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Dear Mr. Neltes

Western Electrie, at Merrimack Valley, empleys msre tham 10,000
pesple, The cempanmy ceuld met, it believes, eperate with amy sert of
efficiency witheut establishing rules, Alemg with pamphlets en medical
ceverage, life insuramce, and tuitiam paymeat plams, a mew worker is given
a pamphlet om rules, The pamphlet beging with these werds, "Whem a great
aumber ef peeple are werkimg tegether certain rules aad regulatiems are
necessary se that the busimess of the Cempany camn be cemducted in an erderly
manzer and the welfare of empleyees pretected, These rules are feunrded
oR cemmen semse and the principles of geed citizemship.,"

Richard Balzer is an Institute Fellow exploring thie effects of social and
economic change on lower-middle-class America.
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In the five manths that I werked at Western Electric I was te learn
a great deal absut the rules, and werkers! reacti~ns tes them, Prebably
ne ene thing affects the shep werker at Western mere than the time cleck,
The time cleck gives the cempany precise ways e mark the beginning ef
the day, lunch, and the end of the day, It is an efficient way eof handling
large greups eof peeple,

The day I began werk eur superviser, Jaek% called me and another
new werker, Jeel, te his desk, He talked abeut safety and abesut absenteeism,
He talked abeut what the cempany expected of us, One thing the cempany
expected, he teld us, was eur getting te werk en time, "I expect yeu te be
at yeur benches ready te werk at 6:30," he said, "If 1 were you, I'd plan
te arrive ten or fifteen minutes early se as net te get caught upin the
last minute rush,” Jack alse explained that we weuld clack eut at 3:00
and he expected us te be in eur werk area till them, "One last thing,’
Jack said, "there are twe plant-wide ten minute breaks, 1 expect yeu back
in yeur seat and ready te werk whem the bell marking the end ef the break
sounds,"

Wanting te get off en the right feet, I tried te be in the shep a geed
ten er fifteen minutes befere the 6:30 A M, starting time, even theugh it
meant I had te get up at 5:15, 1 was amazed that ne matter hew early I
seemed te arrive a gead number af pesple were already sitting arsund enjey-
ing an early moerning cup »f ceffee or a smoke, A few peaple habitually
cut it clese, Onre fellew in sur shap was never wmere tham a minute early,

The first time I saw semeone come in late, the girl next te me said,
"Yeu knew, they wen't pay ysu fer pumching in early, snd they wen't pay
you if yeu decide te stay an extra ten minutes late to finish a beard, Wut
just de like Jan did, pumch in a minute late, and yeu'll see that minute
missing in yeur paycheck,'" Repeated lateness can cast yesu mere than menmey
frem yeur paycheck; it cam lead te a union metice, and it is sufficient
reasen te be termimated,

I remember the first time I was late, Absut twe months after I began
work my alarm didmn't ge eff ene merning, and whem I weke up it was 6:00
instead of 5:15, 1 panicked, let sut ene "Oh shit", hurried thraugh brushing
my teeth, and slipping en my clethes, and was eut the dear in less tham
five minutes, I grabbed seme bread amnd ate it on the way, pushing the car
ever the speed limit, am eye on the rear view mirrer fer a peliceman, and
my heart peunding, It usually takes me thirty minutes te drive te the
plant, se I was almest certain I'd be late, hbut I dreve like a crazy mam,
relled inte the parking let at 6:27 and raced inte the plant, Sinece you
aren't allewed te rum, I was reduced te a laughable ferm of quick walking,
Semewhat eut of breath, I reached for my time card enly te discoever that
semeone had punched me in, later im the day a woman teld me she had punched
me in, She said, "I figured ysu'd get here, The cempany wen't miss the
money and yeu can wateh sut fer me,"

1, All names have been changed
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In my brief experience, punrching semeene else's card in the werning
or at the end of the day was very rare, Hewever, it is dene with some
frequency areund lunch time, especially by people whe choese to eat in
the werk area and not in the cafeteria, Since peeple oftem eat in greups,

while one persen is going upstairs te the cafateria fer drinks er dessert,
the ether will punch beth peeple out,

The next time I got up late, I was not se fortumate, 1 rushed like
mad again, but this time I was abeut five minutes late, I clecked im
and went te my seat, thinking it was amazing that I had getten in se close

to the bell, Our superviser came by my benchk and said, "Glad yeu ceuld
make it in tedav,"

I related my anger at our supervisor's remark te an older werker, He
sheok his head in disbelief and said, ''Leek, *hey aren't going te pay ysu
for rushing, 1If y~u're late, you're late, I figure the couple of times
I'm late, I'm net going te kill myself, Hell, I've been here 18 years
and they arem't givimg sut any medals, I just take my time, make my dbreak-
fast, and come in late,”

Just as pumching in toe late is against the rules, so leaving tae zarly
is against the rules, Peeple begin cleaning up abeut five minutzs te 3:00,
Their woerkplace clcaned up, their teels put away, they edge teward the back
of the reem te the time cleck, By 2:59 a majerity of the peaple are
lined up at the cleck, their cards peised ir their hands, waiting fer the
three ofcleck bell, As the three o'cleck bell rings, cards f£ly inte the
time clock and are placed in their slets, and peeple are off on a mad dash
to their waiting cars,
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The first days I was in the plant I jeined the rushing thremgs, I
lined up near the time cleck, punched eut as sesn as I ceuld, and made
fer the exit, mearly rumming till T hit the cement on the other side of
the guard pest, Then I began to run te my car, epened the windews to let
the summer heat esut, started the engine and made for the exit, I never
seemed able te beat the bumper te bumper traffin, and it was always a
goed fifteen minutes befere I left the lot, by which time my arm pits were
sweat stained,

In less than a week I decided te bring in a beok or magazine and read
for a while befere going eut te the parking let, Nevertheless, mest people
hurry eut ef the plant as quiekly as they can, Many peeple have resarted
te running in an attempt te heat the rush, The rumning has led te eccassisnal
aceidents and the cempany, which has leng had a rule against rumning in the
plant, decided te mere strictly enferce it,

The cempany began its crackdewn en rumning by sending a memerandum
areund restating the rule, It thea sent phetegraphers areund te decument
running, and firally pested supervisers aleng the cerriders te act as
meniters,

The new enforcement stepped peeple frem running in the plant, Hewever,
instead of running, a variety of quick walking techmicues have develsped,
With the supervisers standimg in the cerriders, pseple slew dewn until
they pass the guard statiens, Once peeple are in the parking let, their
feet start meving mere and mare quickly and the walk turms inte a rum,

The enly ether way te aveid the rush is te leave earlv, If yeu leave
early amd cleck eut preperly, yasu lese monev, so eccassisnally a werker
will leave a few minutes early and azk anether werker ta clock him out, I
remember one woman im eur area nerveusly waiting fer the three o'cleck bell,
She wanted te get home te see her new grandehild amd she didan't want te
fight the crewd, se she asked me if I might punch her eut, I said "sure",
and five minutes befare three she began walking te the exit near her car,

The bell which rings te start the dav, te mark lunch, and te end the
day, alse rings marking the beginning and the end of the day's twe temn minute
breaks, The first break is in the merning frem 9:00 te 9:10, and the eother
is in the aftermeen frem 1:30 te 1:40, During these afficial breaks the
rules pertaining te smeking are relaxed and sne can smeke in designated areas,
You are suppesed te be in your seat by the end of the break, Hypethetiecally,
this means yeu'd have te begin to meve teward yeur chair befere the bhell
amnouncing the end of the break, In practice, pesple don't bexin meving
back te their werk areas until the bell has rumg. Seme supervisers are
very strict abeut starting werk as seen as the break is ever, ethers arem't,
Jack's reactien depended upen hew preductien was geing and his meed,
Generally, he didm't bether ysu as leng as ynu returned te yeur werk area
premptly when the bell rang, Hewever, on esccassien, if yeu were a little
late, you might find him hevering ever your bench waiting fer vyeu, He
rarely said anything at these times, he jus+t leaked at you with stern disanpreval,
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The time cleck restricts persenal movement by reducinr the dav te
perieds in which things are allewed and net allewed, It r~utinizes the
day, regimenting personal needs te m~et the werkings ef a bhell,

The time cleock undeubtedly reduces werking time lest due te peeple
ceming in late, and leaving early, Its nresence and the rules that surresund
it, hewever, create a good Adeal of hestility among werkers, As one waman
told me, "In here we den't ask fer whem the bell tells, but fer what, The
bell tells us when te smeke, whem to eat, when te start werk, and when
te stop.” Anether woman teld me, "They've got +he nleck, and we're farced
te live by the cleck and their rules,” One way many werkers reaect +e “he
ever present time clock is te figure out ways te 'beat' the clock, te remeve
at least part ef an nceassinnal dav frem the cleck’s ceontrel,

The cempany sets aside ferty minutes during the day fer a persen te
take care of persenal matters such as gaing te the bathreem, er going te
the vending machines, Twenty aof these forty minutes are taken up bv the
twe ten minute breaks, Se ene is theeretically left with twenty minmutes
during the day te take care of persenal matters,

A sense of hew free yeu are to use that time is greatly influenced
by the superviser'®s attitude, Several women teld me that they had werked
for besses where they were afraid te get up, They said they almest had te
ask permissien te ge te the bathreem, 1 remember one day at lunch ere eof
the fellews said, "There?s a guy in eur shep watching us all the time, He's
supnresed te be watching eur preductien and figuring out why itt*s se lovw,
That S,0,B, has gat it so we have te even sign out whea we're gaing te the
erapper,”

Our superviser wasn't like that, Yeu were pretty free teo £o te the
bathreem eor vending machimes whenever yeu wanted, Nevertheless, mest super-
vigers den't like te see peeple uneccupied, m if yeu are finished with
a job, er restless, and can't find semething te de te sccupy ysur hands,
the bathreem is the place te geo, The bathreem, one quickly discevers, is
more tham a nlace to take care of bielagiral needs, It serves different
functiens,

Many peeple use the bathreem as a place to read a merning paper, er,
like me, a small beeok er magazine, Sewe people baldly carry their news-
papers in a back pecket, ethers carry things more surreptitieusly, There
was one mam I watched fer a week, whe slinped his newspaper umder his
stirt each day befere going te the bathreem, I knew a woman whe weuld
carry small magazines, mevie magazimes, in her purse, I carried wy paperbacks
in a back peckst,

The bathreem is alse the place where an impertamt but infrequently en-
ferced rule is brekem, Smeking is restricted te certain areas and te certaim
times of day, Basically yeu are allewed te smoke enly during the twe breaks
and lunch, There are a let ~f heavy smokers werkimg in the plant and the
pathresm is the place where many break the ne smeking rule, The day I
Pegan werk anether new werker asked a third werker, Johm, if there was any
place where yeu take am occasional smeke,
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"I might as well tell you
because yeutll find eut seen
eneugh,' Jehn said, 'Altheugh
it's net allewed, yeu can get
away with it, Mest of us smoke
in the bathreem, It%s hell,"
he said, "if yeu'rs a chain
smeker, but if yesu're a ence
an heur smeker, yeu can de fine,"

Therefore, the bathreem
is eften filled, I cant't speak
with any autherity abeut the
woemen's bathresms, but in the
men's bathreems, there are times
during the day when yeu are in
big treuble if yeu need a stall,
You have te wait, listening te
the rustling of paper, and watche
ing suweke rell sver the clased
stall deer,

Like the rule against smoking, there are ether rules which the
cempany has which it chseses either te enferce selectively or not strietly,
Two rules that ceme te mind are these againat taking cellectiens and
against selling things in the plant,

There is a rule that states that there are te be nn cellecitiens made
in the plant, The ratienale faor this is that if cellectiens were allewed
many peeple whe atherwise might net give would feel some secial pressure,
Se the ceupany restricts pnlant-wide cellactiong, Aside from the United
Pund, which is aided by management in its effart te cellect in the plant,
plant-wide cellectinmng are restricted te very rare emergencies, 1If this
weren't the case the plant weuld prebably be sverwhelmed by daily cellectiens,
In a plant where there are 10,000 pesple it wauld b2 a rare day in whiceh
semeone didn't have a family tragedy,

Yet within the small werk greups, rell=ctions are permitted, There
are collections fer geing away parties, amd fer serisus illnesses er
deaths in a werker?®s family, Often cards ackmewledging the cellectiens are
pested in the werk area,

Just as the rule against cellectiems is selectively emfereced, the rule
against Selling things in thke plant is nat effectively enferced, Again,
the existence of the rule makes sense, If there weren't a rule, there
would be a thousand and ene things seld in the plant, frem teiletries te
insurance, Peeple are awgre of the rule, but they break it, 1In the area
where I worked, there were twe businesses,
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One weman seld ties which her sister hand made, They wWere very
Pepular and seld fer $3,50, On the front of the tie yeu ceuld have a
name inscribed in reflectiem, creating a mice pattern, On the back, yeu
eould have a hand-painted picture of your speuse, or girlfriead, im a bikini
or the buff, It was, as I said, a pepular item,

The ether busimegs I watched was a used golf ball business, One eof
the yeunger werkers in eur greup went gelf ball hunting with a ceuple of
his buddies, They weuld teur the water traps ef xelf ceurses areund Masse-
achusetts, Vermemt, and New Hampshire and retrieve errant balls,

In July Jeel began bringing in small bags eof balls, He weuld sell
the best fer 3 fer $2,00, ethers fer as lew as 3 fer $1,00, The werd spread
quickly, and seen Jeel was being vigited by men frem all aver the shep,

There are seme rules that the cempany feels strengly abeut and tries
te enferce, These rules include drirking in the plant, takimg drugs, and
gambling, Being caught drinking er using drugs en cempany preperty can
lead te immediate suspemsioen, The cempany is avare that altheugh these
rules are strictly enferced, some of the cowpany's emplayees de have
drinking and drug preblems, A counseling service has been established
to deal with these whe admit te the preblem, Strong rules here keep vie-
latiens dewm, Nevertheless, peeple laughingly talk abeut thase warkers
whe, after lumch, like te take a strell threugh the parking let.

Being caught gambling can alse lead te immediate dismissal, The kind
of gambling the cempany is mest cencermed abeut is the numbers, and ether
racket~comnected gambling, The cempany is aware that such a large captive
pepulatien is attractive te racketeers, The cempany says it wants te
pretect werkers against gambling abeve their limits, Frem what T ceuld
see, gambling seemed under centrel,

That deesn't mean that ne gambling gees on, FPor the mest part hewever,
it is limited te small bets, TFer a perisd of three weeks, three of us had
a dime bet at each break en whe ceuld threw their cigarette butt inte the
receptacle, The winner teek the pet, The ene wemam whe played with us
was a censistent winmer, After a series eof amazing shets, she cellected
her pet and said, '"Well, I've been here l-mg eneugh te be geed at this,"

Therets a let of card playimg during lumch, Suppesedly memey is net
te change hands, It dees, but met epemly, The gambling restriction seems
te keep the bettimg dewn,
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Mest werkers Itve talked te realize the need for rules, Hewever, a
number see some of the rules that the cempany has, and the way they are
empleyed, as eppressive, Ome day Jean, whe usually seems very relaxed
abeut the rules, teld me, "There are tee mamy rules here, It's just like
beirg in scheel, There's ene place te smeke, onme place te de this, and
ene place te de that, If ysu set sut aof ysur seat teo talk te semeone,
yeu're breaking a rule,”

Ansther day semesne was reprimamded feor breaking a rule and during
the afterneen break we got inte a cenversatisn abeut rules, Mary said,
"Yeu knew, things are changing: the kids wen't stand fer the stuff that
we take, If Jack gives me a lesk I'm back in wy seat immediately, But
net Diane; he can leek at her all he wants and she'll take her time, It
isn't that I want te ge back te my seat, it's just that whem I was breught
up we were taught te fellew what yeur bess er father said, and ne questienms,
The kids new are different, They aren't afraid like we were,”

Joanme said, "I'l1l tell ysu, The kids have made the cempany change,
Ten years age if yeu were ysur pants a little tee tight er ysur dress tee
shert, they'd send yeu heme, But the kids started squawking and new there
really isn't a dress cede,"

Ruth leeked at me and said, "Ten years age they weuld have fired
you fer wearing lemg hair, but kids wem't cut their hair fer the cempany
any mere,” Jeanne added, "I think it had to de with the Vietnam war, After
the war things started changing in here,*

The bell marking the end of the aftermeen break seunded, and as we
headed back te eur seats Hewie zaid te me, "They den't have any walls
in sowe of my kid's classes, %t's ene of these experiments, they le+ them
make their ewn schedules, Yeu think he's going te put up with the kind
of rules they have around here after that?"

Prebably net, As the scheels change, as the structure of the family
changes, and as patterns of secializatiemn change, se will facteries, The
cempany has already been affected by the demands of yeunger werkers fer
leeser structures, As these demands continue, mere changes will prebably
be made,

There is a nmeed fer restrictive rules in a factery like Western Electrie,
just at there is a need fer such rules in a public schesl, because a
majoerity ef the peeple are net engaged in activities by cheice,

It is an unfertumate situatien, but ene of which the cempany is aware,
Peeple whe come te werk generally come because of econemic need, net because
of any great imterest im the jeb they perferm, Of the places they ceuld
werk, Western Eleetrie is ebvieusly eme of the best, As Anm teld we, I
bitch a lat about this place, but 1I'11 tell you there isn't anether place
that 1'd rather werk, If yeu've ever beem in the ghee slteps, or the rubber
plante, this place is like heaven, Why, the women in here don't wear cotten
dresses like im ether places Itve werked, 1Imn here peeople are dressed well
enosugh te go sult dancing ~fter they'rs done working,”
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Cemparatively, Western Electric is certainly a geoad place te werk,
Neverthaless, many peeple are not deing jebs that interest them, The
cempany, sware of this, has set up an intricate set eof rules to minimize
digtractien, and maintain a high preoduetien schedule, 1In such a system

there are beund te be tensiens between the cempany*s needs and the imdivid-
ual*s needs,

By setting the rules, the cempany helps fester an atmesphere of we
and they, The cempany is the all pewerful seurce of autherity, and it
becemes they, The werkers, needing te live within the struecture the

cempany sets, becomes we, This duality is censtantly felt, and expresses
itself in a variety of ways,

Fer example, a new warker is usually shewn the 'repes' by ether werkers,
This includes being shewn er teld abeut rules and ways te break them,
This infermatien helps build a sense of selidarity ameng werkers,

That is why the breaking ef a rule represents msre than the simple
disregarding of an erder, It eoften serves such ether fumctiens as allewing
a worker te express ssme sense of persenal centrel ever his enviremment,
a8 well as demenstrating and premeting selidarity with ether werkers,

One of the clearest examples of the multi~faceted nature of rule breaking
is the ns smeking rule, Whem I mentien that the rule is disregarded, and
that peeple smoke freely im the bathreem, outsiders generally gigrle and
then suggest that if the cemnany cared abeut the werkers they weuld set
up reading and smeking areas,

Perhaps, but if they did se witheut trying te understand why peeple
smeke in the bathreem, they wauld be missimg the peint, Semehow, smeking
in the bathroem bhestews a sense of safety, of being sway frem the super-
viser's eye fer o few minutes, The werker has net enly feund a place te
smeke, but, and pessibly were impertantly, a place which has nst been
designated by the cempany, Sin-e one aften feels that much if net all
of what ene dees, ene dees in places desigmated hy the cempany, as the
cempany wishes it te be dene, finding ways te express persenal freedem
frem this institutieral reagimentatien are impertant,

The selidarity in this ferbidden area is not te be vialated, Omce
I was in the bathreem when a superviser walked in; everyene felt ill at
ease, and the superviser quickly left witheut saying anything abeut the
smeking,

When the day is se structured, being able te de semething illeral
can beceme very satisfying,

Within certain limits, the breaking of rules is mnt very disruptive
of the cempany, It is incredible, in fact, hew infrequently majer breaches
of rules eccur withim the plamt, 1If the cempany chese te enferce all eof
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abeut the rules, teld me, "There are tee many rules here, It's just like
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ene place te de that, If ysu smet sut of yaur seat te talk te semeone,
yeu're breaking a rule,”

Another day semeene was reprimamded for breaking a rule and during
the aftermeen break we got inte a cenversatian abeut rules, Mary said,
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shert, they*d send yeu heme, But the kids started squawking and new there
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Ruth leeked at wme and said, "Ten years age they weuld have fired
yeu fer wearing leng hair, but kids wen't cut their hair fer the cempany
any mere," Jeanne added, "I think it had to de with the Vietnam war, After
the war things started changing in here,"

The bell marking the end of the afterneen break seunded, and as we
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of any great imterest im the jeb they perferm, Of the places they ceuld
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smake, but, and pessibly wmare impertantly, a place which has nat been
designated by the cempany, Sin-~e one aften feels that much if net all
of what ene dees, ene dees in places desigmated hy the cempany, as the
cempany wishes it te be deme, finding ways te express persenal freedem
frem this institutienal regiwentatien are impertant,

The sslidarity in this ferbidden area is n~t te be vislated, Omce
I wus in the bathreem wher a superviser walked in; everyenme felt ill at
ease, and the guperviser quickly left witheut saying anything sbeut the
S‘.ki.ﬂg.

When the day is se structured, being able te de semething illegal
can beceme very satisfying,

Within certain limits, the breaking of rules is m~t very disruptive
of the cempany, It iz incredible, in fact, hew infrequently majer breaches
of rules eccur withim the plamt, If the cempany chese te enferce all of
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its rules strietly, I think werkers would react in mere negative ways te-
ward their werk, I thimk peeple can enly be pushed se far, Te have
restrietive rules which te 2 limited extent can be breken allews a nec-
eszary escape valve,

Ne large inmsgtitutien ceuld functien witheut rules, Many ef
the company's rules are widely aceepted, and seem te cause little resemt-
went, Rules agaimst drinking and drugs, against cellectienz, and arainst
selling, cause few preblems, That ies because they are rules which are
not directly related te the work situatien, A werker is censtantly cen-
frented by these rules, and it is inevitahle that many ef these rules cause
deep resentment,

By establishing se many werk related rules, the cempany is tacitly
admitting that it believes that witheut such rules the werk that it needs
te accemplish weuld met be dene, 1t ceaxes preductien alomg net enly with
a menetary reward system, but by severely limiting persenal initiative

and cheice during the werking day, It tells the werker nmot enly what te de,
but what net te de, and whem net te de it,

It is impessible fer the werker net te react te these restrictions,
Americans, in general, tend te be very sensitive te encreachments an their
individual freedom, Yet no eother scgment of the werking nepulation has
its day se clesely repulated and watched as the blue cellar warker, Per~

haps this i3 ene reason why blue cellar werk is ascribed relatively lew
status in eur saciety,

A delicate bolance exists between the company®s need te keep erder
and maintain high preductien and the werkers?® needs net Lo feel pewerlessa
and impetant, The need te break rules will remain as leng as werkers ex-
ercise little contrel ever their immediate enviromment,
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