one attends to an utter-
ance not as that which can represent something in the world
or that through which an intention is transmitted, but as
something in itself which directly confronts the communicators
and can evoke a range of interpretations.

But perhaps this type of claim is accounted for by
Habermas in his discussion of poetic language. Habermas
writes,

insofar as language occurs in communicative functions, it has to

produce relations between linguistic expression and speaker,

hearer, and the state of affairs represented .... However, when lan-

guage fulfills a poetic function, it does so in virtue of a reflexive

relation of the linguistic expression to itself. Consequently, refer-

ence to an object, informational content, and truth value—condi-

tions of validity in general—are extrinsic to poetic speech; an

utterance can be poetic to the extent that it is directed to the lin--
guistic medium itself, to its own linguistic form.*

In this way, the “world-creating” discourse of poetry and lit-
erature and not the world(s)-referring discourse of communica-
tive action could be said to be what Habermas would describe
as discourse concerning the “intelligibility” of an utterance.
Habermas writes that “the space of fiction that is opened up
when linguistic forms of expression become reflexive results
from suspending illocutionary binding forces and those ideali-
zations that make possible a use of language oriented toward
mutual understanding.”* In other words, one can say that in
focusing on the “intelligibility” of an utterance we “suspend” or
do not take into account its expressive, regulative, or
constative force. We assume that a claim is being made other
than a claim to truthfulness, rightness, or truth. Here the
world to which we refer is not the subjective, social, or objec-
tive world, but is another world altogether. It is the world of
language in which “words stand out as words (even as sounds)
rather than being at once assimilable meanings.”*

It is important to recognize that in the previous paragraph,
“intelligibility” had to be discussed with the use of scare
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quotes. For what Habermas means by “poetic language” is
precisely the opposite of what he means by intelligibility. In-
telligibility, for Habermas, as I have shown, is a condition of
communication. The poetic function of language is here de-
scribed in contradistinction to communication. Yet, insofar as a
claim to intelligibility is a claim that can be redeemed with re-
spect to an understanding of how language itself functions as
language (and not merely as a medium for expressing inten-
tions or referring to objects), discursively making good such an
utterance would require the same attention to language that
one gives to literary language. It would seem, then, that mak-
ing explicit the “condition” of communication (that an utter-
ance be well formed), becomes, for Habermas, literary
discourse. When this condition is not called into question, dis-
course proceeds according to the mechanisms of communica-
tive action. But the fact that intelligibility, which for
Habermas is the linguistic condition for communicative action,
can, in fact, be called into question, implies that what
Habermas considers to be the foundation for communicative
action is not as stable as he claims. And, if the questioning of
this condition, the request for a further condition or justifica-
tion of intelligibility, involves us in a discourse other than that
of communicative action, then it is possible that communica-
tive action, which “interrupts” strategic interaction, can itself
be interrupted. The fact that language itself can become the
object of discourse implies that it can just as easily be the con-
dition for the possibility of misunderstanding as that of under-
standing.*¢

Habermas writes, “To the degree that the poetic world dis-
closing function of language gains primacy and structuring
force, language escapes the structural constraints and commu-
nicative functions of everyday life.”*" I believe, however, that it
is with respect to the structural constraints and communica-
tive functions of everyday life as Habermas has described
them, that the force of the poetic function of language can be
revealed. Indeed, can Habermas really claim that my commu-
nicating something, such as irony, wit, anxiety, or despair in
my speech is really a use of language that “escapes the ...
communicative functions of everyday life”? This use of lan-
guage is in fact created by these functions and manifests itself
precisely when they constrain everyday communication and
make it problematic. Habermas writes, “often we lack the
words to say what we feel; and this in turn places the feelings
themselves in a questionable light.” But the relation of feel-
ings to language is not merely that we are uncertain of the na-
ture of those feelings that we cannot express in words. I
believe that the intractability of words and our difficulties in
using words as a medium to convey exactly what we mean can
create the moods that are inadvertently expressed in our
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speech-—moods which do not originate in our vague subjective
feelings, but which are the result of the awareness that lan-
guage is not adequate to express them. The despair or anxiety
that often is communicated in our speech can be understood to
be that very frustration with those structural linguistic con-
straints of everyday life which demand that we be able to pro-
vide acceptable reasons for our claims. Poetic use of language
is not an escape from the structural constraints of everyday
life, but is the effect of being trapped within them. Irony, for
example, is often intelligible in our speech when the communi-
cative situation constrains us from “literally” representing a
state of affairs.

The reference to the world of language in order to under-
stand the intelligibility of an utterance is no more outside the
communicative functions of everyday life than is the reference
to the world of objects to understand a truth-claim. Attention
to the linguistic medium itself does not deny everyday com-
municative functions of their force. Often such attention is
what gives communication its force. In conclusion, I believe
that discussion about the intelligibility of an utterance is not
only that which occurs in literary criticism, it should also be
considered to be part of our communication.

V. CONCLUSION

If it is possible to discursively redeem the intelligibility of
an utterance through the giving of reasons regarding the
structures and workings of language, then the dropping of the
claim to intelligibility in Habermas’s “Toward a Critique of the
Theory of Meaning,” might be seen as a mere oversight that
would only require some technical modifications.*® But if, as
Habermas claims, rationality is intrinsic to the structures of
language-use itself, then it would seem that questioning the
structures of our utterances would either involve a questioning
of rationality, or the positing of a distinction between rational-
ity and language. According to Habermas, rationality is em-
bedded in the communicative use we make of language.
Making an utterance implies being prepared to back up the
claims implicit in it through the giving of reasons such that
another can become convinced of the utterance’s validity.
Habermas writes,

communicative action distinguishes itself from strategic action
through the fact that successful action coordination is not traced
back to the purposive rationality of action orientations but to the
rationally motivating force of achieving understanding, i.e., to a
rationality that manifests itself in conditions for communicatively
reached agreements. The manner in which mutual understanding
in language functions as a mechanism for coordinating action is
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that the participants in an interaction agree about the validity
claimed for their speech acts, that is, they recognize criticizable
validity claims intersubjectively.*

For Habermas, the possibility of rationally reaching under-
standing is embedded in the structures of language, since our
use of language commits us to being able to intersubjectively
redeem the validity of our utterances. Language thus becomes
the condition for the manifestation of rationality; by using lan-
guage our rationality becomes manifest.

But what happens if language has a “rationality” of its
own? What happens when we consider that language does not
necessarily funection according to our intent, as a medium
through which our implicit rationality manifests itself, but
that language can function on its own, and can sometimes
work against us? If language is not the medium through which
our claims to truth, truthfulness and rightness can be ratio-
nally made good, but is instead itself a world to which we ap-
peal in giving reasons for a validity claim, then rationality
cannot be intrinsic to the use of language, but must be outside
of and contingent to it.

Since the claim to intelligibility is a claim made with re-
spect to language itself, one’s own subjective reasons for what
is to be found intelligible in one’s speech will not suffice to
make it intelligible. This implies that one must always be
aware that one does not have complete control over how one’s
utterance will be understood. Thus, even if the original mode
of language use is the use of language with an orientation to
reaching understanding,® this orientation must presuppose
the ever present possibility of misunderstanding—that the in-
terpretation of an utterance can be other than what is in-
tended by the speaker, and that the use of language is
dependent on language itself, which might not succumb so eas-
ily to being “used.” In this way, communicative action can be
said to be parasitic upon the possibility that one can be influ-
enced by an unintended and unforeseen understanding of one’s
speech—including the possibility that language can indeed be
manipulated and used strategically.>
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