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How do we conceptualise research?

Prepare the Research
Interrogate the 

system/process with 
methods

Write about the 
objective findings



How do we conceptualise research?

The system/process

‘Inside’‘Outside’

‘Objective’ ‘Biased’

‘Impartial’



Where does this come from?
(Men of Progress by Christian Schussele (1824-1879)

Where does this come from?
(Men of Progress by Christian Schussele (1824-1879)



• Enlightenment Era 1685-1815AD (very ish)

• Followed the ‘scientific revolution’

• A new focus on ‘objective’ measurement

• First mass produced printed materials

• Growing literacy

• Distinct Categorisation - ‘essentialism’

Olby, R.C., Cantor, G.N., Christie, J.R.R. & Hodge M.J.S., (1990) Companion to the History of Modern Science. London: Routledge.

Enlightenment



Enlightenment

• Categorisation is key to our discussion of 
paradigm

• Hierarchical

• Branchlike structures

• ‘Arborescent’

Olby, R.C., Cantor, G.N., Christie, J.R.R. & Hodge M.J.S., (1990) Companion to the History of Modern Science. London: Routledge.



Why does this matter?
• Positivism seeps into everything

• Discrete categories with defined edges

• Arborescent structures to our thinking

Rasul, N., Malik, M. S. A., Bakhtawar, B., & Thaheem, M. J. (2019). Risk assessment of fast-track projects: a systems-based approach. International Journal of Construction 
Management, 21(11), 1099–1114. https://doi.org/10.1080/15623599.2019.1602587



Researcher Reflexivity

• Our preconceived ideas, biases, notions have an impact

• Reflexivity seeks to account for these biases and include this in the 
narrative.

• There is a big problem though…

• Reflexivity assumes our impacts (tendrils) are known or knowable



The Rhizome
• The rhizome is a concept in post-structuralism which can be described as an 

interrelated network with no preferential direction.

• The Rhizome can be used as a way of conceptualising the world around us. 

• An intricate series of connections between ‘nodes’

• Decentralised (no power direction)



Our research looks like 
this

Where does it ‘start’?

Where does it ‘end’?

Where do we ‘interact’ with it?

Where are the ‘edges’?



Beyond Reflexivity

• If our impact, biases, tendrils are unknown how can we ‘account’ for them?

• Situating Researcher in Research is like identifying (and isolating) a strand of the 
rhizome

• It touches thousands of nodes and connects to (conceivably) every other node.

• Removing or ignoring these connections creates a false impression of arborescent 
structure



Beyond Reflexivity

So what?
• It’s a reminder that all models are simplifications

• I don’t aim to be ‘objective’ – I’m not, I can’t be.

• I don’t try to define the ‘edges’ (boundaries) of my system – there are no 
edges.

• I don’t pretend my impact on the system is zero – it’s not possible for it to be 
zero.

• I try to explore the complex messy ecology and explain as I perceive it.

And then hope my external examiner is a 
philosopher…
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