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We are seccretaries i one of the hipp: gt departnonts of that radical
and hip schoecl, the University of Califernia at Berkelcey. To nany
students and sone other scerectarics ocur office leoks like a "liberated
arca." There is no front counter barricading off the work arco.
Students, dogs and faculty wander in and out. The secerctarics sceom to
control what is going on and do not secn casily intimidated. They wear
pants and havc postcrg abeve thelr desks. A conscrvative faculty men-
ber once conmplained that the office looked more like the office of an
und crground ncwgpapcr than a Univergity office, But the liberated inage
does not change the naturc of our work -~ boring, painful, degrading.

The women in cur office have consciously tricd te achicve worker's
control, and we've tricd to wage that strugglc collcctively. After
cach snall gain from collective action or rcsistarnce, the basic struc-
turc of the situation always closed suffccatingly around us. We
found out that bechind thc casy fricndliness between faculty and secre-
taries cxisted o naster-gscrvant rclationgship, we found cut there was no
way tq institutionalize change within 2 structurc where we had no
decisionmaking power, we found within ourselvcs an anger that we'd
ancsthetized ourscelves to in other "nere oppressive" cffices.

We have found that libcral reformg arc not enough. As we have slow-
ly and painfully lecarned that we can never be "happy" in a situation in
which we have no powcr, nony of the pretenscs in our relationship with
the faculty have fallen away., Since theose prctenses, always buttressed
by subnigsive gesturcs on the part of the sceretary, arc central teo the
pleasurc of maintaining a clerical corps, nuch of the ganme has been
called. The danger of any nyth of equality is that the lower orders
will take it seriously and will reach a cenclusion that they do indeed
descrve cquality and that they arc in fact nade and kept subscrvicent.

As in most jobs availablc to women in this sccicty, the role of a
secretary is the role of a servant. When she works in the University,
she 1s provided as a service to the faculty or adninistration. Along
with squarc feet of office spacc and number of bookecascs, andunt of
secrctarial scrvant-tine is a status symbel for the professor or
adninistrator.

Sceretarial work can be divided roughly into two categories: tasks
that save tince for the master and tasks that bolster the prestige of the
naster and naintain status boundarics between naster and scrvant
Being paid very little to perfornm alicnating tasks that save soncone
clse's very well paid (and nmore cnjoyably spent) time is bad enough.
Worge yet, nuch of our work falls into thc sccond catcgery: boundary
naintenance rituals. A few cxanples: pushing the buttons on a sclf-
service Xerox machine while the faculty nmember stands by waiting for
hig copy to be handed to him; having a faculty member return a lettor
which you have typcd and he has signhed so that you can fold and put it
in its cnvelope for hin while he stands in front of your desk; being
bugged on the intercom by an adninistrator who gives you a phone number
which you arc to dial while he waits at his desk. You dial the nunber,
gtate the formula: "One noment, Mr. Adninistrator would like to specak
to you," place the call on hold, buzz the administrator on the inter-
com and tecll him that hig call is ready. (Some adninistrators arc not
even able to pick up the rceeciver by themselves and the complcte secre-
tory is cxpected te hand hin the receiver after dialing the nunber, )

Sceretaries have often boen particularly conned as workers by the
pretensc that they are not servants, by being called white collar work-
ers, by being forced to dress as if they gpnt their day in leisure and
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by having been socialized to identify themsclves prinarily by some othoer
role (c.ge, wifc, pre-wifc, student, or student-wife). Scerectaries,
goclalized as women to please men and to internelizc the goals and de-
sires of men, arc particularly vulncrable to identifying with tk poli-
clcs and ainmg of the mon they work Tor morce than with theilr own intcrest:
and nceds. This abscnce of class congeiousncss, abscnce of wonen's
consciusness and the illusory sensec of privilcgce vis a vis other workers
hag contributed in the past to the lack of unicnization and struggle on
the part of scerctaries., When rising woncn's consciousness and rising
workers' consciousncss causc this line of internalized control to break
down, when the nasters' orders arc no longer automatically accepted as
rational and rcascnble requests and when the nasters perccive that they
arc not adnired and loved as they previously belicved, all hcll breaks
looses When supcrvising sceretarics ne longer can or no longer want to
maintain perfect crder, the man hinstf appears. As intcornal and cxtern-
al controls brcecalk down, the difference between the tyrannical master
and liberal nagter beging to break down., The tyrant, faced with rebel-
lious scrvants, perccives an adversary situation in which he nust cocrce,
or ln the cage of extrene collective pressurc, negotiate back to a git-
uatin nore confortable for him, The liberal perccives the same sibtation
but first triecg for manipulation or cooptation.

In our office we deal nainly with liberals. In the minds of our fac-
ulty and adninistration we arec ingrates, malcontent extrenists, who do
not realize how perinissive they have been with us and how lucky we arec.
That means for cxanple tht instead of the protracted and degrading
battle for the "privilege" of wearing pants that wemen in nany campus
offices have had to wage, wc werc "pecritted" to wear pants with very
littlc opposition. It means that we (wheo arc confincd.to one placce for
the samc 8 hours.: cvery day) arc painitted (by pcople who have an ixtra-
ordinarily flexible work schedulc) to use vacation tine or cenpasatory
time (instecad of being docked or fired) if we arc latc., It means that
as a regult of continuous collective struggle we still have bchind our
desgks some pogters which reflect o politicnl viecwpoint not entirely
pleasing to some of our faculty, and as yet we have not been fired for
this inpcrtinence. It ncans that we are telerated if we chould digrovs
fron business conversations into more perscnal. exvharges either with
each other or with students. It mecans that if the work load is slow,
we are permitted to rcad the nowspaper at our desks., If the work load
ls very heavy as it ig for the first 3 or 4 weeks of cach quartcr and
we work without ceff'ec breaks and halfway through lunch, as well as even-
ings and weekends eand find oursclves running from typewriter to nineo
machine to telephone to pre-cnrollment room, we arc rewarded for those
exhausting, ncrve-wracking unbroken days with an approving pat on the
head and a new standard of work output against which our work behavior
during the rest of the quarter is neasurcd and found wanting.

We have struggled for each of these small "privileges" that nake
working in our office a glight inprovement over being clamped to a head-
gct in a vast, windowless cavern of Bank of Amcrica's noin dictaphone
pool. The victories represcnted by thesc "priviloses" are small in
cemparison to the anount of time, coffort, cnotional ecnerey and rigk that
they cast. Yet wae are blondly teld "we have boon very pernissive," and
the gtatenent ig galling but true., When our sclf-recgpect is so threat-
cned that we rigk our jobs to push back by a fraction of an inch the
linits of what they can demand of us, we do not win recegnition of
rights. Bather, we win an e¥panded permissivencss which can be retractec
at any nonent,.

RBecently, a tenporary administrator attenpted to meke up for the
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over-pernisgivencss of the permoncnt adninistrator by whipping us into
shape (toilet training as 1t were) ag hig present for the rest of the
faculty. We discovered we had no ingtitutionalized recoursc against
his whins, no wcference to precedont, e ha¢ to fight hin, incident
by incident, fron acrateh ag if we had ncever struggled before, Precise-
1y bccause we did not have the power to institutionalizc any of the
gains we thought we had nade, we could only cxcrcise the power of
colleetive resistance. Like children, we could only dig our heels in
nad say "ne". And indced by their grudging pernissivencgs, they scen
to regerd us as children. The children nust be given work picceneal,
they nust be supervigscd closcly and in nogst offices thy nust cven be
told what to wear. But if the children prove intractable about sone
particular thing, if the children refuse, for instencc, to remove their
ratty little posters and threaten to causc a sconc, naybe it's better
to let the subject drop for a while until they've becoe attached to
another teddy bear. The idea tht sccretaries should congider tk prin-
ciple of frece speech as applying to then is both of fensive and laughable
It is offengive to allow the posters to remain. It is laughable that
"thegirls” should be so attached to then.

But they will punish us for their few lapscs in chilcd=-control by
finding new orders te dispensc, new huniliatios to inGilich NERSRen
instance, the permissive and liberal adninistrator should wallk into the
office one sunny norning and find that hls staff has d¢ecided to work
by the light which streans through the windows rathcr than the harsh
glare of fluorcscent lights, he nay stonmp acrogs the room stating
firnly: "I want the lights on" and snhap on the lights. He then retires
to his own private officc which he kceps pleasantly 1it by sunlght most
of the tine. Not realizing thc scriousncss of the situation, the secre-
taries switech the light off again., A few minutes latcer, the pernissive
adninistrator bolts frm his private office, strides engrily to the light
switch, cvincing all the danger signals of a parcnt whose children have
"gone too far" and gtatcs loudly, "This does not look like a busincss
officc. I intend thatthis light stay on., There will be no discussion.
It stays on,"
~ In such confrontations, the adninistrator mercly looks foolish., A
sccretary on the other hand, must risk the sudden ternination of her
meang of livelihood each tinme she dccides to resist or rvefuse any one
of the nunmerous humiliations which occur cach day. Not only is there
risk involved, but if a scecrctary allows hersclf te notice cven half
the insults she cndures, she wll be suffering from cxtrenc adrenal ex-
haustion by noon. Raiscd cemsciusncess brings raw nerve endings and ag
we have allowed cursclves to notice and react to morc and more inci-
dents, we find oursgelves alnost continvally in an exhausting state of
‘age, And that rage ig often impgsible to act out. Tor cxanple we
gpoke of the risk of being fired. This rigk is lessencd when an indi-
vidual firing ncang o collective resignatin (we all quit), but the
knowledge that onc participates collecctively also means that the indi-
vidual becomes morce hesitant to move on seome igsue which night be per-
ceived ag particularly galling to her but not as much so to tk rest of
the stoff. Or: it is as degrading to fight some humiliations as it ig
to cndurc them. Inagine a glorious denouvement over lights, over folding
an envclope, over d¢ialing a number. Imaginc not fighting. Choke on
your rage and the "pcttiness" of the isgsue,

What makes it particularly difficult to hancdle all this anger is that
we are always in public. Ironically, the very conditions that make our
work situaticn move human--a loose, casual, oper office--ncans that we
work with complcte lack of privacy. The only time we can neet together
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"with any sanblance of privacy ic at ncorn when we can use the necting
roon, And even then, as often ag not, we are interrupted by a faculty

menber strolling cagually through our meeting. He would never wallk
through a meeting of faculty, a scninar, or a nccting of students, but
he considers our mecting unworthy of the same courtesy or he sinply
fails to perceive us as o meeting (just a group of "the girlg® cating
lunch togecther). And if we can't mcet in private, we can hardly work
out a comnon stratcgy.

Another problecm that our censtant public exposure poscs ig that ve
arc very noticeable when we aren't at our desks, and the faculty want
their servants viasible at all tines. If om work should talke us any-
where out of the nain office (to the mimco machine for example), we arc
agsuncd to be on goe crdless breali.

Secretaries arc not allowed ginply to git and think, or sit and talk
together to figure out sone (work) problen o¥ proccdurce, They are
allowed to write nenos, answer corrcgpondcnce, conpose informational
handouts, arrange new filing systens, be the repository of countless
pileces of crucial information without whib the office culd not maintain
itaclf, but they arc not allowed to think about any of those things.

If a sccrctary should find herself nentally compeging a letter without
having first placed her fingers firmly on th typcwritcer keys and adopt-
cd an cxprcssion of intensc readincss to type, she will also find that
she is being watched disapprovingy by sonme faculty member who has been
obgerving his scrvant-children for signs of idleness. If a sceretary
should dccide to do all the work on her desk at brceakneck speced so that
she cen spend a leisurcly half-hour reading the newspaper, she will be
glarcd at disapprovingly and often asked if she "has nothing to do" .

A secrctary is not cvaluated by the amocunt or quality of the work she
does so much as by her ability to look respectful, bland, and nodcrate-
1y busy at all times.

At this point, our nmood is schizophrenic. We feel both strong and
powerless. Individually and ag a group we have grown surly, mean,
raucous, and uppity. We also fccl hopelessly crazy most of the timc.
Reelization that the crazines is socially induced does not make us feel
any more sanc. PRecalizetion that we can change only bits and pileccs of
the insanc conditions in which we arc forced to carn our living nakes
us nore surly, mean, raucous, andé uppity., If we sometimes feel that
the difficultics of working collectivcly are not worth the gains we
make, we also gomctines fceel that the process of organizing curselves,
of decaling with the problems of collcctive action, is the only non-
alienating work that we do. By our ocwn actions toward ripping away the
supcr-structure, we have been put up against the wall of the basic
contradictions of our jobs, and we gsometimes wish we were back in a
ateno pool living frm coffce break to ceoffecc break, putting the job out
of our ninds at 5 p.o. But we also lmow that along with third world
and women students in our department, we have put the feculty up agalng
the wall of the contiadictions of their owm liberalisme

We have not becn generous in this article toward our faculty and
adninigtrators and they would no doubt say we czaggerate, distort --
that we arce cven biased. Dann straight we arce blagcd. He have been
und er standing their preoblens, the conflicts of thir rolcs for ycars.
Tor yecars we have sympathized with the presgures they faccs We have
always been biased. We have ginply become biased on our own behalf,

by ninna twicfel and cllen birdseye



