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Playing with the aromas of scientific practices on one’s tongue 

 

 

The tradition in science studies is to position oneself at some remove, to reflect on the 

nature of scientific practice as a spectator, not a participant. Rather than holding the 

instruments of science in one's own hands, lighting a choice sample with one's 

passions, and placing the implement at one's lips to draw in the rich and penetrating 

aromas of scientific practice (including the finest mixtures of laboratory scents-like 

the unmistakable musty odor of the basement laboratory, the smell of machinery 

grease, noxious chemicals, and other organic and inorganic matter-and the sweet 

perspiration of theory and model building), allowing them to play on one's tongue and 

feeling the sensations pervade one's very cells, for the most part, science studies 

scholars, whether ethnographers, philosophers, or historians, only partake of these 

pleasures secondhand. 

Karen Barad, 2007, p.247 

 

 

Shifting research to embrace “the rich and penetrating aromas of scientific practice”, as 

feminist philosopher and quantum physicist Karen Barad puts it, to allow researchers to play 
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with the aromas on their tongue and to let it pervade their cells, is no mean feat. But every 

chapter in this book encourages researchers to do just that, and in different ways. The authors 

embrace the complexity involved in the ontological shift from qualitative to postqualitative 

research while avoiding the risk of getting lost in dense abstractions. They engage with some 

of the complexities and profound tensions in the field without necessarily attempting to 

resolve them, but regarding them as productive forces to (co)produce new postqualitative 

research practices. 

 

This accessible introductory guide supports novices as well as experienced researchers in 

understanding the theories, paradigm shifts and key concepts in postqualitative, feminist new 

materialist and critical posthumanist research. It is useful for those working both within, and 

across (‘trans’), disciplines in higher education. Although the literature in posthumanism, 

new materialism, new empiricisms, feminist materialism, etc., is rapidly increasing, there is 

still insufficient attention paid to the pedagogical implications for research.  

 

Epistemology, ontology and methodology are seen as inextricably interwoven in 

postqualitative research. Postqualitative research (or ‘inquiry’ in the American literature) thus 

shifts the relationality between ontology and epistemology (and ethics), thereby profoundly 

unsettling how to do research. Research method courses at most universities have not yet 

caught up with new materialist and critical posthumanist theories. These courses tend to 

encourage commitments to particular methodologies prior to the start of research projects. 

But the order is important, because methods always presuppose ontology, that is, they assume 

a particular philosophy of how ‘the furniture in the world’ is arranged.  This is why people 

sometimes refer to ‘the ontological turn’ (or return; see chapters one to four). A helpful 

article about the ontological turn, is Patti Lather’s Top Ten+ List: (Re)Thinking Ontology in 

(Post)Qualitative Research. Lather explains that she has arranged her own learnings 

pedagogically “in a scaffolding order” as she herself came to know about the ontological turn 

(Lather, 2016, p. 126). Onto in Latin means ‘being’, so ontology is the study of what is, or 

what exists. But as you will see as you read on, postqualitative research reconfigures even 

ontology itself as not being about what ‘is’, but about ‘becoming’.  

 

Postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist research engages with a world that 

doesn’t sit still. A world that is always on the move, or as Ancient Greek philosopher 

Heraclitus (540-480 BC) put it, is always ‘in flux’. Legend has it that he expressed the idea 
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that you can’t ‘step in the same river twice’. You can read more about this fascinating 

philosopher in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy – generally, a reliable source of 

information about philosophy.  

 

The psychological desire to have a firm philosophical foundation to secure the possibility of 

certain knowledge (since at least Plato), has installed ontologies and metaphysical systems 

that are about being, rather than becoming. But the paradigm shift (chapter two) involved in 

the relational ontologies of postqualitative research is even more profoundly unsettling. It 

works not with uncertainty, but with indeterminacy and disrupts everything we (think we) 

know about agency, free will, causality, subjectivity, nature, knowledge and so forth. As 

Barad (2007, p.118) puts it “we can’t know something definite about something for which 

there is nothing definite to know”. Indeterminacy is not epistemological, but ontic. It is about 

the way the world is (becoming), rather than the way we know the world. If we are part of a 

world that is always on the move and nothing is determinate (troubling binary logic), it is 

imperative to rethink what knowledge is – the implications of which are spelled out in 

particular in chapter one. 

 

Postqualitative research rejects the use of fixed methods and proposes philosophy or concept 

as method (Koro-Ljungberg et al, 2015; Lenz Taguchi, 2016). Others have long been critical 

about the use of a singular, generalisable method (Lather & Smithies, 1997; St. Pierre, 1997) 

and are anti-method (Nordstrom, 2018).  Elizabeth St. Pierre was the first to introduce the 

term ‘post-qualitative’ in 2011 (Lather, 2016, p. 126; Lather & St. Pierre, 2013; St. Pierre, 

2013, 2015).  

 

Without giving easy answers and by thinking-with the authors in this book through many 

examples from practice, room is made to engage with at least the following questions from 

different geopolitical angles. The idea is that readers find their own way within these rich 

offerings on the ‘edge’ of theorypractice and continue to struggle with the inherent 

contradictions of postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist research: 

 

• What is postqualitative research and who or what is included in research 

inspired by critical posthumanism and new materialism?  



4 

 

• What questions does postqualitative research raise about subjectivity, data, 

agency, experience, causality and so forth that makes us think and value 

research differently? 

• What is the point in doing research if the familiar claims about objectivity, 

mapping fields of enquiry through literature reviews, reflexivity and filling 

gaps are to be abandoned?  

• If postqualitative research resists claims about progress, telos or purpose in 

research, why even bother engaging with it? Isn’t it a contradiction in terms to 

do postqualitative research? What’s the point in reading this book? 

 

 

Reading, reading and more reading of philosophical texts? 

As opposed to the sciences, philosophy as a discipline doesn't prescribe one particular 

method. Philosophical thinking is unlike thinking in the empirical sciences. Philosophical 

research has always been ‘conceptual research’ (as opposed to ‘empirical’ research) and 

engages with/generates ontologies, hence new methods. So, in an important sense, the 

postqualitative terrain is where the empirical sciences and philosophy meet, because 

“[m]ethodology as ontology cannot pre-exist or be separated out from research practices and 

thinking-doing” (Koro-Ljungberg et al., 2020). This means innovative pedagogies are 

required in higher education for the teaching of research courses, because set methods cannot 

be prescribed. 

 

The multi-layered text between the covers of this book is composedi (not just written) to 

support students, supervisors and other scholars in enacting the ontological (re)turn. This 

energy spills out into, and is entangled with, the series’ website: 

www.postqualitativeresearch.com. The website includes regularly updated worked examples 

that are engaged with in the chapters and other books in the series. Readers are invited to 

think-with through powerful argumentation, which includes being affected by the different 

exciting ways in which postqualitative research can be taught and enacted, and why it 

matters. These written and other texts guide readers through the contestation of binaries, 

innovative concepts, and the practical provocations that make up the postqualitative terrain. 

Disrupting the theory/practice divide, this book and others in this series offer an innovative 

postqualitative reimagining of quantitative and qualitative research processes.  
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Navigating the postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist terrain across 

disciplines, this volume is written as a companion to primary texts and original sources of the 

theorists discussed within the chapters and referenced at the end of each chapter. It includes 

visual images, links to other websites and references to secondary sources that are 

particularly helpful (and not just as footnotes). The texts include many references – what Rosi 

Braidotti (2018, p.3) calls a “democracy in the text” in “an attempt to compose a missing 

community of posthuman scholars”.  One of her ex-students, Francesco Ferrando, has put 

together a series of short video clips – a short course in posthumanism – which is a very 

helpful introduction to critical posthumanism. The first episode is on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zi6APy0oW9A (see also, www.theposthuman.org). 

Of course, what I have written in this Introduction, and the same holds for the authors in their 

chapters, isn’t exhaustive or ‘representative’. For each comment, argument or reference, 

many others could have been cited because ideas are always in relation to others. I am merely 

bringing together some lines of reasoning that might be helpful for you to navigate the 

terrain.  

 

The book may be used in a number of different ways in research courses. Its primary use is as 

a resource alongside or in companion with the theorists’ primary texts/original sources. 

Because the primary texts are philosophically complex, it is a good idea to create special 

reading groups for this purpose.ii But as Carol Taylor in chapter one points out, although we 

do indeed need to read and read, we shouldn’t become too anxious about not reading enough 

or about reading the ‘right things’ either. Nevertheless, how we read, and with whom we 

read, is critical. In the reading groups I am part of, we read little, but incredibly slowly, 

connecting the carefully chosen philosophical texts with our practices. We let the ‘hot air’ in, 

but of a different kind than academic hot air. Like earthworms, we com-post, turning “the soil 

over and over – ingesting and excreting it, tunnelling through it, burrowing, all means of 

aerating the soil, allowing oxygen in, opening it up and breathing new life into it” (Barad, 

2014, p.168). Each reading is a performative engagement with the text that is always dynamic 

and that changes with every re-turning.   

 

A second use of this book is as a standalone guide for teachers or students wanting a clear 

and concise introduction to the postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist 

research field. But whether it is used alongside primary texts or on its own, this book cannot 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zi6APy0oW9A
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replace deep reading. Nor is it a ‘how-to’ recipe for doing research. It should help in 

(re)imagining possibilities for research projects and being inspired to take the plunge. The 

book’s objectives are: 

 

1. To provide a good (or better) understanding of the philosophies that have inspired the 

postqualitative turn and the difference that makes for research practices.  

2. To help appreciate the way postqualitative research builds on and is always already in 

relation to other approaches to research. 

3. To help rethink some key relationships in research, including lecturer and student, 

expert and novice, supervisor and supervised, researcher and research participants. 

4. To be able to include nonhuman, other-than-human and more-than-humaniii research 

participants in research design. 

5. To encourage creative, material and innovative approaches to teaching research 

practices in ways that include, but also move beyond, the written and spoken word.  

 

These objectives speak to the various access points of this book (and others in this series):  

o The way in which ontology makes a difference to what counts as knowledge and 

affect (epistemology);  

o Why it matters and for what or whom (ethics);  

o The practical implications for conceptualising, writing and structuring a research 

project (research design);  

o Tried and tested ideas about how postqualitative research can be taught (pedagogy) or 

enacted (practical application);  

o The implications for research relationships, for example, between lecturer and 

student, expert and novice, supervisor and supervised, researcher and research 

participants (e.g., research ethics). 

 

 

The ‘post’ in postqualitative 

 

When knife cuts flesh, when food or poison spreads through the body, when a drop of 

wine falls into the water, there is an intermingling of bodies; but the statements, ‘The 

knife is cutting the flesh,’ ‘I am eating,’ ‘The water is turning red,’ express 

incorporeal transformations of an entirely different nature (events).  
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Deleuze and Guattari 1987/2014, p.86 

 

This poetic quote from French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (entangled 

with the philosophies of, for example, German philosophers Martin Heidegger and Friedrich 

Nietzsche) expresses one of the major obstacles in navigating the postqualitative terrain. The 

citation shows beautifully how the subject-predicate structure of language expresses a so-

called ‘substance ontology’: that independently existing bodies (i.e., substances) have 

qualities, competencies or attributes. To do postqualitative research involves both profound 

theoretical as well as practical challenges, because of the radical shift in ontology involved. 

Language has been too substantialising (Barad 2007, p.133; Braidotti, 2013), bringing into 

existence, for example, figurations of the human as a substance with an essence and a self-

contained identity. Language matters indeed.  

 

Despite the profound contestation postqualitative research poses to qualitative and 

quantitative research, the ‘post-’ in ‘postqualitative research’ and ‘posthumanism’ does not 

indicate an ‘anti-’ or an ‘after’. The ‘post’ doesn’t mean ‘doing away with’ or ‘going beyond’ 

the human. Sometimes the prefix ‘post-’ is used with a hyphen as in ‘post-qualitative’ and 

‘post-humanism’. Of interest is how the literature seems to suggest that dropping the hyphen 

(‘-‘) in ‘post-qualitative’ and ‘post-human research’ has “a normalising effect" and can 

‘accelerate the future’ (Sinclair & Hayes, 2019, p.121). Although unilinear notions such as 

‘future’ are problematic in posthumanism anyway, the relational ontology adopted by new 

materialism,  postqualitative research and posthumanism is in and by itself a good reason for 

dropping the hyphen. The ‘post’ does not suggest a (Cartesian) rupture with the past, either 

qualitative research or humanism, so writing it as one word demonstrates the entanglement 

between postqualitative/posthumanist research and qualitative/humanist research. 

Postqualitative research troubles Newtonian conceptions of time and space as containers and 

the binaries implied, such as inner/outer. Events and people are not in space or time. The past 

is always already present in the ‘here’ and ‘now’ (Barad, 2007, 2017, 2018). A very helpful 

introduction to the entangled nature of an event (‘intra-action’) and ‘now-time’ is called 

Three Minute Theory: Intra-action, in the following link: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v0SnstJoEec. 

 

The profound philosophical relational shift (supported by a feminist reading of quantum field 

theory) also has implications for how ‘the’ postqualitative terrain relates to what has gone on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v0SnstJoEec
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‘before’ in research. What are the differences within (rather than without) and in between 

qualitative and postqualitative research?  

 

Postqualitative research does not to do away with qualitative research, but works differently 

with data and opens up new perspectives of what counts as data. There is a very helpful 

overview of the concept ‘data’ in qualitative research in a chapter entitled ‘D...a…t…a…, 

data++, data, and some problematics’ (2018). The editors of the SAGE Handbook of 

Qualitative research, in which this chapter is published, describe how the authors, Mirka 

Koro-Ljungberg, Jasmine Ulmer and Maggie MacLure, “interrogate the meanings and 

typologies that surround the word, including big data; little data; raw, hard, and soft data; 

slices of data; first-order data; qualitative and quantitative data; bedrock data; biased data; 

primary and secondary data; reliable data; and emotional data” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, 

p.563). It is important that all researchers engage with data as a concept because even 

qualitative researchers tend to treat data as ‘raw’, ‘brute’, ‘inert’, ‘passive’, ‘simple’, 

‘concrete’ and ‘lifeless’, waiting to be ‘collected’, ‘extracted’ and ‘coded’, in order to be 

analysed, interpreted, theorised or used as evidence (Koro-Ljungberg, Ulmer, MacLure, 

2018).  Koro-Ljungberg, Ulmer and MacLure (2018, pp. 806-807) argue that “Data thus are 

always insufficient; something must always be done to them to render them fit for human 

consumption…Data are implicated in deep questions about the boundaries, or lack thereof, 

between the word and the world, between reality and representation, between nature and 

culture.” Hence, the use of data as a concept is problematic when holding on to a relational 

ontology, because such an ontology rejects representational and power-producing binaries 

such as language/world, symbolic/reality, culture/nature. What a relational ontology entails 

for epistemology and the ethics and politics of research is philosophically complex and often 

misunderstood. Each chapter in this volume touches upon the difference a relational ontology 

makes for what and how we know, and why it matters. Ontology, epistemology, politics and 

ethics cannot be separated in a relational ontology.  

 

The relational ontology celebrated in postqualitative research does not start ontologically 

from identity, but from relations, or the ‘inbetween’. This is very different from ontologies 

that start from the premise of things pre-existing their relationships. For example, a 

philosophical realism at odds with critical postmodernism and new materialism is Object-

Oriented Ontology, because it affirms the independent existence of object and subject. 

Abbreviated as ‘OOO’ (pronounced ‘Triple O’), the term is an umbrella for various variations 
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of a kind of realism that has gained traction in architecture, the fine arts, environmental 

studies, social theory, and archaeology. But in all its versions, Harman (2019, p.1) explains, 

“OOO contends that real objects are irreducible to their relations with anything else and thus 

exist as a never fully knowable or usable surplus.” Also, sometimes confused with a 

(philosophical) relational ontology are sociological notions of relationality that posit that self-

subsistent societies, structures, or social systems (not individuals) are the exclusive sources of 

individual actions in social life and account for its dynamism (Emirbayer, 1997, p.285).  

 

The relational ontology of postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist research 

starts from difference, instead of identity and troubles the exclusive social sciences lens to 

explain social phenomena (further explored in chapters three and seven). Human and more-

than-human relations are the ‘ontological primitives’ (Barad, 2007). A relational ontology 

troubles the idea that there are (that is, exist) preexisting, separately determinate entities of 

one kind or another that exist prior to the relations they are part of. An ontology that assumes 

such a pre-established separation between subject and object entails an epistemology that is 

about knowing the world from a distance, as an object for reflection and contemplation. In 

contrast, when relations are ontologically prior, knowing is about specific practices of 

engagement (Barad, 2007). Tim Ingold (2015) talks about entanglement as a meshwork of 

relations, and Brian Massumi (2015) emphasises be(coming) affected by these 

entanglements, by the agency (‘agencement’) of an assemblage. For all these thinkers, 

securing objectivity in research is not about disentangling and disengaging the subject from 

the object (as in much research), but “taking responsibility for one’s entanglements” (Barad, 

2007, p.453 ftn 1). The intricate connection between ontology, epistemology and ethics is 

taken up by Vivienne Bozalek in chapter seven.   

 

Both content and methodology of chapter seven are inspired by Barad’s agential realism. 

Agential realism troubles both social constructivism and the notion of independently existing 

things/bodies/individuals (Barad, 2007). Influenced by her friend and colleague, Donna 

Haraway, thinking for an agential realist is always a thinking-with and part of a world-

making, or ‘worlding’ process (Haraway, 2016). The authors in this book are all more or less 

guided by agential realism as well as by Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘transcendental empiricism’. 

The latter is taken up by David Cole in chapter five where he shows through visual 

provocations how the philosophies of Foucault, Derrida and Deleuze can be progressively 

inter-linked and expanded. The chapter offers helpful guidance with discourse analysis 
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(Foucault), deconstruction (Derrida), and the new science (Deleuze). All three philosophers 

are major influences on postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist research, 

and the chapter is particularly useful for teaching and researching in higher education that 

moves beyond the human. Candace Kuby, in chapter two, shows how you can use artistic 

tools to work with various articles about research paradigms, including an article by Elizabeth 

St. Pierre that explores three types of empiricisms (logical or positivist, phenomenological, 

and transcendental).  For postqualitative researchers, facts are real (in the sense that they exist 

and are objective) and at the same time they are human-made constructions in a sense, or 

‘apparatuses’ (intra-ventions in the world’s becoming), for which they are responsible. 

Hence, in postqualitative research, ontology, epistemology and ethics cannot be separated. 

 

In chapter one, Carol Taylor considers how knowledge comes to matter in postqualitative, 

feminist new materialist and posthumanist research and pedagogy. She writes eloquently 

about how these approaches enable a reconceptualisation and a different doing of knowledge. 

Grounded in her own empirical experimental research, Carol reimagines research, pedagogy 

and practice by shifting attention away from the human towards the vitality of matter, the 

importance of the other-than-human and the nonhuman, and the role of affective and sensory 

practices in research. Illuminated through many practical examples and with references to her 

own and other texts, she shows how knowledge creation is always a deeply (micro-) political 

and ethical endeavour. Carol’s chapter starts a thread that runs through all chapters and takes 

higher education research out of the humanist cul-de-sac of individualism, binarism, and 

colonialism. The postqualitative disruption of humanist ontologies supports research practices 

that do not silence the more-than-human, such as animals, stones and plants, and even 

recording-devices. 

 

Posthumanism challenges anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism, and chapter eight 

enquires into the implications for conceptualising, composing and structuring a research 

project with video and sound. Co-authored with Soern Finn Menning and Jon Wargo, we 

challenge philosophically, politically and methodologically the mainstream ideas of how film 

in research works. The implications for research ethics procedures in higher education are 

also explored. Moving research practices away from following only the human is different 

and difficult. The terrain is navigated with the help of many examples from recent 

postqualitative research downloadable for free from the internet. The theorised examples are 

taken mostly from (early childhood) education research, but they can inspire several other 
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research fields that aim to ground their audio and video research in posthuman ontology and 

epistemology.    

 

Navigating the postqualitative terrain also involves ‘stretching’, ‘kneading’ and dissolving 

the boundaries that make up the terrain. Discussions about ‘the human’ tend to assume a 

particular human that is being de(con)structed (Barad, 2017) in posthumanism and new 

materialism (cf Braidotti, 2013, 2019), but the figure of the human that requires 

reconfiguration as situated and embedded is not politically neutral and has come under severe 

and justified critique (see chapters one, three and four). This book engages with philosophies 

and research practices that do not silence the so-called ‘not fully human’, such as children, 

Indigenous peoples and Eastern thinkers.  

 

In chapter three, I make a case for the so-called ‘missing peoples’, not of humanism 

(Braidotti, 2018), but of posthumanism. Most postqualitative, posthumanist and new 

materialist literature refers to the generic ‘human’, thereby excluding the so-called not-yet 

fully human: Indigenous peoples and young children. That posthumanists are unaware of 

their own location and make universalising claims about ‘the’ human while remaining silent 

about past and present non-western or Indigenous scholarship is now more well-known, but 

the simply assumed reference to ‘the’ human as a human of a particular age (adult) is not. 

Focusing on the implications for research practices, three examples from practice are intra-

woven through this multilayered chapter. Several embedded video clips can be plugged into 

at different entry points. My proposal is that doing justice to age-less animistic thinking has 

unsettling implications for postqualitative research, not only in education and the critical 

posthumanities, but across disciplines in higher education.  

  

Similarly unsettling some common assumptions about ‘the human’ the postqualitative 

literature speaks to, Weili Zhao in chapter four turns to ancient Chinese ethico-onto-

epistemologies. Through a “wind” activity, she argues powerfully for a Daoist “co-being 

with”. This ancient wisdom is being re-invoked in China’s 21st-century moral-and-life 

education. How can we teach and do research on “Daoist co-being with” along a post-

qualitative way? Weili asks. By comparing two research paradigms on the topic of “playing 

with the wind”, she offers a meditation experience with wind as a possible postqualitative 

research paradigm that follows the Chinese qi cosmology, thereby providing new 

implications for both postqualitative teaching and researching.  
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As you make your way through the book, it should become clearer how changing your 

philosophical worldview has implications for all assumptions surrounding research 

relationships and how these changes ripple across all disciplines, departments and faculties in 

higher education.  

 

 

Resisting making thinking an object of thought: ‘thinking-with’ 

 

The main hurdle for postqualitative researchers is to gain a philosophical understanding of 

the ontological assumptions of the categories scholars routinely work with in quantitative and 

qualitative research: the research problem (the ‘gap’ in the ‘field’), (pre-set) research 

questions, literature review, (prescribed) methods of data collection, data analysis (through 

themes and coding) and representation as well as what might be problematic about these 

assumptions. Postqualitative scholarship is inspired by the ontologies of difference and 

relationality and a methodological thinking that appears fluid, unstable and with uncertain 

and indeterminate dimensions.  

 

This is in and by itself difficult enough, but what complicates the matter further is that there 

is disagreement in ‘the’ postqualitative research field. For example, St. Pierre (2015) suggests 

we change terminology from ‘methodology’ to ‘inquiry’, from ‘method’ to ‘practices’ and 

from ‘analysis’ to ‘interpretations’. Jokinen and Nordstrom (2020) suggest an expanded 

notion of ‘field’. For others (see e.g. Barad), research is not about interpretation, and 

diffraction is a methodology (Barad, 2007, pp. 86-94) that Barad herself also adopts in her 

writings (see e.g., Barad, 2007, 2014, 2017, 2018). Much depends on how the words and 

concepts we are so used to in research are de(con)structed (Barad, 2017) and reconfigured. 

After all, well-known terms, concepts and experiments can fall into new relationships with 

one another, or perhaps better put, in other relationships. As mentioned earlier, for Barad 

(2007, 2018) there is no ‘new’ or ‘old’ because critical posthumanism troubles unilinear 

notions such as ‘past’, ‘future’, ‘change’ and ‘progress’. It is very difficult to break with ‘old’ 

research habits and re-think academic training in the Global North and the Global South. 

Claire Colebrook (2016, n.p.; my emphasis) writes: 
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It is not the content of thought that must change; it is not what we think, but what we 

take thinking to be. As long as thinking takes the form of representing, measuring, 

calculating, picturing or modelling a world that is simply there, what is other than the 

thinking subject will be so much passive matter, standing reserve or inert substance. 

Thinking, in turn, will be nothing more than an accurate grasp of what it beholds.  

 

Colebrook proposes thinking about thought itself, but not as a psychological activity within a 

bounded thinking subject who can make thinking an object of thought. Instead, the task of 

thinking, she urges, it to retrieve an openness to thought without foundation. Like other 

Western (e.g. Barad, Heidegger, Irigaray, Spinoza), African (chapter three) and Eastern 

philosophers (chapter four), Colebrook proposes that thought’s own preoccupation with self 

has a history of a destructive detachment from nature with a subject set over and against a 

representable world. She rejects a relationship to thinking (and the ‘other’) that focuses on 

humans’ claim to exceptionalism and the epistemic arrogance of locating knowledge, 

intelligence and meaning-making in the subject and only in the human subject (see 

Ferrando’s course on posthumanism mentioned above, as well as chapter one in this book).  

 

Even if no claims of progress can be made, what can be said is that postqualitative research 

expresses an important paradigm shift. As Candace Kuby shows in chapter two, thinking 

about knowledge as a performative practice – a ‘doing knowledge differently’ – is at the heart 

of the so-called ‘ontological turn’. Drawing on extensive experiences of teaching qualitative 

research course, Candace moves away from paradigms as things or nouns and introduces the 

verb ‘paradigming’. Interspersed with insightful transcripts from conversations with her 

students, she further playfully explores what the postqualitative paradigm makes possible. 

She shows how our theoretical conceptions of  ‘the subject’, ‘language’, ‘discourse’, ‘reality’, 

‘truth’, ‘knowledge’, ‘identity’ and ‘agency’ shape research practices. Importantly, paradigms 

are not used in this chapter as a safety net or fixed category one has to belong to. Candace 

invites us to wonder about what happens when we don’t think of paradigms as neat, tidy 

boxes or things that we need to fit into and shows how the tensions between paradigms can 

produce new ways of thinking, knowing, and doing.  

 

All chapters engage directly or indirectly with how Western metaphysics, at least since Plato, 

has privileged some humans (male, white, middle-class, able-bodied) not only over other 

humans (female, black, working-class, disabled), but also over the other-than-human (matter, 
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animals) and in particular why this matters. David Cole (chapter five) and Weili Zhao 

(chapter four) explicitly refer to the urgent need to drastically rethink research in higher 

education, because of the Anthropocene, where – as Weili puts it poignantly – “human 

arrogance has reached its zenith, controlling and manipulating other forms of cosmic life to 

brinks of ecological disaster” further engendering “insurmountable socio-ecological issues 

globally, including hyperconsumerism, extreme poverty, and environmental depletion along a 

logic of domination and conquest”.  David points out that the inclusion of nonhuman actors in 

the educational and research landscapes, helps to rethink an ecological approach that does not 

prioritise the solely human. This is desperately needed, according to Weili, because of the 

non-human technologies humans have created and yet can hardly control. What this might 

look like in practice is an important focus of this book. Postqualitative disruptions are 

invitations to think-with and do research differently – as a kind of activism.  Chapter nine 

focuses in particular on this aspect of postqualitative research.  

 

Within the covers of this book, you will find authors adopting the terminologies they are 

familiar and/or comfortable with, but without prescription. The authors are using their own 

terminology rather than reducing/translating/homogenising it into one set of language and 

grammar rules, including their preferred use of American or English spelling (with the 

exception of the single style of referencing adopted throughout). And some authors 

experiment with creating new terms (neologisms) or giving new meanings to existing terms. 

Linked to Colebrook’s point about the need to rethink thought, for Deleuze and Guattari 

(1987/2014), philosophy is a doing, a creating of concepts. Concepts are like clay or 

playdough: they are malleable, and their form and substance are affected by the strength of 

the hands, the warmth of the body and the intensity of the ideas explored and expressed 

collaboratively. The meaning of any concept involves dis/embodied processes (Barad, 2010) 

and a relationship to other concepts (Massumi, 2014). Such pragmatics emphasises the body 

in meaning-making.  

 

In chapter six, Simone Fullagar acknowledges the significant influence of various feminist 

philosophies of ‘the body’ and explores postqualitative examples of thinking through 

embodied movement via different methodological practices. Movements of affect are often 

overlooked in mainstream methods, but matter in terms of human and nonhuman 

relationality. Simone threads together three different movement methodologies with helpful 

links to visual examples that trouble binary logic: walking methodologies that offer sensory 
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engagements with places and histories, dance practices that invite explorations of complex 

affects that are often beyond words, and body mapping practices that connect arts-based 

methods with somatic movement workshops. Her chapter engages with theoretical, ethical 

and practical questions concerning how embodied movement matters in postqualitative 

enquiries. In particular, Simone helps to reimagine what research can be like by considering 

the materiality of moving bodies and by pushing beyond the normative boundaries of what 

we have come to know as ‘a body’.  

  

In chapter seven, Vivienne Bozalek sketches the implications of postqualitative, new 

materialist and critical posthumanist research for research ethics. Viv’s chapter outlines how 

research takes on a different trajectory when response-ability, accountability, curiosity, 

attentiveness, trust and rendering each other capable are foregrounded. Using a variety of 

examples from research practices in higher education institutional settings, she explores how 

it would work to do postqualitative or new empiricist research in ways which are both 

accountable (responsible) and responsive (response-able). The chapter adopts a diffractive 

methodology in reading the political ethics-of-care theories and posthuman care theories 

through each other in order to generate alternative ways of thinking about (and a doing of) 

research ethics. In the process, she gives a helpful introduction to a posthuman ethics that is 

grounded in a relational ontology, and which is predicated on the notion that entities, 

including those which are human and non-human, do not pre-exist relationships, but come 

into being through relationships. 

  

 

The ‘context’ of the book, making kin and reconfiguring the ‘family tree’ 

 

Matters of scale count in research. Postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist 

research asks critical questions about who and what counts in research. The agential realist 

reworking of the boundaries between interior and exterior through specific entanglements of 

agencies troubles the notion that there are determinate distinctions between humans and 

nonhumans. After all, human bodies are also a “zoo of subatomic particles – including, 

electrons, quarks, positrons, antiquarks, neutrinos, pions, gluons, and photons” (Barad, 2007, 

p. 354). The material and discursive, science and politics, matter and meaning, nature and 

culture are all entangled phenomena and help constitute one another. The theories engaged 

with in this book make particular kinds of agency visible and open up exciting possibilities 
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for reworking research practices in doing greater justice to the complexity and the tiniest 

details and textures of the world we find ourselves in.  

 

When time and space are not understood as Newtonian containers in which things or bodies 

move and events happen, and the topology of spacetime is changed, then how can we write 

about ‘the’ time and place when this book was written, when time and space are “topological 

manifolds” (Barad, 2007)? Understanding humans as part of the world rather than separate 

from it reconfigures the concept of ‘environment’ to include the human. Every movement, 

thought or concept matters, and ‘matters’ is meant here in the double sense of the word. All 

bodies (human and nonhuman) materialise through social, natural and other forces (Barad, 

2007, p. 66). Each thing, action or idea matters in the sense of ‘mattering’, that is, they 

sediment the world as we engage as part of it and with/in it. But also the human and 

nonhuman ‘matter’ in the ethical sense. Our responsibility is to respond ethically, not in terms 

of individualised agency and based on intention, will and free choice (which would be a 

liberal notion of agency), but in terms of the generative dynamics of human and nonhuman 

agency (see chapter seven).  

 

So, what is ‘the’ context of when and where this book was written? The word ‘context’ gets 

us off on the wrong foot. As Barad points out “[t]he notion of context connotes separability 

as a starting point: it presumes there is an object that exists apart from its environment or 

surroundings and that this environmental context matters in some way” (Barad, 2007, p.459 

ftn 62). As we are composing our chapters, it is Spring in the North and Autumn in the South. 

The year is 2020. There is a global pandemic that has caused about a quarter million deaths 

so far. Simone Fullagar writes beautifully in chapter six about the effect of COVID-19: 

 

How the global pandemic has restricted movement practices largely to the ‘home’ 

(configured as private spaces, assumed to be available and safe) and the rise of 

digital platforms has materialized fitness practices in different ways for different 

bodies… Moving images of ourselves and others (live streaming) become enfolded 

through flows that connect local and global sites and circuits of exchange (money, 

friendship, families, gender normativity, health imperatives, advertisements etc). 

Questions arise about the thresholds, edges, folds and intensities through which the 

(gendered) embodiment of digital fitness is enacted and assembled – what if we were 

to follow the camera, the blush of pleasure, pain or shame, how images travel 
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affectively and how they entangle with embodied histories and trouble the (gendered, 

racialized and so on) politics of place (home, gyms, sport clubs, physical education, 

parks, marketing, clothing etc)?  

 

Before taking a repatriation flight from South Africa to Finland, half sold my house, and in 

between two jobs, in March 2020, I open the University of Cape Town’s website (Figure 

0.1).  

   

Figure 0.1.  An image of SARS-CoV-2 on the website of the University of Cape Town.  

 

An image of SARS-CoV-2 floats in spacetime (Figure 0.1). How can something so tiny and 

beautiful cause so much human suffering, pain and violence? Ironically, the current grand 

narrative conflates the virus (SARS-CoV-2) with the disease (COVID-19). It frames the virus 

as extraordinary, a stranger danger outside ‘us’ humans that we need to defend themselves 

against (e.g. through physical distancing, wearing masks, developing a vaccine), and also 

controlling humans by humans by disciplining bodies in sanitised or segregated spaces, 

sometimes enforced by the police and military. But SARS-CoV-2 can also be seen as an open 

invitation to reconfigure matters of scale and put into question the micro/macro binary of a 

world that is not only uncertain, but that is indeterminate. The pandemic is not an abstraction, 

but, as Barad (2007, p. 466) might put it, “an entangled state that reworks notions of 

contiguity and identity” and “does not so much touch our lives here and there, offering us 

individual moments of reflection, but rather gets inside our skin and reworks [ontologically] 

who we are”.  The a/effect of such a small virus has been on a gigantic scale, disrupting not 

only binaries such as macro/micro, but also human/nonhuman, self/world, private/public.iv   

 

The image of SARS-CoV-2 reminds me of a paper I wrote with two colleagues about how we 

introduced our students to posthumanism (Murris, Reynolds & Peers, 2018). The research 

was provoked by the main character in the picturebook The Stickman by Julia Donaldson and 

Alex Scheffler (2008). In the narrative the lost Stickman is searching desperately for his 

family who live in a tree. We provoked each student to draw their ‘family tree’ on a piece of 

paper (See Figure 8 on page 28: https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/jcs/article/view/18262). 

Why I mention this is that introducing students to posthumanism is pedagogically complex. 

Starting with a familiar notion such as the ‘family tree’ and gradually working rhizomatically 

in an emergent curriculum has proven to work in opening up philosophical enquiries about 

https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/jcs/article/view/18262
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who should be taken into account in ethical deliberations and what the basic assumptions are 

in science education about hierarchical tree-like orderings of concepts. Who matters most and 

who doesn't matter at all in a ‘family’? Who is, and isn’t part of the (anthropocentric) family, 

and the answer to this question, critically matters for (the ethics of) research (cf. Hohti & 

Osgood, 2020). The Deleuzoguatarrian notion of the rhizome works in two ways in these 

pedagogical practices (see e.g, Murris, 2019). First, we trouble the concept of a family as 

tree-like and secondly, we teach them what a rhizome looks like through their own drawings 

and why it is important to disrupt prioritising humans over animals and objects (as we tend to 

do in research too). Deleuze and Guattari (1987/2014, p.25) explain that “a rhizome has no 

beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo…The tree 

imposes the verb ‘to be’, but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, “and…and…and”. 

Instead of starting from ‘the beginning’, they “proceed from the middle, through the middle, 

coming and going rather than starting and finishing” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987/2014, 

p.25).  Our enquiries about the concept ‘family’ as non-hierarchical, without a root, trunk and 

branches (like the tree metaphor of knowledge) cascaded into the concept ‘pet animals’, 

outings to the aquarium and a botanical garden, and encounters with rotating planets in 

Augmented Reality apps on smartphones, thereby making planets ‘alive’. These transmodal 

pedagogies provoked students to ask profound questions about the hierarchy between human 

and nonhuman, thereby troubling anthropomorphism (prioritising human needs over animals 

and object). How does the concept ‘family’ work to include and exclude? The idea that the 

Earth is part of the universe-family re-turned when I saw a cartoon by editorial cartoonist 

Brandan Reynolds on his website (https://brandanreynolds.com/) (Figure 0.2). 

 

 

Figure 0.2. ‘Planet Covid’ by Brandan Reynolds. Published with the artist’s permission.  

 

 

The challenge in postqualitative research is to work creatively and philosophically with 

existing concepts such as ‘I’, ‘we’, ‘family’, ‘community’, ‘friendship’, ‘intelligence’, 

‘intention’, etc., and to reconfigure these in ways that include the more-than-human. 

 Sometimes this is done by creating new words (so-called neologisms) and at other times by 

redefining or reconfiguring very familiar concepts. Thinking-with the concept ‘family’, a 

quick Google search brings up various synonyms, as can be seen in Figure 0.3. Ordered 

alphabetically, the list shows clearly that the concept ‘family’ is about humans who are 

https://brandanreynolds.com/
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related genetically and according to blood lines. See also, for example, templates you can 

download to order your family lineage https://freefamilytreetemplates.com/. Asking students 

to draw their family tree is a rich provocation to find out who and what they would include as 

part of their family. Working slowly from the familiar to the much less familiar idea of the 

posthuman family that includes disrupting ideas of family with its tree like genealogies has 

proved to be very fruitful. 

 

Figure 0.3 The concept family – a quick Google search  

 

 

Similarly, the corona virus pandemic can be treated as an open invitation to reconfigure our 

relationships with the other than human. In solidarity with others in complete ‘lockdown’, it 

is an incredible challenge to resist psychologising and pathologising the uncertainty of living-

with the virus, but also to see it as an opportunity to re-turn to what ‘we’ think ‘we’ know and 

to do some com-posting (Haraway, 2016). Letting the air in. The pandemic is a useful 

reminder that the world is indeterminate and that SARS-CoV-2 is as much a part of that 

world as we humans are. It is all a matter of scale. See, for example, the video clip: Hand3+ 

by Dorothea Donneberg  https://vimeo.com/84522537. The clip shows a hand by gradually 

zooming out from the level of human perception to the molecular ‘level’. The clip provokes 

fascinating enquiries about how scale matters when thinking-with the concept ‘human’ – 

especially when through technical manipulation, you view it with students the other way 

round: from the ‘micro’ to the ‘macro’. Like the clip, the pandemic provokes fresh enquiries 

into the age-old philosophical question ‘What is a human?’ (see also chapter three). Although 

often not addressed as such, different research practices position a particular view of the 

human – as distinct from animals, plants, etc., through scientific categories and 

classifications. But up to 60% of the human adult’s body weight consists of  water and a 

human body comprises more micro-biotic cells than human cells (Tsing et al, 2017). 

Diffracting through a drawing activity like the one described above makes us aware of who 

and what we tend to include in our family tree and how we have tidied up the world 

conceptually in the name of science. What would be involved in making kin with SARS-

CoV-2? Haraway reminds us that: 

 

Kin is a wild category that all sorts of people do their best to domesticate. Making kin 

as oddkin rather than, or at least in addition to, godkin and genealogical and 

https://freefamilytreetemplates.com/
https://vimeo.com/84522537
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biogenetic family troubles important matters, like to whom one is actually 

responsible. Who lives and who dies, and how, in this kinship rather than that one? 

What shape is this kinship, where and whom do its lines connect and disconnect, and 

so what? What must be cut and what must be tied if multispecies flourishing on earth, 

including human and other-than-human beings in kinship, are to have a chance?  

        

       Haraway, 2016, p. 2 

 

This book was not only written during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also during the 

reemergence of BlackLivesMatter (https://blacklivesmatter.com/). In chapter nine, the 

authors Carol Taylor, Jocey Quinn and Asilia Franklin-Phipps, show through powerful 

examples (also from their own work) how feminist new materialist, posthumanist and 

postqualitative research open up a range of possibilities for research as activism. These 

examples illuminate how becoming-activist as researcher can help surface “the submerged 

and entangled narratives of people, places and power”. They wrote the chapter as they say: 

“in a moment in which the danger and damage of neoliberal times for particular classed-

raced-gendered-aged-dis/abled bodies is proliferating. In the USA, the death of another black 

man, George Floyd, at the hands of white policemen has unleashed terrible state violence on 

BlackLivesMatter protests”. Brandan Reynolds’ cartoon affects as only art can (Figure 0.4).  

 

Figure 0.4 ‘George Floyd. The Dark Side of the World’ by Brandon Reynolds. Published 

with the artist’s permission.  

 

 

 

Given the ‘context’ in which the authors of this book had to do their scholarly compositions, 

it is remarkable we ever managed to ‘finish’, and in many different ways our writing 

continues and never will finish. It is only the beginning of many possible futures that can’t be 

predicted, because as you hold and read this book, as you take some of its ideas in your own 

doings, you become-with it and make it into something different. Having said that, ‘we’ – the 

chapter authors and I as author of this Introduction – are response-able: to you our readers, to 

our nonhuman earthly others, and to those who we become kin with in our ongoing 

becomings. Together, we are working through how to reconfigure knowledge, research and 

https://blacklivesmatter.com/


21 

 

pedagogy as we navigate the postqualitative, new materialist and critical posthumanist terrain 

across disciplines.  
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i With thanks to Jon Wargo who suggested ‘composing’ instead of ‘writing’.  
ii A good example of this is the weekly reading group run by www.decolonizingchildhood.org. Since 2014, this 

open access on-line group reads philosophical texts that inspire postqualitative research practices.  
iii These different words are used in the literature for creatures, bodies and things that are not regarded human 

and traditionally thought of as ‘lesser-than’. 
iv With much thanks to Joanna Haynes as these ideas are the result of our fruitful discussions during lockdown 

we are planning to write about.  

http://www.decolonizingchildhood.org/

