Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: You’re not going to get what you’re asking for because the world in which that factory puts your wellbeing first is not the same world in which that factory exists in the first place.

In the confines of your own mind you are welcome to live in that other world, which I will readily admit is a better world. But everywhere else you must live in the world as it is. The ugly world. My world.” 

Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, Director of Project Narrative at the Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative Podcast. In a typical episode, a narrative theorist selects a short narrative to read and discuss with me. Today I'll be talking with Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen, who has selected a short story by the Canadian author Omar El Akkad called "Factory Air".

The story was first published in _Guernica Magazine_ in March 2019 as part of their special issue on climate fiction. Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen is Associate Professor and Director of the Center for the Rise of Science and Fiction at A Simona's research is driven by the question of why and how we engage with fictional stories.

Stories we know have been made up. Simona focuses on fictionality theory, the history of the 18th Century novel, and the intersections between the two. She's published widely on these topics in venues such as _Narrative_, _Poetics Today_, _Style_, and _The Living Handbook of Narratology_. Simona has received the prestigious Nils Klim Prize given by the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research to a scholar from or in a Nordic country under the age of 40, who has made outstanding contributions to research in the humanities, social sciences, law, or theology.

Simona has also received a [00:02:00] number of research grants that have enabled her to establish the Center for the Rise of Science and fiction. Simona collaborates closely with many scholars in the International Society for the Study of Narrative, collaborations which among other things have resulted in the co-edited volume, _Fictionality__ and Literature: Core Concepts Revisited,_ published in the Theory Interpretation of Narrative series at the Ohio State University Press in 2022. In this collection, a wide range of narrative theorists reevaluate core concepts of literary theory, such as author you know, tropes and so on in light of fictionality theory.

Simona, welcome to the podcast. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Thank you so much for having me, Jim. I'm really excited to be here. 

Jim Phelan: Oh, it's great to have you. So is there anything you'd like our listeners to know before you read El Akkad's "Factory Air"? 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah, as you mentioned, my theoretical background is rhetorical fictional theory, which [00:03:00] is especially interested in the fictional makeup of stories.

In my current research, I'm particularly interested in the relationship between fictionality, fiction, and science, and how fictionality is used to promote and sometimes to problematize science. That may be through figurative language or in global fictions such as novels and movies and short stories. The story that I picked for today, Omar El Akkad's "Factory Air", belongs to the genre of "cli-fi", that is climate fiction, and I'd like us to pay special attention to two things. First, how it brings questions of fiction, the clearly invented elements of the story together with acute real world issues of science and climate change, and secondly, how the aspects of time and space work in the story. In cli-fi, fiction in general, and in "Factory Air" in particular, time and space are notable because the genre is interested in the change of [00:04:00] space.

It centers some questions about the environment and thereby space and how changes have come about in time. In "Factory Air", that is highlighted by how the shifting climate has made parts of the world almost inhabitable. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. That's very helpful. Good, good framing. So we're all set now for you to read the story.

Here's Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen reading Omar ADEs Factory Air.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: The bus pulled up to the factory parking lot and day laborers got out. They crossed the picket line, ignoring the striking workers who rattled the barricades. The workers called them scabs and pelted them with rusted safety bolts, which flew high above the heads of the security guards and only very rarely hit their targets.

Sometimes, when the striking workers became too unruly and threatened to overrun the barricades, the security guards fired off tear gas and rubber bullets, [00:05:00] and, as the workers by now knew, in close proximity rubber bullets were not so different from regular bullets. At the sound of the gunshots and the smell of the gas, the workers ran in all directions.

Often they trampled one another. Occasionally in anger or desperation they tried to climb the barricades and rush the armed men who, like them, were now and could only ever expect to be anonymous gears in the machinery of the world. Indifferent to all this, the hired day laborers shuffled onward.Even with all the dormitory showers running, Cassie could hear the screams of her fellow workers outside.

It was a muffled, distant thing, the melee, and inside the communal bathroom in which Cassie and her twelve-year-old daughter Dio sat on the damp tiles, it was difficult to hear over the shhh of running water and the sound [00:06:00] of Dio coughing the sickness out of her lungs.“Easy, baby, easy,” Cassie said, sitting on the tiled floor with her arms wrapped around her daughter, the two of them rocking back and forth gently, pilgrims in ritual supplication to the god of stunted lungs.

“Tide comes in, tide comes out. Tide comes in, tide comes out.”The girl breathed in as deeply as she was able, and when the air came back out of her it was in a fit of coughs, the sound of it like a butcher’s knife against pavement, a scraping. It was said you mortgaged your airways doing this kind of work.

To breathe the air was to breathe the things that lived in the air—the waste particulate, the evaporated chemicals, the dust, the heaviness. Over the decades the workers had tried myriad methods to keep the invisible toxins at bay, from [00:07:00] face-rags soaked in vinegar to homemade inhalers. None of it worked.

Only the vagaries of chance determined the onset and severity of affliction. Some workers lived into late age until one morning their airways seized like waterlogged engines.Others were born that way.Dio hunched forward. For an instant her body spasmed and she coughed up a green-black dollop of phlegm.

Then the girl fell silent. Although Cassie could barely see through the steam that filled the room, she could feel her daughter’s body relax, her breathing easier now.“I’m all right, I’m all right,” Dio said. “Go back down there; they need you.”“Let them need me,” Cassie said. Cassie turned off the showers. She led her daughter back to the dormitory bedroom and eased her down to sleep in the double bed they shared.

The room overlooked the factory parking lot [00:08:00] across the street, and here the sound of the guards and the striking workers was closer. Through a megaphone, the factory’s chief of security ordered the workers to disband. In collective chorus, which was their own fractured megaphone, the workers chanted their refusal.

Soon there would be another round of bullets and gas.“They can’t tell you from anyone else,” Dio said. “Be careful, all right?”“I always am, baby,” Cassie replied.Cassie kissed her daughter and left the room. She went downstairs and crossed the street to the picket line. At the sight of her, the workers brightened.

They parted to let her through to the front, the place where the most ardent demonstrators—young men, mostly, their lungs and confidence yet to be depleted, their self-worth still tethered to the velocity of their anger—stood arm’s-length from the guards. And when Cassie touched these men and told [00:09:00] them to disband for the day, to return to the dormitories and gather their strength for the next morning’s fight, they obeyed.

They obeyed because the request came from the sole survivor of the incident that had prompted this strike, the walkway collapse at Silo 216. They obeyed because the collapse had left fifteen dead and one survivor, and about such odds there was, even to the most strident unbeliever, the scent of providence.

In this way, Cassie was, in the eyes of her fellow workers a kind of martyr, although she was not a martyr, was in reality the exact opposite of a martyr.So they disbanded. The guards holstered their weapons, and the day laborers quietly put in their hours for the promise of a day’s wage. The factory, which had never experienced a stoppage and could never be [00:10:00] allowed to experience a stoppage, hummed along.It stood beyond the edge of the city, and was in size much larger than the city, a vast arrangement of silos and storehouses and machine rooms and chemical plants.

A quarter-mile beneath the arid earth, dozens of massive underground pipelines, built forty years earlier and lousy now with corrosion and debris, fed the city’s sewage to the factory’s treatment pools. From this unending stream of human excrement, the workers—thousands of them, generations of them—synthesized useful things.

They leeched ammonia and water and trace elements of hormones and drugs from the liquid waste, and these they repurposed in forms suitable for reselling to the manufacturers and the builders and the hospitals. In the silos they stored [00:11:00] small mountains of solid refuse and let the methane build and then sold it back to the utility company.

From the solid waste they also made fertilizer and medicine and, more important than any of these things, they extracted phosphorus, whose natural sources had been mined to exhaustion a half-century prior, and without which the farms would turn fallow and the entire human race would starve. Day after day, the factory churned on, a microcosm of the forces that necessitated its existence, an empire of shit.The workers returned to the dormitory.

Dusk came, and with it, a break from the heat. As they did every Monday, Cassie and her friend Helen sat down on the front steps of the dormitory to go over the week’s expenses. They had served as [00:12:00] co-chairs of the union’s negotiating committee for years, a thankless and at most times meaningless position, but now found themselves responsible for overseeing the strike.“How many today?”

Cassie asked.Helen flipped through a folder of scribbled notes. “None.”“Nothing at all? A sprained ankle? A bruise?”“Nothing.”“How many yesterday?”“Three. Two got roughed up by Blackboots, one got hit in the head by a safety bolt. I guess some guy in the back with a weak arm tossed it and it didn’t clear the fence.”Cassie copied the numbers into a column in her own folder.

She looked up across the street to the factory gates, and beyond them the gray-black exhaust clouds and sour yellow lights of the flame stacks. Had any factory ever looked different than this? Had the world ever looked different?She had given twenty years of herself to the factory, and whatever the [00:13:00] factory had given her back was as ephemeral and soluble in time as those years now gone.

She suspected it would have worked out the same way whether she’d landed a construction job on the sea wall or as a panel-hand on the solar farms, or anywhere else. In another existence, another time so far gone now as to exist outside of her known reality, there were perhaps other kinds of lives to be had, lives in which working hours were meant to be invested, not bartered.

But not here, and not for her. This life was no more than an exchange of vaporous commodities. Effort for pay, wellbeing for survival, time for time. Time for time. Time for time.Against the night sky, the sour, yellow flame stacks burned and there was about the burning a pleasantness of sorts, the [00:14:00] pleasantness of a world unadorned, a world as it is.A man in a gray suit crossed the street, headed toward Cassie and Helen.

They recognized him as David, one of the night managers. He walked cautiously, avoiding the spitfire stares of the workers lounging around the dormitory grounds. One of the phosphorus technicians, walking in the other direction, went out of his way to shoulder-check him as he passed, but this too the manager ignored.“You keep to your side of the playground, David,” Helen said, waving him away.

“What’s so hard to understand about that?”“Just delivering a message,” David said. “Dr. Rahim wants to see the both of you.”“Oz himself?” Helen replied. “What an honor.”David shrugged.“Last I checked, Dr. Rahim isn’t on management’s bargaining committee,” Cassie said. “We talk to the bargaining committee, nobody [00:15:00] else.”“Look, I’m in the same boat as you,” David said.“No, you’re not.”“Fine, whatever.

But I sure as hell ain’t in Dr. Rahim’s boat. And when he says he wants something done, it pretty well always gets done, one way or another.”David pointed to the factory parking lot across the street. “He’ll have a ride waiting for you over there at dawn, before the picket line starts up. Go or don’t go, that’s your business.”David clapped his hands as though ridding them of dirt and walked back to the factory grounds.“Hey David,” Cassie yelled.

“You like being made an errand boy?”“We’re all errand boys,” David replied.*The following morning at earliest light, Cassie and Helen stepped out of the dormitory to find a small dust storm whirling in the parking lot across the street. Two large men in suits and sunglasses stood at one end of the lot, waiting.

Dark brown spirals of sand and grime and settled waste [00:16:00] particulate turned the air opaque. Cassie covered her face with the neck of her shirt.“Keep your head down and move quick,” one of the men shouted into Cassie’s ear, his voice barely audible above the deafening sound of a rapid mechanical heartbeat.

He took her by the hand, Helen and the other man followed, and quickly the four of them ran toward the center of the storm, in which stood something neither Cassie nor any of the factory workers had seen before. A helicopter.Cautiously they clambered inside. Cassie and Helen fumbled with their seatbelts, unable to make heads or tails of the contraptions.

Quickly, one of the men reached over and buckled both women’s belts. The beast lifted, and in no time at all the brown and yellowing factory grounds grew smaller. Soon the whole of the world was swallowed by the taffy-thick layer of haze which was the underside of the [00:17:00] sky.Vertigo washed over Cassie. She had never seen the land from this vantage, and in doing so now experienced a sensation akin to an inverted birth.

In a single outward push the world she had spent her whole life moving within was opened and she, rising beyond its insides, saw for the first time the entirety of it, swollen and labored and so viscerally, imperfectly alive.The helicopter swung northward. Past the battered hulk of the continental sea wall and the sprawl of the city lay the northern hills.

As the helicopter neared, the haze and smog which hung to the lowland suddenly dissipated, and the air turned clear enough that Cassie could make out the balconies and roof tiles of the hillside mansions. These were the homes of the factory owners and the children of the factory owners, the homes of celebrities and politicians and the [00:18:00] man they called the Apollo of the Anthropocene, the man who saved the world.

Though she had seen pictures of this place, Cassie was rendered silent by the foreignness of it, the way in which the rustling of the leaves gave the impression of a giant and hunched animal, its coat rippling. Never in her life had Cassie seen anything so green.The helicopter leveled and landed on a pad at the edge of a large estate whose grounds occupied much of the upper quarter of the hill.

To accommodate four rectangular living spaces terraced one above and offset from the other like staircase steps, the land had been flattened out and extended outward.Cassie and Helen stepped out of the helicopter. As the machine’s blades came to rest, they sent ripples across the manicured lawn grass, a migration of air.

And it was the air that stunned Cassie—not the sound [00:19:00] of it, not its violent movement, but its emptiness. It carried no scent, no familiar sting of chemicals or refuse. She breathed in the air and smelled nothing, tasted nothing. She breathed in until her lungs were full. She held the air inside herself, delirious with the lightness of it, the cleanness.“Cassie, what are you doing?”

Helen said, tugging at her arm. “Let’s go, let’s go.”“Sorry,” Cassie said. “It’s just—have you ever…”She stopped, unsure. Quickly the two men hurried Cassie and Helen away from the helicopter and down a stone path cut through the lawn. At the wide glass doors of the estate’s lower level they were met by a butler who ushered the women inside and into a glass-backed elevator that ran up the spine of the terraced home.“That’s the original laboratory,” the butler said as the elevator ascended, pointing to an [00:20:00] outbuilding at the far end of the property that resembled a double-car garage.

“That’s where he made the most significant breakthroughs.”Neither woman responded.“You do know…” the butler started, then paused. “Yeah,” Cassie said. “Everybody knows.”The elevator doors opened. A wide and spare living space greeted them. But for a few bookshelves, the walls were decorated with various plaques and framed awards and citations, which numbered perhaps two or three dozen but were not plentiful enough to cover the walls, and only served to highlight the emptiness of the room.

Only the back wall, made of glass and overlooking an outdoor swimming pool, was not decorated this way. Beyond the glass wall, out in a wide veranda by the side of a plunging infinity pool, an old man of unimposing size sat on a garden chair.“Come in, please,” he said. “Sit down, it’s [00:21:00] a good day to be outside.”Cassie and Helen set their folders, in which lay their negotiating notes, down on the table and sat across from the old man.

In this nearness to him, Cassie could see about the man a kind of chronological asymmetry. From what she remembered in her schoolbooks, he would be nearing ninety now. And yet his skin, awkwardly taut across the forehead and beneath the eyes, and his full black hair, glistened and combed flawlessly, projected an aggressive facsimile of youth.

She wondered how many people had seen both this man and the insides of the factory that existed because of his invention. Rahim Ibn El Kul, the chemist who managed to synthesize phosphorus from human waste, the owner of the most lucrative patent in human history.“How was the trip?” the old man asked.“Fine,” Cassie replied.“It’s awful, isn’t it?[00:22:00] 

So loud, so unpleasant. But it’s the fastest way to get out here, unfortunately.”Another butler approached, so silently that both Cassie and Helen did not notice him until he placed two glasses of ice water on the table in front of them. Neither did they notice the two large men who’d escorted them onto the helicopter, and who now stood silently at either end of the veranda, watching.“January really is the only reprieve anymore, isn’t it?”

Rahim said, waving his hand across the periphery of the property. “When I was your age, we could reliably count on a mild December, but these days one really can’t spend any time outside but for a few days around New Year’s. A shame.”“Why are we here?” Helen asked.“Because I want to make you an offer,” Rahim said.“Then send your offer to management,” Hellen replied.

“That’s what their bargaining committee is [00:23:00] for.”“You misunderstand. I don’t want to make your coworkers an offer. I want to make you two an offer.”Helen paused. She turned to Cassie, who had missed most of the conversation. Instead she stared at the glasses of water the butler had set on the table.

Through the glass, inverted, the pool shimmered bright blue. The drinking water an immaculate lens. With great care, she picked up the glass and drank from it. Suddenly she was pulled back into a memory from her childhood —a memory of running toward the cliff at the edge of the quarry, jumping high into the air and then coming down, faster and faster, to meet the water below.

In a moment, she was airborne and at the apex of her jump, her heart rising to meet her throat. This is how the water tasted. It tasted of weightlessness.“Do you mind if I ask how it happened?” Rahim said. Cassie broke out of her [00:24:00] momentary hypnosis to find the old man addressing her.”“What?”“The accident.”“It wasn’t an accident,” Helen said.

“Accidents are unavoidable.”“You already know what happened,” Cassie said. “I told the HR scrubs everything. I filled out all the forms.”“I know,” Rahim replied. “I want to hear it from you.”Cassie set her glass down. “We were cleaning the silo,” she said. “You have to peel off the mold from the inside of each one every month or else it builds up and the yields go down.

Takes a team of sixteen to do it. We were a quarter of the way down when the top anchor snapped. The whole platform came down, took everyone with it.”“Everyone but you,” Rahim said.“That’s right.”The old man said nothing. Having no previous experience with the way powerful men wielded silence, Cassie rushed to fill the void.

She answered his unspoken question.“I wear a backup [00:25:00] line,” she said. “Made it from a climbing rope and a beener I got from the obstruction depot. I hook it to the outside anchor whenever I’m on silo duty. Been doing it ever since my daughter was born.”The old man nodded. “Smart,” he said.“Are you kidding me?”

Helen said. “Tell me something: do you know why our workers throw safety bolts at those scabs every morning?”“Because it makes for good optics,” the old man said.“Because you can peel them right off the silo walls,” Helen replied. “Walk into any one of your shit houses, you’ll see the bolts so rusted, they come off in your hands.

They crumble. All we’re asking you to do is make it so people aren’t taking their lives in their hands every time they go to work to put water in that pool of yours. You can do this; you know you can. The cost would be a rounding error for you.”“Probably,” the old man said.“Then why [00:26:00] not?” Rahim rubbed his temples.

He looked for a moment all of his ninety-some years, and then a small, pitying smile came over his lips and he was once more unanchored in time, a man without age.“You know there’s this thing they say about me,” he said. “I don’t mean what they say about me in your little union pamphlets—Dr. Shit, makes a dollar-fifty every time a tomato is sold, all that nonsense.

I mean what my contemporaries used to say. They said I had both gifts: the foresight to see what was needed and the knowhow to build it. But in reality what I have, the only thing I have, is an honest view of the world. I see the world as it is.”The old man took a sip of water. He waved, seemingly to no one in particular, and soon another butler came over and set a couple of contracts down on the table. “You’re not [00:27:00] going to get what you’re asking for because the world in which that factory puts your wellbeing first is not the same world in which that factory exists in the first place.

In the confines of your own mind you are welcome to live in that other world,

which I will readily admit is a better world. But everywhere else you must live in the world as it is. The ugly world. My world.” Rahim tapped the two pieces of stapled paper on the table. “Three years’ salary in a lump sum to each of you. Confidential and immediate, if you convince your colleagues to stop the strike by the end of the week.”Cassie stared at the contracts.

She turned to face Helen, who was also transfixed by the papers on the table, and Cassie could instantly see that her friend was now engaged in the mental calculus of all the things three years’ pay could buy—time, recovery, room to breathe. In a life [00:28:00] spent bartering one of these things for the others, here suddenly was a lopsided deal.But Cassie could also see her friend would not take the deal.

Or rather, that she could take the deal, but could not live with the person she’d instantly become, which was an entirely different thing.Cassie turned back to Rahim. She spat on him.The two large men standing at the corners of the veranda instinctively stepped forward, but Rahim raised his hand and both stopped.“C’est la vie,” he said.Cassie stood up.

“Let’s go, Helen,” she said. Both women left the veranda and, shadowed by their escorts, returned to the elevator.“I’m sorry,” Helen said, shaking. “I wouldn’t have. Not ever, not ever. You know that, right?”“I know,” Cassie said. “I never doubted you.”Silently they descended. Outside the helicopter lay waiting.“Christ, I forgot my folder upstairs,” Cassie said.

“Go on, I’ll meet you in a minute.”The women split up and their [00:29:00] escorts split up with them. Cassie took the elevator to the top floor and returned to the veranda, where Rahim sat watching the horizon, the place where the hill plunged into the smog. Hearing her footsteps, he turned.“I don’t want your money,” Cassie said, picking up her folder.“I know,” the old man replied.“I want a house on the hill.”Rahim smiled.“Tomorrow you have management put out a statement saying the chairs of the bargaining committee are being deliberately antagonistic.

You wait two weeks, then I’ll convince them we can’t hold out any longer. They’ll listen to me.”“I’m sure they will,” Rahim replied. “You’re the survivor, after all.”“A couple of weeks after that, you bring me and my daughter out here, you make sure we never have to go back to the factory again, ever.

Deal?”The chemist extended his hand. Cassie took it. How frail it felt, how near the bones to [00:30:00] thesurface. Cassie made to leave, then stopped. She turned back. “You ever spend any time inside that factory of yours?” she asked.“No,” Rahim said.“You’ve never smelled the air down there? Never tasted the water?”“That’s what you want then?

Better air, better water?”“I want nothing,” Cassie said. “I want all the nothing you have.”She left the old man, and was most of the way across the room when he called to her.“Just one more thing,” Rahim said. “I want you to say thank you.”Cassie watched the old man, his immaculate hair, the time smoothed out of the skin around his eyes, the endlessness of him.“Thank you,” she said.*The helicopter lifted from the pad.

Swooping downward, it descended along the gradient of the hillside and into the soiled city air. The blades and the engine did not sound so loud now to Cassie, and neither did the altitude bother [00:31:00] her as much as it had before. And although with great velocity the workers returned to the place from where they’d first embarked only a few hours earlier, already to Cassie the factory seemed to be getting further and further away.

Jim Phelan: Okay, thank you, Simona. There's a lot to talk about here, here, but you, you sort of focus our attention on time and space. So why don't, why don't we start there and maybe why don't we start with time. So one of the things, you know, we could just describe as saying, okay, the main action occurs over two days and some unspecified future.

Right? But we get through the course of the story, ADE gives us a sense of these two days is occurring within a longer time span. So if we think about him writing the story in 2019, or us reading it in 2026, what do you see as the relation between that [00:32:00] present and the future that's projected in the story?

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah, so, so we entered the story in in Media's race, and that means that we are thrown directly into the story and thereby the disturbing wealth where the catastrophic consequences of the climate changes have already affected the earth to devastating degree. So even if in our known reality we see climate changes, we are not there yet.

Okay. As, as we see it in in the short story. But because of, of the ways that while a cat has made use of the elements of time here on the discourse level, even if we only get a story time of, of two days. He contextualizes those two days within the largest band of, I think both Cass's past and future, but also, yeah, really the, yeah, the past of the earth here.

What has happened in between maybe now and a and a disturbing future you could say. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. Good. And I, [00:33:00] and 

Jim Phelan: so, yeah, just to pick up on some of those things, like the, the idea of Cassie's past she talks, you know, we get the information that she's given 20 years of her life to the factory, but we also get the memory of her as a child.

You know, jumping. Into the clean air and that that memory comes back while she's in the, the mountain area. So, so there's a sense of her you know, having experienced something before the catastrophe and then the catastrophe 20 years to the factory and all those changes. So that's, that's kind of interesting too.

I think it's, it's not like a hundred years in the future. It's it, it is, you know, it's not, it's not like next year either, but, but this sort of intermediates time. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah, that's a really good point. So, so here, the time well, the, the, the changes have been rapid, right? Right. Yeah. So so even if the time isn't that far [00:34:00] away, then we've seen a lot of changes.

And I think really. One of the most interesting ways that time works here in the short story is by the use of, of the iterative okay. An iterative time is yeah. When something is described only once, but we are to understand that, that it happens multiple times. Right. And yeah. And I think the iterative time is, is here you throughout the story to create a sense of repetitive horror.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: So working in this poisonous factory and, and breathing its air, it repeats itself every day here. For the workers. And I think yeah, we kind of get the sense that this is a, a repetition that's really built into the, the horror of Yeah. Of what's happening here. So yeah. So that's kind of a horror built into the way that the time works here both in, in the sense of how rapid the changes have been, and also in the sense that the the changes kind of have, have caused this repetition that's going on every day.

So [00:35:00] we get the, the same, 

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Catastrophe kind of playing out every day. You could say here in the. In the story. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. No, that's good. And I, I think too, there's like it occurred to me as listening to you read it there, there's these kind of layers of the iterative. So we have the iterative of the catastrophe, right?

Every day they have to live with the consequences of it and so on. But then there's sort of these embedded iteratives of like the strike, right? So every day we get the inmate Raz, right? But so the, the day laborers, you know, being dropped off and the striking workers harassing them and so on.

But, but that this is something that's been going on now for the period of the strike, right? So that every day the strike is the same, right. Or, you know, and we get every Monday Helen and Cassie meet and you know, sort of. And then we switch to the ative about, okay, on this Monday, this is what they talk about, what [00:36:00] kind of damage has been done and you know, that kind of thing.

So it's always the, the sort of, one of it seems to be one of kote strategies is to juxtapose the iterative and the ative. Mm-hmm. Yeah. Until, 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: yeah, 

Jim Phelan: until we get to the, until we get to the end, I think. But certainly, yeah. In the first half of the story. Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And I guess what you're, what you're saying is also Jim, that the iterative doesn't just apply to the climate change here, but also to the strike and 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: When I was reading the story, I got the sense that there is almost this kind of normalized 

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Warlike situation as well, right. Because they have these guards that, that fire rabbit bulls

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Every day. So it's as if it's, it's both the climate change and the warlike situation that's kind of under Right.

Being underlined here with the, with the iterative 

Jim Phelan: right, right. Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And, and, yeah. And I think it also works on, on two levels in, in the sense that we get all of these words in the first paragraphs that underline that, that we can [00:37:00] almost foresee what is going to happen the next day. Right? We have, by now, the workers knew often they trampled one another soon.

That would be another round of bullets. So it's even in the words and the, the phrasings. Get the sense that we can foresee what is going to happen the next day, because it's just a, a repetition of what happened before that. Yeah. And, and then also I think in the lullaby that Cassie sings so she sings, tide comes in and Tide comes out and Right.

It has this rhythm to it. It's meant to be a calming lullaby. But here I think it kind of mimics the fact the factory and the, the rhythm of the factory. Okay. Yeah. So, so yeah. So I think it's, it's kind of that's a kind of horror built into that, that it gets the opposite effect then than what's really 

Jim Phelan: yeah.

And 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Luby, 

Jim Phelan: right. And pick up on that too, like the. The there's a way in which once we start to think about the rhythm of [00:38:00] the factory in relationship to the tie comes in, type comes out, right? Tie comes in, type comes out. That's this kind of natural process, right? Mm-hmm. But then we have the factory, the manmade process, and that's, you know, so horrible.

Yeah. Yeah, yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. That's a really good, really good point. And I think those contrasts are there throughout the story, the, the manmade versus the, the naturalness. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I think too you know, we might think about the. The shift from the first half to the second half, right? So we have, when we think about the two days, right?

So the first day we get all this iterative stuff and we get more information about the factory and how it works, and also about the you know, just about the situation, right? And what the factory does, right? The, this, this you know, Raheem solution, right? [00:39:00] To take human excrement and, and turn it into something that allows the world to keep going, right?

But the cost of that is the toxicity of the air, right? And, and so, and then the way in which that affects the, the sort of the. Lifespan of individuals in that area. Right? So some people, you know, have a long life and then suddenly they, they can't breathe. Others like Cassie's daughter, Dio at age 12 is already affected by it, right?

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. Yeah. It's as if we have two separate wells here, right? Where Yeah. At the factory there is this expectancy of short-lived life, right? Because, yeah. The factory air is so poisonous that. Everyone will die of a lung disease sooner or [00:40:00] later it seems. And then on the other hand we have rahi and, and he, we hear that he is almost 90 and yeah, he has this appearance of, of youth to him, 

Jim Phelan: right?

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: He seems to be living in an eternity almost. Yeah. And so there are really these contrasts, which I think are kind of the core of the of the story. And it also we also see that on, on the level of, of time also when it comes to the the individuals, I think. Yeah. So if time means something different in the two different places, right?

It, it moves faster in the factory than in the mountain area, you could say.

Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. And I think, I mean here we might talk about a chronotype, right, of the factory where the time and space really are. You know, so tightly interwoven that one, once you start talking about time, you start talking about space, which, when you start talking about, you know, so how long do people live?

Well, it has to do with the factory, right? You talk about the factory and then you talk about the effects on on time. And so, you know, and that [00:41:00] then I think we could, you know, on the one hand if we take the idea that the climate catastrophe is somehow a human, you know, humans have a lot to do with that, right?

That the disruption of the natural and then the factory is a solution, but it's also a solution that. You know, has all this negative, you know, the solution whose cost is so high for those who have to work there, right? Who have to be to be there, live there, work there. It's also interesting that the dormitories are there, right?

For the workers.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Your 

Jim Phelan: whole life is there.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Mm Yeah. Yeah, that's right. So in that sense, I, I really think that Al Cat is building like really two different worlds here, right? Yeah. And I think there are several things that, that hint at that. And the dormitories is a, is a good example. So you are either in the, in the one or, or the other world.

Yeah, [00:42:00] maybe he has found some solutions to the climate problems in his world, but in the other world it's it's devastating and it may even have worsened right in, in in that other world of the factory and the, the factory workers. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Yeah, we also get this little glimpse of the possibility, you know, of the rest of the world, right?

Where Cassie thinks she suspected it would've worked out the same way, whether she'd landed in a construction job on the sea wall or as a panel hand on the solar farms or anywhere else, right.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: You know, so yeah, I think it's, so that's ing Yeah. It's really 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: interesting that in a sense, I think, yeah.

So the two, hmm. Main wells are there. Right. We have the the factory area and then we have the, the mountain area. But we get these hints at a, at a wider world, and we can only guess what a sea wall is yeah. And what a solar farm is. But, but I guess our, I guess, can be quite qualified because a sea wall is probably something that prevents the sea from coming in.

Right. Yeah. [00:43:00] And, and maybe the solar farms is you using the energy of the, so this, the sun for elec electric purposes or Right, right. Something like that. So, so we assume that these inventions together with the factory Yeah. Have improved the lives of, some people living on the earth that we have here found solutions to some of the, the climate changes that, that we see.

However, the solutions have not led to any positive changes for the workers. Right, right. Whether Right. The opposite 

Jim Phelan: right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And, and it's also kind of intriguing that Rahi has gained the nickname or I guess like a, an additional name, which is the man who saved the world. But it seems as if.

It's only the world of the rich. Right. Right. And I, I think it's kind of saying that it's the men who save the world, but it's one of the, the two worlds that we have represented here. Really. So yeah, I think the world building here is, is really interesting because we get these two contrasting worlds and then we [00:44:00] also get a sense of, of how they are separate even they are here.

We have an example of that here, but they are so in the wider story world. Right, 

Jim Phelan: right. What we do get is the idea that Cassie suspected it would've worked out the same way. So even if these things are doing, you know, like, okay, harnessing the, you know, power from the sun mm-hmm. There's again, there's some kind of co implied, there's some kind of cost to the workers who are involved with that.

Right. And then we have that, the interesting contrast, right. In another existence, another time, so far gone now as to exist outside of her known reality. There were perhaps other kinds of lives to be had lives in which working hours were meant to be invested. Not bartered, but not here, and not for her.

This life was no more than an exchange of vaporous commodities, effort for pay, wellbeing [00:45:00] for survival, and then time for time repeated. Time for time, time for time. So that's all this, this commodity, vaporous commodities. Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And that, that's also coming back to your previous point Jim, that we get these glimpses of her past.

Right? Yeah. And a sense that there was maybe a better world. And I think that's also kind of the power of ality here, that maybe that other world is our world, right? Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. That 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: we come to realize that. Even if there are a lot of problems in, in our real world maybe it can get worse. Right? Yeah.

And that's what the story is, is there to remind us to, to pay attention to that sheer it's really looking into a future that's much worse than than our present time here. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And, and I, I really think the, the way that the story builds upon these contrasts are interesting.

For that reason, I was also thinking that maybe the the set up with the factory [00:46:00] area area and the mountain area seems almost a bit overdone by the Yeah. The factory area, which is. Located in the la lowlands. It is foul smelling, dirty, poor, unhealthy, violent, and brutal and static. And we could almost just take the same adjectives and, and switch them.

And then we could see that the highlands with the mountain area is clean and fres and rich and peaceful and empty Right. Of dirt and, and so on. Right. So it, yeah, it really reminds us of the, the ality of the story. I think that it seems like a, a contrast, right? 

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: That are so, the contrast is so stuck that it reminds us that this must be synthetic, a made up story.

Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. But, but then when we come to reflect upon it and that, I think it's a, is the next step of the interpretation is that our world actually holds dirty and poor factory areas. Yeah. That may be located right next to, to rich communities. Yeah. Right. So, so at first, what seems really like stuck in contrast, maybe not. So yeah, overdone. [00:47:00] Maybe they're not even an acceleration compared to the actual world. Yeah. So I think that's very powerful here. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Very good. I like all that. Yeah. So maybe we should, we've already started to talk about the mountain area, but maybe we should talk a little bit, move further into that and talk about Cassie's response to arriving in the, in the mountain area.

Right. She breathed in the air and smelled nothing, tasted nothing. She breathed in until her lungs were full. She held the air inside herself delirious with the lightness of it. The cleanness. Right. So this interesting idea of nothing. Yeah. And that's, that's you know, makes her delirious. Right? And so we get those, this strong contrast between the toxicity of the air and the, 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: the 

Jim Phelan: purity of the air.

In the mountain region.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. Here, here the nothingness is positive, right? And 

Jim Phelan: right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: I guess usually we wouldn't think of it as, as such but that's maybe also pointing [00:48:00] us to what we take for granted in in our everyday lives, right? That we have this a relatively clean air in most places.

Yeah. And it's that nothing is the, the the not dirty air that you wants. So I think, yeah. Yeah. That's really brilliant. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, yeah. Yeah. And like we, we take it for granted. We don't think about it. And then now here we have Cassie, you know, and Alec co using Cassie to highlight that. Well, this is, this is pretty, yeah.

Something. And then the, the, again, the implicit idea, well, you know, we could lose all this, right? Yeah, yeah, yeah, 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: yeah. Really. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. Maybe we should switch to talk a little bit about Raheem. Right. So, you know, we get him from the outside a little bit that Helen calls him Oz. But he also describes himself right as you know, people say, I have this foresight to and the know-how to foresight to come up with a solution, know how to make it work.

But [00:49:00] that's not really my strength. It's, it's that I see the world as it is. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. 

Yeah. So so it's interesting that he's called the Apollo of the Anthropocene. Yeah. And Cassie is short for Cassandra. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And both of these names appear in Greek mythology really in the same story. And I think the story is the short story here is also in invoking that myth.

Yeah. Yeah. So in, in Greek mythology, Cassandra was, was faded by the God Apollo to offer true prophecies that no one would believe. And in the short story, I think that we can, we can say that Cassie demonstrates that she kind of has the gift of, of foresight on at least two occasions. She has the foresight to see what will happen in the silo and Yeah.

Take precautions to keep herself safe. Right, 

Jim Phelan: right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: And then also to understand that Rahe will accept the deal and give her house in the mountains. And so interesting that Rahim says that he has been described as the one who had two [00:50:00] gifts, the foresight to see what was needed and the know-how to build it.

But as you say, Jim, he thinks that the only thing he really has is an honest view of the world. And I think we could say that hins to the myth in the story function, to tell us that if Rahim sees the world as it is, this is a horrible world. A world which is built on inequality and where you can't really change anything.

And if Casi then has the foresight to, to act upon it. I think the ugly truth here is that the only position really to, to occupy is her position. And then coming back to, to Kathy and to her choice, the position she occupies is really the opposite of a mother. She sacrifices others for herself whereas a mother would sacrifice, right?

So for others, right? She, she does the opposite here. So I think the, the story by by invoking the myth is really giving us hints into how we should [00:51:00] also interpret it, interpret the, the two characters here. Okay. And yeah. Yeah, 

Jim Phelan: yeah, yeah, yeah. I mean, it might even be worth, you know, sort of repeating what he says about the world in which the factory exists, right?

You know, he says, okay, mm-hmm. You're not gonna get what you're asking for. 'cause the world in which that fact factory puts your wellbeing first is not the same world in which. That factory exists in the first place, right? If you wanna live in that other world, in your own mind, you can, right? But everywhere else, you must live in the world as it is the ugly world, my world.

Right? And then you know, having said that, then he makes his, his bribe offer, right? Mm-hmm. A three year salary and so on, right? 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. I think, 

Jim Phelan: go ahead. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: That's really a key hazard in, in the text. I think because this is exactly where he describes the problem, right? Right, right. And it is it is built into the world because the world here works on structural inequality, and that's why [00:52:00] we have these two different worlds.

That's why we have the, the factory and the mountain area. Right. And, and yeah, I think it's one of the main takeaways from, from the story that there's simply something wrong with the, the way the world is organized. And, and Rahi gives us this answer when Helen and, and Cassie requests that he changes the, the working conditions.

And, and he says, well, I could, but I, I don't want to. Right. And this is the extended answer then. Right, right, right. It's because it's a different world. She wishes for another world that that doesn't exist.

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: I think, and yeah, that's 

Jim Phelan: just, yeah, and I mean, it's striking too that, that you know, he admits that he could do it.

It would be, you know, yeah. Helen says it would just be a rounding error and Yeah, probably. But he's also he wants the strike to be settled. He wants the strike to be over. He doesn't wanna be paying the day laborers and so on. And he wants, you know, so there's something about the commitment [00:53:00] too. The capitalist enterprise, you know, where you work for me and I get the profits and I, I sustain myself in this world and so on.

Right. And, and that I think really does reinforce the structural inequality and the just sort of the evils of capitalism when they're, you know, yeah, yeah. The potential evils that we, that we see here. But also then I think it's interesting that you know, his bribe is three year salary, right?

That's his offer. Right. And then we get Helen think, you know, we get Cassie thinking about Helen taking it seriously, and then Helen saying, no, I, I would never take it. Right. So you get a sense of this, the temptation there. Right. And then Cassie, of course. Acts like she won't take it. She spits on Raheem, right?

And he just, okay, well, you know, let it go. But then she changes, right? Oh, I left my folder and she goes back. So one of the things that's interesting, and it [00:54:00] goes back to the characterization of Cassie is, you know Cassie thinks about Helen. Helen couldn't live with herself if she took the offer, she took the bribe, right?

But Cassie doesn't say that about herself. And then when she goes back, but what, what I, what strikes me as really important is that in changing the, and making her counter offer, right? She's, she's, she's saying it's not about money, it's about time and space. I wanna live in your world. Right. You know, the possibility of another existence, right?

Or, or going back to the passage about vaporous commodities, right? Oh, I can, I can make it a commodity exchange here. I can exchange, you know, the, the strike settlement [00:55:00] for this new world for me and my daughter. It's really quite striking. Yeah. Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. Yeah. Really. I think, I think it's such a good point Jim, that, well, she could have asked for maybe four years or five years, but it wouldn't change her situation.

She has to move from, from the one world she's in to, to the other, to really make any changes in, in her life. And I think that has to do with both space, right? She wants to move into the other world and, and time because that will be a way to by herself time. Yeah, you could say. And, and, and whereas I think the story is quite clear when it comes to the point about the structural inequality and, and what's wrong with the world.

I think it's more open when it comes to Kathy and, and her final choice, right? Because well, she says that she really. Kind of sells her time for time and that she is working on the factory and that's an exchange of, of [00:56:00] wellbeing for survival. So it's as if she's, she's working there to 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: just extend her the lives of, of her Richmond lives that are already long by and maybe she's working in, in, yeah. And kind of getting sick at the factory to just put water in raheem's pool. And, and that's that's all really horrible. And in a sense, we, we understand her choice in the end. And I think we have to judge it on the basis of everything we know from this. Some from this world that Omar had, has has constructed here.

Right? Yeah. It's easy enough to condemn her, right. And, and to think that of course she should have, have stick to to keeping up the strike and, and and so on. But I think it's, it's kind of forceful that, that here it's really up to, to the reader to Okay. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: To jet her. I, I, I think because we also get the reasons why why she would have to move into the other world and why.

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: This is really Yeah. Her only escape. Right, right. 

Jim Phelan: Right. I mean, [00:57:00] there's, there's a way in which, you know, she's a rational actor in that world. Yeah. Right. If, if re she takes what Raheem says, this is the world that we have, right? Mm-hmm. And this, I'm not gonna do anything to change it. Yeah. Right. So what do I do?

Right. But I think so yes, I agree with you that he's really, you know, the complexity of the ethical judgment there. But I also think Helen is there as a, as an interesting contrast, right? And, and so that there is a way in which I think we have to see Cassie as, you know, not a totally, I mean, she's a rational actor within that world, but we sort of want a different world.

And then, and for me, that, that kind of reinforces the point about the structural inequality, right? Mm-hmm. Let's not make it about individual choice. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Helen, Helen versus Cassie, right? They're both, you know, they're both acting out a certain set of values. But it's, but it's really overdetermined by [00:58:00] Raheem's view of the world and the, you know, the structural inequality, as you say.

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. I, I think that's the, the main point of the story, right? And there. Wasn't, well, maybe the, the strike would have led to, to changes, but 

Jim Phelan: yeah, 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: there isn't much in the story that hints to that being the case. So it's really the problem here is the wor the way the world is structured. 

Jim Phelan: Right, right, right, right.

So even, yeah, what are they gonna get? They're gonna get better working conditions, but they're not gonna change the air you know, in the, in the, in the chronotype of the factory. Yeah. Yeah. So, okay. I think we're coming to the end. Is there anything that, that you'd like to touch on that we haven't gotten to?

I. 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: Yeah. So maybe just one more to emphasize that even if the fictional world in the short story is obviously made up and the contrast is so stuck that then it's, it in itself kind of tells us that it is fiction. I think it's just so striking here that there's so many similarities to the real world.

And maybe just a final, final note which is a, a bit [00:59:00] more positive on the, the power of, of fiction. Yeah. And on sci-fi and, and clarify. Several inventions have actually appeared in fiction before they were invented in, in reality. For example, space travels and automatic speeds, recognition to mention just a few, yeah.

Innovations that actually appeared in 18th century fiction Uhhuh before they were before they were reality. And here, omar short story is from 2019. Yeah. And his very innovative idea, the most lucrative patient in human history, as it says in the story, is human is using human experiments for productive purposes.

And only a few days ago, I saw in the news that it is now actually a reality, not large scale, like in factory earth uhhuh, but that scientists are actually able to turn human experiments into medicine uhhuh for patients with the intestinal disease. So just a, the final note that science fiction can actually predict.

Let's just hope there isn't [01:00:00] too much prediction going on in, in factory air. 

Jim Phelan: Right, right. Yeah. Good. Okay. That's a good note to end on. So, tha thank you very much, Simona. And I wanna say thank you so much 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: for having you. 

Jim Phelan: Yes, it's 

Simona Zetterberg-Nielsen: a pleasure. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Great. And I wanna thank our listeners and mention that we'd appreciate your feedback, which you can send to us at projectnarrative@osu.edu,

that's email project narrative, one word, or to our Twitter account, @PNOhioState. I'd also like to remind our listeners that you can find more than 50 additional episodes of the podcast at the Project Narrative website or on Apple Podcast, and if you listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us.

Thank you again for listening. 


