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Abstract
This article engages with the burgeoning field of post-qualitative inquiry to operationalize the work of Karen Barad, exploring
how concepts from quantum physics can inform tangible research methodologies. Addressing the gap between Barad’s abstract
onto-epistemology and research practice, the paper demonstrates how montage can be used as a practical technique for
enacting a diffractive, post-qualitative inquiry. Methodologically, the paper performs the approach it advocates, presenting a
diffractive reading of existing qualitative studies that use montage. By reading these examples through Barad’s agential realism, the
authors illustrate how montage can be re-conceptualized as a research apparatus. The article provides practical guidance for
researchers, framing the steps of diffractive montage not as a representational procedure but as an onto-epistemological
practice of world-making. Finally, while considering the limitations of this approach, the authors argue that a quantum-inspired,
diffractive methodology offers potent tools for engaging with the complexities of socio-material phenomena in an ethically
responsive way.
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Truth is inseparable from the procedure establishing it… but what
constitutes procedure?… The process is that of seeing. (Deleuze,
1988, p. 63)

It is wrong to think that the task of physics is to find out how nature
is. Physics concerns what we can say about nature. (Niels Bohr, as
cited in Petersen, 1963, p. 12)

Introduction

How do we make sense of, and responsibly engage with, a
world of profound complexity and entanglement? This
question has propelled a significant shift within the field of
qualitative inquiry itself. For decades, interpretivist and
constructivist paradigms have rightly centered meaning-
making, subjectivity, and the rejection of positivist claims
to a single, objective truth (Schwandt, 1994). Yet, in recent
years, a post-qualitative movement has emerged, challenging
some of the foundational assumptions of even these traditional

qualitative approaches (St. Pierre, 2013). This movement,
drawing from post-structuralist and new materialist philoso-
phies, questions the persistent binaries of human/nonhuman,
discourse/matter, and subject/object that often remain implicit
in conventional qualitative work. It calls for a refusal of
method in the sense of pre-ordained recipes, urging researchers
to invent methodologies that can do justice to a world un-
derstood as emergent, relational, and more-than-human (St.
Pierre, 2021).

The challenge for post-qualitative inquiry is to develop
practices that can work with this complexity, rather than
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seeking to tidy it into neat thematic categories or narrative arcs
(Fox & Alldred, 2021). This is where a dialogue with physics,
particularly quantum physics, becomes not merely a meta-
phorical exercise, but a source of profound conceptual tools.
Quantum physics reveals a reality far more probabilistic,
interconnected, and observer-entangled than classical physics
allowed (Bohr, 1934; Heisenberg, 1958; Schrödinger, 1935).
Crucially, the act of measurement or observation is not neutral
but actively participates in determining what is observed (the
observer effect). The famous double-slit experiment vividly
illustrates this: when not observed, particles like electrons
behave as waves, seemingly passing through both slits at once
to create an interference pattern on a screen behind them.
However, the moment an apparatus is used to detect which slit
the electron passes through, the wave behavior collapses, and
it acts as a discrete particle, passing through only one slit. This
suggests reality is not a fixed backdrop but is enacted through
specific material-discursive interactions (Ananthaswamy,
2019; Feynman, 1965; Heisenberg, 1927; Zeilinger, 1999).
As Vogd and Neher (2025, p.3) elaborate, drawing on Bohr,
the “particle or wave character […] only manifests itself
during observation, and different methods of observation can
lead to different results”.

These insights find profound resonance in the work of
physicist and feminist theorist Karen Barad (2007). Barad’s
agential realism offers a radical “onto-epistemology” where
being (ontology) and knowing (epistemology) are understood
as inseparable. For Barad, reality is not composed of pre-
existing, independent entities that subsequently interact (inter-
action), but rather emerges through “intra-actions”—the
mutual constitution of entangled agencies. Phenomena do
not pre-exist their observation but are enacted through the
specific “apparatus” of engagement.

While the philosophical implications of Barad’s agential
realism are widely discussed, a significant gap remains in
translating its complex tenets into actionable research prac-
tices (e.g., Fox &Alldred, 2021; Liang &Weber, 2024; Sandle
et al., 2024; Vogd & Neher, 2025). This paper addresses this
theory-practice gap by operationalizing Barad’s onto-
epistemology through the qualitative technique of montage.
Our primary contribution is not to introduce Barad’s thought,
but to provide a practical guide for researchers seeking to
enact a diffractive, post-qualitative inquiry, thereby moving
from abstract philosophical debate to tangible methodological
application.

Situating Barad: A Generative Framework
Amidst Debate

Before proceeding, it is crucial to situate our engagement with
Barad’s work. As critics rightly point out, Barad’s agential
realism is built upon the Copenhagen interpretation of
quantum physics, a view famously developed by Niels Bohr.
This interpretation, while historically dominant, is by no

means the only one. The world of quantum physics is rife with
profound debate over its fundamental nature, featuring con-
tending theories from the pilot-wave theory of David Bohm,
whose metaphysics of an undivided wholeness in flowing
movement is argued to be closer to the philosophy of Deleuze
and Guattari (Gualandi, 2017; Murphy, 1998), to the many-
worlds hypothesis, to more recent interventions around
quantum superdeterminism (Hossenfelder, 2020).

We acknowledge this complex and contested terrain. Our
purpose in this article is not to make a claim about the ultimate
nature of physical reality or to argue for the supremacy of the
Bohrian-Baradian view. Instead, we approach agential realism
as a powerful and productive conceptual framework that
provides a vocabulary and an ethical orientation for tackling
persistent problems in qualitative inquiry. In doing so, we heed
the caution of critics like Koponen (2024), who questions
whether the application of quantum concepts in social science
results in new conceptualizations or “merely inspiring met-
aphors” (p. 44). Koponen argues that without a clear, testable
link, such borrowings risk becoming “fashionable nonsense”
(p. 54). By positioning our use of Barad as a generative
heuristic rather than a literal transcription of physics, we aim
to leverage the inspirational power of her framework for
methodological innovation while remaining grounded in the
specific demands and context of qualitative research.

Diffractive Implications for Qualitative
Research: Ethics, Reflexivity, and Method

Embracing a Baradian, quantum-inspired framework trans-
forms how we approach qualitative research methodology and
ethics. If phenomena emerge through intra-action within
specific research apparatuses, then the researcher’s methods,
theoretical framings, and very presence are not external in-
fluences but constitutive elements of what comes to be known.
This moves beyond traditional notions of reflexivity, which
often focus on the researcher’s bias on a separate reality,
towards an understanding of the researcher’s inherent en-
tanglement within the reality being studied (Bozalek &
Zembylas, 2017; Schwandt, 1994). This deepens the ethical
stakes: research practices are world-making practices, and
researchers bear responsibility for the realities they help enact
(Barad, 2007; de Freitas, 2017).

Positionality, therefore, is not merely about disclosing
researcher identity but about acknowledging the material-
discursive apparatus through which the research phenome-
non is being enacted. The apparatus itself is a dynamic (re)
configuration of the world, a specific spacetimemattering
encompassing social institutions, material objects, embodied
histories, and scientific practices.

For instance, in a qualitative study of student engagement
in a science classroom, the research apparatus is not just the
researcher with their interview questions. It is the entire en-
tanglement of the classroom’s physical architecture, the
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curriculum’s specific language and goals (discourse), the
teacher’s pedagogical philosophy, the students’ embodied
histories and prior experiences, the technologies present (e.g.,
smartboards, microscopes), and the researcher’s own obser-
vation and recording methods. All these elements intra-act to
produce the phenomenon of “student engagement.” A dif-
ferent apparatus—for example, one using arts-based methods
instead of verbal interviews—would enact a different version
of this phenomenon.

This necessitates a methodological shift from reflection
(seeking accurate representations of what is) to diffraction
(attending to the interference patterns and effects produced
when different elements—data, theories, perspectives—are
read through one another) (Barad, 2007; Haraway, 1997;
Jagodzinski, 2022; Jenkins et al., 2020; Mazzei, 2014; Sandle
et al., 2024). Diffraction, as a methodology, emphasizes re-
lationality and difference, asking how phenomena come to
matter through specific intra-actions. Transparency involves
detailing these specific theoretical lenses, methodological
choices, and relational dynamics, allowing others to under-
stand how specific knowledge effects (“eigenvalues” emerg-
ing from specific “eigenfunctions” inherent in the apparatus, in
Vogd & Neher’s analogous terms) were produced. This aligns
with calls for diffractive methodologies (e.g., Gullion, 2018;
Mazzei, 2014; Thorpe & Newman, 2023; Vogd & Neher,
2025) that attend to the generative potential of reading data,
theory, and experience through one another, looking for the
interference patterns—the differences that make a
difference—rather than seeking a singular, unified
representation.

Methodologically, this encourages approaches that can
hold complexity, ambiguity, and multiplicity without pre-
mature closure. Triangulation shifts from converging on a
single truth point to exploring the productive tensions and
differences generated by juxtaposing multiple data sources,
theories, or perspectives. The aim becomes not representation
of, but engagement with the phenomenon in its multiplicity.
Montage, as explored below, offers one powerful technique for
enacting such a diffractive engagement. Similarly, perfor-
mative approaches like performance ethnography (Denzin,
2003; Kincheloe, 2005) emphasize the embodied, enacted
nature of knowledge, aligning with the intra-active perspec-
tive. The turn towards diffractive ethnography (Gullion, 2018)
specifically seeks to account for the entanglement of human
and nonhuman matter in ethnographic work. These ap-
proaches foreground the dynamic, emergent, and ethically
charged nature of qualitative inquiry in a quantum-entangled
world.

Entangled Narratives: Diffractive Analysis
Through Montage

Drawing inspiration from these principles, montage emerges
as a potent qualitative method. As a research practice,montage

is the purposeful juxtaposition of disparate data fragments—
such as interview excerpts, field notes, photographs, historical
documents, or theoretical concepts—within a single textual or
visual field (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Its analytic power
comes not from creating a seamless, linear story, but from the
interference patterns and new meanings that emerge from the
friction and resonance between the juxtaposed elements
(Aston, 2010; Eryaman, 2012). Rather than seeking reflective
representation, montage can function as a diffractive appa-
ratus, reading different elements through each other to gen-
erate new patterns of understanding (Mann & Warr, 2016).

It is crucial to clarify our methodological stance in the
analyses that follow. The studies by Aston (2010), Eryaman
(2012), and Henriksen et al. (2011) were not originally de-
signed with Barad’s agential realism in mind. Rather than
presenting them as exemplars of a Baradian approach, we are
instead performing the very method this paper advocates for: a
diffractive reading (Barad, 2007; Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017;
Haraway, 1997). We read these rich examples of montage
through the theoretical lens of agential realism. The purpose of
this exercise is to demonstrate how a Baradian framework can
generate new insights and reveal the untapped potential of
montage as a diffractive apparatus. The following analyses,
therefore, are not a review of what these authors did, but an
enactment of what a diffractive reading makes possible.

Spatial Montage, Entangled Histories, and
Fluid Interfaces

Aston’s (2010) work explicitly uses computer-based tech-
niques of spatial montage to visualize the complex dynamics
of migration and social division experienced by Uduk
speakers displaced by war over four decades. Her approach
moves beyond traditional linear narratives by creating inter-
active, fluid interfaces where users can engage directly with a
rich archive of photographs, audio, and video recordings.
Crucially, this spatial montage allows for the simultaneous co-
existence and comparison of recordings across time, place, and
multiple points of view. Users become actively engaged in the
montage process, able to crosscut between clips and find their
own connections.

From a Baradian perspective, Aston’s multimedia platform
functions as a research apparatus that enacts the phenomenon
of displacement not as a sequence of events, but as an ongoing
entanglement of past memories and present realities, indi-
vidual experiences and socio-political forces. The interface
facilitates a diffractive reading – users (and Aston herself) read
different data points (visuals of work rhythms, spoken
memories, recordings of traumatic events) through one an-
other, revealing patterns of continuity, change, and social
division that might be obscured by linear analysis. The em-
phasis on user interaction also resonates with the concept of
intra-action, where meaning emerges through the engagement
between the user and the material archive, highlighting the co-
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constitution of knowledge rather than objective representation.
Aston’s method aims to create multimedia experiences that
address the senses directly, acknowledging the discourse of
risk and indeterminacy inherent in visual media and offering
tools to enhance understanding beyond text alone.

Performative Montage, Paradox, and Hikmah

Eryaman (2012) explicitly employs montage as a performative
script and an editing technique to explore the performative
inquiries of whirling and trembling dervishes in Sufism. He
juxtaposes cinematic images (from Peter Brook’s Meetings
With Remarkable Men) with textual narratives (menkıbe)
and theoretical interpretation. This method, aiming for a
composite picture that brings slices of reality together,
directly performs the central theme: the dialectical interplay
between the ordered, conventional movements of whirling
dervishes (representing sharia, tradition, reason) and the
formless, chaotic, deconstructive movements of the trem-
bling dervish (representing subjectivity, love, madness, the
challenge to reason). Through this juxtaposition, the
montage apparatus (combining cinematic images, textual
narratives, and theory) enacts the Sufi understanding of
haqiqat (truth) not as a fixed entity graspable by reason
alone, but as an emergent, paradoxical process involving the
interplay of opposites.

This performative enactment of paradox resonates deeply
with the quantum concept of superposition, where seemingly
contradictory states co-exist. The analysis highlights how
the master dervish embodies hikmah—practical, ethical
wisdom arising from navigating this tension. Eryaman uses
montage not just to describe, but to perform an inquiry that
challenges objectivism and highlights the subjective, in-
terpretive, and embodied nature of knowing, where truth
(“seeing”) is inseparable from the procedure (the
performance/montage).

Visual-Verbal Montage, the Third Meaning, and
Counter-narratives

Henriksen and colleagues (2011) analyze Sara Bro’sDiary—a
book montage combining photographic images and texts
documenting her breast cancer experience. Their focus is on
the aesthetic effect arising from the juxtaposition of images
and texts, particularly how dissimilarities and contradictions
between the visual and verbal generate layered meanings.
They utilize Barthes’ concept of the third meaning (or sens
obtus)—an excessive, emotional, non-coded meaning arising
from the interplay and representational friction between
media. This third meaning emerges through aesthetic strate-
gies of disguise and carnival, where, for instance, images
connoting illness and death (feet on a radiotherapy stretcher)
are juxtaposed with texts about carefree everyday life (sitting

in a café), or where Bro performs identity play through
costume during chemotherapy.

From a Baradian perspective, this analytic focus on the
effects produced by the montage itself aligns with a diffractive
reading—analyzing the interference patterns generated by
reading image through text and vice versa. The montage,
functioning as the research apparatus in this case (Bro’s book
combining image and text), produces meanings (the “third
meaning”) not reducible to either medium alone. This process
highlights the entanglement of disparate experiences (illness/
everyday life, vulnerability/agency, past/present) and sub-
jectivities. Furthermore, Henriksen et al. frame Bro’s montage
as a counter-narrative that subtly poaches on and subverts the
dominant medical discourse, demonstrating agency through
aesthetic practice. Here, the montage apparatus does the work
of producing a counter-narrative; it does not simply represent
an experience but actively subverts a dominant discourse. This
resonates with the ethical dimension of agential realism, where
specific apparatuses (like Bro’s book montage) enact specific
realities and contest others.

These analyses show how montage, in diverse qualitative
contexts, functions as more than an illustrative technique.
Whether through interactive spatial arrangements, perfor-
mative juxtapositions of reason and subjectivity, or the
visual-verbal generation of elusive “third meanings,”
montage can serve as a diffractive apparatus. It allows
researchers and audiences to engage with the entangled,
multiple, and paradoxical nature of phenomena, enacting
ways of knowing that move beyond simple representation
and embrace the complexities highlighted by quantum-
inspired frameworks.

A Practical Guide to Diffractive Montage

While post-qualitative inquiry resists methodological “rec-
ipes” (St. Pierre, 2021), providing practical guidance is es-
sential for researchers interested in experimenting with these
ideas. The following offers a more detailed direction on
employing a diffractive montage approach, moving from the
abstract to the concrete and foregrounding the ontological shift
from representation to enactment.

Suitable Research Questions

A diffractive montage approach is particularly well-suited for
questions that move beyond representation to explore how
phenomena are enacted. The focus is on complexity, con-
tradiction, and emergence. Examples include: How are mul-
tiple, competing discourses about wellness enacted in a
specific clinical setting? How do past and present socio-
political forces intra-act to shape a community’s identity?
How is agency negotiated at the intersection of material bodies
and institutional structures?
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The goal is not to find a single answer but to map the
entangled forces at play and analyze the world-making effects
of their intra-action.

Data and Analysis Process: an
Onto-Epistemological Practice

The montage thrives on heterogeneity. Data can include
anything that can be fragmented and juxtaposed: transcripts,
images, audio clips, researcher memos, public media, theo-
retical quotes, and material artifacts. The crucial shift is to see
the “analysis” not as a separate procedural step, but as the very
ontological act of constructing the montage-apparatus itself.
The process involves:

Fragmentation. Breaking down data sources into mean-
ingful, resonant material-discursive fragments. These are not
viewed as inert pieces of information but as agential elements
that will participate in the research apparatus.

Juxtaposition as Apparatus-Building. Arranging these frag-
ments on a page or screen. This is not merely a creative ar-
rangement but the deliberate construction of a research
apparatus. The iterative process of experimenting with different
combinations is an act of world-making. The key question is not
just “What happens when a policy document is placed next to a
memory?” but “What phenomenon is enacted by an apparatus
that entangles this policy document with this memory?”

Attending to Interference and Enactment. The researcher then
analyzes the “diffraction pattern”—the effects produced by the
apparatus. This involves a fundamental shift in the analytical
question from “What does this montagemean?” to “What does
this montage-apparatus do?” The focus is on the dissonances,
unexpected connections, and affective responses as evidence
of the reality being enacted through the intra-action of the
montage’s components.

The Outcome

The outcome of a diffractive montage analysis is not a linear
report representing findings. It is the montage itself—a multi-
perspectival, layered apparatus that performs the complexity of
the phenomenon (Denzin& Lincoln, 2005). The accompanying
writing guides the reader through the key interference patterns
and world-making effects, but it does not explain them away. It
invites the reader to become an active participant in the intra-
action, embracing the uncertainty and resisting the pull of a
single, authoritative claim (Aston, 2010; Eryaman, 2012).

Limitations and Critical Considerations

Despite its generative potential, a post-qualitative approach
informed by quantum physics is not without significant
limitations and risks that demand critical attention.

First is the danger of what Koponen (2024) calls
“metaphor-as-method,” where complex scientific concepts are
applied superficially to social phenomena. Koponen argues
that without clear, testable links, such borrowings risk be-
coming a “motivational metaphysics” at best, and at worst,
“fashionable nonsense” that uses “verbal smoke and mirrors to
suggest depth and insight where none exists” (p. 54). Our
approach attempts to mitigate this by using Barad’s framework
as a coherent philosophical heuristic rather than a direct
scientific model, but the risk of misapplication remains a
central concern for any researcher working at this intersection.

Second, from a postcolonial perspective, critics have ar-
gued that post-qualitative inquiry, in its focus on ontology and
decentering the human, can risk political quietism by failing to
adequately theorize history and power (Gerrard et al., 2017;
Wolgemuth et al., 2021). Gerrard et al. warn that without
explicit attention to the “global politics of knowledge pro-
duction,” post-qualitative approaches can inadvertently create
“processes of closure and erasure” (p. 1), where the focus on
the researcher’s own affective and theoretical process sidelines
the very people and histories being researched. This raises a
crucial ethical question: does the turn toward the nonhuman
obscure the urgent political struggles of marginalized human
subjects?

Third, the practice of diffractive analysis itself presents
challenges, particularly for applied or policy-oriented
research. As Fox and Alldred (2021) argue, because dif-
fractive readings are generated by reading data through a
researcher’s own experiences, theories, or memories, the
method can become one of the most “researcher-centric”
approaches yet devised. This poses a significant challenge
to the transferability of findings and raises questions about
researcher bias. Fox and Alldred suggest that to be useful for
practice, researchers must also analyze the “research-
assemblage” itself—the micropolitics of how specific
methods and researcher positions affect the data—to under-
stand the extent to which findings are a product of the event
studied versus the apparatus of study.

Finally, the translation of these complex ideas into ac-
cessible research practices and representations remains a
significant challenge. The very methods that resist narrative
closure, like montage, can be difficult for some audiences to
interpret. Researchers must find a balance between method-
ological innovation and clear communication of their insights,
while remaining accountable to the ethical and political
contexts of their work.
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Conclusion

The entanglement of quantum physics insights and post-
humanist social theory, particularly through the onto-
epistemology of Karen Barad, offers fertile ground for re-
imagining qualitative inquiry. Moving beyond metaphorical
borrowing, this convergence prompts a fundamental rethinking
of objectivity, subjectivity, and the ethics of knowledge pro-
duction. By operationalizing Barad’s onto-epistemology into
the practical method of diffractive montage, this paper offers a
vital bridge between abstract post-qualitative theory and the
concrete demands of research practice.

As the analyses demonstrate, montage, when approached
diffractively, provides a powerful tool for enacting such an
inquiry. By juxtaposing diverse fragments, it allows re-
searchers to explore the interference patterns of entanglement,
generating nuanced understandings without resorting to sin-
gular narratives. In distinguishing this approach from estab-
lished arts-based methods like collage inquiry, we have
highlighted a fundamental ontological shift—from represen-
tation to enactment—that lies at the heart of the posthumanist
turn. This approach acknowledges the researcher’s insepara-
bility from the research apparatus and foregrounds the ethical
responsibility inherent in these world-making practices.

While acknowledging the limitations of any single
framework—including the valid critiques of post-qualitative
inquiry and the contested nature of the physics that inspires it—
and recognizing that navigating these challenges requires the
very ethical attunement a diffractive approach demands, we
propose that quantum-inspired diffractive approaches enrich
qualitative inquiry’s potential. They invite us into a more dy-
namic, ethically attuned, and ultimately more responsive en-
gagement with the entangled realities we seek to understand.
Ultimately, we argue that a quantum-inspired, diffractive ap-
proach does not just offer a newway of seeing, but a newway of
being-in-the-world as ethical, response-able researchers.
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