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A Diffractive Review-methodology for Exploring Ex-
tensions in Knowledge-fields 
 
 

1. Objectives or purposes  
 

The purpose of this paper is to unfold a diffractive review-methodology of ‘ex-tensions’ within a 

knowledge-field. The review-methodology unfolds strategies for including, reading and analysing 

publications, that enact themselves as part of a knowledge-field, with the intent of tracing 

enactments of knowledge-fields. Centrally, the diffractive review-methodology unfolds an analytical 

strategy for performing ‘ex-tensions’ between statements that emerge as agentic in and across these 

publications.  

A review is usually considered to be an overview, and a synthesis, of research literature on shared 

objects of knowledge. Literature on reviews argue that reviews can offer accounts of where we are 

now with the research, or identify gaps in the research, or make it possible to position oneself within 

a discipline (Alexander, 2020; Jackson 1980; Rosenthal 2001; Burton 2011; Rhoades 2011; Knopff 

2013). In this sense, reviews are supposed to work representatively, as they manifest the state of the 

art, in the shape of maps of “what we know” about particular objects of knowledge. But reviews are 

more than maps. They are also powerful agents, that inform and guide political decision-making and 

professional practice. This paper develops a diffractive review-methodology and an analytical 

concept of ‘ex-tension’, in order to enable discussions of what “what we know” does to our objects 

of knowledge. In this sense, the paper also addresses the knowledge-politics of “what we know”, 

through the prism of reviews. 

 

2. Perspective(s) or theoretical framework 
  

The diffractive review-methodology draws on post-human thinking, especially that of agential realism 

(Barad 2007). Agential realism is a post-human methodology that allows for the analysis of 

phenomena as emerging through multiple human and non-human intra-acting forces, through a 

relational ontology. A relational ontology posits that phenomena, like objects of knowledge, do not 
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pre-exist situated practices, but emerge through material-discursive boundary-drawing practices, 

through the dynamics of intra-actions (Barad, 2007, 139).  Intra-action, unlike the notion of inter-

action, denotes that entities might be enacted as separable, but they are ontologically indeterminate 

prior to the investigation through which they emerge. In agential-realism, ontology and epistemology 

are thus entangled, and Barad refers to this as “onto-epistemology” (Barad, 2007, 185). As being and 

knowing are entangled, reviewing can be considered from a new ontology, as both the act of 

reviewing, enactments of the boundaries and properties of objects of knowledge, and the notion of 

agency is radically altered. And this allows for another approach, and another way of knowing about 

“what we know”. 

Centrally, agential realism proposes an understanding of agency that is not confined to the idea of 

something that someone has (an attribute); but rather as enactments of iterative changes to practice, 

through the dynamics of intra-activity (Barad, 2007, 178, 235; 2003, 827). This notion of agency draws 

attention to how agency emerges through iterations, rather than pre-determining agency. In the 

paper, I explore re-iterative statements in publications, as enactments through which agents emerge 

with attendant agential qualities. 

In keeping with a relational ontology, agential realism suggests, that the smallest units of analysis are 

phenomenon:  

“A phenomenon is a specific intra-action of an ‘object’ and the ‘measuring agencies’; the object and 

the measuring agencies emerge from, rather than precede, the intra-action that produces them.” 

(Barad, 2007, 128) 

The central idea is that “the thing”, “we” research, is enacted in entanglement with “the way” we 

research it. Analysing phenomena then, is a practice of continuously questioning the effects that the 

way we research have on the knowledge we produce. This methodology can be understood as 

diffraction, which is the physical phenomenon that occurs as waves emerge, when for example water 

flows across an obstacle like a rock. As opposed to reflection, a common metaphor for analysis that 

invites images of mirroring, diffraction is the process of ongoing differences (Author, 2015). 

Analytically, diffraction helps us attend and respond to the effects of our meaning-making processes. 

In reading, analysing and synthesizing literature, this might be understood as how reviews of “what 
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we know”, emerge from the way we read, take notes, and question insights from publications. A 

diffractive review, as opposed to a representational review, then performs “what we know” through 

our knowledge-making practices.  

3. Methods, techniques, or modes of inquiry  

In the paper, I develop the concept of ex-tension as a way of analysing the dynamic between co-

existing, but mutually incompatible, statements within publications that enact themselves as part of 

a knowledge-field. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, an extension is the action of 

extending, or state of being extended, as an enlargement in scope, or in the total range over which 

something extends. Applied to the analysis of re-iterated statements across publications, I use it to 

explore co-existing incompatible statements concerning the relation between central agents and the 

object of knowledge. An ex-tension, then, becomes an analytical performance of manifesting how, 

and with what unheeded effects. incompatible statements co-exist. As a co-existing incompatibility, 

ex-tensions enact objects of knowledge in oppositional ways, thus ex-tending the object of 

knowledge in different directions. Ex-tensions are thus an analytical performance of differentiating 

between statements.  

The diffractive review of ex-tensions is done through two analytical steps: 

1. Tracing of central agents. Reading publications, asking: Which central agents are re-iteratively 

enacted in the publications as important for the object of knowledge? To assess which agents 

are re-iteratively enacted, and thus made central, in keeping with the tenets of a relational 

ontology, I developed the following criteria: 

• The agent is re-iteratively ascribed agency as someone relevant for, or influencing the 

becoming of, the object of knowledge. 

• The agent is described in relation to the object of knowledge in ways, that the object of 

knowledge and the agent emerge simultaneously, with attendant agentic qualities. 

2. Mapping ex-tensions between statements concerning the relation between the central agent 

and the object of knowledge. Asking: How does the object of knowledge emerge as ex-tended 

between opposite, sometimes mutually incompatible statements in the literature? – This 
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question attempts to hightligt the unheeded effects of the ex-tensions, for the becoming of 

the object of knowledge. In this step, I proceeded to establish an analytical difference 

between different statements concerning the central agents, and their relations to the object 

of knowledge. Differences that, when placed side-by-side, produces ex-tensions, in that they 

simultaneously applaud and recognize different aspects of the object of knowledge. The 

diffractive reading of publications is thus done with the intent of emphasizing, or even 

exaggerating, differences and hereby performing the ex-tensions that shape the knowledge-

field. 

A diffractive review-methodology can be understood as a way of exploring what “what we know” 

does to our objects of knowledge. Seen from this vantage point, a diffractive review-methodology of 

ex-tensions, carries an intent of wanting to change the way we can talk about what knowledge-fields 

does to our objects of knowledge, as they inform and suggest changes for educational practice and 

policy.   

 

4. Data sources, evidence, objects, or materials  
 
  

The methodology is developed from working on a review of pedagogues1 competencies in primary 

and lower secondary schools, following a reform of the public schools in Denmark (Author, 2019). 

The reform marked a significant moment for the governance of educational practice, as it valued, 

normatively and financially, knowledge-production about the effects of political reforms on 

educational practice, as input for politics and for educational practice. While some of the publications 

following the reform were financed by funds unattached to political interests, others were not. And 

as such, knowledge and politics have become increasingly entangled.  

 

In parallel, reviews have become high politics, as ministries, professional unions and other 

stakeholders in education, procures reviews, that are to inform and guide political decision-making, 

 
1 Pedagogues, or social educationalist, are professionals who works in institutions for children, youth and adults, be it 
daycares, pre-schools, schools, after-school facilities, special needs institutions, palliative care and with marginalized 
groups. Their core primary areas of activity are development and care, connected to pedagogical work. 
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as well as provide food for thought for practitioners in education. Some reviews only include research 

publications, whilst others include publications that cannot be categorized as such, and that are 

financed by agents with ex- or implicit political interests. However, when publications are included in 

reviews, they become part of maps of “what we know”. In this process publications become enacted, 

I argue, as “neutral” knowledges, which possibly occludes their political interests2. And, when 

enacted as maps of what we know, reviews and the publications they synthesize, can be used as 

enabling “neutral” knowledge-claims for stating what type of change is needed.  

 

In wanting to explore, what “what we know” does, the diffractive review-methodology therefore 

includes all publications, that are enacted as, or enacts themselves as a part of a knowledge-field. 

This knowledge-enactment-sensitive inclusion of publications makes it possible to explore and trace 

how knowledge-political-fields, that aim at informing and shaping a given practice-field, are enacted. 

And it makes it possible to point at how “what we know” emerges as an entangled knowledge-

political enactment, - a simultaneous doing of specific knowledge-forms as important and 

illuminative, and a concealing of political interests through processes of producing neutral-

knowledges.   

 

5. Results and/or substantiated conclusions or warrants for 
arguments/point of view  
 

The diffractive review-methodology of ex-tensions works from a performative approach, rather than 

a representational approach. This includes diffractively reading, analysing and performing what 

“what we know” does to our objects of knowledge. This ratifies the act of reviewing as a knowledge-

productive endeavour. 

 

Through a diffractive review, it becomes possible to trace knowledge-fields enacted, through the 

performance of ex-tensions that in contradictory ways state “what we know” about shared objects 

 
2 Haraway argues that some knowledges are enacted as universal, un-biased and detached from situated and 
relational entanglements, and calls this a god-trick. As if something can be observed as the same, from every-where 
and no-where. In stark contrast to this idea, she develops the idea of situated knowledges, as an embodied, relational 
and contextually sensitive ways of knowing (Haraway, 1988) 
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of knowledge. In performing ex-tensions, and in pointing at their contradictions, complexities and 

mutual impossibilities, it becomes possible to ask new questions about what “what we know” does. 

In this sense, “neutral” knowledges become problematized and considered in their knowledge-

political entanglements which, certainly within educational research, is ever more critical to address, 

as procuring, producing and referring to “what we know” becomes the offset for political decision-

making on matters of educational practice.  

 

6. Scientific or scholarly significance of the study or work  

A diffractive review performs the ex-tensions that hybrid knowledge-political-fields are marked by, 

and thus, produces knowledge about what “what we know” does to its objects of knowledge.  

This is approach follows a pre-occupation with exploring enactements of knowledge-claims, as 

productive of particular possibilityspaces for educational practice and policy. This take, is inspired by 

the concept of ‘ethico-onto-epistemology’ (Barad, 2007, 381). Ethico-onto-epistemology, points at 

the intertwining of ethics, being and knowing, and posists, that the ways the world is made and 

remade through research activities, should be made responsably (Barad, 2007, 394). Here, 

responsibility includes making research able to respond as to how and why, certain worlds are made, 

and not other.  

The how of the diffractive review, implies manifesting the analytical apparatus, and the cuts that it 

does into the empirical material, i.e. the publications included for reviewing and the analytical 

questions asked.  

The why, implies wanting to de-individualize responsibility by destabilizing knowledge-fields in their 

anthroprocentric terms. As such, the analytical strategy empathizes with the object of knowledge, as 

it emerges as ex-tended between different statements. Statements, that for the same situation, 

would call upon, applaud and recognize the object of knowledge as appropriate in different, 

sometimes mutually incompatbile ways. The analytical strategy suggests, that educational practice, 

can become hyper-complex, when informed and governed in knowledge-fields, where knowledge-

political entanglements are glossed over. The why of the diffractive review is thus based on an 

ambition of abiding the development of less-than-neutral knowledge-types, where research activities 
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are more openly suggestive of the changes they hope for, and about the ideological and political 

ambitions that might be productive of different approaches, conclusions and suggestions.  
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