Catch 22

For half a century now Americans have been rebelling in the name of individual freedom. Some wanted a more tolerant society with greater private autonomy, and now we have it, which is a good thing – though it also brought us more out-of-wedlock births, a soft pornographic popular culture, and a drug trade that serves casual users while destroying poor American neighborhoods. Ohers wanted to be free from taxes and regulations so they could get rich fast, and they have – and it’s left the more vulnerable among us in financial ruin, holding precarious jobs, and scrambling to find health care for their children. We wanted our two revolutions. Well, we have had them. (Mark Lilla, in The New York Review of Books, as it appeared in The Week magazine, May 21, 2010)

The trouble with being No. 1 in the world – at anything – is that it takes a certain mentality to attain that position in the first place, and that is something of a driving, perfectionist attitude, so that once you do achieve No. 1, you don’t relax and enjoy it. (Billie Jean King with Frank Deford, in Billie Jean)

A friend was lunching at a Chinese restaurant and noticed that the table had been set with forks, not chopsticks. When he asked why, the waiter explained that they were provided only on request. “But,” the man countered, “if you gave your patrons chopsticks, you wouldn’t have to pay someone to wash all the forks.” “True,” the waiter shot back, “but then we would have to hire three more people to clean up the mess.” (J. L. Sims, in Reader’s Digest)
A burgeoning fur trade made the Dakota Territory highly desirable. In the early 1700s, Great Britain, France, and Spain fought over the land. The influx of trappers brought prosperity to the area’s natives, who received tools, cloth and weapons in exchange for sharing their hunting expertise with the Europeans. Unfortunately, this mingling with outsiders sometimes proved harmful, as in the case of an 1837 smallpox outbreak that killed tens of thousands of American Indians. (Tidbits)

The downside of Facebook: The more time you spend on Facebook, the more unhappy you become. A new study by University of Michigan researchers has strengthened a growing body of research showing that frequent use of the social-networking site leads to feelings of envy, sadness, loneliness, and anger. Researchers gauged the mood of 82 young study subjects by texting them five times a day, asking them detailed questions about how they felt and when they had last gone on Facebook. Visits to the site were directly correlated with negative emotions, including depression and loneliness. Because of the frequency of the mood-measuring, researchers said they were confident that Facebook use was causing the bad feelings, rather than that people were using the site when they felt lonely or sad. When subjects reported face-to-face social contact, the study found, they felt happier and more cheerful – in direct contrast with their online socializing. “On the surface, Facebook provides an invaluable research for fulfilling the basic human need for social connection,” social, psychologist Brian Kross tells TheAtlantic.com. “But rather than enhance well-being, we found that Facebook use predicts the opposite result – it undermines it.” Researchers have speculated that because people tend to post an idealized version of their lives on Facebook, with photos and accounts of trips, happy social gatherings, and work or school achievements, it makes visitors to their pages feel that their own lives are comparatively drab, lonely, and unsuccessful. (The Week magazine, August 30, 2013)

The official gift basket for celebrities attending this year’s Emmy Awards was worth approximately $30,000, and included pearls, certificates for spa treatments, designer luggage, coupons for holidays in New Zealand, and a swanky mobile phone. Recipients also received a tax form from the IRS. (The Washington Post, as it appeared in The Week magazine, September 15, 2006)

Sweden’s embrace of “green” cars, ranging from hybrids to ethanol- and clean-diesel-powered vehicles, has actually led to a net increase in greenhouse-gas emissions, according to the Swedish government. The government says improved fuel economy – and a reduced sense of guilt – has led Swedes to drive more, thus burning more fuel. (Treehugger.com, as it appeared in The Week magazine, March 25, 2011)

French poultry experts developed a hen’s egg with a tougher shell. Less breakage. So lower prices, they hoped. But the shell was blue. Nobody would buy it except a few Paris restaurants. (L. M. Boyd)

Iran, the world’s fourth biggest oil producer, is using some of its petro-wealth to subsidize gasoline prices for its citizens. Iranian drivers pay about 40 cents a gallon for gas, most of which has to be imported because Iran has few refineries. (The Wall Street Journal, as it appeared in The Week magazine, July 14, 2006)

Traffic lights using environmentally friendly LED bulbs have led to a spate of serious traffic accidents. That’s because the bulbs do not produce as much heat as standard bulbs, allowing more snow and ice to accumulate, obscuring the green and red signals. (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, January 15, 2010)

In defense of low-cost McDonald’s: Give fast food a break, said Kyle Smith. McDonald’s workers have taken to the picket lines to demand better wages, and of course “the usual coalition of class snobs, locavore foodies, and militant anti-corporate types” is delighted to take up their glorious cause. But despite “forever proclaiming their support for the poor and for higher minimum wages,” they’re “completely heartless when it comes to the other side of the equation: cost.” Raising wage costs for a company like McDonald’s “would drive up the price of burgers for millions of poor people.” Fast food may not be nutritionally ideal, but “for the average poor person, it isn’t a great option to take a trip to the farmers market to puzzle over esoteric lefty-foodie codes.” The economic reality is that healthy food is becoming too expensive for poor people: Junk food costs as little as $1.76 per 1,000 calories – a tenth what you’d pay to get that from fresh veggies. Higher wages for fast-food workers means “effectively placing a surtax” on customers who rely on low-price options. Not that I expect that to sway the “macrobiotic Marxists.” Why should they care if the poor “go hungry because they can’t afford a burger anymore? Let them eat kale!” (The Week magazine, August 9, 2013)

Bad week for: Catch 22s, after the heirs of art dealer Ileana Sonnabend inherited Canyon, a sculpture by Robert Rauschenberg. Because the sculpture contains a stuffed bald eagle, federal law bars its sale, but the IRS valued it at $65 million and is demanding the heirs pay $29.2 million in taxes. (The Week magazine, August 3, 2012)

Until the early 1990s, most U.S. gas stations offered both regular and unleaded gasoline. Lead was first added to gasoline in the United States during the 1920s; it reduced engine “knock” and increased the octane rating of cheaper grades of gas. Of course, lead is also a known poison, but why nitpick? The EPA started phasing out leaded gas in 1986. American consumers were reluctant to give it up, particularly since leaded gas was typically priced a few cents less than unleaded fuel. (Clifton Thorold-Stone, in Tidbits)

When we went on vacation two years ago, burglars broke in and stole $250. So, last year I got smart. I left all the lights on and turned on all the radios and TVs. The burglars were afraid to show up and didn't get a cent--but the electric company got $523.25. (Joey Adams, in New York Post)

Pretty near all of Vermont was cleared for little farms, and pretty near all of those farms gave up. So 75 percent of Vermont has treed over again. That’s not all that’s back. The woods are full of black bears. (L. M. Boyd)
Weeds flourish wherever we clear land, dig, or farm. Human activity has even backfired to create “superweeds” like cogon grass, which flourished in Vietnam when Agent Orange wiped out its natural enemies. Today, having somehow crossed the Pacific, cogon grass is taking over large sections of the southeastern U.S. (The Week magazine, July 1-8, 2011)

The deadly threat from wind energy: The wind energy industry has a license to kill, said Robert Bryce. Every year, almost 10,000 birds – including golden eagles, American kestrels, burrowing owls, and other protected species – die after crashing into the wind turbines at California’s Altamont Pass. This slaughter violates two of America’s oldest wildlife protection laws: the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Eagle Protection Act. “A pernicious double standard is at work here.” Over the past two decades, the federal government has initiated hundreds of cases against oil, gas, and electricity producers for breaking wildlife laws. Yet the Obama administration has never prosecuted a wind farm. And the green movement is guilty of an even bigger hypocrisy. For years, its members have complained that too few Americans were paying attention to the science of climate change. But they’ve ignored widespread evidence that their most believed form of clean energy is devastating wild bird populations. To save the environment, it seems, you first have to wreck it. (The Week magazine, March 23, 2012)

Do wind farms raise temperatures?: Wind farms may provide energy without generating greenhouse gases, but new research finds that their turbines have a surprising environmental cost: They make the region around them a little warmer. Researchers from two universities studied four wind farms in Texas over the course of nine years. As the farms expanded from some 100 turbines to more than 2,350, nearby surface temperatures increased by an average of 1.3 Fahrenheit at night, as the spinning blades churned up turbulence that prevented cool air from settling to the ground. That doesn’t mean the wind farms contribute to global climate change; there is no heating of the air. The massive turbines do, however, disrupt normal layering of air, so that warmer air stays near the ground instead of rising. The study is a reminder that no means of energy generation is without its costs, John Dabiri, an expert in wind power at the California Institute of Technology, tells DiscoveryNews.com. “It shows that we need to think carefully about the unintended environmental consequences of any large-scale energy development,” Dabiri said, “including green technologies.” (The Week magazine, May 18, 2012)

The workweek has decreased by 38 percent over the past century, but workers have no additional leisure time. Longer commutes and more household chores have gobbled up the time created by work-related technological advances. (Forbes, as it appeared in The Week magazine, August 18, 2006)
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