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The illicit use of an employer’s materials, time 
and facilities to produce items for personal use 
or profit is an old and widespread aspect of 
workplace culture. In France the practice is known 
by a number of regional terms, though most generally 
as la perruque, or the wig. In America the term is 
sometimes a ‘homer’ or a ‘government job’ and in 
Britain it is variously known as ‘pilfering’,‘idling’ or 
just ‘a fiddle’.60 In Australia the same activity may 
be called either a ‘foreign order’ (NSW), a ‘’foreigny’ 
(South Australia) and in Western Australia, a 
‘foreigner’. 

As a large and long-lived industrial workplace 
employing many skills and trades, the Midland 
Railway Workshops were the site of a great deal 
of foreigner activity. Those that survive - and there 
are many - can be considered secret artefacts of a 
way of life and work that is fast fading into the past 
along with the industrial processes within which they 
flourished. But this does not mean that the foreigner 
itself has disappeared from workplaces, either in 
Western Australia or elsewhere in the industrialised 
world. Other factories and workplaces, including 
offices, elsewhere in the world also have their own 
forms of the foreign order. In all these places the 
foreigner, under whatever equivalent local term, is 
a tangible artefact of the usually hidden culture of 
work and workers.61

At the Midland Workshops, as in every other 
situation in which foreigners are produced, this 

Foreigners in Workplace Culture - Graham Seal

Figure 30  The usually ineffectual stop sign. Despite 

management vigilance or because management turned a 

blind eye, thousands of foreigners left the workshops. 

Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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ambivalent tradition was an integral aspect of 
worklife. It remains so in other workplaces, where 
it is a part of the sometimes-fraught relationships 
between workers and those who employ them, or at 
least seek to manage them on a day-to-day basis.62  
While workplaces differ from industry to industry and 
even within industries, there are enough similarities 
between them to make some general observations 
that also relate to the culture of the Midland 
Workshops.

Many industries and workplaces, particularly 
those with long and strong trade traditions, used 
various forms of initiation to integrate apprentices 
or ‘new starters’ into the larger body of workers or 
tradesmen. At different times and places these have 
taken the form of being stripped and covered in oil 
or grease - either completely or selectively around 
the genitalia - being rolled in barrels, doused, shaved 
or otherwise ritually humiliated and levelled from the 
status of outsider to that of a new, but accepted 
member of the workplace hierarchy.

Such primarily ceremonial acts were usually 
instigated and attended by all or many of the co-
workers or tradesmen, depending upon the trade 
or skill into which the luckless newcomer was being 
initiated. Less physical initiations, often operating in 
tandem with those already described, took the form 
of mild pranks. So a new apprentice might be asked 
to ‘go for a long weight/wait’, ‘find a can of striped 
paint’ or ‘ask Bill for the left-handed wrench’, and 

so on. Whatever form or forms these practices took 
they were designed to actually or symbolically bring 
the initiate to the same level as his (very rarely her) 
workmates and their culture. The ritual humiliation 
involved was an age-old practice, still sometimes 
surfacing in bastardisation ceremonies performed 
in the defence forces and certain educational 
institutions.63

Once the newcomer had been cleansed and 
accepted into the community of workers he was 
able to take full part in the rich folklife of labour. 
This involved many possible elements and aspects 
that, once again, differ in emphasis from place to 
place and time-to-time but follow similar patterns. 
Activities might include playing pranks and jokes 
on the bosses and/or fellow workers. Sometimes 
these might take place at appropriate moments on 
the folk calendar, such as April Fool’s Day (April 1), 
though any other time would do as well. Such things 
as placing a laxative in the tea-urn could always 
guarantee a laugh for those not having to rush to 
the toilet - though retribution might be unpleasant 
when the culprits were unmasked. The potential for 
such ‘shit stirring’ was large and as well as briefly 
relieving any monotony might also provide the basis 
for another important element of worklife.

Play at work can also take more organised 
forms, as in the case of the occupational sport now 
known as ‘trugo’. Beginning around the 1920s in 
Melbourne’s Newport railway workshops, trugo was 

created when workers began knocking rubber buffer 
washers around with a sledge hammer during their 
meal breaks. Hitting a washer between two upright 
tins was called a ‘true go’.64 As well as creatively 
appropriating the tools and structural elements of 
the occupational arena, with the added appeal of 
being able to hit them together, trugo provides an 
insight into the importance of materials being close 
to hand in the development of customs and other 
occupational activities. This game could not have 
evolved in Western Australia’s Midland Railway 
Workshops, for example, because the trains there did 
not use buffers,65 a small but important difference. 

Workplace storying takes many forms. The most 
basic form is hearsay. Gossip about what he is 
doing with her or how so-and-so managed to get 
promoted are part of the everyday conversation of 
working life. Closely connected are rumours. These 
may be of any kind depending on the circumstances, 
but are most prevalent in situations of uncertainty 
and absence of hard information. Rumours of layoff 
or redundancy are commonplace where and when 
livelihoods and mortgages are under threat. Rumours 
about the fate of bosses may be heard at times of 
management change, organisational restructure and 
financial turmoil. Any other period or moment that 
seems outside the usual ebb and flow of worklife will 
generate rumours, usually in large, conflicting and 
usually inaccurate numbers.
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Personal stories, or anecdotes about such 
things as ‘the worst boss I ever had’ or ‘what we 
did to the deputy manager at the works picnic’, 
are frequently encountered examples of this kind. 
Together with yarns, tales and legends about 
strikes, lockouts, unusually good or bad workers 
and the perennial ‘how it used to be better in the 
old days’, these forms of folk narrative form part of 
the shared lore of a trade, occupation or workplace. 
This lore both consolidates the commonality of 
the group which maintains and extends it and 
identifies them against other groups, either within 
the workplace or outside it.66

Sharing a joke is also an important element of 
the spoken word of workplace lore. The telling and 
hearing of jokes at meal breaks, during a ‘smoko’ or 
while a machine is being repaired is a communication 
between equals and also reflects and reconfirms the 
values and attitudes they share as members of the 
work group. It hardly needs to be said that many of 
the jokes told in predominantly masculine industrial 
work situations will often be of the coarser variety.67

One of the identifying badges of workplace, trade 
or industry membership is the ability to speak and 
understand the lingo. Specialised technical terms for 
tools, equipment and processes must be learned. As 
well, there may be more general terms and phrases 
familiar only to those who follow a particular trade 
or occupation within a workplace.68 These esoteric 
signifiers of occupational discourse are at once overt 

in that they are freely spoken, yet also covert in that 
their meanings may be understood fully only by the 
occupational group that speaks them.  Foreigners 
are a material manifestation of this covert-overt 
context of occupational folklife, their known, but 
mostly unspoken, existence parallelling the in-group 
language of labour and the workplace culture to 
which both belong. 

The rhythms of worklife are both specific to a 
workplace or industry and related to the calendar 
of the broader society. Christmas, New Year, Easter 
and the school holidays are the main determinants 
of worker vacations. Days of significance may relate 
to trade union history and mythology, such as Eight 
Hour Day and May Day. Within individual industries 
there were traditional holidays, such as work 
outings or picnics. These were occasions when the 
culture of the workplace itself connected with the 
broader culture of family, friends and community. 
In a place like Midland, where it was said that even 
the houses stood up when the Workshops siren 
blew, work and community were different aspects 
of the same interlinked culture of work, family and 
community life.

Other customs were of an occasional nature, 
often involving the occupational and life cycle of 
workers. Birthdays, weddings and retirements 
frequently invoke a variety of traditional forms of 
festive observance that might include celebration 
within the workplace and/or outside its confines 

Figure 31  Extra household income was generated by this 

burley cage maker. A fitter made it illicitly in the workshops 

in the 1960s; his wife then made burley cages for sale at 

home.  Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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in the wider community of worker families and 
communities. The departure of a worker to another 
job or location might also be marked with a party, 
either at work, in the community, or both. The death 
of employees, either after retirement or while still 
on the job, might also be commemorated by the 
funeral attendance of workplace representatives. 
Retirement is, in many places, a time for workmates 
to present a foreigner to the retiree as a memento of 
his or her working life.69

Within these observable aspects of worklife 
are the intangibles of attitudes and values. These 
are usually based on a powerful sense of worker 
solidarity, bolstered by craft pride and, frequently, 
trade union membership. Authority, in the form 
of bosses on the site and the often unseen 
management, is under continual and critical scrutiny. 
While this might manifest in formal conflicts and 
negotiations related to wages and conditions, there 
is also a continual undercurrent of tension between 
workers and employers. Such situations were, and 
are, commonplace in the world of work and are often 
projected in various forms of subversive expression 
and behaviour.70

One example of such critical and subversive 
expressions are the photocopied and emailed folk 
cartoons, parodies and jokes that workers circulate 
among themselves. Like manufactured foreigners 
these are usually clandestine, though in some cases 
such items may appear on walls and noticeboards. 

Figure 32  The jokes of the workshops hidden in graffiti. “Come back Rooster” can be read behind these boilermakers in the 

flanging shop in 1994.  Photograph by Stephen Smith.
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They come from the general stock of anonymous 
expressions that circulate around the western world 
at least and which generally have a sharp point to 
make about occupational relations and conditions.

One of the most persistent and problematic 
aspects of worklife is the line of command. Despite 
a trend towards a ‘flattened’ management structure 
and egalitarian project teams that have been with us 
since the 1980s, authority still tends to flow from the 
top to the bottom rather than the other way around. 
There are many, many pieces of workplace humour 
that focus on aspects of the hierarchy problem. 
One of the most popular exists in various versions, 
most of which are localised to particular industries 
or workplaces. Usually titled ‘Capability of Duties’, 
‘Personnel Rating Form’ or something similar, these 
items satirise the hierarchy from the point of view of 
those at the receiving end, that is, the bottom.

Leaps tall buildings at a single bound
Is more powerful than a speeding locomotive
faster than a speeding bullet
Walks on water
Gives policy to God

Leap short buildings at a single bound
Are more powerful than a switch engine
Are just as fast as a speeding bullet
Can walk on water if the seas are calm and
are allowed to talk with God

Leap short buildings with a running start and 
favourable winds
Are almost as powerful as a switch engine
Are faster than a speeding ‘BB’ pellet
Walk on water of indoor swimming pools and
may talk to God if a special request is approved

Rarely clear trees of medium height
Will not win a tug-of-war with a locomotive
Are able to fire a speeding bullet
Can swim well and
Are occasionally addressed by God’s secretary

Step over the dog’s kennel with ease
Can instantly recognise a locomotive
Are able to fire a BB gun
Can float on their backs and
Are permitted to talk with God’s secretary if a 
special request is approved

Run into buildings
Recognise locomotives two out of three times
Are not issued live ammunition
Are able to stay afloat in life jackets, if properly 
instructed, and talk only to walls.

Fall over doorsteps when trying to enter the 
building
Say things like ‘look at the choo-choo train’
Wet themselves with water pistols
Play in mud puddles, and
Mumble to themselves

Figure 33  Humorous erotica such as this penis bottle opener 

were popular foreigners. Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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In great contrast to the above, the very lowest 
level of the hierarchy - where all the real work gets 
done - is peopled by outstanding individuals who 
can, typically:

Lift buildings and walk under them
Kick trains off the tracks
Catch speeding bullets in their teeth -  
and then eat them
Freeze water with a single glance, and
Are God.

Closely related to conflicts over power, technology 
and communication are mythologies of leadership. 
The traditional view of those being led is succinctly 
expressed in the following modern version of a theme 
that was probably old when Aesop used it.

THE BOSS 

When God made man all the parts of the body 
argued over who would be the BOSS.
The BRAIN explained that since he controlled all 
the parts of the body, he should be the BOSS.
The LEGS argued that since they took the body 
wherever it wanted to go, they should be the 
BOSS.
The STOMACH countered with the explanation 
that since it digested all the food, it should be 
BOSS.
The EYES said that without them, the body would 
be helpless, so they should be BOSS.

Then the ARSEHOLE applied for the job.
Then other parts of the body laughed so hard that 
the arsehole got mad and closed up.
After a few days the BRAIN went foggy, the LEGS 
got wobbly, the STOMACH got ill and the EYES 
got crossed and unable to see.
They all conceded defeat and made the 
ARSEHOLE the BOSS.
This proves that you don’t have to be a brain to 
be a BOSS ...
JUST AN ARSEHOLE.71 

This crude but clever modern reworking of an 
ancient piece of folklore pops up in offices, factories 
and workplaces of every kind. It has been doing so 
for at least thirty years. It maintains its evergreen 
popularity because it sums up what most workers 
think about their bosses. Even if they do not think 
like this, they are generally expected to participate 
because not to agree with the workmates’ stereotype 
of the boss could have implications for worker social 
relations and, perhaps, community relations.

A popular reprographic cartoon that appears in 
workplaces around the western world is one often 
known as ‘the Last Great Act of Defiance’. It depicts 
a small mouse giving ‘the finger’ to a large bird of 
prey descending upon the defenceless animal. Its 
message, like that of many other such forms of 
workplace lore, is simple, clear and direct.72 

Figure 34 “The last great act of defiance” 

Image courtesy of The Bare Fax, Harper Collins, Sydney, 

1996
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The original creation, the reproduction and 
the dissemination of such reprographic humour 
is itself a foreigner. These activities involve the 
subversion of work time, appropriation of paper and 
unsanctioned use of employer technology in the 
form of photocopier, facsimile machine or email. This 
does not happen once but uncountably many times 
as workers in other places receive and send on these 
mischievous missives.

The foreigner - at the Workshops and in many 
other industrial workplaces - was and is at once 
a form of initiation into the mysteries of the trade, 
and an induction into the mores of the workplace 
and its workers. It was also a tangible expression of 
industrial trade crafts and often venerable traditions 
and skills, as well as a means of ‘sticking it up’ the 
bosses. In many cases the pecuniary or other benefit 
gained by the maker of the foreigner was, if any, very 
much a secondary consideration. The main point 
was to show that you could do it, using your trade 
skills, the employer’s time and materials and under 
the noses of the management. 

Also integral to the custom as it was practiced 
at the Workshops, and in many other places, was 
the ability to sneak the completed foreigner out of 
the workplace undetected. This can involve the 
subsequent display of the visible evidence of success 
at home or in the community, whether the foreigner 
was a full-sized pleasure boat, a primarily ornamental 
bottle-opener or superbly crafted samurai sword. 

Figure 35 A foreigner Samurai sword illustrates the 

co-operation between foundry, flanging, plating and 

tarpaulin shops, it was made by a young boilermaker in the 

1970s who says he made it ‘because I could’. 

Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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This community knowledge of a successful foreigner 
was an important element of the acknowledgement 
of the individual as a skilled worker. Those who were 
especially good at foreigners, either in terms of 
numbers made, the size of the job or the cleverness 
with which it was executed and transported from 
the Workshops were often referred to, admiringly, 
as ‘foreigner kings’. Even today, many years after 
the closure of the Workshops, those members 
of the ex-Workshops community who know their 
identity accord such individuals this status. In other 
worksites such outstanding exponents of the foreign 
order may also be duly regarded by their peers.73 

The whimsical element that is part of the 
character of many foreigners is a sign that play is a 
significant aspect of the practice. At the Workshops, 
the masculine dominance in the workplace dictated 
that, as with joking and most other aspects of 
worklife, playfulness would often be expressed in 
the sexualisation of the objects produced. Bottle-
openers in the shape and - usually fantasised 
- size of the penis seem to have been a favourite, 
symbolically combining the male drinking ethos and 
its inherent machismo. The homers illustrating Yvonne 
Lockwood’s 1984 study of the practice in America 
are likewise humorous, with an autoworker’s plastic 
sculpture crafted from the ejection of a moulding 
machine and described as a ‘black cobra’, together 
with an accomplished if ghoulish embellishment of a 
mill worker’s hardhat, also bearing the motto ‘death 
row’.74 

As these examples suggest, humour is an 
important element of worklife. Laughter allows 
communication between workers, often in the 
form of bantering, stirring, pranking and joking 
communication. It also provides a major forum for the 
expression of discontent about aspects of working 
life. Many of the same complaints and tensions 
recur in workplaces of all kinds.75  These may also be 
worked out in stories and jokes about or aimed at the 
bosses or other aspects of what workers perceive 
as ‘bullshit’, incompetence, or unacceptable human 
relations actions. The whimsical aspect of foreigner 
production - including the fact that many of them 
had no practical function or pecuniary aim - is 
another reflection of workers needing to humourise 
industrial work processes, inherent tensions and the 
unpleasant conditions and conflicts within them.

Foreigners do not have to be removable objects. 
Other forms of appropriation are frequently 
encountered. Personal or unsanctioned activities 
can be conducted on the employer’s land, facilities or 
time. Animals might be kept and personal jobs, such 
as photocopying flyers for a community fund-raiser 
or other non-work activity may be carried out. At the 
Midland Railway Workshops, gardens, fruit trees and 
vegetable patches were established and maintained 
by workers and there was certainly at least one 
chook pen there during the 1970s. Foreigners, then, 
were not only created by the illicit use of materials 
and machinery, but also through the appropriation 
and utilisation of employer space and time. In these 

ways did workers complete their informal hegemony 
over all aspects of their place of labour.

While the foreigner is the direct, tangible outcome 
of the workers’ attitude to their work, their workplace 
and those who control it, these objects are only the 
physical manifestations of a mostly intangible work 
culture. The submerged processes and priorities of 
this culture involve taking what is provided and/or 
imposed and transforming it into something that is 
owned not by the bosses or the shareholders but 
by the workers themselves - and also the outside 
networks of their families and communities. Spaces 
are adapted to unofficial uses, such as reprographica 
in desks or filing cabinets and on walls and furniture; 
places are appropriated for unsanctioned activities 
such as a vegetable patch or perhaps the storage 
and concealment of a large foreigner before it can 
be smuggled out of the works; materials, whether 
wood, metal, paper, etc. are purloined for personal or 
external communal use (often for positive ends, such 
as charity or support of local activities and initiatives 
at schools, children’s sports, etc.); time paid for by 
the employer is  filched for other purposes and ends, 
including workplace customs such as initiations, 
picnics, pranks and unscheduled smokos; equipment 
in offices and factories is used to manufacture or 
copy items other than those officially produced by 
the business; tools provided for doing the work of 
the business, including pencils, lathes, presses, etc. 
are put to other purposes. 
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Beneath these small to major subversions of the 
official are those forms of discourse that James Scott 
has called ‘hidden transcripts’ - what the ostensibly 
subordinated have to say about those above 
them as they engage in workplace conversation.76 
Such conversations are amalgams of complaints, 
accusations, banter, ribald jests at the expense of 
the boss perhaps, and rumour, often accompanied 
by the unbelieving shaking of heads as the latest 
management inanity or bastardry is disbelievingly 
dissected. While foreigners may be seen simply as 
illegal or semi-legal perquisites, a form of pilfering, 
in places such as Midland they have a much deeper 
significance, reflecting and reinforcing the complex 
of attitudes and values shared by the workforce. 
Foreigners are an integral and reinforcing element of 
the hidden transcripts of stories, jokes, customs and 
other expressions and practices that constitute the 
lore of any workplace.

In those cases where foreigner activities are not 
for the personal profit of the individual/s involved, 
the moral and ethical line between that to which a 
blind eye can be turned is a very grey and uncertain 
one. Foreigners are an essentially illicit act of stealing 
someone else’s property or other belongings, even 
when these are scraps and by-products of the 
industrial processes of the workplace. Were and 
are all makers of foreigners criminals? Yes, if only 
in a relatively petty sense. But were they morally 
bankrupt? Not according to the moral economy of 
worklore. This unwritten code holds that the compact 

Figure 36  Detail of handle of samurai sword. 

Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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between labour and capital - even when that capital 
takes the form of a public utility - is inherently 
uneven. The simple possession of capital is not of 
itself sufficient to justify the greater profit or other 
benefit of whoever happens to hold it and deploy it, 
even if, as in the case of the Workshops, that was 
ostensibly for the common good. In this view of the 
world the share the worker gains through skill and 
labour is tiny compared with that reaped by capital, or 
even by the better remunerated senior management. 
Accordingly, the appropriation of time, materials, skill 
and space are a justifiable ‘perk’ of the job. Even if 
some workers did not share this worldview, it was the 
dominant one at the Workshops and they were wise 
to keep quiet about such unsanctioned workplace 
practices as the foreigner. As other studies of this 
practice have demonstrated, this is the prevailing 
attitude among workers.77 

Furthermore, it is frequently the case that many, 
if not most of the bosses in a workplace are aware 
of and complicit in this moral economy, ‘turning a 
blind eye’ and so allowing it to flourish.78 Ambivalent 
though such a philosophy and its practice might be, 
it is the rationale and justification that has informed 
the workers’ culture since at least the start of the 
industrial revolution, based on ancient but persistent 
folk notions of the common good. The Midland 
Railway Workshops was an industrial work site with 
a strong worker philosophy and the foreigners it 
produced are among the last artefacts of a vanished 
way of life and labour.

The moral justification for the foreign order derives 
from the same worldview as that associated with 
poaching and other essentially pre-industrial forms 
of covert economic practice. Before the industrial 
revolution the main economic forms were those derived 
from feudalism and its successors. There was usually 
a lord who controlled the land and its resources but 
allowed the poor access to those resources in a moral 
compact that suited all involved.79 There were also 
extensive bundles of rights and privileges shared by 
the poor, said to date from time immemorial and which 
depended on open access to fields, woods, fish and 
fowl. As these rights were gradually repudiated and 
previously common lands privatised by the process 
known as ‘enclosure’ - a more sophisticated form of 
appropriation - so the practice of poaching grew.80 

The foreigner, homer, or other such illicit activity 
is a form of poaching, a connection recognised 
by Michelle de Certeau in his understanding and 
use of the term la perruque.81 It involves the covert 
appropriation of time, space and materials that are 
owned by someone else for the benefit of the poacher 
and, often, his community. Like poaching it is morally 
ambivalent. Technically illegal it is often tolerated. 
Those who commit it and who benefit from it do not 
consider it to be wrong. Illegal, yes, but immoral, 
no.82  For those who have less, to take some of the 
plenty owned by others is a primitive but powerful folk 
attitude with roots in the distant past and branches 
that continue to flourish in the industrial and post-
industrial eras. 

Figure 37 Foreigner shoe brush and jarrah cradle. 

Photograph by Gina Pickering.
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