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By Bethaney Swanson, University of Lethbridge

I was born in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, where my father was working for the Mennonite Central Committee. My mother described it as an extremely tumultuous time for herself; my father spent most of his time on the road, so she was looking after three young children in a community where she was isolated. 

We moved back to Manitoba to the small Mennonite town of Morden when I was three. My father continued his work with the Mennonite Central Committee while my mother remained at home. Mennonites are very communally-minded people and in Morden, children got passed around from house to house. My mother invested a lot into domestic labour; she kept the house impeccably clean, baked mountains of bread, mowed the lawn or shovelled the snow, all while keeping us entertained. In the time she left for herself, she would work on her landscape paintings while my sisters and I would watch. We moved to Winnipeg before my third sister was born.

 My father was not earning enough working for MCC, being a not-for-profit, mostly volunteer run organization, so he took a job as general manager for Quintex Dry Cleaners. This is about the time where the tensions in my parent’s marriage revealed themselves. My parents divorced when I was seven. This resulted in both of them being ostracized from the Mennonite community. It was difficult for both of them emotionally, but more difficult for my mother financially. My father got temporary full custody over the children and my mother moved in with her sister and eventually got a job working in a greenhouse. My father remarried fairly soon after to a woman with a son.
My stepmother worked fulltime as well as my father. My father began taking up some of the domestic chores in his second marriage and we were old enough to help out too. My mother remarried to a rancher in south-western Alberta. She worked on the ranch and as a groundskeeper at the provincial building and carriage museum in Cardston. Eventually she got custody of my two older sisters.

My first job experience was a sadly typical example of the abuses that many young people are subject to in the workforce. I worked in a pizza delivery place with a completely chauvinistic manager who would sit with the other male employees and rate women walking by in the parking lot on a scale of 1-to-10. I was subject to recurrent psychological abuse (criticism, sexist jokes, etc.) that my 15-year old mind was unequipped to analyze as such.

My summer job, working at a drycleaners, entailed waking up at 5 am, due to the fact that there was no air conditioning in the plant, and in the summers the heat at the peak of the day combined with the steaming piles of laundry would often cause workers to faint. We would stand in a line and pull from the heaps of damp denim coveralls and put them on hangers. We would sort them depending on whether or not they had to be repaired. Oftentimes, we would find things like syringes in the pockets, and occasionally, a twenty dollar bill. The other workers on the floor were all women, and nearly all immigrants. Some of the women had been working at the plant for over twenty years, not missing one day, with no wage increase. Our wages were determined by how much we could hang in a day. I was comparatively very slow and usually got paid the minimum wage which was $6.75/hour. 

I finished high school two years early with a youthfully invigorated goal to gain a living by playing guitar and singing in my band. I moved in with my boyfriend when I was 17 with this dream in tow. I got a job working at Safeway stalking the shelves and changing price tags from 1am to 9am.This was the kind of job that I enjoyed most seeing as I was not under the constant scrutiny of a manager who distrusted and mediated my every move. Being in an otherwise all-male band, I found it difficult to be taken seriously as an eager musician who wanted to learn. I have found that most of my development as a musician has happened alone in my room, where there are no social or spatial encumbrances to restrict me. 
My mother got her nursing degree at the age of 43 after working her whole life as either a housewife or a manual labourer. I don’t believe that there is anything wrong with either of those occupations other than the fact that my mother was also consistently devalued as a labourer and not taken seriously as a knowledgeable and insightful person other than to those of us who knew her well. I decided to go to university when I was 19 and spent a year at the University of Winnipeg before I moved to Lethbridge.
My sister and I used to have coffee once a week and we would often discuss our involvement and struggle within the culture of academia. I think our perspective on the educational institution comes from our lives as working class individuals. We felt the difficulties of moving within a world where the social and intellectual etiquette was assumed to be innately known. I found it most difficult to mediate the line between interacting in a ‘professional’ manner, versus the incorporation of my lived experiences. Women’s Studies directly addresses this dichotomous position. In attempting to be fully involved in my own existence, I cannot leave out the extremely personal way that everything affects me. I have a hard time with accepting abstractions about people when they are real. I feel it trivializes the diversity and randomness that everyone is susceptible to. I believe that there is a way of functioning within the ‘authoritative knowledge’ that educational institutions are structured to espouse; while still questioning the basis of that knowledge, by starting from the value and truth found in one’s own perspective.  

In conclusion, I still have my improbable dream of being a musician; I still feel unease about my academic career; I still work a job of menial labour in a convenience store; and I still feel that how I fit into this society is a constant push and pull, is mostly random, and is largely out of my hands to say. (Endnote: I wrote these words approximately four months ago and am in the beginning stages of intellectualizing an idea called ‘agency’. Although ‘choice’ is not a given, within the confines of a very specific context, there is room for conscious changes to be made. I am careful of this idea, however, because there is still no room to make judgements on anyone else’s ability to make ‘choices’ and as I have tried to unveil in this personal reflection, much of our material and economic reality is shaped by our relationships. There are many forces at work that confine just what amount of agency and ‘choice’ we have.)   
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