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ABSTRACT

This visual autoethnography explores my process of being-becoming a fashion design lecturer
within a University of Technology, highlighting the fluid and entangled nature of identity formation
in academic contexts. Through a feminist new materialist stance, it considers how identities are
performed, negotiated, and shaped through intra-actions with the human and non-human. Drawing
on theories of performativity, materiality, and intra-action, I move beyond fixed notions of
emerging academic identities. From this open, naked space, I embrace the opportunity to engage in

multiple relationalities—remaining open to change, fluidity, and the non-rational.

The ‘auto’ component of autoethnography positions me as both subject and object of inquiry,
entangling my be(com)ing within broader sociocultural and historical contexts. The ‘ethno’
component critiques enduring institutional norms and culture that shape my experiences as a
fashion design practitioner. The ‘graphy’ element connects my visual and narrative data to critically
examine my be(com)ing as a fashion design lecturer. This analysis highlights the complexities of

identity formation in navigating the interplay between academic and professional contexts.

Embracing the ‘visual,” I employ arts-based methods—like comic doodles, metaphor drawings, and
concept mapping—to deeply engage with my lived experiences. These visual texts function as data,
capturing embodied aspects of becoming a lecturer, and as analytic tools, surfacing cultural
narratives and professional tensions that shape my identities as both practitioner and academic.
This research demonstrates how arts-based research and visual methods in autoethnography can
offer nuanced insights into identity and professional development, challenging traditional
methodologies by foregrounding often-unspoken, affective dimensions of scholarly inquiry. This
combination of methods, creative practice, and theoretical analysis works together to enrich the

understanding of complex, lived experiences within higher education.

The findings reveal that visual methods effectively illustrate the intricate processes of uncovering
the self, making visible often-overlooked stories of experiences, emotions, and the entangled
materiality of cultural norms. Through vulnerability, reflexivity, and creativity, this study
challenges conventional writerly academic expectations, moving towards inclusive and dynamic
approaches to knowledge production. This visual autoethnography shows practitioner-academics
how they might integrate artful inquiry, artistic practice, and scholarly knowledge to enrich the

understanding of identity within professional contexts.
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PREFACE
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Excellence Awards 2018: An Anthology of Case Histories (pp. 23-36). Academic Conferences and
Publishing Limited.

Cavanagh, M. (2018b). A little black number: Undressing transformation from student to pattern
maker. South African Journal of Higher Education, 32(6), 197-214.

Cavanagh, M., & Peté, M. (2017). Fashion students choose how to learn by constructing videos of
pattern making. British Journal of Educational Technology, 48(6), 1502-1511.

Xulu-Gama, N., Nhari, S. R., Alcock, A., & Cavanagh, M. (2018). A student-centred approach: A
qualitative exploration of how students experience access and success in a South African University
of Technology. Higher Education Research & Development, 37(6), 1302-1314.

The following conventions have been applied in this thesis:

([ D has been used to indicate approximate page numbers on publications from Internet sites,
following Hofstee (2006, p. 252).

e.g. Rosewell and Ashwin (2019, p. [2347])

EndNote X9 referencing software has been used, with the APA 7" referencing style.
While the web addresses of individual websites mentioned in the text as exemples are given, the
websites are not listed in the reference list.

Personal communications (telephone conversation, online meetings, interviews, and e-mail) are
noted in the in-text reference as “Personal Communication” but are not included in the Reference
list.

To maintain anonymity, pseudonyms have been used to replace the names of all university staff and
students mentioned in the thesis, except in the case of theses, articles, papers, and/or reports published
or disseminated for open access.

Following Jawitz (2009), identifying names have been changed for anonymisation and will be
referred to by the following pseudonyms: the institution is South African University of Technology
(SAUT), the fashion campus is Button Lane, and the institutional learning centre is Institute for
Exemplary Education (IEE).

Authorial naming conventions (e.g., capitalisation and spacing preferences such as “lisahunter,” elke

emerald, and bell hooks) and preferred pronouns have been respected, using gender-neutral pronouns
(they/them) where specific pronouns were not known.

il



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This PhD has been in gestation for over seven years. Over that time, I’ve been supported
and helped by a massive network of wonderful people who all contributed to getting this
PhD past the finish line. It is impossible to name everyone, but here is a start:

To my supervisor, Daisy, for challenging me, supporting me, and the lively conversations.

To my husband, Matt, for being my home, my heart, and my logic rock. I couldn’t have
done this without you, and I can’t thank you enough for your support.

To my critical friends and mentors, who have changed over the years but whose support
has been constant. Dee, Mari, Khaya, and Stella for your critical insights and support.
Leighandri, Charlene, Rakheeba, Inba, and the UKZN cohort groups for challenging my
thinking and listening to me untangling myself out loud.

To Lee, for dragging me (with love) into uncomfortable places that made me a better
person. You connected me to figure drawing classes, pushed my art practice, introduced me
to arts-based research and took me to my first object-based workshops. You planted the
seeds of this PhD those many years ago.

To my students: I do this for you, with you, and through you. To my colleagues, for
supporting me, teaching me, and making me the lecturer I am. Especially to Sunthra, for
your unwavering support and guidance throughout my time in the fashion department.

To my family, for raising me to be strong, creative, and resilient. Especially to Pom, for
showing me how to forge my own path and always encouraging me in my choices.

To my friends Cat, Courtney, Amy, and Leigh for keeping me sane. To my surrogate family
in the UK and my in-laws in South Africa, for always being there for me in times of crisis
or celebration.

I dedicate this thesis to my Gran.

Your infectious passion for knowledge made me into the person I am today. You showed
me that I didn’t need to make conventional choices and gave me permission to make the
right choices for me.

v



ABBREVIATIONS AND INITIALISATIONS

BTech — Bachelor of Technology

HAI/HWI — Historically Advantaged Institution(s)/Historically White Institution(s)
HDI/HBI — Historically Disadvantaged Institution(s)/Historically Black Institution(s)
HEI — Higher Education Institution

HoD — Head of Department

IEE — Institute for Exemplary Education (fictionalised learning centre name)
MTech — Master of Technology

MAA — Master of Applied Arts

PCOS — Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome

PGCE — Post Graduate Certificate in Education

PhD — Philosophy Doctorate

SAUT - South African University of Technology (fictionalised institutional name)
UoT — University of Technology



GLOSSARY

CAD - In the fashion industry, the term “CAD” is used to refer to digitally constructed (Computer-
Aided) technical drawings of garments, sometimes called ‘fashion flats’, which include construction
details, finishes, trims, print or surface embellishments, fabrication, and colour, and should not be
confused with the 3D modelling software also known as CAD (Burke, 2013).

Civvies Day - In South Africa, school children usually wear uniforms, and “civvies day” is a special
treat where children can pay (a small fee usually donated to charity) for the privilege of wearing
“civilian clothing” to school on a designated day (van Laren, 2012). This is known as “Mufti Day”
in the UK.

Matric — In South Africa, ‘matric’ is the final of twelve school years or grades. Matriculation is
when learners have completed their secondary education, qualifying them for entry into tertiary
education.

Pracademic - academics within higher education who were or are still practitioners (Dickinson et
al., 2022).

Precariat — A class of people in precarious employment situations such as fixed-term contracts who
lack the stability and benefits of permanent employment. In this study, I refer to the academic
precariat (McKeown, 2022; Rao et al., 2021).

Sewist — A sewing enthusiast or a person who sews. Historically, a person who sews would have
been called a dressmaker or seamstress (if female). In my personal experience, the term “seamstress”
also carries connotations of low paid, low-skill work, but many sewing enthusiasts (male, female,
and non-binary) are highly skilled crafters who may sew for love or money or both. I prefer the term
“sewist”, which is gender neutral and “subverts the traditionally normative assumption that sewing
is a feminine pursuit” (Bain, 2016). Additionally, “sewist” avoids the ambiguity of “sewer” (a person

who sews), which can be confused with “sewer” (relating to sanitation) in written text.
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1. FASHIONING THE AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC JOURNEY: INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction to the study
This PhD emerged from the need to fashion a more insightful and compassionate self — a lecturer

capable of navigating the chaos of institutional demands while meaningfully supporting my students.

| was sitting in a conference session around 2017, surrounded by my fellow academics discussing the
‘emotional whirlwind’ of being a student entering university (Christie et al.,, 2007). As the presenter
spoke passionately about how lecturers should better support their students, | doodled on a Post-it note.
The doodle (see Figure 1.1 below) depicts a woman (me) caught in a chaotic storm of floating emoji-
like faces, each representing the conflicting emotions of my students and my own turmoil as their
lecturer. At the time, | attended these conferences because | was desperate to learn how to better
support my students. But their realities went far beyond what was being discussed in those conference
rooms. In my classroom, | saw every aspect of human life and struggle in students with extraordinary
challenges: some couldn’t afford transport to class, basic supplies, and sometimes food; others hadn’t
written essays or used a computer before starting university. Many juggled working, caring for siblings
or children, or navigating physical and mental health conditions. Some dealt with death, crime, trauma,
and abject poverty. All while trying to build a future for themselves in a system that wasn’t designed
with their struggles in mind. These conferences weren't showing me how to make the meaningful
difference | so desperately wanted. | felt trapped in a maelstrom of institutional pressures,
departmental expectations, and the overwhelming weight of my students’ lived realities. It was in the
middle of this whirlwind that | realised | needed something more, something deeper. | turned to this PhD
as a way to fashion myself into the lecturer | aspired to be — one who could navigate the tensions
pulling at every corner of my professional and personal life, while honouring the resilience, diversity,

and humanity of the students in my classroom.

Figure 1.1: Emotional whirlwind
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To “fashion” something means to bring something into being, to create or form it, but it can also
refer to the transient nature of style trends (such as clothing, accessories, or design aesthetics) that
change over time. In this thesis, I explore the metaphor of fashioning to reflect the dynamic interplay
of my identities, which are always shifting and transforming to reflect my unique sociocultural
context. Rather than presenting fixed answers, fashioning as a metaphoric lens invites a deeper
engagement with how identity unfolds through entanglements with people, practices, objects, and
environments. By focusing on this relational and iterative process, I aim to open up questions about
how personal and professional identities are shaped and reshaped in the lived realities of my work as

a fashion design lecturer at a University of Technology.

To be human is to be “unfinished” (Campbell, 2004, p. 5) because we are “always in a state of
becoming” (Davids & Waghid, 2017, p. 7). We are constantly shaped and reshaped by our
interactions, environments, and experiences, evolving as new possibilities for being emerge. The
experience I described in the opening story (Figure 1.1) sparked a deep curiosity in me. I was
witnessing my students changing, becoming fashion designers right in front of me. Guiding them
through this transformation, even as they navigated the complex realities of their lives, was both
challenging and fascinating. Soon, my curiosity turned inward. How was I, their lecturer, being
shaped by these same entanglements? What forces — personal, professional, institutional — were

influencing my own becoming?

This question felt deeply connected to my upbringing in a home filled with strong, creative women.
My mother, grandmother and the other women in my family were resourceful and resilient, fostering
nurturing environments through communal crafting and mentorship. I learnt through them that the
tools we use, the materials we touch, and the actions we take are not just practical; they carry stories,
values, and histories that shape who we are. These memories, steeped in craft, making and
mentorship, taught me that identity is never static but always being shaped — woven together —

through our interactions with the world.

Inspired by these experiences, I explore the idea of being-becoming not as a fixed state but as an
iterative, relational process. Barad’s (2007) notion of relationality helps illustrate this, suggesting
that identities emerge not in isolation but through interactions with the people, objects, and discourses
around us. Through this lens, my own becoming as a lecturer is not separate from the tools I use, the
lessons I teach, or the institutional forces I face. These entanglements, material and discursive,

continuously shape my identity, opening up new possibilities for who and what I might yet become.

It is this framing of being-becoming that guides this inquiry, enabling me to delve into the interplay

of personal and professional transformations within the context of fashion design education.



Stetsenko (2010, p. 11) argues that the “process of Becoming [is] embodied through our past, present
and future deeds that create the world we live in.” This highlights how our actions not only shape
our identities but also influence the social worlds we inhabit. Like my students, I too am in a state of
being-becoming, navigating the discourses and disciplines that shape my identity as a fashion design
lecturer. It is this framing of being-becoming that guides this inquiry, enabling a deeper exploration
of the interplay between personal and professional transformations within the context of fashion

design education.

This thesis investigates the entanglements of identity formation through a feminist new materialist
lens, focusing on how identities are shaped and negotiated within the sociocultural, material, and
institutional dynamics of a University of Technology. By questioning traditional notions of identity
as fixed, this autoethnographic study highlights the fluid, relational processes through which fashion
design lecturer subjectivities emerge, shift, and evolve. These subjectivities are framed as contested
spaces—dynamic and open to reshaping. In doing so, this work contributes to broader conversations
on relational self-identity as ethical practice in educational and higher education pedagogic settings,

offering new ways to understand and navigate the complexities of being and becoming.

1.2. Rationale for the study

As an autoethnographer, 1 explore what it means to become a fashion design lecturer within a
University of Technology. While deeply personal, this process is relational and participatory, shaped
by my interactions with those I teach, work with, and care about. By examining how my becoming
is entangled with these relationships and the broader institutional culture—including the taken-for-
granted routines, habits, and practices—I aim to understand not only myself but also how these
cultural flows constrain innovation, erasing what is new, different, or othered, and making visible

the spaces where resistance and transformation might emerge.

1.2.1. Personal rationale: Who am I, and why does it matter?
I grew up as a white, middle-class girl surrounded by strong, resourceful women who mentored and
inspired me. Like many young girls, I was taught traditional handcrafts (Kokko, 2009) like knitting,
crocheting, and most important to me, sewing (Gordon, 2009). These activities were not just solitary
creative outlets; they were communal acts of making and learning, spaces where knowledge,
resources, and stories were shared. Crafting together with my mother, sister, grandmother, and aunts
fostered a profound sense of belonging, connection, and inclusion. These get-togethers taught me
that creativity is not just an individual act but also a deeply social one, where collaboration and

mutual support amongst women bring ideas to life (Gordon, 2009).



Through these women-led experiences, I was introduced to an alternative way of being a woman —
one that valued creativity, independence, and self-expression over more traditional or prescriptive
roles. For me, crafting was also a gateway to imagining a professional future as a fashion designer.
However, I recognise that introduction to craft was shaped by privileges I didn’t recognise at the
time, such as access to an electric sewing machine and store-bought fabrics, threads, and patterns.
These resources are not universally available and reflect a classed dynamic of craft-making (Patel &
Dudrah, 2022). This stands in contrast to crafters from marginalised backgrounds who face barriers
to learning crafts and limited resources, including physical space and access to materials and tools
(Comunian & England, 2022). These differences highlight how crafting practices are shaped by
socio-economic and cultural contexts, underscoring the privilege embedded in my own crafting

journey (Patel & Dudrah, 2022).

Crafting was not just about creating objects but about engaging in a deeply embodied practice. The
tactile process of working with tools, fabrics, and threads fostered a sensorial connection that shaped
my understanding of creativity and identity as a girl. These artefacts became more than finished
products; they carried the stories, emotions, and histories embedded in the act of making. Through
crafting, I learnt to think through doing, where materials and actions coalesced in ways that
influenced my perspective. This connection between making and meaning laid the groundwork for
how I view the interplay of personal experience, creativity, and professional practice. As this study
reveals, these entanglements are not static but continually evolving, shaped by material, social, and
cultural dynamics that flow across time and space. Thinking with a feminist new materialist stance,
this understanding reframes identity as a relational and material process of becoming, entangled

within these interconnected forces and always open to reconfiguration.

My family valued formal education deeply, instilling in me a lifelong love of learning. While my
mother was a teacher, my grandmother lectured before transitioning into social work. Throughout
my childhood, mentoring and teaching were modelled to me through what Lortie (2020) describes
as an “apprenticeship of observation,” where I absorbed informal and authentic approaches to
guiding others. The “heart of a teacher” (Palmer, 1997) seemed almost an inherited trait, passed down
as an intergenerational disposition that celebrated the joy of sparking learning in others. However,
this apprenticeship also revealed the harder truths of teaching through my mother’s experiences. I
saw her dedication to her students and the immense challenges she faced — emotional exhaustion,
long hours, inadequate recognition, and the struggle to navigate a prescriptive education system.
These observations shaped my early resistance to the idea of becoming a traditional schoolteacher, a

profession I saw as both demanding and undervalued.



It was only through my own experiences of mentoring and being mentored that I began to see
teaching differently. My early exposure to craft-making at home introduced me to a more
collaborative, exploratory experience of learning. Crafting with my family was not just about
making; it was about guiding, sharing ideas, and problem-solving together. These moments formed
my understanding of teaching as a relational, creative process, where knowledge is constructed
through sharing, observing, making, and telling stories — as experiencing beings — rather than being
transmitted as static facts. This vibrant materiality of crafting and creating something contrasted with
the “sage-on-stage” model I had encountered in school. These experiences gradually shifted my

perspective, making the idea of teaching — on my terms — an appealing prospect.

However, as a fashion student, I was taught primarily through procedural, transmittal methods.
Lecturers demonstrated skills and techniques, and we were expected to replicate them. At the time,
this felt engaging because it was hands-on, but in hindsight, I realised it was still rooted in the “sage
on the stage” model described by King (1993). When I became a lecturer, I initially adopted this
same approach, expecting students to absorb the rules and processes of fashion design through
replication. But it wasn’t working. On reflection, I realised that my early teaching was misaligned

with the values I held about learning as a creative and collaborative process.

My privilege shaped my access to opportunities and informed my understanding of teaching as a
fulfilling, creative pursuit. Yet, my students’ lived realities often collided with the assumptions I
brought to my practice. I began to understand that effective teaching required more than reproducing
the methods I had learnt; it demanded a deeper engagement with my students’ experiences and a

willingness to adapt my approach.

The daily tension I encountered in my teaching practice and the complex realities of my students’
lives make this study deeply significant for me as an early-career academic. Through this inquiry, I
seek to understand how my own being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer is entangled with these
intersecting forces. By critically examining my teaching practices and beliefs within the sociocultural
context of the UoT, I aim to explore the material nature of fashion design education and articulate a
more nuanced understanding of what it means to become a fashion design lecturer. This inquiry
offers an ethical response that recognises thinking as materially situated (Pahl, 2017), allowing me
to reimagine how I engage with an environment marked by diversity, complexity, and transformative

possibilities.

1.2.2. Professional rationale: What does it mean to be a fashion design lecturer
This study focuses on my being and becoming as a fashion design lecturer within the context of a

UoT. What it means to be a lecturer and the everyday work that lecturers need to do in a University
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of Technology has evolved from vocational education to professional disciplines (De Wet, 2017).
However, the practice of hiring professionals of a discipline without pedagogical training or
experience persisted (Chitanand, 2015). These novice lecturers were frequently mentored by
experienced faculty members who had come from Technikon backgrounds themselves (Mtshali &
Sooryamoorthy, 2019). Many practitioner-turned-lecturers need to rely on their apprenticeship of

learning (Lortie, 2020), modelling their teaching on how they were taught.

The fashion design discipline falls under the Faculty of Art and Design. The faculty has its own
traditions and culture, steeped in the vocational legacy of practical art and design education. Further
to that, I worked in the Fashion design department, which has discipline-specific ways of viewing
and valuing knowledge (Barnett & Coate, 2004; Clarence & McKenna, 2017; Dittrich, 2006). There
are specific ‘ways of being’ within the departmental culture that shape the lecturers and their
educational practices. When I first began lecturing, the dominant ‘way of being’ a lecturer focused
on teaching competency and skills, and not the practical application of skills through understanding
— which Dall’Alba (2009) argues is imperative for teaching professional disciplines. The shift in
fashion design from a vocation to a professional discipline (De Wet, 2017) was already beginning to
take place in my department. With limited opportunities for formal staff development, training, and
preparation, lecturers were often left to navigate and adapt their teaching and learning practices

independently.

Teaching is not neutral (Gee, 2008; Richards, 2011). I bring my personal beliefs into the classroom
with me (Stetsenko, 2010). I am shaped by the sociocultural context of my institution, as well as my
home culture in a South African, white, middle-class family. All of which have a bearing on who I
am as a white, early-career academic and lecturer. Understanding my positionality within this cultural
context, as a female academic lecturing fashion design at a UoT, is central to this autoethnographic
study. Critiquing the histories that shaped my worldview is an ethical responsibility. In doing this, I
can be more intentional and reflexive in my practice, helping me to improve my teaching

(Barkhuizen, 2008).

Tracing the feminist thread
There is a matrilineal history of teaching, learning, and academics in my family, which has
significantly shaped my beliefs about education and identity. In commencing this autoethnographic
study, I found myself asking: where does my story begin? Did my desire to become an academic
stem from years of observing and being mentored by the educated women in my family? The habits,
values, and dispositions of my family — what Bourdieu (1977/2020) might describe as a familial

habitus — created an environment that emphasised education, resilience, and creativity.



These influences trace a matrilineal line from my grandmother to my mother. My grandmother
completed her Master’s and PhD after having children. My mother completed her PGCE
(Postgraduate Certificate in Education) when I was in high school, showing me the possibilities of
combining personal growth with professional purpose. My sister, with her multiple qualifications
across disciplines, further exemplified the importance of education as a means of self-expression and
empowerment. These examples of strong, educated women laid the foundation for my own beliefs

and aspirations, subtly shaping my feminist orientation.

As I reflected on my being-becoming as a lecturer, I realised how deeply my feminist stance is rooted
in my lived experiences. It is not just a theoretical position but a deeply personal and ethical one. The
feminist stance provides a lens through which I can critically examine the interwoven forces of
personal, professional, and cultural contexts that shape my being-becoming as a lecturer. By
acknowledging and interrogating these influences, I aim to challenge dominant discourses around
teaching and learning while contributing to more equitable and inclusive practices within fashion

design education.

Figure 1.2 captures the thread of strong women that have fashioned me. More than a photograph; it
is a visual text that prompts reflection and storytelling. The image holds layers of meaning, evoking
not only memories of that winter day but also deeper cultural and historical narratives. As Pahl (2017)
suggests, visual artefacts can serve as powerful prompts for tracing the stories that remain untold or
marginalised, revealing connections that may otherwise go unnoticed. This photograph invites
questions about the silenced histories within my family, particularly the struggles of women
navigating male-dominated academic spaces. It becomes a site of intra-action, where personal and
collective memories are entangled with the sociocultural forces that shaped — and continue to shape
— our identities. Through the visual, I am prompted to confront the lingering influences of Western
and Androcentric educational traditions, tracing the cultural and familial threads that weave into my

own story of being-becoming.



Figure 1.2: Photograph of my grandmother, her PhD thesis and me, taken by my mother

Note. Photograph with permission.

Figure 1.2 is a photograph of my grandmother and me sitting on a bench outside on the grounds of
her old age home in the KwaZulu Natal midlands. Open on my lap, ’'m holding her doctoral thesis.
The photograph was taken by my mother during a visit on a winter’s day in July 2019. During that
visit, I audio-recorded her as she recounted stories of her lecturing days and completing her PhD,
while sharing memories and photographs with my mother and me. Listening to her stories about
navigating a male-dominated academic space and witnessing her resilience and determination left a
profound impression on me. She spoke about how she was not “allowed” to take up a permanent
lecturing position because she was the wife of a faculty member and how she was “just filling in”
until a man could take her place. Hearing these stories deepened my appreciation for the struggles
and triumphs of women in academia, shaping my understanding of what it means to persevere and
thrive within such contexts. Reflecting on her journey and her ability to balance personal challenges

with professional aspirations profoundly influenced how I see myself as a lecturer and a scholar.

The conversations we had over this shared connection brought us closer together. Asking about her
thesis and her PhD journey created a space for her to share stories — not only about her academic
pursuits but also about our family history. These stories illuminated the interwoven narratives that
shaped who I am and opened possibilities for what lies ahead. In the foreword to The Hero with a
Thousand Faces, (Campbell, 2004, p. XXXV) Estés explains that storytelling, particularly among
women, has long been a way of fostering community, preserving shared knowledge, and transmitting

cultural wisdom across generations. Through these exchanges, personal histories become collective
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narratives, rich with the lived realities and aspirations of those who came before us. In this way, her
stories became more than memories; they were powerful acts of connection and meaning-making

that continue to influence my journey as an academic and a woman.

I have always found it inspiring that my grandmother became a lecturer during a time when the field
was dominated by men. On the day that this photograph was taken, I found out that she only did her
PhD years after she had stopped lecturing. When I asked her why she chose to do her PhD when it
wasn’t required for her job, she said she just loved learning. My grandmother passed away in August
2021. The photograph (Figure 1.2) captured the last time that I saw her in person. I moved to the UK
in September 2019. Including her in my thesis feels like a way to honour her memory and the
inspiration she has been in my life. Her story is part of my story and leaving her out of my thesis —
the story of my being a fashion designer and becoming a fashion design lecturer — would be

incomplete.

This inclusion also reflects a feminist stance, one that values the significance of women’s voices and
stories as vital sites of knowledge-making. Through the telling of “previously untold stories” of
women and marginalised groups, society is re-shaped and “old prejudices are opposed” (Randall &
Randall, 1995, p. 298). As hooks (2015) argues, the personal is inherently political, and women’s
lived experiences are critical for challenging dominant narratives and addressing systemic
inequalities. My grandmother’s resilience, her pursuit of education despite the gendered limitations
of her time, and the intergenerational sharing of her stories shaped my understanding of the need to

bring women’s lives and voices to the forefront of academic inquiry.

In doing so, I aim to situate my own being-becoming within a broader feminist tradition that seeks
to connect personal experiences to socio-political and historical contexts. This perspective, entangled
with my personal-professional identities, forms the foundation for the feminist new materialist lens
I adopt throughout this study. It is through this lens that I examine not only the assemblage of
materials, relationships, discourses, and histories that shape my identity but also the collective

entanglements that inform the larger context of my work.

Researcher positionality: A feminist new materialist stance
This study focuses on my own experiences of being and becoming a fashion design lecturer at a
University of Technology. Building on the feminist insights shaped by my grandmother’s story and
the significance of women’s lived experiences, my feminist perspective — particularly feminist new
materialism — frames this exploration by emphasising the intra-active nature of identity. Identity, in
this view, is co-constructed in relation to the world around me, including the material and social

elements of my teaching and design practices. Autoethnography offers a space for me to ‘hear the
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other side’ of my identity as it forms, shifts, and interweaves within the social, cultural, and material
contexts that shape my work. This relational understanding is essential in making sense of how my
identity as both educator and designer is fashioned through intra-actions with the students, materials,

and institutional structures that constitute my teaching environment.

Why autoethnography
I want to understand who I am and how I have come to be this way so that [ may grow and change.
To do this, I need to tell my story. One of my favourite quotes is: “we’re all stories in the end, just
make it a good one, eh,” (Bennett, 2010). If we’re all stories, then this is my story. In this thesis, I
am the researcher-storyteller. I tell and relive the stories that have shaped me through the social,
cultural, and historical contexts of my being-becoming. Ontologically, I understand life as storied,
fluid, and co-constructed. I believe that through engaging with my stories, I can deepen my

understanding of who I am and how I got here.

As a white, female fashion design lecturer working within a University of Technology in South
Africa, my identities are shaped by intersecting forces of privilege and responsibility. My
positionality cannot be separated from the sociocultural and institutional context within which I teach
— a context marked by the enduring legacies of inequality and exclusion. Autoethnography provides
a lens through which I can critically examine the entanglement of my personal and professional
experiences with these broader systemic forces (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). By reflecting on how my
beliefs and practices are shaped by this context, I aim to cultivate reflexive awareness and challenge

the taken-for-granted assumptions that underpin my role as a lecturer.

Autoethnography also allows me to explore the tensions between my personal values, my
professional practices, and the expectations of teaching within a UoT. This relational approach
positions my stories not as isolated reflections but as part of a larger, dynamic assemblage of
material-discursive elements — students, institutional structures, objects, fashion design practices, and

cultural norms — that shape my being and becoming.

As Wenham (2022) reflects, storytelling fosters agency and connection, allowing readers to find
resonance in shared experiences. Reflexively examining my narratives creates opportunities for
growth, change, and accountability, both for myself and within my teaching practice. In this way,
autoethnography becomes not just a method of inquiry but an ethical practice of engaging with the

material, cultural, and professional forces that shape who I am and who I am becoming as a lecturer.
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Figure 1.3: Through my lens: Entangling perspectives

Note. Figure created by the author.

The self-portrait in Figure 1.3 represents an act of externalising the self, a deliberate step in
positioning myself as both researcher and subject of inquiry. By turning the gaze inward, I, as the
autoethnographer, begin the process of interrogating how my personal and professional experiences,
beliefs, and practices are entangled with and shaped by broader cultural, material, and institutional
forces. This act of externalisation aligns with the methodological approach of this study, which uses
reflexivity to explore the complex assemblages of my being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer.
The self-portrait signals the starting point of this inquiry, inviting critical examination of the self
while acknowledging the multiplicity of influences — social, cultural, material, and institutional — that
shape identity. Positioned at the intersection of these forces, the image serves as both a reflection and
a provocation, prompting deeper questioning of how identity is co-constructed within this dynamic

context.

In this thesis, I use autoethnography to explore my being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer. This
process positions my identities not as fixed but as part of a dynamic assemblage shaped by the social,
cultural, and material forces of my context. Rather than a linear or binary understanding of self, this
approach allows me to engage with the multiplicity of influences that entangle and co-constitute my
identity. Feminist new materialism emphasises the intra-active nature of these forces, where personal
and professional selves are formed through their relationships with people, practices, objects, and

institutional structures.

In the process of writing this thesis, I have struggled with the disconnect between who I am as a
fashion designer and who I need to be to complete the PhD. It has been a fight between my
practitioner self and my scholarly self. I’ve come to realise that it needn’t be, that I can be and am
both. To bring together both of these very different sides of me, I’ve used art making and visuals to

help me have these conversations with myself (Tversky, 2011).
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As Smith and Sparkes (2006, p. 169) explain, “the stories that people tell and hear from others form
the warp and weft of who they are and what they do.” These stories become the warp and weft threads
woven into the assemblage of being-becoming, intertwining the personal and collective, the material
and discursive. By engaging with my own narratives, I seek to unravel the threads that constitute my
being-becoming, while recognising that this process remains open-ended, continually shaped by the

entanglements of my lived experiences.

My personal and professional experiences as a fashion design student at a UoT post-merger, and later
as a lecturer, reflects these changes. As a white student taught by racially diverse lecturers (most of
whom had started as Technikon lecturers), 1 qualified, understanding my profession as “practical
skills training with a vocationally focused curriculum,” in line with the observation made by Smal
and Lavelle (2011, p. 197). Later, as a white lecturer from an educated family teaching predominantly
black, majority first-generation students, I experienced firsthand the contrast between my lived
experiences and those of my students. The additional contextual factors of language, class, privilege,
and access were played out in the same classroom as the shift from a skills-based to a knowledge-

based curriculum.

1.2.3. Contextual rationale: How does my context shape my becoming?
In autoethnographic studies, an individual’s context is crucial to understanding how the sociocultural
elements have shaped one’s multiple selves. My specific context after my family and my general
education is located at a University of Technology (UoT), itself a particular type of higher education

institution (HEI) steeped in tradition, tension, and transition.

The UoT emerged as part of South Africa’s transformation agenda to address Apartheid-era
inequities in higher education (see authors like Badat, 2010; Chetty, 2010; Cooper, 2015; Du Pré,
2009; Du Pre et al., 2004; Hlalele, 2010; Lewin & Mowoyo, 2014; Manik, 2015). The transformation
agenda led to the merger of historically white institutions and historically Indian and black
institutions (Chetty, 2010; Du Pré, 2009), as well as the conversion of Technikons into Universities
of Technology in the early 2000s (Badat, 2010; Du Pré, 2009; Du Pre et al., 2004; Kokt, 2010). While
this transformation broadened access to higher education, it also created challenges in governance,
curriculum alignment, and the merging of distinct institutional cultures (Badat, 2010; Chetty, 2010;
Du Pre et al., 2004).

For practitioner-lecturers, this shift required adapting vocational, practice-based teaching approaches
to meet the academic and theoretical demands of a university framework (Du Pré, 2009). In fashion
design, this transition involved reconciling hands-on, skills-based methods with critical and

theoretical approaches to prepare students for evolving professions (De Wet, 2017). While some
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lecturers embraced the opportunity for growth and innovation (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020), others
found the shift challenging, exacerbated by limited institutional support (Badat, 2010; Mtshali &
Sooryamoorthy, 2019). These tensions profoundly shape my experiences as a lecturer navigating the

intersections of vocational and academic imperatives.

This evolving context raises ethical questions for practitioner-lecturers like me: How can I honour
and teach the tacit knowledge embodied in fashion design education — knowledge that is material,
sensory, and deeply human — while navigating the theoretical and academic expectations of a
professional discipline? How do I balance the hands-on, practice-based approaches central to the
craft of fashion design with the need to cultivate critical, adaptive, and reflective capacities in my
students? These tensions are further complicated by the entanglement of institutional forces,
competing drivers of vocational and academic imperatives, and the broader assemblage of human
and non-human elements shaping my being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer within the UoT
context. Navigating this assemblage demands a reflexive, relational approach that engages with the
material-discursive dimensions of teaching, learning, and identity formation within a space marked

by tradition, transition, and transformation.

Although this is a visual autoethnographic study, it contributes to the wider context of higher
education in South Africa. By reflecting on my experiences of being and becoming a fashion design
lecturer, this inquiry examines the interplay of identities, materiality, and academia. It interrogates
the conflicts between personal beliefs, professional expectations, and systemic pressures within a
shifting educational landscape. This reflective exploration not only enables me to address
assumptions about what it means to be a ‘good’ lecturer but also seeks to position practical skills
alongside academic demands. In doing so, I hope this study offers insights for future practitioner-

scholars navigating the complexities of identity and pedagogy in higher education.

1.3. Aim of research and research problem

This study adopts a visual autoethnographic approach, interweaving visual and narrative texts to
explore my being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer within the dynamic sociocultural and
institutional context of a University of Technology. Rather than adhering strictly to traditional linear
structures, this thesis embraces a narrative and relational style, allowing the stories of my being-

becoming to emerge through entangled assemblages of text, image, and reflection.

1.3.1. Conceptualising the thesis structure
While the structure of the thesis is shaped to align with the conventions of academic inquiry, it also
embodies a creative and reflexive sensibility. Figure 1.3 presents a comic-style self-portrait that

visually maps the thesis structure, highlighting and naming its different sections. This visual
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representation situates the thesis as an artefact of inquiry, reflecting the intra-action of the personal,

professional, and contextual forces that shape my journey as both a scholar and practitioner.

Figure 1.4: Thesis structure as a self-portrait

Note. Figure created by the author.

The comic-style self-portrait (Figure 1.4) offers a visual representation of the thesis structure,
[re]imagining its conventional components through the entangled lens of autoethnographic inquiry.
Each labelled section of the image aligns with traditional thesis elements, yet challenges their rigid
boundaries, instead embracing the relational, embodied, and intra-active processes of being-

becoming that underpin this study.

“Conceptual framing” is represented as a box outlining my head. This placement signals the
entanglement of thought, theory, and context — not as static theoretical or conceptual frameworks,
but as dynamic, diffractive intra-actions between the personal, material, conceptual, and theoretical.
Drawing on Mazzei and Jackson (2023), this lens invites the reader to think with theory,
understanding it as both a stance and a tool for engaging with the complexities and multiplicities of
this inquiry. The “Intro” points to my forehead, a playful nod to the pun between ‘forehead’ and
‘foreword.” As a starting point, it grounds the inquiry in the sociocultural and institutional forces that

entangle and shape the stories of being-becoming explored in this study.

Under “methods,” a line extends to my eye. Here, the eye signifies perception — not as a neutral act,
but as an actively shaped and shaping process. Taking a post-qualitative approach, I engage in
bespoke methods (MacLure, 2023), acknowledging that methods are emergent and relational,
unfolding in response to the inquiry itself. The methods in this study encompass visual and narrative
texts as diffractive practices, intra-acting with the world to illuminate the entanglements of being-
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becoming. These methods move beyond reflecting or observing to generate new ways of seeing and

knowing, entangled with the material-discursive forces at play.

The section labelled “findings” points to my mouth, representing the articulation of insights through
voice — spoken, written, and visual. In place of traditional generalisable ‘findings,’ this study offers
assemblages: relational readings of concepts and stories as they intra-act and entangle with one
another. These ‘findings’ give voice to the unspoken, the unheard, and the relational, co-created
stories that emerge from engaging with inquiry. The visuals I have drawn and curated are not
illustrative but integral to these assemblages, disrupting the binaries of seeing and saying, and

opening new spaces for meaning-making.

The title “body” points to my physical body, emphasising its role as an active participant in this
inquiry. The body is not merely a container for the researcher but a site of intra-action, connecting
the personal and professional, the material and the discursive. As a fashion design lecturer, my body
is both subject and object within this assemblage, entwined with the narratives and materialities that

constitute this study.

This visual resists the rigidity of compartmentalised research structures, offering instead a fluid and
relational perspective. The absence of a box labelled “conclusions” reflects the open-endedness of
this inquiry. In autoethnography, conclusions are not definitive endpoints but moments of pause in
the ongoing process of being-becoming. As Barad (2007, p. 161) reminds us, “what is ‘inside’ and
what is ‘outside’ are intrinsically indeterminate,” highlighting the entangled, iterative nature of
becoming. This study embraces this indeterminacy, resisting closure and inviting continued inquiry

and dialogue.

Similarly, the final section, traditionally devoted to “recommendations,” embodies the intra-active
and collaborative nature of this inquiry. This study is not a solitary act but part of an ongoing
entanglement with others’ stories, lives, and contexts. These ‘recommendations’ are an invitation —
provocations for others navigating their own being-becoming, offering not prescriptive solutions but
resonances, insights, and openings for further exploration in the messy, dynamic assemblages of

academic and professional identities.

1.3.2. The research problem
The real-world problem, or life-world problem (Waghid, 2002, p. 472), that grounds this inquiry is
deeply personal: how do I come to understand myself, where I am now, and how I arrived at this
point in my being-becoming? This is not merely an introspective task but also a question entangled

with the lived realities of other practitioner-lecturers who face the daunting, and often
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incomprehensible, shift from industry practice to academia. Added to this is the parallel transition I
am navigating — from academic lecturer to doctoral scholar — each shift demanding new ways of
thinking, being, and doing. These are not isolated challenges; they are systemic realities echoed by
many practitioner-academics (see Ennals et al., 2016; Faerm, 2015; and Leavy, 2015), making this

study not only personally meaningful but potentially valuable to a broader professional community.

What, then, is the research problem? It is the part of the real-world problem that can be diffracted
through the scope of a doctoral inquiry (Pratt, 2016, p. 1). This study embraces visual
autoethnography to explore these transitions, not to resolve them but to engage with them as
entangled, intra-active processes. My aim is twofold: first, to articulate to academics with a more
conventional background (if there is such a thing) what it means for a practitioner to become an
academic at a University of Technology; and second, to offer solidarity, comfort, and possibilities

for future pathways to practitioners undergoing similar transitions.

Undertaking this inquiry has surfaced the tensions between practice-led knowledge and the
“writerly” expectations of a doctoral thesis. My fashion design background suggests that [ would be
much more at home drawing or sewing a thesis, embodying my knowledge practice through a
familiar visual, tacit, and creative process. As Melrose (2003, p. 14) points out, professional expertise
is a practice that is sensed rather than observed, yet this type of knowledge-practice is often “othered”
within conventional academic structures, if not directly marginalised (Melrose, 2003, p. 2).
Traditional research frameworks can sometimes feel, if not artificial, at least detached from the
intuitive, sensory nature of fashion practice, where skill, aesthetics, and material “speak” to the

maker, not just through verbal or written means.

This study thus grapples with the question: how might academic inquiry evolve to honour and
incorporate these embodied, material-discursive practices? Could my work serve as a resource to
challenge and expand how practice-based expertise is valued and integrated into higher education?
By asking these questions, I seek not only to deepen my understanding but also to contribute to

broader discussions about the entangled nature of personal-professional identities.

By facing these questions, my research becomes more than just an account of my “story.” It also
invites discussion about how academic practice might evolve to better support practitioners
undergoing similar transitions. I am reminded that the true impact of this study may lie not just in
my personal insights but in how it ultimately influences students’ learning. Autoethnography, then,
offers the space to diffract these tensions, weaving together personal narrative, theoretical argument,
and visual inquiry to communicate the lived realities of these transitions. My research problem

becomes a dynamic, relational challenge:
16



My research problem statement, then, is:
To explore how practitioner identities are shaped, challenged, and reimagined within

institutional Discourses.

This inquiry aims to use a visual autoethnographic approach to vividly recount my experiences
through story and visuals, supported by scholarly evidence while engaging critically with academic
conventions. This study is both a personal undertaking and an invitation to rethink how practitioner-
scholars might be supported in navigating the complexities of their own being-becoming within the

entangled assemblages of academia.

1.4. Research questions

This research question emerges from the need to understand how institutional, professional, and
personal Discourses shape the being-becoming of practitioner-academics. By exploring these
entanglements, I examine the tensions between practice and research, personal and professional

1dentities, and the vocational-academic divide.

The main question upon which this investigation is based is: “What Discourses have underpinned

my being-becoming a fashion design lecturer at a University of Technology?”

This question invites an exploration of the entanglements of my fashion practice, pedagogy, and
research within the specific assemblage of a University of Technology (UoT). It seeks to uncover the
Discourses — both tacit and explicit — that shape my being-becoming as a lecturer, recognising that
these Discourses are not isolated but intra-act with the material, social, and cultural forces that

constitute my teaching environment.

This inquiry considers the sociocultural dynamics of my teaching context, where diverse student
experiences and institutional expectations intra-act with my own upbringing, training, and
professional practices. These entanglements form an assemblage, shaping not only what and how I
teach but also how my being-becoming unfolds in relation to others. To answer this main question,
I need to understand not only my individual story but also how it entangles with the assemblage of
identities, practices, and contexts that co-construct my being-becoming as a fashion design lecturer

at a UoT. To reach this understanding, I ask the following sub-questions:

1. Who am I as a fashion design lecturer at a University of Technology?

This question prompts a deep reflexive inquiry into the multiple, shifting identities that

constitute my being-becoming. Through an autoethnographic lens, I explore the cultural threads,
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socio-material entanglements, and personal narratives that have shaped my identities as a
fashion design lecturer. What are the intra-acting forces — material, cultural, and ideological —

that have woven together my ways of being?

2. What personal-professional experiences shaped my fashion design lecturer identities at a

University of Technology?

This question focuses on the lived, relational experiences that have influenced my being-
becoming. It examines how my lived experiences personally and professionally intra-act to
shape my becoming as a lecturer through the material-discursive context. By tracing the
trajectories of these experiences, I seek to unravel how I came to be as a fashion design lecturer,

and how these experiences continue to shape me.

3. How did the cultural context of a UoT shape my be(com)ing a fashion design lecturer and my

educational practices?

This question situates my being-becoming within the broader institutional and sociocultural
context of a UoT. It explores how the tensions between social, cultural, historical, and material
forces shape my teaching practices and professional identities. How do Discourses of race, class,
gender, and privilege diffract and intra-act in my educational practices? This question also
addresses the material-discursive dimensions of my UoT context, where vocational and
professional Discourses converge and sometimes conflict. How have these entanglements

shaped the assemblage of my being-becoming as a lecturer?

1.5. Threads of inquiry: Main themes and key terms

To situate the reader within the entangled context of this inquiry, and to offer insight into the intra-
active processes shaping the approach I have chosen, it is necessary to introduce some of the key
themes that weave through this thesis. The following section offers a diffractive overview of concepts
I feel are significant to foreground in this introductory chapter, inviting the reader into the assemblage

of ideas, materialities, and experiences that underpin this study.

1.5.1. The autoethnographic protagonist
I’m choosing to include visual texts in my PhD because not only do they help me to think, but they
show me and others who I am. The comic illustrations (Figures 1.4 and 1.5) foreground the relational
and embodied nature of autoethnography. In Figure 1.5: Drawn to Drawing, 1 illustrate how drawing
is not simply an activity but an integral part of my being. The figure reflects how drawing emerges
as an intra-active process — materialising my thoughts and allowing me to engage reflexively with
my experiences. This visualisation becomes a means of knowing, a way to externalise the self and

explore the entanglements of my identities.
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Figure 1.5: Drawn to drawing

Note. Figure created by the author.

In Figure 1.6: Super PhD, 1 ask: what better way to explain my PhD than through drawings? I
playfully position myself as the hero of this story, aligning with McCloud’s (1994, p. 67) observation
that “everybody is a hero in their mind.” Every story has a protagonist, someone who is the ‘hero’ or
leading character. If, following Bochner and Ellis (2016), I understand my own life as storied then I
am the ‘hero’ in this story. However, this is not a solitary hero’s journey. The autoethnographic
protagonist engages relationally with the socio-material assemblages that shape their being-
becoming. By visualising myself as the autoethnographic protagonist, I signal the intra-active nature

of this inquiry, where I am simultaneously the researcher and the subject of study.
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Figure 1.6: Super PhD

Note. Figure created by the author.

1.5.2. Stories

In Figure 1.7: Once upon a story, 1 engage with the idea that “human life is itself storied” (Smith &
Sparkes, 2006, p. 169). Stories are not mere sequences of events; they are entangled assemblages of
meaning, shaped by cultural, social, and material contexts. Following Sousanis (2015, p. 95), I
understand stories as “the framing of experience” that intra-act with the world, giving form to the
seemingly fragmented nature of our lived realities. We tell stories to explain how we experience our
world (Dillow, 2009, p. 1344), to explain the sequence of events that happened, to help us unpack
and understand what transpired (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 13).

As humans, we use stories to give meaning to our experiences and our existence. From gathering
around the fire to share stories to telling stories on a stage, to television and film, humans have found
ways to tell and hear stories because our souls need stories (Campbell, 2004, p. XXXI). People are,
in essence, “story-telling animals” (Smith & Sparkes, 2006, p. 170). We do not need to be “taught
how to tell stories” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 13), we instinctively know. I need to tell my story to give
meaning to my experiences because the telling of stories “is an innate part of being human” (Dillow,

2009, p. 1345).
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Figure 1.7: Once upon a story

Note. Figure created by the author.

Stories are about human experience and what makes us human. Polkinghorne (1995, p. 7) argues that
the subject of all stories is human action even if the protagonist is a company, institution, animal,
mythical beast, or the like. To be a story, these non-human protagonists are given anthropomorphic
characteristics and are shown to complete ‘human’ actions. They are made human-like in telling the
story. As Randall and Randall remind us, there is a “connection between having a story and being a

person” (1995, p. 297).

The story “seems to resonate with the deepest features of our being” (Randall & Randall, 1995, p.
83). But our stories, like our lives, do not exist in isolation (Randall & Randall, 1995, p. 10). It is
impossible to tell my stories without including others (Ellis, 2016, p. 209), nor can I ignore the
influence of cultural and historical context (Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 94). In this sense, stories are
entangled with the social, cultural, and historical aspects of life. My being-becoming is narrated by

my sociocultural-historical upbringing and the contextual factors within my storied life.

Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, but
stories can also be used to empower and to humanize. Stories can break the dignity of a

people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity (Adichie, 2009).

There is a power in telling stories. Like any power, it can be used for good or ill. Depending on who
is telling the story and how they choose to tell it, stories can connect across generations, give comfort
to those in similarly difficult situations, help us see new perspectives, teach valuable lessons, and
create community (Pahl, 2017, p. 30). But they can also ‘flatten’ a person’s experiences by making

it the only story of a person (Adichie, 2009).

Each story has the power to change our views, to change our truth. When telling our stories, we have

a responsibility to reach for a truer story (Rosenberg, 2016), one we may not want to hear, but one
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that has the power to introduce change. When we tell one story — the same story over and over — we
are telling an incomplete truth. We cannot grow from these sanitised stories. Adichie (2009)
discusses how storytelling is power, and powerful people can use stories to push their own agenda. I
need to be aware of how I am telling my stories and how I reinterpret the stories of others in order to

be authentic, responsible, and critical.

Because we tell stories from our own perspectives, the stories we tell are fragments of the whole. We
are fractured in our view of “the truth” (Noy, 2003, p. 3). Our stories only share the fragments we
choose to include, and this is where the power of stories can be used for good or nefarious purposes.
Sharing a single story can leave out essential details like the perspectives of others, or contextual
specifics that would aid understanding or thoughts and actions we are ashamed or embarrassed by.
The truth cannot be a single story but is glimpsed through the lens of many stories. As McCloud
(1994, p. 62) explains, we can only perceive the world through our senses — incomplete fragments of
reality. He argues that “our perception of ‘reality’ is an act of faith, based on mere fragments”
(McCloud, 1994, p. 62; emphasis in original text). We use our past experiences and the stories of

others to try to complete the picture from these fragments, but this is not always accurate.

Incomplete as they are, stories are doorways (Sousanis, 2015, p. 95). They can become portals in
space and time that allow us not only to see from another perspective but also to see ourselves. By
stepping through these metaphorical doors, we are opening up new worlds and opening ourselves up
to new perspectives. A door’s hinge “allows for the possibility of an opening, through which to pass
and displace one’s existing frame of reference.” (Sousanis, 2015, p. 94). Through these doorways,

we can begin to see the other side.

1.5.3. Discourses
Gee (2008, p. 3) defines Discourses as “ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing,
speaking, and often reading and writing, that are accepted as instantiations of particular identities.”
These Discourses do not exist in isolation; they are socially negotiated and intra-act with material
and cultural contexts. My inquiry seeks to unravel how these Discourses shape my being-becoming
as a fashion design lecturer, recognising that they are not merely frameworks to be adhered to but

dynamic forces to be navigated and questioned.

These Discourses are socially negotiated. For someone to become a member of the Discourse, that
person must be “socialized into a practice” that “other people have already mastered” (Gee, 2008, p.
45). For this reason, Gee emphasises the fact that the discipline practices within a Discourse are
entangled with the social practices, as they are socially situated. It is not enough simply to understand

the discipline content; one must be able to say and do the right things in the right way at the right
22



time while being the right type of person. Discourses encompass a set of unspoken and often
presumed “theories” about the correct ways of being within that Discourse. Failure to “be” this type

of person marks one as an outsider or pretender.

Everyone has a primary Discourse that they were inducted into as children. This is something we are
socialised into, but what Gee (2008) refers to as “secondary Discourses” may stem from inclusion
into discipline professions, communities or social assemblies, among other types of groups. Gee
(2008, p. 176) goes on to define ‘literacy’ as “mastery of a secondary Discourse”. This shows,
however, that we have multiple Discourses at any given time, just as we are multi-faceted and are
not a “single, uniform identity” (Gee, 2008, p. 93). These intersections reveal the assemblages of
power, identity, and practice that shape my being-becoming, highlighting the need for reflexivity in

understanding the socio-material entanglements of teaching and learning.

1.5.4. Identity
Identity, within this inquiry, is not a fixed or singular entity but a fluid and relational process of
being-becoming. Drawing on (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009) and (Gee, 2008), I understand identity
as an assemblage of multiple selves, shaped by sociocultural contexts and material-discursive forces.
Identity is not only relational (Ennals et al., 2016) but also performative (Butler, 2002), enacted

through the intra-actions of personal, professional, and institutional elements.

This study interrogates how my identities as a fashion designer, lecturer, and academic are co-
constructed within the entanglements of my lived experiences, institutional context, and cultural
background. By engaging reflexively with these assemblages, I aim to challenge traditional notions

of identity as static or predetermined, instead embracing its fluidity and multiplicity.

1.5.5. Culture
Because this is a visual autoethnographic study, the goal is to understand myself through my cultural
context (Chang, 2008). This means that, although it is a contested and laden term, I need to define
‘culture’ for my study. Culture, as Chang (2008, p. 13) describes, is a “group-oriented concept by
which self is always connected with others.” I understand culture as a social grouping with specific
‘ways of being’ related to belonging and membership. The aim is to use autoethnography as “the
study of a culture of which one is a part, integrated with one’s relational and inward experiences”
(Ellingson & Ellis, 2008, p. 448). It is through this relational understanding that [ examine my cultural
context, recognising that culture is not merely a backdrop but an active participant in shaping my

being-becoming.
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In this inquiry, I engage with the cultures of fashion design and academia as distinct yet overlapping
assemblages. These cultures, with their own Discourses and ways of being, often clash, creating
tensions that I navigate as a practitioner-lecturer. By positioning culture as a dynamic and entangled
process, this study moves beyond static definitions to explore how cultural forces intra-act with

personal and professional identities.

1.5.6. The power of visuals
More than just seeing the visual information, designers are able to construct meaning beyond the
surface level, finding patterns and connotations that are less obvious (Schon & Wiggins, 1992, p.
135). Designers have made a professional habit of interacting with visuals, having conversations,
and constructing meaning from images. Designers, perhaps inadvertently, know how to have
conversations with themselves through artmaking (drawing, painting, technical design, printmaking,
or any number of art mediums). Part of becoming a designer is learning to speak the visual language
fluently — interpreting space, scale, portion, colour, form, etc. becomes a natural part of designing.
In ‘stepping back’ from their work, as they are often encouraged to do to gain a new perspective,
designers are taught that reflexivity is a core aspect of creation. Having been trained as a fashion
designer, I am fluent in this visual language. Interacting with visual language and engaging in

reflective practices has become second nature to me, often happening without conscious effort.

In this PhD study, I am intentionally foregrounding my interactions with visuals, drawing on my
lived experience as a fashion designer while also engaging with the scholarly practices required in
academia. This means actively merging the intuitive, often invisible visual fluency I have developed
through years of design work with the deliberate, reflective processes necessary for my scholarly
work. These two aspects of myself — the designer and the academic — have often felt like separate

entities, but they are deeply interconnected.

To aid readers in navigating this complex intersection, I have included a write-up about Reading the
Visuals in the next section (see section 1.6 below). This guide provides an interpretive framework,
encouraging readers to engage with the visuals as layered texts that extend beyond surface-level
observation. In it, I outline key interpretive strategies, informed by both design principles and
academic inquiry, which align with the visual language of this study. By bringing together these two
sides of my practice, I aim to create a space where both my artistic and academic selves can coalesce
in meaningful ways. This reconciliation is not just about integrating visual and textual elements but
also about challenging traditional academic boundaries by embracing the complexity and fluidity of

identity formation.
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1.6. Reading the visuals

The visuals throughout this thesis are not supplementary illustrations but integral “texts,” engaging
readers with the complex, multilayered dimensions of meaning shaping my journey of be(com)ing a
fashion design lecturer. They extend beyond representation to create a reflexive space for interpreting
identity, memory, and practice. Many scholars highlight that visuals possess a distinct
epistemological language, revealing insights and evoking emotional responses that go beyond what

text alone can achieve (Bartleet, 2022; Leavy, 2015; Mannay, 2015; Mitchell, 2011).

My use of visuals aligns with Cross’s (1982) concept of “designerly way of knowing,” which engages
deeply with patterns, connections, and symbolic interaction to create meaning. This approach weaves
in my background in fashion design and my autoethnographic commitment to exploring embodied,
relational ways of knowing. Drawing on visual grammar (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2020), the visuals
in this thesis are designed to communicate through multiple layers of meaning: representational
(what is depicted), interactive (how the reader engages with it), and compositional (how elements
are organised). These visuals function as cultural texts, inviting interpretation through personal and
social lenses shaped by habitus (Bourdieu, 1977/2020). This visual grammar offers readers an
invitation to explore how visuals function as cultural texts, embedded with relational and symbolic

meanings that unfold through interpretation.

While this chapter touches on these visual concepts, Chapter Three further explores their integration
and evolving role within this visual autoethnography. There, I expand on how comics, metaphors,
and concept mapping function as creative methods, deepening the inquiry into the material-discursive
forces shaping identity and pedagogy. In addition, for readers unfamiliar with visual inquiry or
interested in a more in-depth discussion, a detailed guide to interpreting the visuals is provided in
Appendix F. This guide offers tools for engaging with the visual texts reflexively, aligning with the
designerly ways of knowing that underpin this thesis.

I recognise that the subjective nature of visual methods might be viewed as a limitation by some
readers. However, this subjectivity is central to their strength: the visual methods employed here
make visible the tacit, affective, and embodied aspects of my lived experience, which are often
inaccessible through text alone. By embracing the subjective and interpretive nature of these
methods, I challenge the privileging of objectivity in traditional research paradigms and to contribute
to the growing recognition of arts-based methodologies in qualitative inquiry (Mitchell, 2011;

Tversky, 2011).
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1.7. Visual devices for differentiating voices
In this thesis, I have made use of distinct visual devices to help the reader differentiate between the
different narrative ‘voices’ and modes of expression. This is both a practical and symbolic choice,

reflecting the layered nature of my identities and their corresponding stories.

Autoethnographer Voice: The primary text, written in my voice as the autoethnographer, is
presented in a straightforward format, without any decorative elements. This is the core scholarly

and reflexive narration of the thesis, remaining in standard Times New Roman font throughout.

Self-Narrative (Becoming Kaila-the-Lecturer): Represented in Chapter Four, the self-narrative
emerges as a personal story told from the perspective of everyday Kaila reflecting on personal and
professional experiences that led to her becoming a lecturer. This section is set apart visually by a
top and bottom border resembling a line of sewing machine stitching (shown here bounding this
text), evoking my fashion design background. When extracts from this self-narrative appear in other

chapters, they are indicated by italicised and indented text.

Fashion Designer/Fashion Lecturer Narratives: Narratives that have been inspired beyond the self-
narrative by other sources, such as those evoked by objects or reflections on comic doodles, are
framed in a decorative textbox (Figure 1.8), featuring stitch-like borders with buttons in the corners.
These are marked by a graphic icon of my fabric scissors. This symbolises my voice as a fashion
designer and fashion design lecturer. This subtle distinction maintains continuity while highlighting

the different professional identities.
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Figure 1.8: Narrative voice visual frame

Note. Figure created by the author.

Transcript Extracts: When presenting dialogues from meetings or conversations, a separate frame
is used (Figure 1.9). This border also features a stitch-like motif, although simpler and without
buttons in the corners. However, this frame includes talking head icons with blank faces and speech
bubbles, suggesting dialogue. This visually conveys the conversational nature of these interactions,

with the positioning of the heads representing an ongoing exchange.

Figure 1.9: Talking heads visual frame (transcript extracts)

Note. Figure created by the author.

These design choices serve both an aesthetic and functional purpose, visually embodying the multiple
facets of my identity while offering clarity for the reader. By engaging with these different narrative
forms, the visual elements deepen the autoethnographic experience, entangling the personal and

professional voices that shape my being-becoming.
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1.8. Thesis overview

In Section 1.3, I reflected on the limitations of the traditional thesis structure, which often
compartmentalises research into neat boxes. However, this study, much like the process of identity
development itself, is messy and non-linear. Despite that, I acknowledge the importance of providing
a clear map for the reader, ensuring that the rich complexity of my visual autoethnography remains
comprehensible and accessible. The following structure retrospectively organises the entangled,

reflexive nature of this study into a readable form.

Chapter One: FASHIONING THE AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC JOURNEY: INTRODUCTION

Chapter One sets the context of the research, explaining my being-becoming a fashion designer to
lecturer to doctoral candidate. The research questions build onto each other, aiming to answer the
main research question of what Discourses have underpinned my being-becoming a fashion design
lecturer. My motivation and rationale for conducting the study are explained. Key terms and themes
are briefly discussed to set the context for the rest of the thesis. The use of visuals and artmaking is
explained, with an emphasis on how I use visual and narrative methods to navigate my

autoethnographic journey.

Chapter Two: GENERATIVE ENTANGLEMENTS IN THE LITERATURE

This chapter engages with the scholarly work that underpins this study, weaving together key
concepts through a feminist new materialist lens. Section A explores the notion of being-becoming,
focusing on transitions experienced as a student, practitioner, lecturer, academic, and doctoral
scholar. Section B examines the institutional and sociocultural context of a University of Technology
(UoT), with attention to the legacy of mergers and the shift from Technikon to university. Section C
considers the entanglements of being-becoming a fashion design lecturer, exploring how identities
are co-constructed within these contexts. Section D investigates how fashion design and dress
perform identity, focusing on their material and communicative dimensions. Finally, Section E
introduces theory as a generative entanglement, discussing performativity, materiality, intra-action,
and interconnected stories to articulate the theoretical stance informing this study. Together, these
sections highlight the relational, intra-active, and fluid assemblages that shape my being-becoming

within the context of a UoT.

Chapter Three: TRACING THE THREADS: A FEMINIST NEW MATERIALIST APPROACH

This chapter outlines the inquiry, situated within a feminist new materialist stance that emphasises
relationality, intra-action, and becoming. Visual autoethnography is presented as an approach that
fosters reflexivity, allowing for an exploration of entangled personal, professional, and material-
discursive assemblages. The arts-based methods, including self-narrative, object-inspired narratives,

comic doodles, comic illustrations, and visual assemblages, are discussed as generative practices that
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illuminate the intra-active dynamics of identity and context. Ethical considerations are addressed,
particularly in representing the entangled nature of personal-professional identities. The chapter
concludes by engaging with concepts of trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and rigour, reconceptualised

within a post-qualitative lens.

Chapter Four: (RE)PRESENTING THE FASHION DESIGN LECTURER'S NARRATIVE

Chapter Four focuses on presenting my self-narrative, which serves to answer the first research
question: “Who am I as a fashion design lecturer at a UoT?” Through the lens of Gee’s (2008)
Discourses, I critically explore how my personal history, experiences, and the cultural contexts of
my upbringing have shaped my professional identity. The self-narrative is visually enhanced through
photographs and drawings, offering a rich, multi-modal way of exploring the sociocultural context I

was raised in.

Chapter Five: PERSONAL STORIES AS THE SITE FOR (UN)LEARNING

This chapter draws on the identities discovered in Chapter Four. I use comic doodles to focus on the
personal experiences that have shaped my identity, aiming to answer the personal aspect of the
second research question: “What personal-professional experiences shaped my fashion design
lecturer identities at a UoT?” These visual narratives highlight significant nodal moments in my
personal history, including childhood and educational experiences, which helped shape my way of
being. Here, I engage with Butler’s performativity to analyse how gender and societal norms have

shaped my identity as both a woman and a professional.

Chapter Six: PROFESSIONAL STORIES AS A SITE FOR (UN)LEARNING

Where Chapter Five focuses on the personal experiences that have shaped my identities, this chapter
highlights the professional experiences. I use comic illustrations to explore the professional
experiences that have shaped my identity, answering the professional aspect of the second research
question. I reflect on how working in the context of a UoT has influenced my development as a
lecturer, making use of Barkhuizen’s model of interconnected stories to analyse how the micro, meso,

and macro-level cultural contexts have narrated my professional identity.

Chapter Seven: TANGLED THREADS: INTERWEAVING PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL

Chapter Seven synthesises the findings from Chapters Five and Six, drawing together the personal
and professional threads to fully answer the second research question. This chapter thinks with
Barad’s (2007) intra-action to reflect on the interplay between my personal and professional
identities, highlighting tensions, overlaps, and shifts in my being-becoming a fashion design lecturer.
Reflexivity and visuals are key tools in this synthesis, allowing for a deeper exploration of how

personal experiences seep into professional practice and vice versa.
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Chapter Eight: CULTURE, EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES AND BE(COM)ING

This chapter addresses the third research question: “How did the cultural context of a UoT shape my
being-becoming a fashion design lecturer and my educational practices?” Through the evocative
objects of my fabric scissors and office keys, I explore how everyday objects act as narrative prompts,
revealing deeper insights into my professional identity and teaching practices. Both objects are
analysed for the stories they inspire and how these stories reflect larger sociocultural Discourses

within the UoT.

Chapter Nine: BE(COM)ING THROUGH PLAY

Chapter Nine uses the visual metaphor of paper dolls to interrogate the dominant Discourses that
have narrated and shaped my identities as a fashion design lecturer. This chapter answers the main
research question by visually exploring the Discourses that shape my career. By examining how these
sociocultural influences are donned and doffed over time, I illustrate the fluid and performative
nature of identity. Drawing on Barad (2007), Butler (2002), and Gee (2008), I interrogate the tensions
between complicity and resistance within these Discourses, showing how they have influenced my

being-becoming.

Chapter Ten: THE FINAL STITCH: A REFLEXIVE DISCUSSION

In the final chapter, I reflect on the findings of the study and the insights gained through the visual
autoethnographic process. I summarise the key contributions to knowledge, particularly to
understanding identity through visual methods and performativity. This chapter also includes a final,
polished comic illustration that visually represents the core themes and findings of the thesis.
Additionally, I offer recommendations for future research and practical insights for practitioners

transitioning into academic roles without formal pedagogical training,.

1.9. Summary

In this chapter, I’ve established the context and rationale for my autoethnographic exploration, setting
the stage for a deeply personal, yet academically rigorous inquiry into my being-becoming a fashion
design lecturer at a University of Technology. Through the lens of identity as fluid and multiple, this
study embraces the complexity of autoethnography. Here, I turn the gaze inwards, to where the
researcher is also the researched. My personal experience becomes a critical tool for unpacking the

sociocultural forces that shape who I am and who I am becoming.

Autoethnography provides me with the space to critically engage with my stories, using them as a
reflective mirror to understand larger cultural Discourses that influence not just my individual

practice but the profession as a whole. It is worth taking this approach precisely because it merges
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the personal with the scholarly, acknowledging that our lives and identities are deeply intertwined

with the institutions, practices, and communities we inhabit.

In the chapters that follow, I explore how these experiences, stories, and Discourses inform my
practice, offering insights into both the complexities and the possibilities of professional identity
formation. By doing so, I hope to highlight the value of reflexivity and arts-based methods in creating
new ways of understanding ourselves within the ever-shifting context of education and professional

practice.
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2. GENERATIVE ENTANGLEMENTS IN THE LITERATURE

2.1. Introduction

As Miiller (2020, p. 50) reflects, “methodological inventiveness requires you to leave the known,
tried-and-trusted methods behind and search actively for new pathways that might not always be easy
to follow.” Embracing new pathways, this review does not aim to represent a linear narrative of
existing scholarship but seeks to experiment and create, following St. Pierre’s (2018) call for inquiry
that embraces the possibilities of new and novel ways of doing and knowing. This necessitates
relinquishing familiar terminologies — like “data” or “methodology” — that carry implicit assumptions
of representation, instead navigating the “messiness” of tension, ambiguity, and possibility (St.
Pierre, 1997, p. 176). This chapter adopts a post-qualitative stance, rejecting the conventional notion
of ‘gaps’ in knowledge. Instead, it traces the entanglements between concepts, thinkers, and ideas,

exploring their resonances and tensions as they intra-act with this study.

This chapter seeks to trace the lines of inquiry that emerge from the intersection of core concepts of
being-becoming, identity, and professional practice within the context of fashion design education at
a University of Technology (UoT). Set out in a way that reflects interconnectedness, this ‘literature
review’ entangles these ideas within a post-qualitative and feminist new materialist stance. This
chapter draws on a diverse array of literature to engage with the entanglements that shape

subjectivities, highlighting the relational, material-discursive forces at play.

The texts that I’ve engaged with here reflect not only the interests of scholars but also the value
positions embedded within their ontological and epistemological strategies. Bhattacharya (2021, p.
180) reminds us that knowledge is never neutral but always implicated in power, inviting us to
critically reflect on whose interests are preserved and perpetuated by aligning with particular
scholars. This reflexivity resonates with Charmaz’s (2017) critique of the assumption that researchers
can enter inquiry without preconceptions. Instead, methodological and theoretical strategies are

grounded in deeply held assumptions, shaping what we do and how we understand.

The chapter is structured to explore key themes central to this study. Section A begins by situating
the concept of being-becoming within broader theoretical conversations, followed by a discussion of
UoTs in Section B and fashion design lecturer identities in Section C. Section D then transitions into
an exploration of professional identity formation, the role of fashion as a communicative practice
and a contested space for (re)producing gender, race, class and ethnicity relations and other forms of
oppression and hierarchical relations. Section E thinks with theory as a generative entanglement to

explore how concepts intra-act and shape understanding. Each section contributes to the overall
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argument, foregrounding the dynamic interplay of theory and practice, materiality, and discourse,

and the personal and institutional in shaping subjectivities and becoming.

2.2. Section A — The concept of being-becoming

This study centres on the phenomenon of being-becoming, as a fluid, entangled process shaping
subjectivity and identity. Like many of the concepts used in this study, being-becoming is difficult
to concretise and express. It resists static categorisation, flourishing in the “messy and fluid objects
of the world” (Lather, 2016, p. 22) essential for post-qualitative research. As Attia and Edge (2017)
argue, being and becoming are not discrete states but overlapping, non-linear processes of
development and transformation. Hancock and Fontanella-Nothom (2020, p. 83) elaborate, saying
“becoming is an infinite process without origination or end, produced through discourse.” Building
on scholars like (Kuby & Zhao, 2022, p. 36), who note that “being is always, already becoming,” I
embrace the complexity of being-becoming, allowing its relational, emergent nature to shape my

understanding of how subjectivities are co-constructed.

Through this section, I unpack being, becoming, and be(com)ing as theoretical constructs, and situate
them within post-qualitative and feminist new materialist thought. Finally, using the concept of
diffraction (Barad, 2007), being-becoming can be understood as a process of intra-action that
reconfigures identity. Rather than replicating identity, it entangles with it in ways that produce new

configurations and possibilities for being (Ros i Sole et al., 2020).

2.2.1. Defining being-becoming
Being-becoming, therefore, encapsulates the interplay between who we are (our being) and the
ongoing processes of transformation (our becoming). Scholars have approached this intersection in
diverse ways. Ennals et al. (2016) studied practitioners transitioning to academia, focusing on how
doing (practising their profession), being (as practitioners), becoming (shifting into academics), and
belonging (failing or thriving in how they process becoming academics) entangle. Dall’Alba (2009)
discusses ways of being and the ambiguities of becoming as transformations in identity through
professional practice. Enright et al. (2017) surface tensions many academics experience in being and
becoming within a neoliberal university, framing it as ongoing and unsettled. Fataar’s (2010) work
with student teachers argues that ‘teacherly’ and ‘educational’ becoming is an emotional, social and
cultural process while calling for institutions and academics to be sensitive to these contexts as
students proceed through their being and becoming. McMillan and Gordon (2017) consider the
complexity involved in “being and becoming” academics in universities. Stetsenko (2010) positions
being and becoming as deeply social and cultural projects, entwined with learning and identity
development. Finally, I point to Thesen (2009) on ideological becoming, where changes in ways of

thinking (ideologies) develop through engagement with learning. Across the different ideas and
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issues related to being-becoming, I highlight that it is a complex, tangled phenomenon and method

for identity (re)making.

Butler (2002) views becoming as iterative and open to intervention, intersecting with social
constructions of gender, race, and cultural belonging. Butler’s (2002) focus, however, has been
critiqued for being human-centric. Yet, post-qualitative scholars like Lather (2016, p. 23) urge us not
to “kill the mother” and outright dismiss Bulter’s work, but rather “entangle Barad into the mix.”
Hancock (2020) agrees, exploring how integrating Barad’s feminist new materialist emphasis on
material agency and relationality moves becoming beyond the human. Furthering the de-centring of
the human, Braidotti (2006, p. 201) conceptualises becoming as an “assemblage of forces, flows, and
intensities,” foregrounding the interconnectedness of humans and non-humans. Similarly, Haraway’s
(1988) “situated knowledges” and Barad’s (2007) agential realism challenge anthropocentric notions
of identity by highlighting the intra-actions between matter, discourse, and agency. Braidotti (2006,
p. 199) advocates for a “process ontology,” where being is about dynamic becoming, not static
substance. Knowledge and subjectivity are always situated, and embedded in time, space, and

material context.

From Barad’s (2003, 2007) view, “becoming” as a theoretical construct incorporates intra-action,
where human and non-human entities are not pre-formed but emerge through relational
entanglements. Hancock (2020) elaborates, emphasising that becoming is a momentary, material-
discursive practice that dynamically produces differential becomings. As Braidotti (2014, p. 173)
maintains, “Being and becoming confront each other in an unsteady balance.” This tension echoes
the complexities of subjectivity as both grounded in the present and dynamically emergent. Stetsenko
(2010, p. 11) discusses that the “process of Becoming [is] embodied through our past, present and
future deeds that create the world we live in” — an assemblage of the material-discursive forces that

opens the path for being as well as the possibilities for becoming.

The term be(com)ing evolves from these foundations, amplifying the relational and intra-active
dimensions of being-becoming. I’ve found the term be(com)ing helpful in depicting this fluidity in
ways that move beyond traditional words — the way that the word “becoming” is bracketed allows it
to be read as being-coming-becoming all at once. This subtle non-traditional use of punctuation helps
to convey the fact that “be(com)ing” incorporates both the state of being and the process of becoming
as intertwined, rather than separate or linear phases. Also, the use of the Present Continuous Tense
indicates the infinite quality of being, coming and becoming as the process is never-ending. I first
encountered the term in Attia and Edge (2017, p. 34), where they describe it as an “interactive rather

than a linear relationship,” highlighting that one’s being always involves a sense of becoming. This
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etymological play aligns with Barad’s (2007) notion of intra-action, where entities are not pre-formed

but emerge through their relational entanglements.

Drawing on these perspectives, I choose to use the deliberately hyphenated being-becoming and

strategically bracketed be(com)ing throughout this thesis to signify its intra-action and continuity.

2.2.2. Diffracting being-becoming and identity
The concepts of being-becoming and identity are closely intertwined, yet they diverge in critical
ways. Diffraction, in contrast to reflection, focuses on the generative interplay of forces. A diffractive
lens maps “where the effects of difference appear” (Haraway, 1992, p. 300), illuminating the
entanglements between these concepts. By adopting diffraction as both a methodological and
conceptual tool, this study explores being-becoming and identity not as separate entities but as

relational processes that shape and reshape subjectivity.

Relational ontologies and the entanglement of identity and being-becoming
Initially, this study followed a sociocultural understanding of identity as multiple, fluid, and
relational. McDonnell (2017, p. 64) illustrates that identities are “built and rebuilt through our
interactions with the world,” shifting and adapting to each new context. Beauchamp and Thomas
(2009) conclude that identities can only be fully understood in context. Identities are relational
because the identities we perform in a given situation depend on the people we are relating to — or

trying to relate to (El Refaie, 2012).

However, as I delved into feminist new materialist and posthumanist thought, it became clear that
this sociocultural framing, while valuable, was incomplete. This perspective is still largely centred
on human relationality and overlooks the entanglement of material-discursive forces that
continuously shape the possibilities for being and becoming. The feminist new materialist lens
revealed how identity is not merely constructed through interaction but is also co-constituted by the
material and discursive intra-actions within which we are embedded. As Lather (2016, p. 27) advises,
this shift does not necessitate abandoning incomplete concepts (“killing the mother”) like my
previous understanding of identities, but rather “entangling” them with perspectives that extend them

and give me different ways to think with theory (Mazzei & Jackson, 2023).

Entangling Barad’s (2007) agential realism broadens the understanding of identity by positioning it
as co-constituted through intra-actions — dynamic, relational entanglements between humans,
objects, and discourses. For instance, identity is not only shaped by cultural norms but also by the
material conditions in which those norms are enacted. This perspective shifts the focus from

individual agency to distributed agency, where non-human actors, such as spaces or objects, actively
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participate in shaping who and what we become. Braidotti’s (2014) relational ontology further
broadens this understanding by emphasising the assemblage of forces — social, cultural, material, and
affective — that converge to produce subjectivity. Her focus on becoming as an ongoing, collective
process resists anthropocentric and static notions of identity. Instead, it invites us to see identity as
an unfolding entanglement of relational intensities, where human and non-human forces coalesce in
dynamic, productive ways. This aligns with Lather’s (2016, p. 23) call for methodologies that “flatten
ontologies” and embrace the dynamic entanglements of posthuman subjectivities. Together, Barad’s
agential realism and Braidotti’s relational ontology challenge human-centric, static views of identity,
offering instead a vision of subjectivity as emergent, dynamic, and deeply entangled with the

material-discursive world.

As Hancock (2020) notes, diffraction resists binary distinctions and focuses on generative
entanglements, creating space for understanding identity and being-becoming as relational processes.
In this way, being-becoming does not replace identity but expands its possibilities, situating it within

a flattened ontology, where materiality and discourse intra-act to shape subjectivity.

2.2.3.  Situatedness and context
Being-becoming is deeply embedded within assemblages of material-discursive entanglements,
where subjectivity emerges from intra-active relations between the social, cultural, historical, and
material. Barad (2007) introduces the concept of intra-action to emphasise that entities — whether
human or non-human — do not pre-exist in their encounters but come into being through relational
entanglements. Braidotti (2014) extends this idea, conceptualising subjectivity as an assemblage of

forces, flows, and intensities that are never static but always in the process of becoming.

As Enright et al. (2017, p. 1) remind us, “the process of becoming an academic does not stop because
the being has been achieved” — a statement that encapsulates the ongoing and relational nature of
subject formation. Within the assemblage of a University of Technology (UoT), the sociocultural
histories, institutional Discourses, and material objects that populate academic life intra-act to shape
possibilities for being-becoming. These assemblages are not merely backdrops to identity formation

but active agents in the co-constitution of subjectivities.

Haraway’s (1988) concept of “situated knowledges” also informs this study, emphasising that
knowledge and being-becoming are always partial, embodied, and context-specific. Situatedness
rejects universalism in favour of acknowledging the material and historical specificities that shape
intra-actions. For instance, the tools and practices of fashion design — such as the material artefacts
of fabric scissors or office keys — serve not only as symbols but as active participants in the

discursive-material constitution of subjectivity. This view situates being-becoming as entangled with
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the affective and material conditions of its enactment, offering a nuanced lens to explore professional

identity formation.

Through a feminist new materialist lens, the sociocultural and material-discursive context of the UoT
is not merely a backdrop but a dynamic force that intra-acts with and shapes subjectivities. This study
positions being-becoming as inseparable from these entanglements, revealing how cultural
Discourses, institutional practices, and material forces interconnect as assemblages of lecturer

personal-professional identities.

2.2.4. Troubling language: Material-discursive practices
“Language has been granted too much power,” Barad (2003, p. 801) argues, rejecting the tendency
within traditional frameworks to privilege language as the dominant mode of meaning-making, a key
challenge posed by feminist new materialism. Barad (2003, p. 819) contends that discursive practices
cannot be reduced to words, grammar, or syntax; rather, they are entangled with material conditions,
shaping, and being shaped by the intra-actions of discourse, social actors, and environments. This
perspective aligns with Gee’s (2008) notion of Discourses as ways of being enacted within social
practices, where the meaning of language emerges not solely from the words themselves but through
their enactment within specific contexts. Meaning, therefore, is produced through the dynamic

interplay of material and discursive forces.

This entangled view reveals the limits of language. St. Pierre (1997) warns that language is both a
tool and a trap, reinforcing hegemonic discourses and traditional practices that constrain our ways of
thinking and being. She asks: “How can language, which regularly falls apart, secure meaning and
truth?” (St. Pierre, 1997, p. 179). The problematic nature of language is also highlighted by Sousanis
(2015, p. 52), who asserts that “the medium we think in defines what we can see.” Language, with
its boundaries and inherent limitations, risks constraining our imagination and obscuring possibilities
beyond its borders. Eisner (1997, p. 4) similarly critiques the exclusivity of language, advocating for
alternative forms of representation that engage with the complexities of meaning-making. These
criticisms collectively underscore the need to de-centre language in post-qualitative inquiry and
explore other modes of knowing and representing. Barad’s (2007) intra-active thinking offers a way
forward, suggesting that meaning is not pre-given but emerges relationally through the material-

discursive practices that produce it.

In this study, the arts — particularly metaphors, drawings, and other visual methods — offer a way to
trouble language and expand its boundaries. Visual practices enable abstract thinking, uncovering
deeper, often unspoken dimensions of meaning (Tidwell & Manke, 2009). Thomas and Beauchamp

(2011, p. 764) highlight how the poetic language of metaphor can describe identities in ways that
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escape the rigidity of conventional linguistic representation, allowing participants to explore their
subjectivities “in alternate, sometimes simplistic but often highly descriptive ways.” This aligns with
Mitchell et al.’s (2009, p. 119) argument that visual methodologies help “us see things differently,”

helping researchers engage with the affective, embodied, and relational dimensions of subjectivity.

Arts-based methods also align with feminist new materialism’s emphasis on embodied and relational
ways of knowing. Guyotte et al. (2018) describe how artmaking creates spaces for deep reflection,
offering a means to engage with complexity and nuance that language alone cannot capture. (Pratt &
Peat, 2014, p. 10) argue that the arts help “transcend language and cultural barriers,” providing a
means for exploring the fluid, emergent nature of subjectivity. These methodologies are not merely

illustrative but integral to the co-constitution of meaning within this inquiry.

Through the integration of material-discursive practices and visual methods, this study challenges
the privileging of language, foregrounding the entangled, affective, and embodied dimensions of
being-becoming. Engaging with feminist new materialist and posthumanist thought offers a way to
trouble language’s boundaries and embrace alternative forms of representation that honour the

complexity and fluidity of subjectivity.

2.3. Section B — Entanglements of UoT transitions and lecturer be(com)ing

Universities of Technology (UoTs) can be understood as material-discursive assemblages (Barad,
2007; Braidotti, 2014), where sociocultural, historical, and material forces intra-act to co-construct
institutional practices, Discourses, and subjectivities. As sites of ongoing transformation, UoTs
occupy a unique position within the higher education landscape, having transitioned from vocational
training institutions to universities. Drawing on Barkhuizen’s (2008) model of interconnected stories,
this section examines the macro, meso, and micro narratives that coalesce to shape the cultural
dynamics of UoTs. The tension between UoT’s historical roots and contemporary demands

profoundly shapes the being and becoming of both lecturers and students.

2.3.1. UoT in transition: Historical shifts and structural reconfigurations
Universities of Technology (UoTs) occupy a unique and contested space in the higher education
landscape (McKenna & Powell, 2009). Emerging from the legacy of Technikons in South Africa (Du
Pré, 2009; Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy, 2019), these institutions were originally designed to deliver
vocational training that supported industrial and economic development (Du Pré, 2009; Du Pre et al.,
2004). With their focus on applied knowledge and technical skills, Technikons were institutionally
and epistemologically distinct from traditional universities, which emphasised research and

theoretical knowledge (Badat, 2010). However, the transition from Technikon to UoT represents not
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merely a change in nomenclature but a profound structural, epistemological, and cultural

transformation (McKenna & Powell, 2009).

This transformation was driven by a national imperative to create an integrated and equitable higher
education system in post-apartheid South Africa (Mabokela & Mlambo, 2017). The restructuring of
higher education sought to dismantle the racial hierarchies entrenched under apartheid (Hlalele,
2010), which had relegated black students and staff to underfunded, inferior institutions (Hay &
Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009; Mabokela & Mlambo, 2017). The transition to UoTs was framed as
part of this broader movement toward equity and redress (Badat, 2010). Yet, as Jansen (2009)
cautions, such transitions are often fraught with contradictions, as efforts to address historical

injustices intersect with new forms of inequality driven by global neoliberal pressures.

The shift to UoT status also introduced tensions between maintaining a vocational orientation and
meeting the demands of a knowledge economy increasingly shaped by research output and
professionalisation (Subotzky, 2003). UoTs were tasked with repositioning themselves as academic
institutions capable of competing within a global higher education market, while simultaneously
preserving their commitment to practical, industry-relevant training (Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy,
2019). This multilayered mandate has created a liminal institutional identity, where the boundaries
between vocational and academic paradigms remain contested and fluid (Ntshoe & De Villiers,

2008).

These tensions are further exacerbated by the resource disparities that persist across South Africa’s
higher education system. Post-apartheid racial inequity within higher education is still systemically
embedded, and this is reflected in the language — scholars discuss historically black universities
(HBU) and historically white universities (HWUs) (Badat, 2010; Bozalek & Boughey, 2012), or
historically disadvantaged institutions (HDIs) and Historically advantaged institutions (HAIs)
(Ntshoe et al., 2008; Ntshoe, 2004). HAIs were previously white, English and Afrikaans language-
of-instruction, and well-resourced under apartheid, but continue to enjoy greater financial stability
and institutional prestige (Hay & Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009), due to their “inherited privileges”
(Ntshoe & De Villiers, 2008, p. 20). In comparison, HDIs have maintained the historic disadvantage
resulting from decades of being systemically under-resourced (Ntshoe et al., 2008). The physical
characteristics of the campuses, for example, are stark reminders of the level to which Historically
Advantaged Institutions were privileged (Chetty, 2010). Badat (2010) explains that the physical
environment at HAIs often reflected the values and norms of the dominant white society, creating a
sense of exclusion for black students and academics. As UoTs are often former HDIs, their capacity
to navigate the demands of their transition is constrained by financial pressures, infrastructural

deficits, and the lingering effects of apartheid-era inequalities (Badat, 2010).
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Drawing on Braidotti’s (2014) relational ontology, the transition of UoTs can be understood as an
assemblage of entangled forces — historical, economic, cultural, and material. These forces intra-act
to shape the possibilities for being-becoming within UoTs, creating spaces of potential as well as
resistance. For example, the physical infrastructures of UoTs — buildings designed for vocational
training, and laboratories equipped for technical education — continue to inscribe certain
epistemological and pedagogical practices, even as the institutional discourse shifts toward academic
research and theory. Similarly, the histories and memories embedded in these spaces shape how staff

and students navigate their being-becoming within the UoT context.

The merger of historically black and white Technikons: Legacies and frictions
Under apartheid, higher education institutions were rigidly divided along racial lines (Hay &
Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009) and education was structured to prepare white South Africans for
dominance and relegated black South Africans to subordinate menial roles (Mabokela & Mlambo,
2017, p. 794). Historically Advantaged Institutions (HAIs) enjoyed significant advantages in terms
of funding, resources, and academic reputation compared to Historically Disadvantaged Institutions
(HDIs) (Hay & Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009; Ntshoe & De Villiers, 2008; Ntshoe, 2004). This
deliberate segregation resulted in vast disparities in educational quality and opportunities for black
South Africans (Jansen, 2009). The Extension of University Education Act of 1959, a cornerstone of
apartheid legislation, further entrenched this segregation, leading to the creation of a higher education

system that was fundamentally unequal and unjust (Mabokela & Mlambo, 2017).

The merger of historically black and white Technikons into Universities of Technology (UoTs) was
a central component of South Africa’s post-apartheid higher education restructuring (Hay &
Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009). Framed as a means of fostering equity and integration, these mergers
aimed to dismantle the racial and spatial divisions that had defined the apartheid higher education
system (Karodia et al., 2015). Yet, as scholars have noted, the process of merging institutions with
vastly different historical legacies, resources, and cultures has often intensified existing inequalities

rather than resolving them (Badat, 2010; Jansen, 2009; Ntshoe, 2017; Subotzky, 2003).

Historical legacies of Technikons
The culture of UoTs is deeply rooted in their Technikon legacy, a uniquely South African institution
(Kokt, 2010, p. 18) that evolved from technical training colleges to focus on vocational skills and
applied learning (Du Pré, 2009). The emphasis at Technikons was on “primarily technikon-type [sic]
academic programmes” (Cloete et al., 2015, p. 34) and undergraduate education, with limited
postgraduate offerings (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020). This focus further reinforces their role in

preparing students for immediate entry into the workforce rather than pursuing academic careers
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(McKenna & Powell, 2009). This contrasts with traditional universities, which prioritise research

and offer a wider range of postgraduate programmes.

Under apartheid, the higher education system was explicitly designed to reproduce social
stratification along racial lines (Badat, 2010; Mabokela & Mlambo, 2017). Technikons were
established to provide vocational education for specific racial groups, with white Technikons
(Historically Advantaged Institutions) receiving greater resources and prestige compared to their
black counterparts. Black Technikons (Historically Disadvantaged Institutions), by contrast, were
underfunded and subjected to tight state control, ensuring they served as pipelines for low-skilled
labour rather than pathways to social mobility (Cooper, 2015). The racialised disparities in funding,
infrastructure, and academic freedom entrenched during this period created enduring inequalities that

continue to shape the institutional cultures of UoTs today (Badat, 2010; Du Pr¢, 2009).

A significant shift occurred in 1993 when the Technikon Act granted these institutions degree-
awarding status, bringing them closer to traditional universities in terms of their offerings but without
the use of the term “university” (Du Pré, 2009). However, the legacy of limited postgraduate
programmes and focus on undergraduate education as Technikons had enduring effects on newly
transformed UoTs, They were at a disadvantage compared to traditional universities with strong and
well-developed research structures in place (Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy, 2019). Additionally, in the
past Technikons, were not mandated or funded for research, resulting in a weaker research culture
and fewer research outputs compared to traditional universities (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020;
McKenna & Powell, 2009; Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy, 2019). Unsurprisingly, despite being called
‘Universities’ of Technology, many UoTs have struggled to build a strong research culture in line

with their traditional university counterparts (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020).

Cooper (2015, p. 259) explores the concerns of “academic drift” as UoTs strive to emulate traditional
universities, potentially compromising their unique strengths and limiting access for students who
might not meet the stricter entry requirements of traditional universities. Du Pré (2009, p. 81) agrees,
adding that maintaining the different specialisations between a traditional university (research-
focused) and UoT (technology and industry-focused) brings greater diversity and international
competitiveness to South African higher education. Additionally, “academic drift” could “erode
distinctions between university and UoT missions” (McKenna & Powell, 2009, p. 43), undermining

the UoT’s broader purpose of increasing access to a diverse range of students (Du Pre et al., 2004).

The merger process
The merger process sought to address these historical inequities by combining institutions with

disparate resources, cultures, and pedagogical priorities into single entities. However, as Jansen
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(2009) argues, the process was often fraught with conflict, as the legacies of privilege and
marginalisation clashed within newly merged institutions. White Technikons frequently sought to
preserve their established cultures and practices, while black Technikons fought for greater
representation and recognition within the new institutional structures (Chetty, 2010). These dynamics
reflect the intricacies of institutional mergers, characterised by struggles over power, identity, and
belonging (Cooper, 2015). While the goal of integration aimed to unify historically segregated
institutions, in reality, the process often amplified tensions, as differing values, priorities, and

practices came into conflict (Chetty, 2010).

Beyond institutional distinctions, there was a fundamental difference in the ways Technikons and
traditional universities approach knowledge (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020). These epistemological
differences reflect contrasting views on the nature, purpose, and validation of knowledge (Badat,

2010).

The merger process also highlighted the material and symbolic inequalities embedded in the
apartheid-era system (Ntshoe & De Villiers, 2008). For instance, white Technikons often brought
significantly more resources — modern facilities, experienced staff, and established industry
connections — to the mergers (Du Pré, 2009), while black Technikons were burdened with
infrastructural deficits, higher student-to-staff ratios, and limited research capacity (Subotzky, 2003).
These disparities not only complicated the logistics of integration but also reinforced perceptions of
inequality (Chetty, 2010). Historically Black Technikons were often positioned as unequal partners,
needing substantial “catch-up” efforts, which inadvertently framed them as less resourced or less
academically rigorous compared to their historically White counterparts (Ntshoe, 2004). This
framing perpetuated imbalances of power and created a narrative of inequality within the merged

institutions (Hay & Monnapula-Mapesela, 2009).

Cultural frictions and institutional identity
The mergers also exposed deep cultural frictions between the institutions involved. As Badat (2010)
notes, institutional cultures are shaped by their histories, values, and practices, and these cultures do
not easily align when institutions with contrasting legacies are combined. White Technikons often
maintained hierarchical, Eurocentric cultures that prioritised efficiency, formality, and individual
achievement, while black Technikons emphasised collectivism, community engagement, and

resistance to systemic oppression (Ntshoe & De Villiers, 2008).

The collision of these cultural paradigms within merged UoTs created tensions that continue to
influence their institutional identities. For example, the administrative and pedagogical practices

inherited from white Technikons often dominate, marginalising the epistemologies and practices that
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emerged from black Technikons’ histories of resistance and resilience (Badat, 2010). This dynamic

)

perpetuates what Braidotti (2014) describes as ‘“hierarchical dualisms,” where certain ways of
knowing and being are privileged over others, undermining the inclusivity that the merger process

purported to achieve.

Moving beyond the binary
Through a feminist new materialist lens, these tensions can be understood as more than interpersonal
or ideological conflicts. Instead, they reflect the entangled intra-actions of material, discursive, and
historical forces that shape the being-becoming of UoTs. The physical infrastructures, funding
allocations, and institutional Discourses inherited from apartheid-era Technikons continue to intra-
act with the aspirations and resistances of staff and students within merged UoTs, producing dynamic

assemblages of inclusion and exclusion, stability, and flux.

Barad’s (2007) concept of intra-action offers a way to move beyond binary framings of privilege
versus marginalisation or black versus white. Instead, it emphasises the relational processes through
which power, identity, and subjectivity are co-constituted within UoTs. By recognising the entangled
nature of these forces, this study seeks to illuminate how the legacies of apartheid, the material-
discursive conditions of the merger, and the ongoing struggles for equity and representation intra-act

to shape the possibilities for becoming within UoTs.

Epistemological frictions and institutional identity
The transition to UoTs has exposed the epistemological frictions between vocational and academic
paradigms. Vocational education, with its emphasis on skills and application, often clashes with the
more abstract, theoretical orientations of academic education. These tensions are not merely
philosophical but have material and structural implications, shaping curricula, research priorities, and

institutional cultures (Karodia et al., 2015).

For instance, UoTs must balance the demands of industry, which prioritises graduates with practical
skills, against the expectations of academic legitimacy, which often emphasises theoretical
contributions and research outputs (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020). This balancing act creates what
Subotzky (2003) describes as “competing rationalities,” where UoTs are pulled in opposing

directions, struggling to define their identity within the higher education landscape.

Further concerns about “academic drift,” (McKenna & Powell, 2009, p. 42) are highlighted by the
distinction between ‘lecturers’ in Technikons and ‘academics’ in universities. The term ‘academic’
became prevalent only during the transition from Technikons to Universities of Technology (UoTs),

reflecting a drift towards research and scholarship (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020).
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A posthumanist perspective
Feminist new materialist and posthumanist perspectives offer valuable insights into these tensions
by challenging binary distinctions between vocational and academic paradigms. Braidotti’s (2014)
concept of relational ontology emphasises the interconnectedness of different knowledge systems,
suggesting that vocational and academic paradigms need not be oppositional but can coexist within
a broader assemblage of educational practices. Similarly, Barad’s (2007) notion of intra-action
highlights how knowledge is co-constituted through the entangled relationships between material,

social, embodied and discursive forces.

Through this lens, the transition to UoTs can be seen not as a linear progression from vocational to
academia but as an ongoing process of negotiation and intra-action. The material-discursive legacies
of Technikons — such as their curricula, infrastructure, and institutional cultures — continue to shape
the possibilities for knowledge production within UoTs, even as these institutions strive to reimagine
themselves as spaces of critical inquiry and intellectual engagement. This study draws on theories of
knowledge production that recognise tacit and embodied knowledge, and from the arts and a practice-
based understanding, new possibilities are opened up for understanding fashion design education

practice and becoming differently.

2.3.2.  Contesting knowledge: Vocationalism and the neoliberal University
The reconfiguration of Technikons into Universities of Technology (UoTs) unfolded within the
broader context of neoliberal reforms in global higher education. These reforms have profoundly
shaped how knowledge is valued, produced, and distributed, privileging economic utility over
intellectual diversity (Barker, 2017; Shore & Wright, 2020). For UoTs, the neoliberal university
presents both an alignment and a tension: vocationalism’s emphasis on employability resonates with
market-driven imperatives, yet its procedural focus risks relegating these institutions to the margins
of academic legitimacy. This section explores how UoTs navigate these competing pressures,

situating their struggles within the wider discourse on neoliberalism in higher education.

Neoliberal rationalities and knowledge economies
Neoliberalism has redefined the purpose of higher education, framing it as a driver of economic
growth within global knowledge economies. Universities are increasingly pressured to demonstrate
their “value” through measurable outputs, such as graduate employability, research metrics, and
industry partnerships (McKeown, 2022; Parfitt et al., 2021). This marketisation of higher education
has entrenched a utilitarian view of knowledge, privileging disciplines and practices that promise
direct economic returns while marginalising those perceived as less “useful” (Marginson, 2013).

Karodia et al. (2015) argue that neoliberal economic policies have influenced higher education in
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South Africa, leading to a focus on market solutions and potentially neglecting the social and

historical context of the country’s transformation.

For UoTs, this utilitarian logic intersects with their historical mandate to produce industry-ready
graduates. As institutions with a vocational legacy, UoTs are uniquely positioned to align with
neoliberal demands for applied, skills-based education. However, this alignment also creates
tensions, as the commodification of knowledge under neoliberalism often devalues the critical,
reflexive dimensions of education (Karodia et al., 2015; Shore & Wright, 2020), which are central to

the academic identity UoTs seek to cultivate.

Vocationalism and neoliberal pressures
The neoliberal university’s focus on performance metrics and economic outcomes amplifies the
epistemological frictions already present in UoTs’ transition from vocational to academic paradigms.
Vocational education’s emphasis on skills and employability resonates with neoliberal imperatives,
but its perceived lack of theoretical depth can marginalise UoTs within the hierarchies of higher
education. This marginalisation is compounded by the unequal distribution of resources, prestige,
and funding, which often privileges traditional research universities over their vocational

counterparts (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020).

Moreover, the neoliberal emphasis on individual responsibility and entrepreneurialism reshapes how
vocationalism is conceptualised within UoTs (Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy, 2019). Students and staff
are positioned as “knowledge workers” (Kokt, 2010, p. 17) who must continually adapt to the
demands of a competitive, market-driven world (Ntshoe, 2004). This discourse aligns with
vocationalism’s focus on practical skills but risks reducing education to a transactional exchange,

eroding the critical and transformative potential of learning (Du Pré, 2009).

Resisting neoliberal logics
Despite these pressures, UoTs also offer sites of resistance to neoliberal rationalities. By integrating
vocational and academic concepts, UoTs have the potential to disrupt binary distinctions between
“practical” and “theoretical” knowledge, creating hybrid spaces for intellectual and professional
growth. This potential aligns with feminist new materialist and posthumanist critiques of
neoliberalism, which emphasise relationality, interconnectedness, and the co-constitution of

knowledge as a collective endeavour (Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2014).

2.3.3.  Cultures of practice: Navigating macro, meso, and micro levels
UoTs are shaped by overlapping and interconnected cultural dynamics that operate at macro

(institutional), meso (faculty), and micro (departmental) levels. Drawing on Barkhuizen’s (2008)
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model of interconnected stories, this section maps how these cultural levels intra-act to produce the
practices, identities, and discourses that define UoTs. This mapping shows how the neoliberal and
post-apartheid legacies at the macro level are entangled with the creative, designerly cultures at the
meso level, and the vocational, skill-based imperatives at the micro level, shaping the material-

discursive intra-actions that construct UoTs’ institutional life.

Macro-level narratives: Institutional logics and historical legacies
At the macro level, UoTs are entangled within broader socio-political and economic narratives that
shape their institutional logic. Neoliberal imperatives, including performance metrics and graduate
employability (Shore & Wright, 2020), interact with South Africa’s post-apartheid policies aimed at
equity and transformation (Badat, 2010; Du Pré, 2009). As former Technikons, UoTs straddle the
line between vocational and academic mandates, tasked with producing work-ready graduates while

fostering knowledge creation and academic inquiry (McKenna & Powell, 2009).

These institutional logics often create tensions, as UoTs must reconcile their historical mission of
applied education with the demands of academic legitimacy (Gumbi & McKenna, 2020). The
government mandates to transition from Technikons to UoTs to match global standards (Du Pr¢,
2009; Kokt, 2010) and the post-apartheid mergers to redress previous racial inequity (Karodia et al.,
2015) have been widely criticised. As Jansen (2009) and Ntshoe (2017) note, these transformations
often fail to address the structural inequalities embedded in South African higher education. Instead,
they can exacerbate institutional fragmentation, creating friction between inherited vocational

practices and neoliberal academic paradigms.

Meso-level cultures: Artistic, designerly, and practice-based epistemologies
At the meso level, faculty cultures within UoTs play a critical role in shaping academic and
professional identities. In faculties of design, art, and creative disciplines, a “designerly way of
knowing” (Cross, 1982) often permeates the culture, foregrounding creativity, collaboration, and
practice-based learning. These values align with the vocational emphasis on skills and employability
(Harrison, 2016), yet they introduce tensions when juxtaposed with the theoretical and research-

driven expectations of a university environment.

Practitioner-based disciplines frequently celebrate iterative processes, material engagement, and tacit
knowledge, challenging traditional academic hierarchies that privilege textual and theoretical outputs
(Pahl, 2017). However, integrating these practices into a university framework is fraught with
difficulty. Faculties must navigate the conflicting demands of professional practice and academic
legitimacy, particularly as UoTs transition from their Technikon heritage. The challenge is further

compounded by the lack of an established research culture among staff, many of whom were
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historically focused on teaching and learning (Karodia et al., 2015). Additionally, staff with strong
practitioner identities often perceive research as an auxiliary responsibility rather than an integrated

component of their academic role (Wood, 2016).

Traditional research output measures frequently fail to reflect the applied, practice-oriented research
characteristic of UoTs and practitioner disciplines (Dittrich, 2006). For example, the material-
discursive nature of design practices resists standardised academic metrics, creating an ongoing
tension between what is recognised as legitimate knowledge production and the innovative, practice-

driven contributions of these fields.

This tension is further explored by Jawitz (2009), who highlights the interplay of practitioner and
academic identities within a UoT design department. Jawitz notes that academics with strong
professional practitioner identities may struggle to serve as role models for new academics pursuing
purely academic trajectories. Van der Bijl and Oosthuizen (2019) emphasise the importance of
practitioner experience for UoT lecturers, arguing that it enriches teaching but complicates the
alignment with traditional academic norms. These dynamics illustrate how academic identities and
career trajectories within UoTs are shaped by the interplay of professional, teaching, and research

communities of practice.

Professional knowledge, therefore, extends beyond technical proficiency. It encompasses theoretical
frameworks, ethical considerations, and an understanding of the social and cultural contexts that
shape professional practice (Clarence & McKenna, 2017). This multifaceted understanding aligns
with the vocational legacy of UoTs but also poses significant challenges in adapting to the research-
intensive demands of higher education. Ennals et al. (2016) observe that vocationally oriented
disciplines like design, nursing, and occupational therapy often attract academics with strong
practitioner identities but limited experience in scholarly research. These academics face
considerable challenges, including acquiring new skills, navigating the pressures of publication and
grant acquisition, and reconciling their practitioner expertise with academic expectations. This
transition is often marked by confusion, stress, and isolation, highlighting the need for alternative

pathways to support their academic becoming.

The revising and (re)imagining of vocational and professional knowledge continues to respond to
shifting societal needs and industry demands (Faerm, 2015). The increasing emphasis on academic
qualifications and research in higher education raises questions about the balance between practical
expertise and theoretical knowledge (Skjold, 2008). Dittrich (2006) captures this tension, questioning
whether the “best” teachers in design disciplines should be field-specific experts or more broadly

grounded in academic methodologies. This ongoing debate reflects the broader challenges within
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UoTs, where the integration of vocational and academic paradigms continues to shape institutional

priorities.

Faculty cultures often celebrate interdisciplinary practices that draw on art, industry, and science,
creating opportunities for innovation but requiring careful negotiation of academic boundaries. These
practices challenge dominant hierarchies that privilege textual or theoretical contributions (Ingold,
2013). Ultimately, the integration of these diverse paradigms within UoTs highlights the

complexities of being-becoming in institutions that continue to evolve from their vocational origins.

Micro-level dynamics: Departmental cultures and vocational legacies
At the micro level, departmental cultures within UoTs reflect the immediate, everyday practices that
shape subjectivities, particularly in fashion design education. Historically, fashion design
departments have focused on procedural knowledge and technical skills, reflecting their vocational
roots in Technikons (De Wet, 2017). The curriculum emphasised garment construction, pattern-
making, and other technical proficiencies aimed at preparing students for industry demands (Smal &
Lavelle, 2011). However, as UoTs transitioned into universities, these departments faced increasing
pressure to integrate academic rigour and align with broader institutional imperatives for academic

legitimacy (De Wet, 2017).

Vocational disciplines like fashion design previously prioritised practical skills and “learning by
doing,” a pedagogical tradition characterised by long hours of studio-based, iterative design work
(Schmidt & Zarestky, 2021). This focus on hands-on training has been essential for equipping
students with the skills necessary for the highly competitive fashion industry. In South Africa,
fashion design was framed as “practical skills training with a vocationally focused curriculum” (Smal
& Lavelle, 2011, p. 197). Undergraduate programmes traditionally included trade theory and
Eurocentric dress history and emphasised technical mastery over critical engagement or theoretical

inquiry (De Wet, 2017; Harvey & Lucking, 2017).

Yet, vocational disciplines are not static. As Higher Education Institutions in South Africa
transitioned from Technikons to UoTs, fashion design shifted from a purely vocational focus to
positioning itself as a professional discipline (De Wet, 2017). This evolution demanded that
departments incorporate broader theoretical frameworks and research methodologies into their
curricula, creating tensions between vocational and academic concepts (Faerm, 2015; Postlethwaite,
2022). The interplay between these paradigms reflects the complex mandate of UoTs to prepare

students for industry while meeting academic expectations for scholarship and innovation.
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Each discipline constitutes knowledge differently, valuing specific practices and epistemologies
(Clarence & McKenna, 2017). Dittrich (2006) categorises vocational disciplines like fashion design
as occupational profiles requiring a mixture of practical skills and contextual knowledge. However,
the increasing emphasis on academic qualifications and research output in higher education raises
questions about how fashion design programmes can balance these competing imperatives (Skjold,

2008).

This tension is evident in global trends as well. Lam et al. (2022) highlight that many prestigious
fashion schools continue to favour highly technical curricula, focusing on garment construction and
pattern-making despite shifting industry demands. In South Africa, similar challenges arise as
programmes attempt to align with UoTs’ broader goals for research-intensive and interdisciplinary
education. Faerm (2015) critiques the “sink or swim” approach often adopted in fashion education,
where practitioners transitioning to academia are expected to succeed as educators without formal
pedagogical training. This mirrors the experiences of South African lecturers, who often enter
academia with strong industry expertise but limited exposure to scholarly research or teaching

methodologies.

Aspers and Skov (2006, p. 803) remind us that “people may shape things, but there is also a distinct
possibility that things shape people”. This multidirectional exchange highlights how material
artefacts influence the embodied, iterative processes that define fashion design education. The
interplay between material and discursive practices reflects the entangled nature of these micro-level
cultures, where technical expertise and theoretical inquiry are not separate but intra-actively co-

constituted.

Material-discursive intra-actions are central to the cultures of fashion design departments, where
tools, spaces, and artefacts actively shape the practices and identities of both lecturers and students.
Barad (2007) emphasises that objects are not passive but intra-act with discourses and practices, co-
constituting subjectivities within specific contexts. In fashion design education, tools like fabric
scissors, sewing machines, and paper patterns serve not only as instruments for technical skill
development but also as active agents mediating the relationship between vocational practices and

academic discourses.

However, as fashion design education navigates the shift from a vocational to a professional
discipline, departments are increasingly adopting broader lenses to navigate these complexities.
Postlethwaite (2022) notes that despite incremental changes, fashion design programmes often lag in
integrating critical and reflective practices that align with evolving industry and academic

expectations. Departments must now prepare students to engage with the broader socio-economic
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and cultural systems shaping fashion, while also fostering scholarly inquiry that contributes to the
academic legitimacy of the discipline. Fashion design education thus occupies a unique space within
UoTs, balancing its vocational heritage with the demands of a professional discipline, creating
opportunities for innovation but also risk-taking and care-full support, as departments strive to
integrate theoretical, embodied and practical knowledge in diffractive ways that honour material and

practice-based traditions.

Relationality across levels: Interconnected stories
Barkhuizen’s (2008) model of interconnected stories provides a lens for understanding how these
macro, meso, and micro levels intra-act to shape the cultures of UoTs. These levels are not discrete
or hierarchical; rather, they are entangled, producing the assemblages that define institutional life.
Macro-level narratives of neoliberalism influence meso-level faculty priorities, which, in turn, shape
micro-level departmental practices. Conversely, innovations at the micro level can ripple outward,
informing meso-level cultures and contributing to macro-level discussions about institutional

identity.

This relationality underscores the complexity of UoTs as spaces of being-becoming. By examining
the entangled narratives and practices across these levels, this study illuminates how institutional
cultures are co-constructed through material-discursive intra-actions, offering insights into the

possibilities and limitations of subjectivity within UoTs.

2.4. Section C — Being-becoming a fashion design lecturer

The previous sections explored the conceptual framework of being-becoming and the institutional
transitions shaping Universities of Technology (UoTs). This section focuses on the lecturers
inhabiting these complex spaces, particularly those teaching fashion design. It examines how
institutional histories, pedagogical expectations, and sociocultural dynamics influence their
professional identities, revealing the entanglement of personal and institutional forces in their being-

becoming.

While there is a substantial body of international scholarship on fashion design education (including
Almond & Power, 2018; Bill, 2012; Faerm, 2015; Gale, 2011; Kataria, 2018; Postlethwaite, 2022;
Schmidt & Zarestky, 2021; Skjold, 2008; Souza & Pereira, 2020), and a growing body of South
African literature on fashion education (including De Wet, 2017; Harvey & Lucking, 2017; Harvey
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& Smal, 2021; Smal & Lavelle, 201 1)1, there has been less focus on the lecturers themselves within
their uniquely situated contexts. Vlok (2017), for example, discusses fashion design at a UoT in
South Africa but focuses on student and graduate experiences. Makhanya (2016), a fashion lecturer
at a UoT, reflects on her early lecturing experiences but centres her narrative on mentorship received

during her upbringing.

This section now zooms in on the lecturers who are navigating the complexities of being-becoming
within UoTs. It explores how these lecturers experience the entanglements of material-discursive
forces in their everyday professional lives. Drawing on a Feminist New Materialist and Post-
Qualitative stance, the section highlights how material and discursive elements co-construct

subjectivities, influencing the professional identities of fashion design lecturers in UoTs.

2.4.1. Lecturer identities in transition within UoTs
The evolution of UoTs from Technikons to academic institutions has brought significant changes to
lecturer responsibilities and identities. These institutions are characterised by their focus on
vocational training and academic rigour, creating tensions and opportunities for educators (McKenna
& Powell, 2009). Lecturers at UoTs are often practitioners transitioning into academic roles, a shift

requiring the negotiation of professional expertise and institutional expectations.

Norodien-Fataar (2021) examines curriculum practices at a South African UoT, highlighting the
challenges lecturers face in adapting to academic demands. Similarly, Chitanand (2015) discusses
the lack of pedagogical training for many new academics, which can hinder their ability to navigate
their roles effectively. For lecturers without formal teaching qualifications, the shift to academia

often involves learning on the job, which can feel overwhelming and isolating.

Ennals et al. (2016) describe the complexities of transitioning from professional practice to academia,
noting that lecturers must not only adapt to new institutional cultures but also reconcile their

vocational identities with academic expectations. In the context of UoTs, this involves balancing

!'It would be remiss of me not to include my own work in this field, although citing myself in relation to
others feels self-aggrandising. Suffice to say, I have published on this topic in:
Cavanagh, M. (2018b). A little black number: Undressing transformation from student to pattern maker.
South African journal of higher education, 32(6), 197-214.
Cavanagh, M. (2018a). Fashion students choose how to learn. In D. Remenyi (Ed.), 4th e-learning excellence
awards 2018: An anthology of case histories (pp. 23-36). Academic Conferences and Publishing limited.
Cavanagh, M., & Peté, M. (2017). Fashion students choose how to learn by constructing videos of pattern
making. British journal of educational technology, 48(6), 1502-1511.
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industry-relevant training with the demands of research and theoretical engagement (Gumbi &

McKenna, 2020).

Tensions between vocational and academic expectations
The institutional mandate for UoTs to merge vocational and academic education creates inherent
tensions. Lecturers are expected to equip students with industry-ready skills while contributing to the
institution’s research profile (Mtshali & Sooryamoorthy, 2019). This pressure can feel contradictory,
particularly for lecturers whose primary expertise lies in practical disciplines (McKenna & Powell,

2009).

Mafenya (2013) critiques the systemic 