

Joan Sangster explains that “class, gender and race/ethnicity” interact as “structural and ideological factors” which serve to shape our experiences of work.
  Therefore to understand my work history experience it is important to articulate that I am a twenty-two year old, able bodied, caucasian female and I come from an upper class family.  I was raised in what Sangster would describe as a “nuclear, heteronormative, male-breadwinner family”.
  I spent my entire childhood growing up on a farm twenty miles northwest of the city of Lloydminster, Alberta.  I am currently a university student studying Political Science, with the future aspiration of studying Law.  My experiences with waged labour are quite limited, therefore I will elaborate a great deal on my parents work history, and my unwaged labour experiences.


My dad was the oldest of six children.  At the early age of ten he recalls helping out with the yearly farming duties such as driving machinery and hauling grain.  When he was fifteen when he moved to New Westminster, British Columbia to pursue a career as a professional hockey player.  He barely graduated high school due to his hockey obligations, but in 1979 he achieved his goal was drafted to the Los Angeles Kings.  


My dad was a National Hockey League player for seven seasons.  He has articulated the immense pressure that he faced as an elite athlete to maintain his physical strength and endurance, while sustaining his position as an enforcer within the league.  It was a high risk, high reward job that took a toll on his physical well-being.  He was continually under pressure to prove his skill and worth on the team.  There was little job security as a professional athlete, and this reality became very real when his contract ran out in 1986 and he was not re-signed.


Following his NHL career my dad found himself without any formal post secondary training.  As such, he returned to a profession that he was very familiar with; farming.  Along with his younger brother, he began the process of taking over my grandparents grain farm.  Farming is a seasonal profession, involving long and labour intensive days.  Some of the tasks include seeding, spraying, swathing, combining and hauling grain.  Most of these processes are subject to the unpredictability of the weather, rendering farming a very volatile industry.  
Farming is also a highly masculinized profession.  As Melissa Rohde explains, there are certain types of “work which have been separated by binary constructions of labour according to gender or their supposed reflection of ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ economic systems”.
  Farming is one of these types of work.  Since the emergence of capitalism, and its accompanying emphasis on waged labour, farming has become a male dominated profession.
  My dad reinforced the “masculinization of agriculture” on his farm by always employing men to help with seeding and harvest, and only allowing my brothers to help out with the moving of machinery.
  


 My mother was born and raised in Lloydminster.  For most of her childhood she lived one block from the outdoor swimming pool, where she practiced competitive swimming, fostering the skill she would need to become a lifeguard at age sixteen.  Following her graduation from high school she attended the University of Alberta.  She took education for two years and then opted to pursue a degree in nursing.  Teaching and nursing are two of the skilled sex-typed careers in which women are predominant.  My mom’s choice to pursue teaching and then nursing is likely a reflection of the prevailing gender order of the late 1970’s, a gender order that still exists today.  


When my mom had completed her nursing degree my dad paid off her student loans and helped her move to Los Angeles.  I now recognize the inherent paternalism within this arrangement.  My dad paid off my mom’s debt, assuming an unequal relationship whereby my mom was both subordinate and indebted to my dad.  Her willingness to uproot her life and move to another country was likely due to a sense of obligation to repay my dad for his financial assistance, again reflecting a paternalistic and unequal relationship.  


Upon moving to Los Angeles my mom began work as a full time nurse.  She would continue to nurse full time until she became pregnant with my oldest brother.  She then took a nine year hiatus from nursing in order to birth and mother four children.  I am the youngest child in my family and she would return to nursing when I was four.  This pattern of employment is a prime example of what Sangster refers to as the “two-phase life cycle”, whereby women leave the waged labour workforce for a number of years to bear children, and then return to the workforce when they feel they are able to do so.


When my mom returned to work she became a permanent part time nurse in order to accommodate her parenting responsibilities and my dad’s farming schedule.  During the spring and summer months my mom would work very occasionally due to my dad’s farming.  During the winter she would work a lot more.  It was during these winter months that my dad would assume his fair share of the childcare and domestic responsibilities, rendering both his farming and domestic labour seasonal.  This arrangement meant that my parents shared many of the domestic duties fairly equally throughout the course of a year.  However, my dad’s work schedule dictated my mom’s work schedule, insinuating that my dad’s work was more important, resulting in an unequal relationship.  


The inconsistent nature of the farming profession, coupled with the high cost of childcare, required that my mom remain a part time employee, and a member of the “flexible” workforce.
  Unfortunately, my mom’s part time employment and my dad’s self employment meant no additional health benefits such as dental and vision for our family.  This lack of employee benefits is just one of the downfalls of being a member of the part time “flexible” workforce.


Within the nursing profession, and within the hospital that my mom was employed, both a vertical and a horizontal gender segregation existed.  The majority of the nurses and support staff at the hospital were female, and the majority of the management positions and doctoral occupations were held by men, reflecting a gendered vertical segregation.  There is also gendered horizontal segregation of the nursing occupation because most nurses are female.  As mentioned earlier this is likely due to prevailing gender roles within society.


My mother returning to nursing was both an economic necessity and a form of personal self fulfillment.  As Sangster describes, women’s desire to be a member of the formal workforce often provides women with “enhanced economic security, independence and respect”.
  Nursing allowed my mother to feel a sense of pride and independence.  Her desire to earn her own money was not motivated by greed for extra luxuries, but rather a desire to contribute monetarily to the family economy.  My family required two incomes because my parents were attempting to purchase a farm while raising four children and money was tight.  The constant debt my parents accrued through the process of purchasing the farm makes me question the notion of my father as the primary “breadwinner”.  Although he earned more than my mother he also held massive amounts of debt, resulting in an economic liability for the family and the source of much economic strain. 


Upon my mothers return to waged labour she was exposed to the hardships of the double day.  She would often work a twelve hour night shift only to come home and have to cook a meal, tackle an endless amount of laundry, and care for her children.  This was made even more difficult due to the nature of the nursing profession.  Nursing, like child rearing, involves caring for and nurturing people.  Therefore nursing was not necessarily an escape from the responsibilities of her private life. 


When I was nine my mom began having health issues.  Initially her mother, my maternal grandmother, urged that the responsibilities of nursing, mothering, and maintaining a household were wearing on her psychological well-being.  In fact, my grandmother recently told me that she believed my mother was having a nervous breakdown.  Joan Sangster explains that there was a common belief during the 1960’s that “female bodies were more fragile, female minds more prone to nervous exhaustion” resulting in a more “vulnerable female workforce”.
  Therefore my grandmother’s assumptions were likely a reflection of the dominant beliefs that were held when she was a mother.  


My mother’s health issues were eventually properly diagnosed.  She had Angiosarcoma, a terminal cancer that would claim her life in four years.  Upon this diagnosis, and the ensuing treatments, life and work as my family knew it were completely transformed.  In addition to providing care for his sick wife, my dad had no choice but to take over the majority of the parenting and domestic duties.  


When my mom passed away, the roles shifted again.  My dad was simply unable to perform all of the household responsibilities.  As such, he taught us how to be independent individuals within our household.  We became responsible for doing our laundry, cleaning up our messes, and cooking most of our own meals, which we would usually tackle together.  This made us independent and responsible at an early age, traits which would help my brothers and me succeed later in life.  I will now examine my unwaged and waged work history.


The earliest labour that I can remember doing involved simple household cleaning chores.  Every Sunday morning my mother would gather my three brothers and I and delegate specific cleaning tasks.  There was a great degree of gender equity between myself and my siblings because my mom would rotate the chores weekly and none of us was exempt from any particular chore.   


During the summer months I can recall planting, weeding and harvesting our family garden.  Again, there was a great deal of gender equity among my siblings and I because we all performed the same gardening tasks side by side.  Our yearly garden allowed my family to work as an economic unit.  The work that was performed was done by the family for the collective benefit of the family.


My first experience with waged labour, albeit informal waged labour, was picking saskatoon berries for my paternal grandfather.  He would pay us five dollars for a large ice cream pale of berries.  This encouraged efficiency, as the quicker you picked, the more money you could make.  It seems comical now that this was my first experience of feeling exploited and underpaid.  I did not want to pick saskatoons, but I was nine years old and did not have a choice in the matter, which made me feel exploited.  Furthermore, I was not efficient at it, therefore my earnings were meager and I felt underpaid.    


Like my mother, I too excelled at competitive swimming.  Competitive swimming provided me the skills I required to obtain the qualifications for becoming a lifeguard and swim lesson instructor.  I received a job as a part time lifeguard and instructor at age sixteen.  I continued this employment until I attended university at age nineteen.  I would return to lifeguard during the summers in between university semesters.  


A reflective analysis of my lifeguard job reveals several interesting implications regarding class, ethnicity and gender.  The pool at which I worked was dominated by white, middle class, female lifeguards.  This is likely due to the cost and number of courses required to become a certified lifeguard.  It took approximately five courses, costing between one hundred dollars and one hundred fifty dollars each in order to become a lifeguard.  This high cost of certification certainly alienated a particular class of the population.  As Sangster explains, immigrants and minority ethnicities are generally segregated into the lowest paying jobs, which would make it difficult for this population to be able to afford lifeguard training.
  The high prevalence of females at my job was likely due to gender roles and the norms associated with these roles. 


Although my lifeguard job was dominated by females, and I had always had a female manager, I regularly witnessed gender discrimination within the hiring process.  Pool managers were eager to have more male representation at the pool.  Anytime a male would apply he would almost always get the job over a female, regardless of his skill or experience.  The rules for male lifeguards also seemed to be more flexible than they were for female guards.  I worked with one male lifeguard who fell asleep while guarding, and another who had an after-hours drunken pool party with his friends.  Both received minor punishments for these infractions.  However, when a female employee was suspected of stealing a swim suit her position was promptly terminated.  It was never proven that she actually stole the suit.  These instances reflect gender discrimination within the workplace. 


Working at the pool there was a noticeable gendered division of labour.  The male employees often did few of the necessary cleaning duties, these were left to the women.  Instead, the men assumed the mechanical duties associated with running a pool, such as fixing machinery and performing water tests.  Rarely was this seemingly “natural order” of responsibilities questioned by either gender.  These roles were considered normal and were generally accepted. 


Due to the high cost of certification the wages that lifeguarding paid were decent.  At age sixteen I was making fifteen dollars an hour, which was well above the minimum wage at the time.  Last summer I was making almost twenty dollars an hour, which I still believe to be fair due to the cost of certification.  As a lifeguard and swim instructor I felt as though my work was respected and valued.  Patrons often showed admiration for my knowledge and abilities, and were grateful that I was able to keep them and their children safe within the aquatic environment.  


When I was nineteen I move to the city of Lethbridge to pursue a degree in Political Science, and to become a varsity athlete on the university swim team.  I consider both being a student and a university athlete forms of labour.  Being a student meant devoting many hours and a great deal of effort into studying and attending classes.  I believe a university education is a long term commitment and investment that will help me achieve the career I want at the wages I want.  Balancing the duties of being a university student and a varsity athlete was incredibly demanding.  Time management was an essential skill to achieving success in both.  


As a member of the university swim team I had to practice twenty hours a week both in and out of the pool.  It was physically strenuous and exhausting.  Several weekends were devoted to traveling to compete in swim meets.  At least once a semester I would attend a national swim meet, which would typically entail missing a full week of classes.  Staying on top of homework and maintaining good grades was incredibly difficult in light of all of the traveling.  However the harder I trained the better I became, and the better I was the more scholarships I received.  Therefore my success in swimming provided me with monetary rewards that helped me pay for my university education.  Also, the better I was at swimming the more swim meets that I was eligible to attend, most of which were paid for by the university or the government.  As such, swimming also provided me with many travel opportunities and experiences that I would not have been able to afford otherwise.



An analysis of my parent’s history of waged and unwaged, as well as my own, has provided me with great insight into the gendered nature of labour.  An in depth look at my work history has revealed some of the implications of gender, class and race with regard to accessibility to a particular occupation.  My work history also reveals how prevailing gender roles and the gendered division of labour remain dominant within certain occupations in the present day.  An awareness of the gender, class and race based nature of labour is essential for increasing equality within the labour force, as the first step towards change is acknowledging that there is a problem within the existing order.
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