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Introduction to the E-Edition 

When I wrote about gender difference and student narratives almost 20 years ago, I 
had just been hired by what was then called the Writing Program (now called the Department 
of Rhetoric, Writing and Communications) at the University of Winnipeg to teach multiple 
sections of Academic Writing to undergraduate, mainly first-year students. At the time, I had 
just completed a Ph.D. studying women's fiction as a genre unto itself, defining conventions 
within it as definitively different from those said to operate in the traditional novel. I had just 
published a revised version of the dissertation as a book: to E.M. Forster's Aspects of the 
Novel, I offered Aspects of the Female Novel , proposing that fiction by women differed from 
fiction by men in such key areas as story, plot and character development. With these 
scholarly commitments, I was thoroughly immersed in the practice of reading for patterns of 
difference based on gender, and so it was that I began tracing the play of these patterns in 
introductory student essays that took the form of personal experience narratives.  

At the time, feminist scholarship offered both encouragement and precedent for 
practising woman-centred research—for unearthing marginalized art and texts by women and 
examining them from a point of view privileging gender as a marker of difference. In 
“Composing as a Woman,” Elizabeth Flynn explored how women's writing might be 
understood as developing differently from mainstream—mainly male-authored—texts. 
Moving from narrative to the realm of experience in In a Different Voice, Carol Gilligan 
suggested that women often solve problems using criteria different from men's, favoring 
relational rather than individualistic goals in forming solutions. Both sources have since been 
critiqued for essentialist assumptions leading them to define being a woman as something too 
singular and homogenous, not taking plurality and diversity amongst women into account. 
Another concern was that these studies treated gender as a deep-rooted (if not biologically 
determined) condition rather than a cultural performance developed within the context of 
systemic oppression.  

My study may activate some of these concerns. Certainly the concept of gender in 
current theorizing has destabilized and diversified from the more or less dualistic division 
that I mapped out. Moreover, there is less appetite for celebrating female difference as 
composing a distinct culture, for differences are understood as resulting from intersecting 
systems of oppression. Although I  would no longer contend that women’s difference should 
be read as female alteriority rather than inferiority—that “it represents a separate culture, 
within which there is variety and dynamism”(134)—I continue to support the project of 
examining writing for signs of difference  understood as resulting from socially constructed 
gender categories—what Eve Kosofosky Sedgwick referred to as a “dichotomized social 
production and reproduction of male and female identities and behaviors (qtd. in Two Sides, 
131). Within my book, gender difference in writing is presented as “situational and 
provisional” (133), subject to change rather than fixed --present sometimes but not always, 
and “open-ended” rather than in any way determined or fixed (2). Moreover, I argued in the 
book that the eventual purpose in tracing gender patterns is to make the recommendation that 
educators and writing teachers help students to explore patterns that are outside gender 
confines, so that as writers and readers they are “not imprisoned within a rigidly gendered 
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discourse” ( 125). 
In our current cultural moment there are fewer projects looking at creativity and 

production as gendered activities, yet differences between male and female discourse patterns 
do not go unobserved. For example, a recent examination of blogging —“Posting with 
Passion: Blogs and the Politics of Gender”—begins with the empirical observation that fewer 
women than men write blogs and continues by studying how women as a group pursue both 
topics and technical options that can be differentiated from those that appeal to male 
practitioners, so that “content on blogs is seen to display gender differences. . . [and] 
technical features of blogging software are also argued to demonstrate gendered forms of 
behaviour” (154). After observing patterns of gender difference, this scholar reproduces a 
precaution similar to one in wide circulation when I wrote about gender patterns in student 
narratives—she takes the stance that if it’s true many women gravitate to private matters and 
men to those more public, then we need to examine the perpetuation of a split that places 
women in a relatively disadvantaged and powerless position.  

Gender- inflected writing was one of the subjects of inquiry  at a recent work shop 
exploring women’s writing as expressive of personal and collective identity. Liz Millward, a 
professor of Women’s and Gender Studies, posed this question for discussion: “How do we 
encourage students (particularly young women, because they seem to write in convoluted 
passive sentences more than young men do) to develop their writing voice (and therefore a 
sense of subjectivity and agency)?” Her question reminds me of Virginia Wolf’s observations 
in A Room of One’s Own about the differences between the weight of men’s and women’s 
sentences, although Wolf admired the light and layered form of the sentence she claimed 
women writers preferred and, as I note in Two Sides to a Story,  cautioned women against 
“losing their voice in the process of impersonating the male discourse of  power” (130). Yet 
rather than taking up aesthetic questions to judge the comparative appeal of these sentence 
forms, educators and writing teachers might better use evidence of gender difference in 
writing to help students develop a more expansive  repertoire-- to write outside gendered 
confines. Helping students to abandon the restrictions of writing in gendered ways is what I 
advocate for in Two Sides to a Story.  

Recent feminist work in the area of women and peacemaking continues to explore 
gender categories as useful for observing patterns of difference, even if we conceptualize 
gender as culturally produced rather than as biological imperative. Cynthia Enloe explains 
that while there are limits to gender cohesion, there is enough common ground to retain 
“women” as a viable political category: “To avoid seeing all women as natural allies simply 
because they are women, then, is crucial for building reliable causal analyses and for crafting 
effective strategies. However, arriving at this conclusion does not require a person to lose all 
confidence in the belief that ‘women’ is an authentic political category useful in making 
sense of the causes and consequences of militarization”(297). 

In a study of place and identity, Margaret Somerville makes the case that “difference” 
itself need not be conceptualized  as a state of contrast. Instead, she refers the Deluezian 
differentiation as not resting on one’s difference from others, being instead more of  “a 
process of creative evolution in which we . . . . are no longer fixed on capturing the essence 
in self and other in their isolation, but  open to the unknown, to the impossibility of knowing 
differently” (qtd. in Davies, 29-30). Just as a place can be understood as both different and 
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the same as others, so can gender be understood as a sign of difference as well as of 
sameness. 

Indeed, hiving off any group and studying them as distinct from others is usually 
accompanied by recognizing networked elements of diversity and mixity. There are 
interesting resonances between some of the arguments defending the project of defining 
native literature as a tradition unto itself and those assembled during second wave feminism 
to establish a separate female consciousness and literature. In Red on Red, for example, Craig 
S. Womack defends the critical need to delineate the common features of “Creek literature”
rather than allowing it to remain marginalized as a product of colonization. There are echoes
of Elaine Showalter’s argument for thinking about writing by women as “a literature of their
own” in his position that native literature is more a discrete entity than a mere reaction
against mainstream tradition (6). Moreover, Deanna Reder points out that codifying typical
literary features need not be prescriptive and oppressive if common features are not
understood as being present in any “pure” or “uncontaminated” form (158). Robert Warrior
points out that “determining that texts by Creek writers have enough in common to study
them fruitfully alongside each other does not necessitate declaring “that all Creek texts derive
from a pristine well Creekness” (xxv). As these perspectives show, studies of difference
continue today, although the concepts of difference or the process of differentiation is
understood as a strategic tool for generating provisional rather than fixed properties.

Reading for genre has also been criticized for imposing uniformity rather than 
recognizing diversity. In studying the examples and developing a taxonomy of traits, my 
hope was to offer provisional categories open to revision on the basis of shifting critical 
lenses and changing writing patterns, in keeping with Catherine Schryer's reference to 
generic features as those  that are “stabilized-for-now or stabilized enough sites of 
sociological and ideological action” (qtd p. 138).  

What strikes me as relevant and perhaps applicable in some form to current writing 
studies scholars here is the research design, a deliberate balancing of qualitative and 
quantitative approaches. The quantitative sections provide the scoring results of readers 
trained to recognize traits or criteria; following each section of quantitative analysis, I offer 
descriptive and interpretive readings.so that the approaches complement and support each 
other. At that time, in the late eighties, there was an interest in studying writing using 
cognitive research models and collecting numeric data. By the mid-nineties, the balance had 
shifted in favour of narrativized writing research. Recently, there have been growing calls 
within writing studies for stricter methodological rigour and awareness. And, responsive to 
technological opportunities, there has been an interest in dealing with large scale pools of 
data. At a recent Writing Research Across Borders  conference (Paris 2014), for example, the 
organizers encouraged writing scholars to think self-consciously about methodology for the 
collecting and examining writing samples and many of the presentations had formal 
quantitative elements. Another conference--2014 International Writing Studies: Sharing 
Research and Pedagogies--continues the emphasis on developing methodological and design 
awareness, referring directly to “the emerging field of Big Data” within North America 
linked to digital tools influencing pedagogical and research practices. Even though I was 
working without computerized data collection and reading programs, I would still consider 
my study to be a large-scale undertaking in analyzing almost 100 student-written narratives.  
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Scholars who continue to pursue questions of gender, genre or method may be drawn 
to the e-publication of this volume. Apart from serving as an informative scholarly source, 
this volume is also part of field history and as such its publication may respond to burgeoning 
interest in archiving material and studying the tracery of patterns to understand influence and 
interaction. For these reasons, I am pleased to offer these contextualizing comments. 

Jaqueline MacLeod Rogers 
November 2014 
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