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Abstract
Although discourse analysts often conceive of their work as critical, there is little theoretical 
discussion regarding the possibility of normative critique in the scientific community of discourse 
analysis. Rarely are the normative grounds and normative scope of such a critique clear. Thus, 
this article attempts to find theoretically robust and practical answers to the following question: 
‘How is a normative critique possible?’ In seeking my answer, I first provide a short overview of 
the possibilities of normative critique in critical discourse analysis. Second, I offer an argument in 
favour of immanent critique while explaining both its advantages and its theoretical and practical 
problems. Finally, I demonstrate how sociological discourse analysis and immanent critique can 
mutually benefit from one another. The theses I formulate and defend are as follows: Although the 
notion of immanent critique cannot adequately answer methodological questions, these answers 
can be found in several recent proposals on discourse analysis. Additionally, a combination of 
the dialectical approaches to immanent critique and discourse analysis might help overcome the 
methodological deficit of Critical Theory. Finally, this combination can resolve several theoretical 
deficits in discourse theory.
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Introduction

Researchers in the field of discourse studies typically understand their work as critical of 
society or, at least, of certain social phenomena. This is especially true for critical dis-
course analysis (CDA; see e.g. Fairclough, 1995; Van Dijk, 1993; Wodak, 1996). Inspired 
by a Foucauldian approach towards power, language and society, these scholars attempt 
to uncover power relations, ideology and social injustice in a variety of discourses. As a 
consequence, topics such as racism or sexism have a prominent place in the tradition of 
discourse analysis (e.g. Augoustinos et al., 2005; Fuentes, 2015; Gotsbachner, 2001; 
Lillian, 2007; for a good overview on discourse approaches on racism, see also 
Krzyżanowski and Wodak, 2009). Although the term ‘critique’ can have multiple mean-
ings, it always includes a double approach: critique refers to methods and norms. On one 
hand, critical approaches always follow specific procedures, which can be critical or at 
least used critically. On the other hand, critique always refers to prescriptive statements, 
that is, reality should be a specific way. Although not all critical approaches understand 
themselves explicitly as normative, they always are. The proposed change is always ‘bet-
ter’ in some way than the current reality.

However, even in the field of critical discourse studies (CDS), there is little theoretical 
discussion regarding the possibility of normative critique. It is seldom clear what the 
normative grounds and the normative scope of a critique are. Where do researchers find 
normative arguments? Are they employing their own normative position, or do they 
apply other norms when performing critical work? Clarifying the normative background 
of critique is especially important in plural societies that include a huge variety of rea-
soned normative positions. Researchers who want to engage in broader social debates 
must be careful not to reproduce only particular (often White, male, middle class) norms.

The aim of this article is to find theoretically robust and practical answers to the fol-
lowing question: ‘How is normative critique possible?’ In seeking my answer, I first 
provide a short overview of the possibilities of normative critique in CDS. Then, I offer 
a robust argument in favour of immanent critique while explaining its advantages as well 
as its theoretical and practical problems. Finally, I demonstrate how discourse analysis 
and immanent critique can mutually benefit from one another.

The theses I defend are as follows. The notion of immanent critique, which is mainly 
found in post-Hegelian theory, particularly in Marxism and Critical Theory, cannot ade-
quately respond to the methodological questions of how to do empirical research. 
Although several recent proposals on discourse analysis offer answers to methodological 
questions, most scholars of discourse analysis do not share the idea of immanent critique 
or defend a fundamentally distinct notions of immanent critique. Thus, a combination of 
dialectical approaches to immanent critique and discourse analysis might help overcome 
Critical Theory’s methodological deficit. In addition, this combination can also help 
resolve certain theoretical deficits of discourse studies.

Critique and CDA

Researchers who perform CDA (most prominently, Fairclough, 1995; Van Dijk, 1993; 
Wodak, 1996) openly aver that they follow a critical approach. By offering methods to 
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reconstruct social sense that is implicit and unnoticed by the social actors involved, these 
scholars offer tools for understanding social reality in general and the power effects of 
specific discourses in particular.1 Since the beginning of the new millennium, sociology 
has also contributed critical input regarding discourse analysis, which has led to further 
developments in the relation between text and material and between practical and/or 
institutional infrastructural elements and consequences (Bührmann and Schneider, 2007; 
Keller, 2005; see also Bührmann et al., 2007; Keller et al., 2005). Although other theo-
retical inputs are important for all these approaches, whether of linguistic or sociological 
background (e.g. Habermas for Wodak and Fairclough, Gramsci for Fairclough, and 
Berger and Luckmann for Keller), one central author for all these works is surely Michel 
Foucault.

Foucault (2007) understood critique as the ‘art of not being governed or better, the 
art of not being governed like that’ (p. 44) and also as ‘insubordination’ or ‘desubjuga-
tion’ (p. 47). In these formulations, there is something negative (e.g. being governed in 
a certain way or subjugation) from which Foucault wanted to distance himself because 
he was suspicious of all existing – and particularly hegemonic – norms and values. 
Furthermore, Foucault was aware that even concepts such as liberty, autonomy, democ-
racy and emancipation can become instruments of repression, power and/or 
governance.

If power is immanent in all social relations and there is simultaneously an inherent 
distrust of authoritative power, of social relations and even of values and norms of illus-
tration, then there is a problem for one’s own normative viewpoint. Should we strive for 
no normative viewpoint? Is it possible to argue without adopting a normative stance? Or 
does pretending to have no normative stance only mean failing to recognize one’s own 
(implicit) normative viewpoint?

At this juncture, we face the problem of an infinite regress. Even if discourse analysts 
frequently assume a critical stance towards hegemonic norms, their research is typically 
based on implicit ideals of freedom or autonomy, for example when these researchers 
expose the contingencies of hegemonic discourses or propose alternative interpretations 
and/or emphasize oppressed discourses. Such scholarly work implicitly refers to a nor-
mative viewpoint, that is, to a position that can be employed as a positive and normative 
point of reference by presenting informed alternatives. However, even if we can show 
that there is an implicit normative posture espousing freedom and autonomy in the stud-
ies of many discourse analysts, the problem of the critique of liberty and autonomy 
remains. For example, in neoliberal discourses, liberty and autonomy are frequently 
employed as tools to transfer responsibility for certain problems to various individuals 
(Fairclough, 2004). We could easily form the suspicion that even liberty and autonomy 
are specific historic ideals that also have certain power effects. Therefore, we might  
be able to transform the values and norms of the discourse analyst into the object of a 
second-order discourse analysis, thus revealing the power structures and power effects of 
discourse researchers. In addition, if ‘critique is the movement by which the subject 
gives himself the right to question truth on its effects of power and question power on its 
discourses of truth’ (Foucault, 2007: 47), then we can question repeatedly our own posi-
tion with respect to its power effects. We would end up with an infinite regress and never 
arrive at an irrefutable normative ground.2
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Another approach often used by critical discourse analysts is to openly defend a par-
ticular normative standpoint. Although critical of hegemonic norms, such researchers 
defend particular norms that also can have (undesired) power effects. When adopting a 
normative viewpoint before performing discourse analysis, these researchers must 
assume a normative position outside of the criticized material. One example for such a 
particular position would be the ‘socio-diagnostic critique’ defended by the discourse-
historical approach (DHA) that ‘aims at detecting problematic – “problematic” from the 
analyst’s normative-ethical perspective […] – social and political goals and functions of 
discursive practices’ (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001: 32). Similarly, to reveal the ambiguity  
of this procedure, we can cite the proposal of Van Dijk (2009) regarding the normative 
position of CDS:

One of the tasks of CDS is to formulate the norms that define such ‘discursive injustice’. […] 
Such a research policy presupposes an ethical assessment, implying that discourses as social 
interaction may be illegitimate according to some fundamental norms, for instance, those of 
international human and social rights. At the same time, critical analysis should be aware of 
the fact that such norms and rights change historically, and that some definitions of 
‘international’ may well mean ‘Western’. As a criterion, we thus call any discourse unjust if 
it violates the internationally recognized human rights of people and contributes to social 
inequality. (p. 62)

Thus, Van Dijk presents the dilemma faced by most critical discourse analysts. 
Although they are aware of the problems related to Eurocentrism and particular norms 
and values, there seems to be no alternative than to insist on a specific foundation of 
particular rules, such as human rights (as in Van Dijk). Most of us would certainly agree 
that the development of human rights represents important progress in human history. 
Ultimately, however, human rights are a bundle of norms developed by a specific social 
group at a specific historic moment that cannot be considered a timeless and context-
independent point of reference for social criticism.

Thus, criticism based on human rights argumentation is simply a specific type of 
external critique that adopts an external normative position and analyses social reality 
based on the degree to which it differs from that external benchmark. Other ways of 
referring to external ideals include basing the critique on one’s own (reasoned) argu-
ments. Independently of how well these arguments are grounded, they nonetheless reflect 
a particular external position. Similarly, critiques based on the Bible, the Quran or any 
utopian ideal are ultimately forms of external critique.

If we do not want to refer to particular external norms and values, we can also use 
internal critique,3 that is, the analysis of internal incoherencies or contradictions. Thus, 
such an internal critique would reveal in the discourse of a right-wing European political 
party the complaint that migrants come to Europe to enjoy the benefits of the welfare 
state, while the same discourse claims that migrants are employed in jobs that otherwise 
would be held by natives. Thus, this approach simply highlights incoherencies in dis-
courses and does not facilitate using norms other than that positing that discourses should 
be coherent. Of course, with this approach, a coherent racist discourse would not be 
subject to criticism.
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Immanent critique

The notion of immanent critique – a normative position that is developed from existing 
society that not only reveals prospects for social change but also contributes to that 
change – represents a solution to the problem of how to justify normative critique (see 
also Browne, 2008; Romero, 2013; Stahl, 2013b). This type of critique is also described 
as immanent transcendence (Honneth, 2000). The notion of immanence and the notion of 
critique or transcendence can be divided into two aspects: norms and methods. Norms 
stem from the normative potential of the existing society (i.e. immanence) but point 
simultaneously towards a future society (i.e. transcendence and critique). As a method, 
the results should be developed from the empirical material (i.e. immanence) but should 
also indicate a practical path or be a powerful tool to change society (i.e. transcendence 
and critique).

We can distinguish three types of questions regarding norms. First, there are questions 
involving the notion of immanence and immanent norms: What are immanent norms? 
What degree of real or potential consciousness do subjects have regarding these norms? 
Are immanent norms accepted de facto, explicitly, entirely or only partly? The second 
type of question refers to the notion of transcendence, that is, the normative stance that 
points beyond existing social relations. These questions thus refer to the range of the 
critique. Can we perceive and criticize only minor social mistakes and obvious misun-
derstandings, or is it possible to criticize society on fundamental levels? Does transcend-
ence necessarily point in the direction of emancipation; in other words, is immanent 
critique necessarily progressive à la Enlightenment? Finally, there are questions regard-
ing the relation of these two components, immanence and transcendence. Can immanent 
norms have a transcendent character? Are all or only some (if so, then which?) of the 
implicitly de facto or explicitly accepted norms of a transcendent nature?

For social philosophers, these normative aspects are particularly important (see also 
Romero, 2013; Stahl, 2013b). In addition, for discourse analysis, the methodological 
aspects of immanent critique are highly relevant. At this juncture, several questions arise: 
How can immanent norms be detected and made visible (i.e. immanence as method)? 
What is the influence of criticism on its subjects, and what influence do subjects have on 
the criticized social relations (mode of action of critique)? How can discourse analysts 
develop transcendent aspects from immanent norms (i.e. the subject of research)?

Untying the immanent critique

Titus Stahl (2013a) differentiates two types of immanent critique: ‘hermeneutic’ and 
‘practice-based’. The hermeneutic critique takes its critical norms from a reinterpretation 
of explicitly accepted standards, such as liberty, equality or fraternity. The ‘practice-
based’ type of immanent critique is identified by Stahl as belonging to the Marxist tradi-
tion, particularly as articulated in the tradition of the Frankfurt School. Thus, the critic 
‘must not only draw on the cultural meaning or the rules accepted in a given community, 
but also on his or her knowledge about the community’s objective practices and institu-
tions’ (Stahl, 2013a: 535). In other words, this type of immanent critique always presup-
poses the existence of normative elements in social practices that are beyond the 
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conscious understanding of the participants and upon which immanent critique can draw. 
For discourse analysis, such presupposing would mean a change in attention. Although 
practices are always discursively created, shaped and interpreted by social actors, the 
primary focus of the analysis required for this type of critique must be practices and not 
more or less conscious language use.

I would like to distinguish transcending critique from what I term correcting cri-
tique and combine it with Stahl’s practice-based notion. A correcting immanent cri-
tique is every critique that refers to normative concepts crystallized in our social 
institutions but without questioning these institutions themselves, such as that embod-
ied in the discussion regarding same-sex marriage. Arguments that support same-sex 
marriage typically refer to the ideal of equality, which is accepted not only implicitly 
but also explicitly in many national and international legal systems. By referencing a 
type of equality that remains unrealized in our society, civil rights activists claim that 
same-sex couples should enjoy equal rights as heterogeneous couples, particularly the 
right to marriage. The fact that the right to marriage for same-sex couples has been 
relatively smoothly introduced into the national laws of a dozen states and several sub-
states during the last decade indicates that discrimination against homosexuals is not 
systemically important. In this argument, it is irrelevant how close a society comes to 
overcoming this type of discrimination. Imagine if someone had claimed legal equality 
for same-sex couples a century ago. Although homosexuality was criminalized and 
pathologized at that time, there was no systemic need for legal discrimination against 
homosexuals. Thus, now and then, the claim for equal rights for same-sex couples is a 
corrective critique.

From this corrective critique, we can differentiate transcending critique, which is 
characterized by the fact that the social change at which such critique aims encounters 
systemic resistance, such as the social norm of recognition of individual merit in the 
labour market. The principle of merit is widely accepted. For example, because we 
accept that income should depend on the achievements of the individual employee, we 
demand the same salary for the same performance, and we accept that individuals with 
higher merit should receive higher income. This merit principle becomes problematic 
when we consider what should count as individual merit. Many so-called individual 
achievements are, in fact, the result of social constellations that do not depend on the 
individual, but that are the result of inherited material and cultural capital (see also the 
debate involving Honneth vs Sloterdijk; Herzog and Hernàndez, 2009). Thus, for exam-
ple, the apparently objective marks of a medical student do not precisely indicate the 
student’s real and individual learning performance and life achievements. The son of a 
medical professor and a lawyer who always had sufficient cultural and material capital 
to enable him to study under ideal conditions is compared via the grading system with a 
female working-class student who is the child of immigrants and who first had to learn 
the language and then had to work to finance her coursework. Paraphrasing Marx, we 
might say that to relate their evidence of achievements to one another as merits, men 
must first equate their various life achievements and learning performances. They do not 
know it, but they do it.

Thus, if we want to realize the ‘normative surplus’ (Honneth, 2014) of the merit prin-
ciple, there are two challenges. On one hand, biographic inequalities must be considered 
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when measuring individual merit. In certain fields, we can already observe such positive 
discrimination, which is known as affirmative action. As far as this type of discrimina-
tion is practised in our societies, it is corrective, that is, it is corrective immanent critique. 
On the other hand, birth privileges must be abolished or compensated for. This proposal 
refers to inheritance laws or the promotion of underprivileged children. This approach is 
also implemented in practice, particularly in the social-democratic version of capitalism. 
Here, again, we would only have a corrective immanent critique. However, this critique 
becomes transcending when we think these proposals through towards their logical end. 
Ultimately, these proposals refer to the impossibility of accumulating capital (either 
material or cultural) or better: to use accumulations as capital. Although certain forms of 
discrimination, such as discrimination against ethnic minorities, might be abolished 
without transcending the frame of a given society (because the discrimination is not rel-
evant to the existence of the system), not all discrimination can be abandoned, particu-
larly not discrimination based on class. The thesis I would like to defend here is that the 
consequent compensation for accumulated cultural and material capital would disturb 
the basis of our social and economic system, which rests on the possibility of the creation 
of capital (thus, we arrive at the concept of capitalism).

Although this type of critique also originates in a contradiction between claims and 
reality, it surpasses the corrective critique by revealing the systemic difficulties of 
fulfilling the demands; therefore, it is transcending immanent critique. However, we 
must also consider the insights derived from practice-based immanent critique. The 
norms to which a critique refers are not always as obvious as those embodied in the 
merit principle. Often, these norms are only implicitly present in practices and must be 
uncovered by social researchers, which is precisely where discourse analysts come 
into play.

Discourse analysis and immanent critique

The sociological deficit of immanent critique

For empirical social research, the notion of immanent critique means that social research-
ers must analyse and reconstruct the normative basis of society. As far as this reconstruc-
tion refers to the official and explicit normative point of reference, it seems to not be too 
complicated for discourse analysis. Here, we might consider analysing the discourses of 
powerful political, economic and social institutions and revealing the normative basis of 
their arguments. Such discourse analysis becomes slightly more complicated when we 
seek to emphasize the implicit normativity in these discourses. However, for discourse 
analysts, revealing the implicit structures of discourses is everyday work and should not 
be overly complicated. Nonetheless, if we accept the important thesis that socially 
accepted normativity is immanent in social practices, the analysis becomes more diffi-
cult. In addition, when analysing the normative content of practices (or the institutional-
ized, material social order), the critical approach requires simultaneous research on the 
development potential, obstacles and systemic or structural limitations that impede the 
unfolding of these normative claims. We are able to differentiate transcending immanent 
critique from corrective critique only through this second element.
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Here, we face at least three major problems. First, how should such an analysis pro-
ceed? How can we analyse those ‘silenced discourses’ that are the result of silent or 
silenced suffering? When discourses do not appear, when they are reduced to silence 
before they are even articulated, how can the social researcher access the normative con-
tent of this silence? A second issue involves not only that the possibilities of expression 
for social suffering are pre-structured, but also that suffering itself is not an immediate 
experience. Suffering is always already mediated. We can perfectly imagine how a White 
supremacist suffers from having to share public transport with other racial groups. In the 
same way that Honneth (2004) speaks of the ideology of recognition, we can speak of 
ideological suffering here. Therefore, when we accept that the normative content of 
affective reactions, practices and institutional orders, for example, can be ideological, 
then the second problem becomes clearer: How can we differentiate ideologically nor-
mative content from that content that the critic wants to use as a foundation for an imma-
nent critique? The problem here is how to determine the normative status of a practice or 
an affective reaction, for example. Finally, there is a third problem, which references the 
previously discussed relation between immanence and transcendence in a double sense 
and involves the question of how to effectively transcend society with actual immanent 
norms. The norms must point towards other (better) social relations, and the analysis of 
these norms must contribute to social change becoming effective.

All these problems refer to the ‘sociological deficit’ of immanent critique (see also 
Herzog and Hernàndez, 2012). This term originally describes the situation of the first 
generation of Critical Theory, in which the totally administered world does not facilitate 
the empirical detection of something akin to underlying rationality. However, this cri-
tique can also be used by the second- and third-generation practitioners of Critical Theory 
and by social philosophers working with the concept of immanent critique (Herzog and 
Hernàndez, 2012). Presenting the possibility of immanent norms in social phenomena 
requires an epistemic and methodological approach to those norms. This approach might 
be found in what I call ‘sociological discourse analysis’. In the last decade, several prom-
ising and more sociological approaches towards discourses have emerged (Bührmann 
and Schneider, 2007; Keller, 2005; see also Bührmann et al., 2007; Keller et al., 2005) 
and have broadened the vision of discourse analysis with respect to the analysis of prac-
tices, material realities, power relations, social structures and even affective reactions to 
disrespect (Gutiérrez-Rodríguez, 2007). Although these aspects also inhere in the more 
linguistic forms of discourse analysis, they have now achieved the status of an independ-
ent field of systematic analysis.

Sociological discourse analysis

Immanent critique might benefit from developments in discourse studies. However, the 
insights of discourse theory and analysis have not yet been systematically analysed by 
the most important authors of the Frankfurt School (for a systematic analysis of the rela-
tion of discourse, critique and the Frankfurt School, see also Forchtner, 2011; Forchtner 
and Tominc, 2012). Axel Honneth (1991), who is the current director of the Institute for 
Social Research, understands the work of (the early) Foucault as a possible means of 
overcoming the sociological deficit of the first generation of Critical Theory. In nearly all 
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his research, Honneth relates – sometimes openly but often only as a footnote – to 
Foucault’s writings. However, Honneth does not interpret Foucault’s contribution as 
adequate to re-formulate the model of immanent critique. According to Honneth (1991), 
Foucault’s work does not enable or engender a transcending perspective from which an 
existing social phenomenon can be described as a deviation from a normative ideal. 
Every form of knowledge is so tightly related to power relations that no transcending 
perspective can be deduced.

The problem for empirical analysis is not to overestimate the capacity of the subjects 
involved or to understand discourses as systems that leave no liberty at all to individuals. 
If discursive – and therefore normative – struggles were conscious, no deeper analysis 
would be required. However, when discourses are interpreted as independent systems, 
the possibility of social actors engaging in discursive (i.e. normative) struggles and find-
ing consensus is undermined. This impossibility of engaging in normative struggles or 
‘games’ makes it impossible to determine a ‘moral’ viewpoint from which society can be 
legitimately criticized. Even ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ are now nothing more than discursive 
constellations and cannot be used as empirical anchors to ground normative critique.

However, following more sociological discourse analysis, we can understand the 
(implicit) interpretations that social actors elaborate from specific situations. Discourse 
analysis can perform controlled interpretation, can use reflexive methods and can analyse 
the socio-historic context of these interpretations. For Foucault, individuals are perma-
nently involved in social struggles, that is, in discursive struggles that are primarily strug-
gles for truth or resources and often have normative effects. These struggles (or the 
participation in discursive practices) are often unconscious. Therefore, when individuals 
engage in practices, whether practices of discourse production (e.g. speaking) or practices 
produced by discourses (e.g. taking up cycling as the result of a discourse on health and 
well-being), they are frequently unaware of the normative implications of their practices.

With the more sociological approaches, which simultaneously focus on texts and on 
non-textual aspects of social life, such as practices or materialities, we can make explicit 
the normative pretensions of individuals engaging in all types of interaction (Angermüller, 
2007; Bührmann and Schneider, 2007; Keller, 2005; for a comparison of the three mod-
els of Angermüller, Bührmann and Schneider, and Keller regarding the relation of text 
and non-textual aspects, see Herzog, 2013). Concurrently, we can reveal the normative 
implications of their often-unconscious struggles. Therefore, we can differentiate justi-
fied from unjustified, ideological normative claims. Unjustified and therefore ideologi-
cal normative claims would then be all those that contravene their own implicit normative 
ground. In this sense, the analysis of discursive and extra-discursive realities is unable to 
offer normative criteria for immanent critique, but can reveal the social effects of possi-
ble criteria. Therefore, discourse analysis offers the possibility of adopting a reflexive 
and informed position regarding different normative claims and their respective discur-
sive and extra-discursive expressions.

Combining immanent critique and discourse analysis

As we have observed, the broader sociological discourse analytical approach can help 
us better understand the normative content of discursive and non-discursive practices 
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and struggles. More sociologically-based approaches help us not only perform internal 
critiques on discourses, but also use immanent critique to better understand discourses 
and material realities. We now can analyse the differences between (implicit) norma-
tive claims and realities. In addition, although we can evaluate the consequences of 
these differences, it does not necessarily follow that discourse analysis is the empirical 
research method for immanent critique. To combine both strands, it is important to 
note three aspects that are frequently omitted in contemporary immanent critique and 
discourse studies:

1.  Contrary to the notion that immanent critique means revealing the contradic-
tion between socially accepted claims and reality, these contradictions have 
always been necessary ones in Critical Theory (Browne, 2008), in which 
‘necessary’ refers to those contradictions that inevitably arise from the social 
order. Thus, immanent critique is not a matter of holding a mirror up to the 
criticized individuals and showing them their own contradictions so that they 
can deliberately change their behaviour. This type of critique would surely 
have a transformative effect, but its transcending character would be 
limited.

Immanent critique is not primarily concerned with the intentional acts of individuals, 
collectives or institutional actors. There are structural and/or systemic conditions that 
impede resolving these contradictions. Therefore, discourse analysis that seeks to follow 
the insights of Critical Theory must not only compare claims with (symbolic and mate-
rial) reality, but also reveal the (symbolic and material) obstacles that prevent these 
claims from becoming reality. As it extends towards the analysis of material resources, 
sociological discourse analysis has prepared the ground for the merging of immanent 
critique, as found in Critical Theory with discourse analysis. Immanent critique can find 
practical tools for analysis in the discourse analytical toolbox. However, for discourse 
analysts, this merging would yield clear research questions: What are the differences 
between claims and reality, and are these differences necessary (i.e. structural or sys-
temic) contradictions?

Additionally, when we are not referring to contradictions that can be directly influ-
enced by individual, collective or institutional acts of will, then immanent critique always 
is social critique. Immanent critique is never limited to criticizing single social actors 
and always refers to systemic inadequacies.

2.  Regarding the dialectics of the notion of immanent critique, we can clarify the 
problem of the transcending normative viewpoint. Foucault (2007) seems to 
take his critical stance from the outside by referring to the ‘art of not being 
governed like that’. However, current Critical Theory seems to insist that the 
immanence of institutions is so overwhelming that a transcending position is 
no longer visible (see also Herzog, 2014). Nonetheless, as Zamora (2011) 
affirms, dialectical immanent critique also means that the ‘the total imma-
nence of the system – even through mediation – ultimately is external and 
forceful to the individual’. This clarification means that there can be spaces of 
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exteriority even in a totally administered world. According to diverse repre-
sentatives of Critical Theory (Adorno, 1970; Honneth, 1995), these spaces 
might be understood as suffering. Thus, individual and collective human-made 
suffering would be the engine for normative progress. The fact that humans 
can suffer from social relations indicates the existence of this ultimate norma-
tive point of reference.

By merging immanent critique and discourse analysis, we can hypothesize that it is 
exactly this individual suffering that leads Foucault to his attitude of refusal. In other 
words, the reason why Foucault refuses ‘to be governed like that’ is the social suffering 
described in Critical Theory, for example the experiences of disrespect described by 
Honneth (1995). Foucault partly experienced this disrespect himself and was partially 
able to emphatically understand others who suffered disrespect. Therefore, the capacity 
to suffer as proof of the existence of a normative perspective that is alien to the system 
might represent precisely that socially immanent anchor that refers transcendingly to that 
position outside of a given society.

Therefore, theoretically informed discourse analysis must uncover social suffering 
and reveal the degree to which this suffering is human-made. Individuals do not neces-
sarily verbally express their suffering. Their affective reactions are frequently silent or 
expressed non-verbally. Here, the methodological toolbox of sociological discourse 
analysis can be helpful with its capacity to analyse not only text and talk but also non-
verbal practices and affects (see also Gutiérrez-Rodríguez, 2007; Renout, 2012). In 
addition, merging Critical Theory and discourse analysis would offer a methodological 
approach for a researcher interested in immanent critique and provide theoretically 
informed research questions for discourse analysts.

3.  When performing immanent critique, we must be aware of yet another aspect that 
is not only alien to poststructuralist discourse analysis, but also often openly sus-
pect of it. As the description of immanent critique by Gregor Sauerwald (2008) 
of ‘context-bound universalism’ makes clear, the notion of normative transcend-
ence refers to a type of universal. However, it is precisely the notion of universal 
norms that is sharply criticized by Foucault and other poststructuralists. For 
example, Foucault demonstrates that apparently universal norms are historically 
contingent and extremely particular and ‘rare’ constellations (e.g. Foucault, 
1972). Here too, discourse analysis can help reveal the particularity of apparently 
universal norms.

My hypothesis is that ultimately there is only one universal social norm: (human-
made) suffering should be avoided. This norm can be used as a superlative norm with 
which to measure all other norms. Considering the norm of avoidance of suffering as 
superior to all others, we might solve the conundrum of ideological norms: if a norm (e.g. 
the specific recognition of White identities) is not reconcilable with the superlative norm 
of avoiding human-made suffering, it must be rejected. Similarly, we can demonstrate 
that implicit or explicit norms of liberty, equality, solidarity or autonomy are principally 
compatible with the superlative norm.
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Again, this merging would mean a methodologization for immanent critique and the 
possibility of theoretically informed research questions for discourse analysis. Then, 
researchers might ask which norms are immanent in a society and to what extent these 
norms are reconcilable with the (superior, universal) norm of avoidance of suffering (for 
some examples on how this discourse analysis as immanent critique could be understood 
in practice, see Herzog, in press).

Conclusion

Resuming the argument, we can state that discourse analysis, particularly in its more 
sociological version, can analyse practices and material realities and help immanent cri-
tique overcome its empirical deficits. For its part, the theoretical insights of immanent 
critique can help discourse analysis to ground, anchor or justify its normative claims. 
Thus, discourse analysis can openly defend a normative stance that is ultimately anchored 
in the claim that human-made suffering should vanish. Immanent critique can provide 
theoretically informed research questions for discourse analysis, such as questions 
regarding the existence of (silent) suffering, the process of the social production of that 
suffering and the structural obstacles to ending such suffering.

In addition, regarding the potential for providing tools for social change, such discourse 
and analytically developed critique is more likely to produce social change than forms of 
external normative critiques because the normative grounds of immanent critique have 
been previously anchored in society. This type of discourse analysis can contribute to social 
change utilizing four steps. First, human suffering must be detected. Here, we can use 
sociological discourse analysis to uncover silent suffering and highlight suffering in text 
and talk. The more that a group is excluded from linguistic practices, the more that research 
must focus on non-verbal practices, such as affective reactions to misrecognition or mate-
rial and practical exclusions from discourses (Herzog, 2013). In a second step, we must 
reveal that that suffering is human-made, in other words, that society effectively produces 
social misery. The thesis widely accepted in discourse analysis of the ‘discursive construc-
tion of realities’ (Keller et al., 2005) means that suffering can be created discursively. 
Again, discourse analysis can help uncover (some) suffering as socially constructed. Third, 
by revealing social responsibility for individual and collective agony, we can ground a feel-
ing of indignation which, in the best case, would result in social change as a final step.
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Notes

1. However, it should be acknowledged that there are theoretical as well as methodological dif-
ferences between these ‘classical’ authors. While the socio-cognitive model of Van Dijk is 
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very much centred on the analysis of social cognition and mental models that are perceived 
as fundamental for mediation between discourses and the social, Wodak focuses more on the 
historical context as important for the understanding of actual discourses. Discourse practice 
is at the centre of Fairclough’s approach as it fulfils similar functions to Van Dijk’s mental 
model, that is, it ‘straddles the division between society and culture on the one hand, and 
discourse, language and text on the other’ (Fairclough, 1995: 60).

2. This is the classical Münchhausen trilemma: justifications based on first principles either lead 
to an infinite regress or a logical circle, or have to break off from the process of justification 
by taking an arbitrary point (Albert, 1968: 13).

3. Reisigl and Wodak (2001: 32) call this type of critique a ‘discourse immanent critique’.
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