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Labor and Soul

If I ever get the chance, I would love to burn down an empty factory. Seven months of

my life were dragged through a factory in Mid-Michigan. I was initially enthusiastic, and

excited. The monotonous nature of the job seemed appealing at the time. Having spent five years

in the restaurant industry, I was tired of its volatile nature. So a job that was the same thing,

every day, all day, every week sounded easy and refreshing. No more driving to work hoping that

today wouldn't be earsplitting-ly busy or that a customer wouldn’t scream at me for making their

sandwich in six minutes instead of five. I would go in, do my work, and go home, easy as pie. A

“means to an end” as they call it.

A guided tour of the factory was mandatory before being hired. I was shocked by how

large it was, it was roughly the size of two Walmarts squashed together. My first and only

question for the tour guide was, “is this entire place just for making side view mirrors?” The tour

guide took an extended pause and eventually answered with a pointed “yes.” The interior was

gray and dirty, I often went home covered in a mysterious black dust that darkened the water of

my post work shower. The building which housed the factory was remarkably rudimentary, it

was basically a giant metal shack. It even lacked any form of air conditioning, apparently

reaching 90 degrees and above in the summer. It ran 24 hours a day, seven days a week. My

lovely share of that 24-hour cycle started at 6 AM, which meant I had to wake up at 5 AM to get

there on time. My week was supposed to only be Monday to Friday, but the company was

allowed to call you in for mandatory weekend overtime whenever they wanted, which usually

occurred at noon on Friday. To clock in, the company used a high-tech facial recognition system
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that recognized your face an astounding 50% of the time. There were only two of these for the

multiple hundreds of employees that worked there. This resulted in a snaking line of workers led

by one staring blankly at their own face in the kiosk screen, hoping for it to finally work, just for

the process to continue with the next employee. The work was exactly as promised, my station

was so boring that I won’t bother to describe it here. At one point, the company had apparently

become fed up with manufacturing mistakes, so for a two-week period I was assigned to watch a

specific machine and record any hiccups. It never made any mistakes, so for two weeks I just

stared blankly at a machine, lost in the absence of thought.

The other workers at the factory were a 50/50 split of hardworking people just trying to

get by and bigoted Muppets incapable of basic human empathy. Thus explained the many

carvings of swastikas that littered the bathroom stalls. Headphones weren’t allowed on the

factory floor, so your only source of entertainment was your own thoughts, or any unusual

factory happenings. I recall one day in particular when they added a melodic “bing bong” to the

PA system that rang out before announcements, which became the subject of a continuous multi

day worker conversation. Or another day when a small leak in the roof from a rainstorm became

the salvation of everyone's desperate attention, offering temporary escape from our mundane

work and a reminder of the natural world which seemed so distant under the lights of our

machines.

But when there were no roof leaks or bing bongs to pay attention to, I dwelled at my

station, wondering how a place so offensive to human existence could be allowed to stand. The

initial optimism I started with had withered away, what was left was jaded bitterness towards this

boring facade of technology. I felt like the guinea pig of industrialization, the third child of

modernity. I had access to the sum of all human knowledge in the palm of my hand, yet I and
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many others spent the majority of our day on a task so hopelessly pointless, for an industry that

takes more than it needs and gives far less than it should. I pondered how a place could be so

soulless. Say what you will about restaurant and food service work, but it has soul. Here, at the

factory, you were a cog, a machine with flesh, a number on a sheet of some big wig lounging in

an office three stories above you. We were so far removed from our work, yet so necessary to the

process, it made me wonder how we ever let something like this become a standard. Marcus

Aurelius said that the human soul degrades itself “when it allows its action and impulse to be

without a purpose, to be random and disconnected”. My time there was nothing if not random

and disconnected, and did little if not degrade my soul.


