
Wunderkammer III

My friend Nathen has begun blogging again after a long hiatus, which seems to have been jump-started 
by his own remark that he isn't writing much.  I thought I would try the same thing.  I am writing a good deal,  
really, although I haven't posted anything in the better part of a year, due in part to other projects and in part to 
my usual neurosis involving exploding footnotes.  Here are a few notes to get going:

= = =

How Things Don't Work, by Papanek and Hennessey is a grumpy, tendentious tract on industrial design. 
The authors will spend three pages excoriating bathtuts or corkscrews, but still given to spasms of ideological  
optimism: “the  American consumer is  beginning to  lose  the lust  for  material  possessions...among the very  
young, an increasing dissatisfaction with TV is becoming apparent...”  And so on.  I find it charmingly cranky.

The book devotes two chapters and numerous call-backs to the virtues of building things from kits.  This 
was in 1977, near the end of America's infatuation with kit-building, which had been subject to ridicule by 
Buster Keaton as early as 1920.  Papanek and Hennessey argue that building from a kit allows you to better  
understand the technology you are using, an argument along the lines of Pirsig's Zen and the Art of Motorcycle  
Maintenance,  which they quote.  In both cases, the anxiety of being alienated from our technology feels a bit 
quaint from the vantage point of the smartphone era.

This philosophical appeal clouded their vision a bit.  They wrote:  “[kits] combat the loss of quality  
control that has occurred in most technologically advanced countries....Building it yourself, you are directly in  
charge of quality control.”  But this is all rather dubious.  In the first place, it is hard to believe that by any 
apples-to-apples  comparison,  industrial  quality control  declined  through the mid-20th century.   Papanek and 
Hennessey had an ideological argument for this (alienation and worker resentment), but where is the evidence? 
Authors of the Eric Sloane variety like to applaud the superior craftsmanship of yesteryear, but that it is largely a  
matter of survivorship bias.  The handmade chairs of the 18 th century that fell apart were, understandably, turned 
into kindling, so of course the ones in the museums are masterpieces.  And in constant dollars, we should not 
compare a master craftsman's table to some crap from Ikea, but rather to the most expensive design-house tables 
being produced today.  Beyond that, being your own quality control is not that useful if you can't fire your  
butterfingers employee and get a different one.

As Talis and I clean out the barn, I am reminded of these points.  Most kits were shoddy, not just because 
they were assembled by amateurs,  but  by design.  They reduced everything to geometrical  boxes of flimsy  
plywood, depending on the fickle mercy of wood glue to hold together parts that ought to be welded.  I am 
(sadly) throwing out a bandsaw that someone lovingly assembled back in the 1970s.  Perhaps they “dispelled the 
sense of alienation between object and user that has become unusually strong over the last two decades”, perhaps 
not.  But the bandsaw has never actually worked,  and its essential under-engineering makes me reluctant to  
throw time or money after fixing it.

The kit-building craze is, at this point, mostly of historical interest.  Yet a similar discourse obtains today 
around 3D printing.  Barring future developments, 3D printing is currently a fairly bad way to make anything: it 
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is  slow,  expensive,  finnicky,  requires  extremely tedious prep work,  and the final  product  is  either a grainy 
lactoplastic blob, or else vastly more expensive than the hype would suggest.  To be sure, Americans have a 
strong affinity for grainy plastic blobs, and 3D printing might be just the thing if you have lost a chess piece on  
the space station, or recently stepped on a land mine.  But that's about it.  Yet 3D printing has hype men in a way 
that no other fabrication process does.  As with kits 40 years ago, the option of 3D-printing gets thrown into  
discussions of technology in ways that feel uncritically enthusiastic.

And underlying this, maybe, there is a kind of ingratitude towards the sort of industrial production that  
Papanek and Hennessey view as alienating: assembly lines, injection molding, drop-forging, and the like.  These 
techniques, developed over centuries by untold armies of craftspeople, designers, and engineers, are extremely 
good at producing high-quality objects that people want.  They are so good, in fact, that it feels like the burden of 
proof of awesomeness should fall onto techniques like kits (everything is a shitty, time-consuming plywood 
box!) or 3D-printing (everything is a shitty, time-consuming lactoplastic blob!).

= = =

There is an interesting and very un-Forbes-like  article in Forbes by Scott Mendelson, addressing the 
question of how Avatar, the highest-grossing movie of all time, made so little impact on the zeitgeist.  It provides 
an interesting counterpoint to the current nightmare of all major media being based on pre-existing content: I  
liked The Force Awakens, but I like it in the way I like ordering exactly the same sandwich in the same restaurant 
for 25 years.  We can't confuse that impulse with storytelling.

Mendelson concedes that Avatar did do one thing: it convinced studios for a long time that everything 
had to be shown in 3D.  This gimmick,  a la  kit-building and 3D printing, is really not suited to a lot of the 
movies that used it, and it seems especially ridiculous if we look back at cinematographic masterpieces that  
would plausibly have been released in 3D today, such as  Blade Runner  or  The English Patient.  And now, it 
appears, everything is going to be released in virtual reality formats.

And yet people still read poems, people still admire line drawings and hand-thrown pots.  There is a 
public appetite for new forms of production, new forms of media, but it isn't an exclusive demand.

= = =

The  11th circuit  court  of  appeals  has  waded  into  the  fray  over  the  lyrics  to  Jimmy  Buffet's  song 
Margaritaville.  It goes like this:  back in 2013, one Brad Buehrle tried to open what would have been the third 
tattoo parlor in Key West.  Key West, allegedly at the request of the US Navy, had had a longstanding ban on  
tattoo parlors, which they lifted in 2007 or so.  But they peed on Buehrle's request, arguing that tourists in the old 
town would get drunk, then get a tattoo, then go home, and then regret their drunken-body-art decisions:  a  
situation which would serve to disparage the reputation of Key West overall.  I have never been to Key West, but 
perhaps it is germane that for me, as an ingenue from frozen Vermont, I think of it as a sort of gay orgy disguised 
as a bunch of tiki huts.  And that's great!  But it makes it a little unclear what aspect of their reputation they're  
hoping to defend.  

The beauty, though, is that the City of Key West proffered the lyrics of  Margaritaville  as part of—
apparently the bulk of—their argument against Buehrle.  In the song, the guy got drunk (presumably) and wound 
up with a tattoo he can't remember the circumstances of.  This, in the view of the elders of Sodom on the Gulf 
Stream,  implies  that  the  narrator  of  Margaritaville  is  actually  expressing a  negative sentiment  towards the 
fictional, bibulous municipality in question.  That is the argument that the 11 th has had to weigh in on, and they 
have pointed out—correctly—that  Buffet's  narrator is pretty clearly  pleased  with his new tattoo,  though its 
origins are unknown.

So here's a toast to the future, in which all court cases are settled by the exegesis of song lyrics...

= = =
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Anti-squirrel measures at my grandmother's house recently sent me on a quest for fox urine.  It comes in 
a little vial with the best warning label I can recall seeing: “you may be attacked”!  I love how non-specific it is, 
too.  I mean, presumably you're going to get attacked either by a squirrel or a fox, or maybe a fox-sniffing dog.  
Or maybe PETA?  Or maybe it isn't a warning at all, it's just a sober reflection on the fragility of human society.

= = =

Years ago, I remember someone at camp discussing their sexual orientation, and hearing a camper quip:  
“you're going to hell, man, it says so in the Constitution.”  I've always though that was hilarious, and also, in the 
awkward manner of political humor, kind of insightful and also kind of silly.  But in reading about the so-far-
rather trivial  takeover of the Malheur Wildlife sanctuary,  I ran into the first  time I've seen anyone actually  
express those views in sincerity.  The elder Bundy, famously the person who led the largest armed standoff with  
the US government that did not result in their getting killed, gave a speech in which he said:

“If  our  (U.S.)  Constitution  is  an  inspired  document  by  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  then  isn't  it  
scripture?...Isn't it the same as the Book of Mormon and the Bible?”

I expect that only the inclusion of the Book of Mormon alienates this sentiment from a good chunk of  
Americans—ten million or so.  And I would also expect that viewing the constitution as scripture, as something 
to  wave  at  the  camera  during  your  Daddy  made  an  oath  speech,  broadly  correlates  somewhat  with  being 
unaware of the Constitution as a text.  This is a testable proposition, obviously, though I'm not aware that anyone 
has done so.

The analogy is to Biblical literacy.  In America, which is among the most religious countries in the 
developed world, there is an ongoing hand-wringing about the degree to which people in general are ignorant of  
the Bible, and other religious scriptures or practices.  Within Christian discourse, this is usually assumed to be a  
problem of secularism, with atheists dragging the population as a whole down to hell.  The American Bible 
Institute notes that 29% of US adults feel that declining Biblical literacy is causing a decline in national morality 
(and it is pretty clear that the ABI agrees).  They are careful not to break out their numbers by denomination, but 
Pew surveys do exactly that.  Pew routinely finds that atheists are just as Biblically literate as believers, if not  
more so, plausibly because of correlations with education in both directions.  The 2010 version of their religious 
knowledge  survey gave  atheists  and  agnostics  a  6.7  score  (out  of  12)  on  basic  Biblical  questions,  while 
Christians overall scored 6.2.  (Notably, white Evangelicals and Mormons both scored highly, at 7.3 and 7.9,  
respectively).

That said, I would imagine that Bundy knows his constitution (and his Bible, and his BoM) fairly well. 
But I would also argue that his supporters (and now his son's supporters) do not.  And that's a little scarier.  If 
you're going to worship a piece of paper, you should know what it says.

= = =
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Knowledge  is  power,  supposedly,  although  I  don't  think  this  has  ever  been  much  comfort  to  the 
knowledgeable when they were being oppressed.  But it is fascinating to see when the privileged decide to 
renounce knowledge.  Since this cannot really be done at the individual level, it happens inter-generationally: the 
upper-class 1960s parents who got sent to prep schools and Dartmouth decided that their kids don't need to have  
French lessons, or familiarity with “a bunch of books by dead white men”.  Again, there were the working-class 
parents in the 1980s who went to traditional high schools and maybe college, but then found Jesus and decided 
to homeschool their children without mentioning sex, science, or the East Coast.

Sometimes these decisions are presented romantically, as daring to free oneself from a slough of useless  
knowledge.  But  in their  more pathological  form, they become a desperate,  almost  self-destructive form of  
intellectual purity.  Southern Christians, for instance, are quite aware that by eroding their science curricula, they 
are jeopardizing their own children's future economic success.  But that is not simply viewed as oppression by 
Big Darwinism, it is also a tangible sacrifice that answers a test of faith.  It is the Binding of Isaac, but with SAT 
scores.  And it is, in the American context, probably not very important.

It looks like it  may be becoming more important in Israel.   The haredim and their  precursors have  
rejected all secular aspects of education since the days of Moses Sofer, and their typical education consists of  
little more than theology and vocational skills (for the boys).  While the haredim themselves are political pariahs, 
their  numbers are growing,  and their  version of educational  purity seems to be attractive in the wider baal  
teshuva movement, perhaps somewhat in the way that Americans once viewed Catholic education as good for 
building character, even if you weren't Catholic.  The upshot of this is that a generation of Israelis who benefitted 
from sophisticated secular educations are increasingly sending their kids to yeshivas, and that has economic  
forecasters biting their nails a bit.
 

= = =

Ethical thought experiments like the “Trolley Problem” or the “Ticking Time Bomb” are all permeated 
by a certain flavor of manipulation, which I feel like is their ultimate achievement.  This is most obvious in  
discussions, where the person posing the problem has to rebut the inevitable questions about third-options, and 
insist that we just  know for sure  that the fat man is heavy enough to derail the trolley, and the terrorist won't 
respond to torture, but will  respond to his wife being tortured.  In reality, of course, there are always third 
options, and seventy-ninth options, and we rarely know anything for sure.

I think it is worth approaching all these problems from a different direction.  Ethical thought experiments 
are ostensibly a way for interrogating ideas that have real social import, via some type of metaphor.  I don't think 
that they usually succeed at this, and I think it is fair to ask what is gained and lost in translating the social  
question into the (alleged) metaphor of the thought experiment.

Phillipa Foot, in formulating the original version of the Trolley Problem, actually began with a relatively 
loose and plausible metaphor, in which an airplane pilot is going down, and needs to choose a place to crash. 
This  lends  itself  to  uncertainties  and  third-options  (crash  in  a  lake?),  so  Foot  tightened  the  scope  of  the 
discussion by literally placing the vehicle on rails.  And so begins a steady climb of improbability: airplane 
crashes are fairly common, runaway trolley-cars are not.  Foot also wants to assure that the reader that this is a 
clear-cut option between killing five workers, and killing one: “anyone on the track...is bound to be killed”.  The 
implausibility of that assurance must have raised questions, because all later versions of the question insist that  
the people are tied to the tracks.

It is appropriate for thought experiments to attempt to shake their audience out of the familiar.  Many  
meat-eaters are comfortable with the idea of raising pigs for food; the thought experiment of raising dogs for 
food is unsettling, because it is unfamiliar (in our culture), and yet clearly analogous to raising pigs.  By the time  
we have six people tied to railroad tracks just below a junction, our analogy has gone far beyond the realm of 
anyone's familiarity: in fact it looks very much like the climactic scene from some comic-book adventure, and  
often these narratives end up being presented in those terms.  But in comics, as in life, there is always a third  
option: Superman melts the trolley with his laser vision, or Batman deploys a tool that he has planned in advance 
for just this situation.

Rather than serving to shake people out of their preconceptions, the bizarreness of these narratives is 
always a contingency in order to increase the rigor of the problem being posed.  There are only two tracks; the 



people are tied to the tracks; the fat man is exactly heavy enough to stop the trolley; we are completely certain  
that the terrorist will crack if we torture his wife; if you push the button, the cow will die; and so on.  In a sense, 
then, these problems are not really metaphors for their underlying ethical question, since a metaphor allows room 
for slippage, and the whole intent of this discourse is to allow no room for slippage at all.

Foot wanted to ask: “what is the distinction between killing someone and letting someone die?”, and she 
was especially interested in the position of the Catholic Church on abortion, a fact  which has largely been  
dropped from discussions of the Trolley Problem.  This substitution of a discussion about a real-world issue for a  
discussion about a comic-book death-trap scenario is fairly illuminating, and it calls into question the utility of  
these projects.  Where Foot wanted to loop through her metaphor (if it is that) and back into a discussion of  
reality, these conversations almost always begin and end in the fantasy realm.

And these fantasies are, universally, very dark and violently constrained.  These are worlds in which it is 
not even worth asking why there are no emergency brakes on the trolley, or how the villain tied all those people  
down without getting apprehended first, or what they stand to gain by orchestrating this situation.  In other  
words, realistic norms of engineering, security, and human behavior are not part of this “metaphor”.  The entire  
impulse behind such narrative choices is the sense that constraint and coercion and the lack of alternatives are  
crucial to thinking about social questions like abortion policy.  But this seems very dubious, especially when  
those social questions evaporate from the conversation.  Moreover, it carries a horrible subtext: if coercion and 
constraint are important to thinking about social problems, surely they are also important to solving them.

To be sure, this is not the intention of such stories, but it definitely creeps into the voice of the guy  
explaining: “no, see, the only way to stop the trolley is to throw the fat man off the bridge...”

= = =

Elections are probably as good a way as any to choose a leader from among people you know.  But what  
does that  mean?  Back-of-the-enveloping from Facebook “friend” statistics,  it  seems like the typical person 
knows about 500 people.  Even when elections occur on that scale (for prom queen, let's say), they are usually 
marked by various kinds of demagoguery,  conspiracy,  and modest dirty dealings.  One order of magnitude  
higher, at 5000, we start to see the emergence of a distinct political class: only politicians can win elections,  
which negates the whole myth of representative government.  At 50,000, it is essentially impossible for anyone  
to win an election who is not backed by a substantial pre-existing political institution: a party.  This is also the  
last order of magnitude at which there is any rational argument for voting; by the time we reach 500,000, the  
odds of any particular vote making a difference are on a par with winning the lottery.  (Intriguingly, it still makes 
a difference to encourage other people to vote, or discourage them from voting.)

General elections in the US are three orders of magnitude larger than that.  As a form of collective 
decision-making,  they  make  very  little  sense.   Their  only  strong selling  point  is  simplicity,  but  the  actual  
mechanics of the nomination process and the electoral college are not at all simple.  Meanwhile, the campaigns 
have turned into multi-billion dollar media events that now occupy roughly half of the long-term news cycle  
(two year campaigns for four year terms).  Almost all of this effort is wasted energy, since few Americans are 
likely to significantly shift their voter status and loyalties during a campaign.

There  is  an  argument  (more  popular  among  a  certain  breed  of  apathetic  centrists  than  among  the  
anarchists it is often attributed to) that voting is a waste of time.  I agree, but voting isn't a large waste of time: 
every week I conform to social pressures that waste hours of time, and by conforming to the social pressure to  
vote, I waste only a few minutes.  And I find it somewhat entertaining.  The wasted time that I deplore is  
spending five hundred hours listening to people talk about the character flaws of people who will never get  
elected, or scandals and meta-scandals that have no bearing on national politics.  The media can easily adjust the  
volume on these scandals: Dean's “scream” eliminated him, but Trump's “fascism” hasn't, yet, and the verdict is 
still  out on Clinton's  emails.   In that  sense,  these issues are not  even really important  in terms of electoral  
politics, since there is always a negative which you can choose to put in the headlines every day, and sell some 
ads.

My money is on Clinton at about 70%, and then a three-way tie between Cruz, Rubio, and Bush.  Trump 
or Bernie would need a miracle, and while it seems like Bush does too, right now, it's more plausible that he has  
a late game.  Those are my predictions.  But I don't want to have to talk about them much.


