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Theory/Science of Language

• A central stream within science: oriented towards
truth, logic, propositions. Logical positivism (Vienna
School, Carnap, Russell, early Wittgenstein)

• Truth can be derived by using a clear and rational
language like matematics, i.e programming languages
as «semantics»

• Kant: discourses as a-historical (idealism)

• Discourse theory is an opposition to these various
«structural» theories of language, maybe in particular
in the 60’s when a certain «hegemony» (after ww2) 
diminished.



Discourse theory

• Discourse theory emerged as a cross-disciplinary attempt to 
integrate central insight from linguistics and hermeneutics with key 
ideas from social science and political science

• Politicial science: International relations, diplomacy but also 
political speeches..

• Discourse theory mainly social constructivist, contingently 
constructed in the social sphere. 



Three streams of discourse theory

According to Torfing (2005): three generations, traditions of discourse theory

1. Semantic aspects of spoken or written texts. Content analysis, Socio-
lingustics. Conversation analysis (See Torfing 2005 for references)

2. Also includes a wider set of social practices. CDA developed by Norman 
Fairclough. Michel Foucault and how discourses accumulates «rules of 
formation» where a particular type of discourse dominate. Later Foucault 
“entangles” discourse and power

3. Poststructural stream. Covers all social phenomena. French postructuralism
(Derrida). The discourse also changes the materiality (conflation)



Michel Foucault (1926-1984)
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• In the first period (1950s–1969), he was mainly 
occupied with archaeology, discourse and knowledge. 

• He then (1969–1976) moved through Nietzsche 
towards genealogy, power relations and 
power/knowledge. 

• A new crisis emerged after the first volume of ‘History 
of Sexuality,’ and in his last years (1976–1984), he 
primarily occupied himself with questions surrounding 
ethics and care of the self.

• Foucault in IS: Mainly second period. How power 
relations conditions human life. Not neutral. 



Foucaults inspirations (theory of science, history of science)

• Gaston Bachelard (physicist and chemist) (1884-1962)

• Epistemological breaks, discontinuities when theories 
replace other theories

• Theory of relativity and quantum physics introduces a 
completely new state of mind... total change

• Epistemological barriers- existing concepts prevent us from 
seeing the validity of new theories… maintain old dogmas 
etc….eradicate… the unconscious in the scientific mindset»

• The epistemological profile history of a given concept hinders 
new and better understanding

• Epistemological actions - innovators who cause the 
disciplines of science to make a leap forward.

• Discontinuity but still progress

• Foucault is inspired by this but less optimistic



• Georges Canguilhem – Philosopher and Physician
(1904-1995)

• History of concepts - the origin of a concept and how 
it sheds light on a phenomenon as it can be 
explained scientifically.

• BUT similar theories can be understood differently 
and have different origins .. 

• More concerned with «old heritage» than Bachelard

• Michel Foucault is concerned with Canguilhem's
concepts which he turns into «discourse», and his 
connection to surrounding fields… but also that the 
systems are «wholes» (systems) that are 
transformed…



My use of Foucault inspired by Foucault himself, 
and
• Gary Gutting (professor of Philosophy) (1942-2019)

• «- properly understood, archaeology is a technique for 
revealing how a discipline has developed norms of 
validity and objectivity, not for questioning the very 
possibility of any such norms...”

• How the language is actually used

• Statements gives indications of potentially strong
discourses within particular domains. Statements not 
necessarily about meaning

• The principle for how these statements are connected, 
how they «grow», and how they are spread – Knowledge 
as the outcome of «linguistic» practices



• Espen Schaanning (professor in history of
ideas)

• Discourse as activism, focus on justice and 
the taken-for-granted, institutionalized 
practices as problematic

• Use discourse to change these conditions
(several books on prisons, justice, school
and scout)

• Discourse as enlightening, liberating

• Dave Elder-Vass (Social scientist)

• Foucault is compatible with critical realism

• Discourse as a mechanism

• The causal power of discourse, and how it 
is institutionalized and producing social
phenomena (rules, norms etc)



Foucault in summary? Some principles

• Theories can not be (entirely) detached from the
environment where they emerge

• Concepts are analytical categories, a way of describing
phenomena

• Concepts both connects and share/disperse – hence
discourses

• Recognizable discourses increases in strength. 

• Critique towards a-historical and non-realistic
abstractions



IS and related work on discourse

• Would be interesting to use Foucault first period, to depict knowledge 
regimes in the age of digitalization, based on takin the discourses not as 
power relations but as constructive solution to complex challenges. 

• While discourse on IT is very optimistic and progressive in the «real-world», 
the research on discourse is more oriented towards experiences , more 
conservative, «down-to-earth»

• Discourse is «entangled» with its effects in organizations.
• Post-analysis more than how the concept influence contemporary reality in 

«real-time»
• Swanson and Ramillier very constructive, but more occupied with important

steps to reach the organizing vision. 
• What about the unpredictable and transformative abilities of discourse? 





Discourse and discursive formations

• Discourse: “a group of statements which provide a 
language for talking about – i.e. representing – a 
particular kind of knowledge about a topic”: 
Technological discourse (Gartner, SOA, Platforms, 
Digitalization etc)

• Discursive formations: a group of discourses 
accumulated into action and relation oriented 
verbal performances (about particular 
technological issues) that holds some of the 
promises of solving the problem. 

• IS discourse. Prominent discourses like 
digitalization, digital transformation, 
platformization, etc. More technological oriented 
discourses on architecture, governance, strategy 
and 13



Contribution 1: A structured framework for 
identifying and analysing discursive formations



The three analysed cases



Contribution 2: A particular use of the framework



Contribution to Infrastructure theory



Definitions of mechanisms where discourse
participates, 4 mechanisms





Summary – Discourse an important concept for IS

• Role of discourse in analysis

• Distinguish between discourse and materiality

• Distinguish between internal and external discourse

• Important to as far as possible analyse the discourse as «neutral», and then if
necessary look for «power-relations»

• Discourse as a mechanism: focus, attracts attention, orientated towards an area 
where it is needed.

• What to do

• Analyze discourses, their content, who is forming the content, the concepts in 
use and the strategies

• Follow the development of discourse in particular organizations/sectors

• See how they finally end up as material reality or not. 
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