Liminal Identities and Institutional Positioning: On becoming a “Writing lady” in the Academy

Whether feminism can help forge … a collective subject hangs heavily on the mode of reading and writing social relations it promotes. (Rosemary Hennesey, 1993. Material Feminism and the Politics of Discourse)

Those of us taking up these roles occupy an unstable niche that is neither outside nor genuinely inside the academic power structure but mixes features of both. More truly marginal than in the feminist sense, we are like animals of the tidal zone, neither sea nor land creatures. this, not feminization as we have known it, is the liminal condition we live in…” (Louise Wetherbee Phelps, 1995, Becoming a Warrior: Lessons of the Feminist Workplace)
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Liminal Identities and Institutional Positioning: On becoming a “Writing lady” in the Academy

Abstract: My paper investigates academic development and identity formation through the site of academic writing practices, genre theory, cross-disciplinary traveling, and the powerful meta-discourse of teaching as gendered work. It is informed by my role as Faculty in a newly created Centre for Writing Intensive Learning, where I am currently engaged in a large scale project of curriculum implementation that involves implementing writing-intensive learning across the disciplines of my University and where I was recently referred to as being “one of the writing ladies” by a female faculty member in Earth Sciences.

I will suggest that my institutional positioning from “scholar/researcher/professor” to that of “writing lady” identifies institutional resistance about the nature of academic literate practices as a site for power relations, knowledge building and the redistribution of cultural capital in the academy. Constructing the teaching of academic writing as subsumed and gendered practices also disguises the critical, scholarly and mediating power of academic development and identity formation through the technology of writing practices for researchers, instructors and students. 

______________________________________________________________________

 I am grateful for the opportunity of this conference about sexism in the academy to think through how my feminist orientation has often been concerned with negotiating a continuum of politics about writing, textuality and gender in situated locations. I notice that certain junctions of my relationship to being a “knower or one who “professes” has a great deal to do with how I am positioned in the institutional power relations of the University. This talk briefly explores how becoming described as a “writing lady” at the university provides a means to explore the politics of gender, textual mediation and writing.

In 1985, I entered Simon Fraser as a 30-year-old transfer student with a nascent identity as a working writer from a decade in the pink-collar ghettos of corporate communications. I was also well equipped with an imposter syndrome about my academic abilities. During my first year at SFU I had the classic encounter with a senior faculty member who told me that I would never become a writer or a grad student because I couldn’t instinctively punctuate. His god-like stature and prophetic words persuaded me that I could never pursue my profession, let alone English literature studies. Nevertheless, I eventually pursued graduate work in critical and feminist education studies in curriculum. In 2002 I was hired as Faculty in the newly established Centre for Writing-Intensive Learning or CWIL. The mandate of our Centre is as follows: 

“The purpose of the Centre for Writing-Intensive Learning is to naturalize the use of writing as constitutive of the teaching and learning culture in the university and to foster students' knowledge and skills as writers. … The Centre will collaborate with faculty and departments to assess the implementation of new or modified approaches to the uses and teaching of writing. Information from such assessment will be used to influence future instruction, develop new strategies and propose new outcomes.”

Although, I experienced a brief interval of being referred to as “Dr. Alexander” after receiving my Ph.D., I noticed the disappearance of the “Dr.” salutation soon after I began to work at CWIL. For example this past fall, in a public forum that was introducing the “W” implementation process to the University all the faculty on the writing support group and the university implementation task force were introduced as Professor’s or Dr.’s so and so. However, my colleague and myself were introduced in the written agenda by our first names as “Wendy and Kathryn from the Writing Centre.” We had the same alphabet letters after our names as the other people, but we were not ascribed with the same status. Curious. 

I began to notice in the post- course surveys and course evaluations, and in emails, students began to refer to us by our first names, or as the “writing ladies” or “the CWIL ladies.” Finally, this spring when a female Faculty member referred to us in class as “the writing ladies” I knew I was onto to a peculiar kind of phenomena. Perhaps it didn’t help that all Faculty in the Centre were women, and I wager that if we had a male colleague we would not have been called the ‘writing ladies.” Although Louise Wetherbee Phelps suggests that even men and women in leadership roles as Directors, Chairs or Writing Program Administrators face the same problem as representatives of a feminized discipline (1995, 291). Taking up the theory of Dorothy Smith, I find it is useful to look at the “work” that a particular discourse or a social text accomplishes in an institutional space. What does becoming described as “a writing lady” imply for an academic working in a trans-disciplinary mandate?

I will suggest that the received perception about the value of the teaching of writing is an inherent contradiction about the way writing actually functions within the institution. Academic writing is intimately tied to the dissemination of disciplinary knowledge, the educating and apprenticeship of novice scholars into the cultural ways of knowing, and is the primary vehicle for obtaining funding and credentialing students, graduates, researchers and Faculty alike. The institutional documentary writing of the University provides the material means by which we all become “text trade workers” in the knowledge economy. Thus, I find the invisibility of the politics of textual practices at the university to be enormously significant. 

(See Figure 1.)  This figure demonstrates the web of textual, inter-textual, discursive and genre activities systems that attend the activity of implementing writing-intensive learning in a course. I developed this schematic to make sense of where my Centre was situated in the textual dynamics of the new “W” implementation process. As this figure suggests, we are working in the contact zone between the activity systems of Faculty, students and the larger meta-genre systems of the University. While we are informed by our own disciplinary backgrounds – the larger institutional structures intersect and mediate how we can articulate them because of our roles and activities. Our interventions in disciplinary spaces are realised through micro-genres such as course assignments, informal assignments, classroom discourse, speech genres etc, and these in turn are mediated somewhat invisibly by the larger meta-genres of the University (University taskforce policy, department guidelines, disciplinary histories) and beyond this drawing, by the larger social discursive networks that shape social life in socio-cultural contexts. 

Feminist institutional ethnography as described by Dorothy Smith always asks us to start from the standpoint of our experience. When I started to work in CWIL I thought that it would be difficult to “not explicitly profess” my own research, or teach in my own classroom, but I didn’t think that my identity as a “scholar” would be utterly erased. I did not anticipate the degree that the social hierarchy of the University would construct our work as skill-based, transparent, maternal domestic labour. 

Interestingly though, I actually do not teach writing. Most of my work consists of a kind of textual ethnography and curriculum inquiry based research and consultation with Faculty members in the site of their teaching practices. Nevertheless, I’ve acquired an institutional identity as a non-disciplinary practitioner, in other words, a “writing lady.” I will develop three plausible strands of analysis to discuss the discursive work that such an identity reveals.

First, being identified as “a writing lady” occurred because we do not belong to a specific academic Department and this contributes to the perception that we are not researchers or scholars. Our consultative collaborations with faculty necessitates that our collective PhD’s are sublimated when we are in the contact zone of the classroom where it is NOT our role to be the content experts. However, the valence of gender relations amplifies the perception that we are also non-authoritative, maternal figures helping out with the domestic labour of teaching writing. Writing ladies are definitely not knowledge makers even though we are visibly engaging the discourses of the discipline alongside the Faculty member, TA’s and students. The incompatibility of a multi-disciplinary collaborative and egalitarian model of instruction in the typical university classroom or lecture hall contributes to the “physics law” of  traditional professing – there can only be one authoritative voice in an instructional space. 

Further taking up the analysis suggested by the epigraph by Louise Wetherbee Phelps, I realized that many students and faculty lacked an understanding of our roles in a larger institutional context – we were “neither outside nor genuinely inside the academic power structures.” We were simply not “professing.” What were we doing?

When I began research for this presentation, I went to our web site and critically re-read the fine print of the mandate that we had carefully crafted and made a list of the verbs that described our activities in the larger university community: 

meet mentor train provide offer offer offer house document and assess offer offer conduct and publish, provide, coordinate and collaborate, research, develop provide – 

We interpreted our role as primarily focused on cross-disciplinary research and collaboration; consultation and faculty development, research about writing, assessment and implementation of new curricula and pedagogies in the various departments. Consult, teach, research and assess : these were the academic practices that I had been trained to do.

However, I  was surprised to see how profoundly the language that described our Centre obscured the expertise, intellectual labour and research goals of the Centre. The feminized helping and facilitative metaphors that described our activities profoundly modulated the inherently transformative and socio-cultural politics of our mandate. Nowhere in this list of activities were we encapsulated by the active social science verbs of authority such as implement, test, inquire, deconstruct, reconceptualise, investigate, explore, interrogate, critique, and so forth. 

Rather, the work as described obliterated an authoritative traditional academic institutional identity, one that should have been assigned to the trans-university curriculum implementation process that we were actually charged with. I have come to understand after reading more of the feminist literature in composition studies – that the language of the “W” implementation process may have inadvertently re-inscribed the gendered power relations of the “feminised” composition/ education field onto our mandate (Schell, 1999, Wetherbee Phelps, 1995,  Jarratt and Worsham, 1998). Thus we inherited the historical gendered politics of sexism of a marginalized discipline just as we were charged with the task of changing the writing and teaching culture of an entire university. 

Louise Wetherbee Phelps in her book Feminine principles and women’s experience in American composition and rhetoric writes about the discipline of composition in the following manner: “we are a field dominated in numbers by women, concerned with a subject and a teaching practice perceived by many academics and the public as low-status, elementary, service-oriented, menial “women’s work.” As such, composition has suffered from minimal resources, intellectual invisibility to other’s fields, subordination to other’s interests and goals, and a lack of institutional authority and control.” (Whetherbee Phelps, 1995, 289 – 290). 

Phelps suggests “composition’s gendering is not immutably fixed but is susceptible to transformation …(where institutional circumstances (not necessarily or even likely feminist in origins) create occasions for composition, though programmatic action, to join in and affect the broader policies and pragmatics of higher education.” (290-91). CWIL represents such an opportunity – with a twist. It seems that a central challenge for the success of our mandate will be to consciously identify, resist and reject the gendered institutional positioning that is currently emerging from the tacit naturalized discourses circulating at the University. 

In the second strand I recognize that I colluded in my own construction as a ‘writing lady” because I had also internalized the hierarchical and disciplinary values of the University. I was finding my footing as a “professor” to be difficult because of my positioning outside of the discursive territory of my own classroom, courses or disciplinary departmental structure. I took up the “joke,” ventriloquated the phrase “writing lady” and could not provide alternative appropriate language when others used it in flippant ways. This was partially because our work at this phase of the project is relational and the collaborative and voluntary nature of the pilot courses has required a tremendous balance of diplomacy, collegiality and cooperation on the behalf of all parties. When tensions, resistance or difficulties arise there is not a typical academic context to work through differences. 

My colleagues have diplomatically pointed out that my unproblematic uttering of the label “writing lady” even ironically, complicates my narrative because I am reifying a marginal/subsumed status regarding the status of writing versus content, the role of expert versus visitor or assistant; etc. Thus I discursively accepted the separation of my feminist critical scholar self from the institutional projection of a feminized nurturing helping figure because I could not locate nor articulate the speech genres of feminist critique in the different discursive situations of other faculty members’ classrooms. 

The third strand concerns what I call the ‘writing up - writing down” problem, which is the status of composition and academic writing in Universities. As I have mentioned, the production of writing as an organizing discursive and material practice is not well understood. Ignoring the constitutive role of writing as the material mode of production for the workplace, learning, scholarly production and teaching obviates the discomfort that direct attention to social dynamics and ideology of literacy, meritocracy and cultural difference might otherwise provoke. 

A writing intensive-learning initiative has the potential to be student-centred and to advocate for discursive difference and multi-modal literacies. I work primarily with faculty members in the context of their courses where I must attend carefully to the meta-discursive instructions that hold important clues as to what counts as meaningful for writing in the discipline. An important aspect of my work is to identify these moments and intersections for the faculty member so that they become more aware of the tacit features of their disciplinary underpinnings and make them more explicitly visible for students. In this way I work between the interests of the academy and the agency of students. Developing a meta-discursive awareness about writing and the heterogeneity of academic literacies across a University community intersects with ideologies about writing standards, plagiarism, lowered student literacy levels and other god-tricks of academic privilege.

Constructing this activity as the care-taking labour of helpful ‘writing ladies’ not only keeps our interventions as mediators and trans-disciplinary knowers invisible, it maintains the separation of writing from the content of the course and allows the transmission of curriculum to remain transparent in the University classroom. From this perspective, knowledge is understood mainly through exchange or vehicle metaphors. 

Writing understood from a vehicle metaphor remains a technique for facilitating the transmission of information from the instructor to students, and a vehicle for demonstrating evidence of acquisition of the information by students. It  preserves the inherent commodity metaphor of post-secondary education as an exchange of information and means for credentialing and guaranteeing educational “products” such as graduates who can effortlessly function in their professional fields or workplaces. Writing disappears as a social, political and culturally mediated activity; and learning is not tied to the formation and construction of students’ identities as situated knowers along a continuum of participatory structures.

Thus the work of teaching academic writing is to “facilitate” learning and so requires that socio-cultural agency remain repressed. We are thus co-opted into the service model of writing – such that our work is not visible unless the products of our work are deemed flawed, problematic, or interfere with the seamless flow and exchange of information. For example, as this paper has explored, I now realize that our Centre unconsciously re-activated twenty years of sexism in the treatment of women in the field of composition. As well, we found ourselves in a nexus between our critical and pedagogical intentions and the desires of the institution which turned me into a writing lady as one way of accomplishing the relations of ruling. Interrupting those desires through feminist or critical critique calls into question the ways we had simply become as Smith suggests, “a means through which these objectified modes of ruling were passed on, through which, therefore, ruling got done.” (Smith, 48). 

So the metaphor I am trying to flog here is that proximity to the teaching of writing in academe is like the exchange of women’s bodies in society– it comprises the material conduit for the exchange of discursive power and social relations but remains largely invisible. Dorothy Smith has stated repeatedly in her work on institutional ethnography (1990a, 1990b, 1999) that we must look at the work that is accomplished through discursive utterances, speech genres and documentary networks in order to comprehend the organizing capacity of the social text. So simply put, we are our texts and we must reframe our work in terms of that identification if we are to resist the academy’s insistence on separating the writing/ teaching/ research continuum.

Writing is a technology that mediates social meaning in cultural, political and economic discourse of the University. And yet, even though writing is the core social and cultural practice of the academy, and “texts” are the currency of our identity at the university, our understanding of textuality remains at best naïve and transparent, even by those of us who are sophisticated in the creation of texts. The power relations that are encoded in the ways we are positioned as teachers, writers, or researchers are expressions of the power relations of gendered textuality in the academy, and they will continue to mediate our identities in terms of how we are understood and valued as academics, teachers or researchers unless we construct a counter-practice about writing at the University.

My recent experience bears out as anecdotal evidence about the power of sex-role socialization patterns and textuality. Now it looks like I am making an argument that will make my work at the university even more impossible, and under-valued. However I believe that one solution might be to actively demonstrate that genuine attention to engagement with textual practices, discursive formation, disciplinary genres might mediate against the less empowering effects.  As it turns out, there is a very rich field of feminist work in the area of rhetoric and composition studies that see feminisms, feminist pedagogy and composition as complementary disciplines, or as Susan C. Jarratt describes historical and political metonymies (Jarratt, 1998, 6). 

Both feminist inquiry and post-current traditional composition studies, in other words seek to transform styles of thinking, teaching and learning rather than to reproduce stultifying traditions. They share a suspicion of authoritarian pedagogy, emphasizing instead collaborative or interactive learning and teaching. They resist purity of approach and the reduction of their scope by moving in and around many contemporary critical theories and disciplines (Jarratt, 1998, 3).

Jarratt describes them both as trans-disciplinary fields – where feminist academic projects seek to transform disciplinary knowledge by pointing out its ideological investments, …. composition as described by Patricia Harkin is a “post-disciplinary lore  - “a knowledge whose primary function is to {help us to see ways of construing relations … to which our ideology has made us blind [and to see that] disciplinary inquiries can be strategies of containment.” (Jarratt, 2)

As Wetherbee Phelps, Schell, Jarratt, Smith and others suggest, we are located in a double bind between the disciplinary discourse of feminisms, and the mediating social and textual practices that interrupt our agency. So there is a genuine need to intercept the conceptions of ruling that persistently structure sexism in the academy through our professional and academic practices. 

An explicitly feminist textuality and pedagogy might be one that vigorously takes writing up as focal point for critical, social and disciplinary understanding. We can assist students and our selves by making disciplinary tools more explicit and less transparent. In this manner, reclaiming writing as a site for identity formation renegotiates the power relations inherent in the tensions between our obligations to teach/research and recuperates the construction of teaching as the domestic labour in the academy. As a writing lady in my institution, I hope that my contribution will lie in assisting others to negotiate the liminal positioning of the academy by encouraging the eventual development of open writing group communities across the University, stimulate structured conversations about writing among peer groups, identify the link between scholarship and successful teaching practices, support faculty and student mentoring groups, and demand appropriate resources so that all faculty and students are assisted in writing and learning.
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