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In Non-Places,
No One Can
Hear You Cry

Worker aboard the container ship Ever Cthulhu

Dispatches sent from a 130,000 ton
container ship in the Pacific Ocean
Charmaine Chua

.

The 3rd mate's seafaring career began
with o desire for basketbel! shoes. “When
| was really young, | sow these guys com-
ing home - seamen from my province -
and they looked really amozing,” he shares
one afternoon as wse stare across the
ocean from the bridge, where he is on
wotchkeeping duty for 8 hours a day.
“They had these fancy dresses, basketball
shoes...at that time | really liked basket-
ball, so when | saw those brand new shoes,
| said, ‘ok, | want that too'. The other men
in my town, they were not the same. Even
if they had a higher degree of education,
they didn't have those things the seaman
were having. So | thought, why study those
courses the other guys are studying when
| can go with being a seaman?”

Not that his family, in particular two
uncles who were seamen, approved: it
would be a very hard job, they warned him,
and very painful - especially if you have a

family. One cousin had died on board a
vessel that had sunk over the Atlantic.
But the 3rd mate does what he sets his
mind to, and so on he went to a Bachelor
of Science in Marine Transportation -
the college degree a majority of the crew
holds.

“And in reality?” | venture, “Is it what
you imagined?” The answer is an unequiv-
ocal no. “If | had a chance to go back,
| would not be here,” he says. “Life on the
seaq, it's very different from what | fancied.
The stories from previous generations
I've heard are all quite interesting: no
hardships, everything's ok. But when | got
here, | found that everything is saturated.
The six months on board...it's six months
of hell. | am constantly missing my loved
ones. When | go home, the three months
of vacation are even not completely vaca-
tions for me.”

This is a story I've hecrd muitiple iter-
ations of in the past weeks. While swab-
bing the deck, sitting in the recreation
room playing poker, or cutting up rags in
the machine workshop, these men have
shared the stories of how they came to be
seamen. There is the imagined life, and
there is the devastating reality. Ask almost
anyone if they enjoy their job, and they will
tell you no. The ones who say yes, when
pushed for a reason, will expiain: “it's be-
cause of the pay.” There is no intrinsic at-
traction to a life at sea; only to what it
makes possible: AB Miguel has a bedrid-
den mother he provides for in cddition
to his wife and two kids. AB Mendoza
keeps requesting to extend his contract
so that he can save up for his daughter,
who is graduating in March. The fitter
Ocampo has a machine shop in Manila
that went out of business, consigning him
to nine years cn the ocean to provide for
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his family. “I'm not a seaman!” Ocampc
exclaims. “This is not where I'm supposec
to be.”

Homesickness is “always there,” mani
festing itself in picture collages of thei
families on cabin walls and email commu
nications twice a day. At night, the crev
gathers in their recreation room, whert
they smoke cigarettes, play poker witl
makeshift rubber chips, and watch re
runs of Filipino TV soaps and variet
shows, which they get on $1DVDs from th
seaman’s mission in ports. On Sundays
o warring basketball game is played be
tween the engine and deck crew on a hal
court in the lower aft of the ship, the crey
yelling when misdirected throws threatei
to bounce the ball into the open sec
Almost all recreational activities carr
a scent of home. The longing is so acut
that the ship is often characterized as
floating prison — “Traveling Alcatraz,” o
the oiler Eddie puts it. They will tell yo
that walking up the gangway with thei
baggage ot the start of their contract i
the heaviest feeling, and going dow
when the six months are over is the mos
joyful. “54 steps to freedom,” says Vern o
we scrub rust off the deck’s floor on on
quiet day at sea, “and 54 steps to prison

-

Growing the pool of available low-wag:
contingent workers who “should be grate
ful for what the industry gives ther
proves the most feasible and cost-effec
tive way to solve “the labor problem
The coptain tells me that the ottempte
solution used to be reducing the worl
force by bringing crew numbers dow
as much as possible. He remembers the
in the 1980s, one study pioneered by
Japcnese company had experimente
with cutting personnel on a ship from 2
crewmembers to 9. “Nine! You imagine
The captain laughs. “This was right aroun
the time of computerization and autc
mation,” he explains, “and they wanted t
see what was possible in terms of reduc
ing the number of workers. So they expe
imented several times with 9 crew to se
whether it was possible.” Of course, th
captain goes on, the study soon foun
that these workers were becoming ver
lonely. “Maybe you are eating in the mes
room all by yourself, with nobody to tal
to,” he opines. With 9 crew members, eac
worker had longer hours with no subst
tutes to keep watch on deck and inadk
quate rest time — concentration leve
were slipping into downward spiral, an
with it, the morale of the workers.

“So do you know what they did2” Tt
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captain asks. | guess: they increased the
crew sizes, they provided more recreation-
al activities, they paid them better wages
- and am wrong on all accounts. With a
' beoming, belly-deep laugh, the captain
delivers the punchline: “Their solution was:
to provide the workers with silverware.
Silverware! You imagine! Somehow, they
were thinking that feeling fancy would
conquer the problem of loneliness.”

Simultaneously comical and incredi-
bly depressing, the image of workers sit-
ting alone in mess rooms, surrounded
by fancy cutlery but no companions con-
jures the image of what anthropologist
Mare Augé has cailed the “non-place™
o “dense network of means of transport
which are also inhabited spaces” where
no organic social life is possible, “a world
thus surrendered to solitary individuality,
to the fleeting, the temporary ond the
ephemeral.

A disclaimer befecre | proceed: The
idea of the non-place, often invoked in
writing about infrastructures of transport,
provides a helpful analytical framework.
But it also betrays the texture of life on the
container ship - a place of transit, to be
sure, but unlike other spaces of transit,
acts both as workplace and living quar-
ters to sailors who spend up to seven
months at a time on board. As | write
 this, | feel | am betraying the richness and
warmth of the people on the Ever Cthulhu.
Most know the exact number of days they
have been here, and how many are left
to home - but in making do with life on
board, have also learned how to treat
a continuous cycle of new friends as fam-
ily. There is ‘Papa’ Adem, the oldest crew
member at 49, who doles out blazing nug-
gets of wisdom and wears only pink
t-shirts, a fashion choice | assume is delib-
~erate until he tells me everything wos

stained after he threw a red handkerchief
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into his mostly white laundry. There is
Miguel, the jcker, one of the few ABs
whe does not hold a maritime degres,
who worked his way up the food chain by
once staying on a ship for o continuous
2-year stretch, who enjoys puns, card
tricks, and scanning the ocean for dol-
phins. And there is Jonathan, one of the
youngest engine crew, simuitoneously
irreverent and kind, who has an 8-month
old baby boy at home and has to sneak
a cry in the bathroom when | insensitively
ask how difficult it is to be away from
his newborn.

In non-places, no one can hear you
cry. Characterized by their transitory
nature and corresponding social empti-
ness, non-places always gestura to a real-
ity or destination somewhere else. Much
of the literature on logistics take a similar
tack, suggesting that logistics, as an in-
dustry invested in smoothing out the
world's surface, “pulverizes” and flottens
space to facilitote (to the extent it is pos-
sible) the ceaseless circulation of money,
commodities, and bodies.

3.

In a few days time, six members of the
crew will end their contracts in Hong Kong
and return home. The accommodations
are abuzz with anticipation, suitcases are
packed, and the seamen who will be
returning home have a faraway look in
their eyes, olready somewhere else. Last
night, the sailors threw a farewell party for
their departing mates, and the karaoke
songs belted in the recreation room were
almost entirely of the love ballad variety:
Scorpion, Michael Learns to Rock, Boyz Ii
Men - set to background images of well-
loved Filipino destinations and scenery.
Montez leaned over once, in the middle of
Fleetwood Mac's “Landslide”. “That's what
| tell my wife all the time,” he said. “| built
my life around you.” Really, it's the truth.
Becouse all of this, all this time away, is for
her, and for my family. One day, i will save
enough so that they can live comfortably
and | don't have to be away.” Such desires
mcey appear to be a far cry away froin the
ailuring, powerful vision of worker strug-
gles surging along and forcefully disrupt-
ing the supply chain, but they form a
different fabric of desire nevertheless —
one which requires us to listen, pause, and
pay attention before folding radically un-
even conditions into a uniform demand
for universal workers' rights.

A longer version of this essay originally appeared
on the website The Disorder of Things. Chua's
forthcoming monograph, The Logistics Counter-
revelution: Fast Circulation, Slow Violence,

and the Tronspacific Empire of Capital, fromes
the intersecting histories of decolonization

and logistics as a story of competing projects
of global resource distribution.
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