
Understanding and Practicing 
Research with Dooyeweerd’s Help

by Andrew Basden

T  is for researchers, to brieì y show how they may 

employ Dooyeweerd in their research, outlining the discussion in 

my book of 2020, Foundations and Practice of Research: Adven-

tures with Dooyeweerd’s Philosophy. It contains research-style 

argument and referencing. 

Introduction: What Is Research?

Research is for ë nding things out. Suppose we wanted to re-

search people having breakfast, as depicted in the previous chap-

ter.  e very ë rst question we face is: What do we research (want 

to ë nd out) about breakfast—the social relationships around 

breakfast; the taste of breakfast food; its nutritional value; ex-

pectations people have about breakfast; generosity at breakfast; 

economy of breakfast? Similarly, several questions arise when we 

study physics, though perhaps fewer in number, concerning for 

example quantities, spatial arrangements, movement, and forces. 

Research usually focuses on one kind of issue—one aspect of the 

complicated reality that faces us when we study it. 

Figure 1 shows a researcher studying people having break-

fast, using a diagram similar to the one in the previous chapter 

on Everyday Life. Both researcher and those researched function 

in the same set of aspects—within an “ocean” of diverse mean-
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ingfulness.  e signië cance of this, and the lines and various 

labels, are explained below.  

Figure 1: Researching people eating breakfast. 

See Figure 1 in previous chapter

Contrary to popular assumptions, research does not yield 

certain truths so much as beliefs about reality on which it is rea-

sonable to rely.  ese reasonable beliefs are what we call theo-

ries. For example, it is reasonable to rely on Newton’s theories 

of (beliefs about) physics, except when going to extremes, when 

Einsteinian or Quantum theories are more reasonable. Diff erent 

ë elds—physics, psychology, sociology, theology, and so on—

yield diff erent kinds of theory, with diff erent criteria for reason-

ableness. 

Oversimplifying perhaps, there are two main types of re-

search. What we might call professional research tries to under-

stand individual situations: “Why did our proë ts fall last year?” 

Academic research seeks understanding of the way the world 

works in general: “Why do proë ts fall?” Some research mixes the 

two. Notice the question “Why?” in both types: most research 



seeks to understand “laws” according to which reality operates. 

 is chapter is mainly about academic research, though most 

of it applies also to professional research.  e mandate of aca-

demic research (main reason for doing it) is to build up human-

ity’s bodies of knowledge by off ering generalized understanding 

of how reality works—whether physically, socially, or whatever. 

Contributing to humanity’s bodies of knowledge places an oner-

ous responsibility on research, so the ë ndings of our research are 

submitted for critical (usually peer) review, so that they can be 

made robust and understandable before being published.  ey 

are then reë ned further by means of subsequent public debate of 

the published work.

To ensure reasonableness of reliance on theories, research in-

volves systematic methods of study.  ese are diff erent for each 

ë eld—experiment in physics, surveys in sociology, etc.—and be-

low we will see why that is so.

Dooyeweerd’s extensive philosophical discussion of theoreti-

cal thought in his 4-volume work A New Critique is surprisingly 

useful in guiding research practice. What we call research is in-

cluded in what Dooyeweerd called “theoretical thought.”

 e Many Aspects of Doing Research 

Despite pretensions otherwise, real research (“theoretical 

thought”) exhibits an everyday complexity. Just as eating break-

fast involves many aspects, so does doing research.  e main 

aspect of research is, of course, the analytical, because it is that 

aspect which makes theoretical thinking meaningful and possi-

ble. In quantitative research, the quantitative aspect is also very 

important. Research involves method, planning and technology, 

and hence has an important formative aspect. It involves read-

ing, communication and dissemination (lingual), other people 

(social), resources (economic), truthfulness and accuracy (jurid-

ical), willingness to share (ethical), and commitment, courage 



and belief (pistic). Less visible, until a breakdown occurs, are 

the biotic and psychical aspects (bodily and mental health) and 

physical aspect (e.g., power outages, climate change).

Taking account of all aspects in such a way helps us under-

stand the full reality of research and guides us in planning and 

executing it.1 Whereas some see this multi-aspectual reality as 

a departure from an ideal, Dooyeweerd argued that it is funda-

mental to what makes all research possible. However, Dooye-

weerd wanted to understand the nature of research more clearly 

than this.

Dooyeweerd’s Understanding of the Nature of Research 

Since ancient Greece, thinkers have presupposed the superiority 

of theoretical thought over pre-theoretical, as a way to knowl-

edge.  ey presupposed its neutrality and authority in which, 

in particular, emotion and religious commitment have no place.

Dooyeweerd disagreed. By extensive immanent critique, he 

demonstrated that religious commitment in particular always 

has played a part in theoretical thought (including research). By 

deep transcendental critique, he argued that it always will do so, 

as fundamental and universally necessary to theoretical thought.2

We can see this, for example, in commitment to paradigms, and 

there are also deeper commitments. Dooyeweerd’s view is vari-

ously supported by several twentieth-century thinkers, including 

Husserl, Heidegger, Habermas, Kuhn, Polanyi, Foucault, and 

others. Arguably, Dooyeweerd’s account of theoretical thought 

is deeper and more comprehensive than theirs.

 e starting-point for Dooyeweerd’s transcendental explora-

tion of the nature of theoretical thought was to accept its embed-

dedness within everyday experience and the full humanness of 

1. For a fuller discussion, see Chapter 10 of Basden, Foundations and Practice 

of Research.

2. Dooyeweerd, A New Critique, I, 37.



the thinker.  is led Dooyeweerd to pose a seldom-asked ques-

tion, “What is the diff erence between theoretical and pre-the-

oretical (everyday) attitudes of thought?” His answer: While 

pre-theoretical (everyday) thought adopts an “integral vision 

of the whole” in which all aspects play their part, theoretical 

thought abstracts aspects from the whole, thus narrowing its 

focus.3 Dooyeweerd called this an “antithetical attitude” to the 

situation we are researching or a “Gegenstand relation,” in which 

the thinker “stands over against” what is being thought about in 

order to observe it clearly.4

By asking fundamental questions about the very nature of 

theoretical thought itself, he identië ed three “transcendental 

problems,” in each of which faith plays a fundamental role, man-

ifested in several ways. 

• TP1.5 In theoretical thinking we select an aspect that we 

believe to be important. By focusing on it (the “Gegen-

stand”), isolating (abstracting) it from the others, we can 

study its laws without confusing them with laws of other 

aspects. Each ë eld has its own diff erent aspect; see Table 

1. (Dooyeweerd aligns this with Kant’s theoretical analy-

sis.) 

• TP2.6 Such isolation “sets asunder” the selected aspect, 

obscuring its coherence with the others, hence prevent-

ing the thinker from gaining a full understanding. But 

to properly build humanity’s bodies of knowledge neces-

sarily involves reuniting aspects. On what grounds may 

this reuniting be done and then subjected to critique? 

3. Ibid., I, 84.

4. For fuller views, see Basden, Foundations and Practice of Research, § 6-3.2, 

and Clouser,  e Myth of Religious Neutrality.

5. Dooyeweerd, A New Critique, I, 38−35.

6. Ibid., I, 45−52.



Many answer, “By analytical logic,” but Dooyeweerd ar-

gued that each aspect has a distinct rationality, as Winch7 

and Habermas8 also argued, and that logical rationality 

has no privileged place among them, and no authority 

to judge between them. Instead, Dooyeweerd’s answer: 

We must harmonise the rationalities in ways that do not 

yield antinomies (such as Zeno’s Paradox: Achilles racing 

a tortoise). Ultimately, doing this involves responsibility, 

a self-critical attitude, and belief. 

• TP3.9 What makes proper self-critique possible? Dooye-

weerd argued that it can only be done, ultimately, by 

reference to a presupposed Origin of Meaning, which 

is self-dependent and on which all else depends—what 

Clouser calls the “Divine.”10  is necessarily involves 

faith of a religious kind. Dooyeweerd discusses four 

ground-motives that operate as origins of meaning, the 

Greek motives of form versus matter, the biblical motives 

of creation, fall, redemption, the Scholastic motives of 

nature versus grace (or supernature), and the humanist 

motives of nature versus freedom.11

Dooyeweerd developed these arguments painstakingly for 

philosophy,12 but he believed they apply to scientië c thought 

too, and later13 he brieì y applied them to sociology. Further de-

velopment, it seems, was left to us, as for example in Basden.14 

7. P. Winch,  e Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy (1958).

8. J. Habermas,  e  eory of Communicative Action, vol. I (1986).

9. Dooyeweerd, A New Critique, I, 52−68.

10. See Chapter 1 in this book.

11. See the discussion in Chapters 2 to 5 of this book and the explanation in 

Chapter 5 of my Foundations and Practice of Research.

12. Dooyeweerd, A New Critique, I, 38−68.

13. Ibid., III, 168−171

14. As, for example in my Foundations and Practice of Research.



Applying Dooyeweerd’s Ideas to Research

I have found that Dooyeweerd’s starting-point and his three 

transcendental problems closely match what occurs in the reali-

ties of research, and can help us understand research in all ë elds. 

Let us go through each in turn.

1. Dooyeweerd’s idea of a Gegenstand relationship is about 

clearly identifying a research aim. To Dooyeweerd, Gegenstand 

is one aspect, though interdisciplinary research has more than 

one. Identifying which aspect(s) makes our aim meaningful, and 

untangling it from others is a good route to clarity.  is is the 

core aspect of the research. Each ë eld of research has a diff erent 

core aspect (see Table 1 below), which deë nes its boundaries. It 

is useful to express the aim as a question that the research seeks 

to answer, as in column 3 of Table 1. 

2. In research, TP1, of abstracting aspects, is about collecting 

data. From the multi-aspectual reality being studied, researchers 

gather data that is meaningful to the core aspect and exclude 

data meaningful in other aspects. Examples: economists study 

costs, markets, etc. which are meaningful in the economic as-

pect; physicists study forces, meaningful in the physical aspect. 

For each aspect, diff erent data collection methods are appropri-

ate, such as experiment for the physical aspect, and interviews 

for the social (see column 4 of Table 1). Sometimes we collect 

data that is meaningful in other aspects, on which the laws of 

our core aspect most directly depend, especially in interdisciplin-

ary research. For this, open interviews are useful because what 

interviewees say often ranges over several aspects, which can be 

identië ed when analysing interview text.

3. TP2, of reuniting the abstracted aspect with others, 

emerges in research when analyzing data to generate í ndings. In-

appropriate application of the rationality of one aspect to things 

meaningful in another can result in distorted, misleading re-

search ë ndings. For example, in economics a purely quantitative 



measure like GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is wrongly treated 

as a measure of economic health.15 So, in good research, we take 

account of the distinct rationalities of diff erent aspects. ( is is 

why research papers should clearly describe analysis in full.)

I have found other, non-core aspects present themselves in 

four ways during analysis. Dooyeweerd’s warning to avoid an-

tinomies applies mainly to the ë rst. 1. When studying how the 

core aspect depends on others, for example social aspect on lin-

gual or pistic, or biotic on physical or psychical. 2. When think-

ing about future application of the ë ndings of the research in 

the wider world—in which every aspect is potentially relevant. 

3. When preparing data for analysis, especially the judgement 

about which data are to be removed as outliers, for example, 

once physical data has been abstracted from measuring equip-

ment, we must take into account the possibility of equipment 

malfunction (formative aspect) or even malicious sabotage (ju-

ridical-pistic). 4. From methods chosen for analysis. In quanti-

tative methods, the quantitative aspect is obviously important, 

but in two ways, counting or modelling. Counting items can 

give useful statistical overviews, but quantitative modelling often 

distorts, because it assumes the laws that govern the core aspect 

may be reduced to quantitative laws.  ough sometimes valid 

in physics, it is less valid in economics,16 such as the value of a 

rainforest. In qualitative analysis, the analytical aspect is import-

ant, enabling us to distinguish and identify factors. Often this 

involves analysis of texts, such as interview transcripts, when the 

lingual aspect becomes important, and using aspects to identify 

what the source means has proven very useful.17 In prototype 

development, used in the design sciences, the formative aspect is 

15. M. Carney, Value(s) (2021).

16. Ibid.

17. See extensive discussion of this in my Foundations and Practice of Research, 

§11.7.



important. Awareness of aspects can help the researcher remain 

aware and responsible in employing the multiple rationalities in-

volved. We must be careful because, often, the inì uence of some 

aspects is hidden.

4. TP3, of origin of meaning, arises when setting the research 

in the wider context, where the multiple spheres of meaning that 

impinge on the entire ë eld are debated.  is is self-critique by 

the community and can operate at several levels. 

At an overview level, Dooyeweerd’s idea of ground-motives 

as origin of meaning may be used to bring some harmony in 

a ë eld riven with conì icts between supposedly mutually ex-

clusive and antagonistic paradigmatic approaches. Paradigms 

/ approaches express what a community ë nds fundamentally 

meaningful18 and this shifts from time to time.19 In the informa-

tion systems ë eld, for example, positivist approaches were ë rst 

adopted, which are driven by the nature pole of the humanist 

ground-motive. An interpretivist reaction towards the freedom 

pole grew during the 1990s. Later, a socio-critical reaction set 

in against both. Supporters of the three approaches tended to 

talk past each other. During the 2000s, some sought integration 

and eventually Dooyeweerd was called upon to assist.  e op-

eration of the dualistic nature-freedom ground-motive was un-

veiled20 and a suggestion made that the three mutually opposed 

approaches could all be understood as emphasising diff erent as-

pects, which makes their integration possible.21

18. Basden and Joneidy 2019, “Dooyeweerd’s Understanding of Meaning (2): 

Some Implications.”

19. See my article on “Engines of Dialectic.”

20. D. Eriksson, “Identië cation of Normative Sources for Systems  inking: 

An Inquiry into Religious Ground-motives for Systems  inking Para-

digms” (2003).

21. Basden, “Enabling a Kleinian Integration of Interpretivist and Critical-so-

cial IS Research:  e Contribution of Dooyeweerd’s Philosophy” (2011).



At the level of the research project, the incorporation of oth-

er aspects needs to be discussed and justië ed, not just unques-

tioningly accepted. Such discussion is carried out by reference, 

usually implicit, to a ground-motive.  is is seen in the follow-

ing example.

Example

We may see the roles TP1, TP2 and TP3 play in the following 

example.22

In the ë eld of information systems, Davis published a land-

mark paper which began to answer the question of how to 

predict the actual usage of information technology.23 He sug-

gested a Technology Acceptance Model, TAM, in which actu-

al usage (U) is viewed as behavior determined by Intention to 

Use (IU), which is in turn inì uenced by Perceived Usefulness 

(PU) of the technology and Perceived Ease of Use (PEoU). In 

turn, PU and PEoU are derived from External Variables such as 

“Quality of Work,” the choice of which depends on the context. 

See Figure 2. 

Figure 2.  e Technology Acceptance Model 

22. For a fuller account, see my Foundations and Practice of Research.

23. F. D. Davis, “Perceived Usefulness, Perceived Ease of Use, and User Accep-

tance of Information Technology” (1989).



We may ë rst notice that TAM is based solely on psychology, 

in fact on the  eory of Reasoned Action and  eory of Planned 

Behavior. All its variables are meaningful in the psychical as-

pect, so its TP1 is about abstracting the psychical aspect from 

the diversity of reality. Its rationality (TP2), expressed for exam-

ple by the links between variables, is also purely psychical.  is 

aspectual homogeneity lends the model both a harmony and a 

parsimony that partly explains its great popularity and success. 

 e genius of Davis, however, was that other aspects are 

not entirely excluded, but are allowed to be represented in the 

anonymous External Variables. In employing TAM, appliers of 

the theory would select a set of variables that they believe are 

meaningful in situations they will research and by which PU and 

PEoU can be measured, and use these as questions to IT users. 

Davis demonstrates how.

Once TAM was published, use, critiques and reë nements 

over 20 years generated three major new versions. Bagozzi’s ac-

count of this development is useful because it shows the roles 

played by TP1, TP2, TP3, even though he knew nothing of 

Dooyeweerd.24

TP1. In the earliest critiques, researchers began adding vari-

ables to TAM, for example age and gender, thus widening the 

range of aspects to abstract during data collection, adding the 

biotic aspect alongside the psychical. One of the later models has 

41 variables and, over time, more than 80 external variables were 

proposed. Yet, “Even here, arguments can be made that import-

ant independent variables have been left out.”25  is is “because 

few of the included predictors are fundamental, generic, or uni-

versal, and future research is likely to uncover new predictors not 

subsumable under the existing predictors.” By contrast, Dooye-

24. R. P. Bagozzi, “ e Legacy of the Technology Acceptance Model and a 

Proposal for a Paradigm Shift” (2007).

25. Ibid., p. 244.



weerd’s aspects are “fundamental, generic, or universal”, and this 

is why they are good at uncovering what is hidden (see the pre-

vious chapter) and can be used to classify the variables added.26

TP2. Bagozzi discusses each of the links in TAM. For ex-

ample, when he remarks that “the intention-behavior linkage is 

probably the most uncritically accepted assumption” in TAM,27

he is questioning whether other aspectual rationalities should be 

recognized. Yet, 

little theoretical insight is provided into the mechanism, or “the 

why”, behind proposed interaction eff ects, and a potentially in-

ë nite list of such moderators exists, making such broadenings of 

TAM both unwieldy and conceptually impoverished.  e consid-

eration of moderating variables is one way of deepening any mod-

el, but introductions of these should be grounded in theory and 

with an aim toward including policy variables whenever possible.28

Light can be shone on such “interaction eff ects” and “mod-

erators” by Dooyeweerd’s penetrating exploration of inter-aspect 

dependency and analogy, of anticipations and retrocipations. 

For example, does the link involve social, economic, aesthetic, 

juridical, ethical and pistic impacts on the psychical? 

TP3. Critiques related to TP3 tend to emerge more slowly, as 

the community opens itself to the question of why other aspects 

(kinds of meaningfulness) are to be considered, by (usually im-

plicit) reference to an origin of meaning.  is reference may be 

detected in Bagozzi, and that of two kinds. On the one hand, in 

opposing a “control”29 presupposition Bagozzi is almost explicit 

in appealing to the humanistic nature-freedom ground-motive. 

26. See Table 7.1 in my Foundations and Practice of Research, where nearly all 

aspects are represented.

27. Bagozzi, “ e Legacy of the Technology Acceptance Model,” p. 245.

28. Ibid., 244.

29. Ibid., 251.



Table 1. Fields meaningful in each aspect, with typical main 

research questions and appropriate research method



But, on the other, in arguing for various aspects, what he actually 

does is to implicitly presuppose a pluralistic origin of meaning. 

Dooyeweerd names the biblical ground-motive as a pluralistic 

ground-motive, perhaps the only one possible 

In this way, Dooyeweerd’s analysis of ground-motives with 

aspects could contribute signië cantly to such post-publication 

debates. He urged that presuppositions should be openly de-

clared when publishing research—which, interestingly, preë g-

ured many subsequent socio-critical and feminist thinkers. 

Research in Diff erent Fields 

 e above discussion applies, as far as I know, to all ë elds. Dif-

ferent ë elds center on diff erent core aspects, as shown in Table 1. 

Each aspect makes a diff erent kind of aim or research question 

meaningful (column 3), and type of research method appropri-

ate (column 4).30 

Conclusion

 is chapter has brieì y outlined how Dooyeweerd’s ideas can 

help research in many ë elds from the mathematical and natu-

ral sciences, through the psychological ones to social sciences 

and humanities. We showed how awareness of aspects can help 

us ë nd our way amidst the complexity of real-life experience 

of doing research, looked at how Dooyeweerd’s transcendental 

critique of theoretical thought can help us understand what is 

going on in research, and looked at the range of ë elds by aspect. 

Much more can be said, but these could make our research 

more systematic and productive, especially for interdisciplinary 

30. For a fuller discussion of this, see A. Basden, “Understanding the Relation-

ships between Fields of Research,” ą e Electronic Journal of Business Research 

Methods, 19, no. 1 (2021): 27-41, Chapter 8 in Basden, Foundations and 

Practice of Research, or http://dooy.info/science.html.



research. A fuller discussion may be found in Basden,31 with 

Chapter 11 giving examples of actual research using Dooye-

weerd. To date, however, experience of doing so is patchy, so the 

challenge lies before us of expanding it. 

31. Basden, Foundations and Practice of Research.


