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Concerns About Global Warming
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Apparently everyone knows that global warming only makes climate more extreme. A
hot, dry summer has triggered another flood of such claims. And, while many interests are at
work, one of the players that benefits the most from this story are the media: the notion of
“extreme” climate simply makes fdr more compelling news.

Consider Paul Krugman, writing breathlessly in the New York Times about the “rising
incidence of extreme events.” He claims that global warming caused the current drought in
America’s Midwest, and that supposedly record-high corn prices could cause a global food
crisis.

But the United Nations climate panel’s latest assessment tells us precisely the opposite:
For “North America, there is medium confidence that there has been an overall slight tendency
toward less dryness.” Moreover, there is no way that Krugman could have identified this
drought as being caused by global warming without a time machine: Climate models estimate
that such detection will be possible by 2048, at the earliest.

And, fortunately, this year’s drought appears unlikely to cause a food crisis, as global rice
and wheat supplies remain plentiful. Moreover, Krugman overlooks inflation: Prices have
increased six-fold since 1969, so, while corn futures (#]%%) did set a record of about $ 8 per
bushel (i, H-) in late July, the inflation-adjusted price of corn was higher throughout most of
the 1970's, reaching $ 16 in 1974.

Finally, Krugman conveniently forgets that concerns about global warming are the main
reason that corn prices have skyrocketed since 2005. Nowadays 40 percent of corn grown in
the United States is used to produce ethanol (Z [#), which does absolutely nothing for the
climate, but certainly distorts the price of corn—at the expense of many of the world’s poorest
people.

Bill McKibben similarly worries in The Guardian about the Midwest drought and corn
prices. He confidently tells us that raging wildfires from New Mexico and Colorado to Siberia
are “exactly” what the early stages of global warming look like.

In fact, the latest overview of global wildfire incidence suggests that fire intensity has
declined over the past 70 years and is now close to its preindustrial level.

When well-meaning campaigners want us to pay attention to global warming, they often
end up pitching beyond the facts. And, while this may seem justified by a noble goal, such
“policy by panic” tactics rarely work, and often backfire.

rd
Remember how. in the wake of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, Al Gore claimed that we were
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in store for ever more destructive hurricanes? Since then, hurricane incidence has dropped off
the charts. Exaggerated claims merely fuel public distrust and disengagement.

That is unfortunate, because global warming is a real problem, and we do need to address
it. (2013 46 A AA)
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On-line Shopping
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In 2011, many shoppers chose to avoid the frantic crowds and do their holiday shopping
from the comfort of their computer. Sales at online retailers gained by more than 15% ,
making it the biggest season ever. But people are also returning those purchases at record
rates, up 8% from last year.

What went wrong? Is the lingering shadow of the global financial crisis making it harder to
accept extravagant indulgences? Or that people shop more impulsively—and therefore make
bad decisions—when online? Both arguments are plausible. However there is a third factor: a
question of touch. We can love the look but, in an online environment, we cannot feel the
quality of a texture, the shape of the fit, the fall of a fold or, for that matter, the weight of an
earring. And physically interacting with an object makes you more committed to your
purchase.

When my most recent book Brandwashed was released, I teamed up with a local bookstore
to conduct an experiment about the differences between the online and offline shopping
experience. | carefully instructed a group of volunteers to promote my book in two different
ways. The first was a fairly hands-off approach. Whenever a customer would inquire about my
book, the volunteer would take them over to the shelf and point to it. Out of 20 such requests,
six customers proceeded with the purchase.

The second option also involved going over to the shelf but, this time, removing the book
and then subtly holding onto it for just an extra moment before placing it in the customer’s
hands. Of the 20 people who were handed the book, 13 ended up buying it. Just physically
passing the book showed a big difference in sales. Why? We feel something similar to a sense
of ownership when we hold things in our hand. That’'s why we establish or reestablish
connection by greeting strangers and friends with a handshake. In this case, having to then let
go of the book after holding it might generate a subtle sense of loss, and motivate us to make

the purchase even more.
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A recent study also revealed the power of touch, in this case when it came to conventional
mail. A deeper and longer-lasting impression of a message was formed when delivered in a
letter, as opposed to receiving the same message online. Brain imaging showed that, on
touching the paper, the emotional center of the brain was activated, thus forming a stronger
bond. The study also indicated that once touch becomes part of the process, it could translate
into a sense of possession. This sense of ownership is simply not part of the equation in the
online shopping experience. (2013 4 6 A A #)
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Peter Smith’s New Book
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At some point in 2008, someone, probably in either Asia or Africa, made the decision to
move from the countryside to the city. This nameless person pushed the human race over a
historic threshold, for it was in that year that mankind became, for the first time in its
history, a predominantly urban species.

It is a trend that shows no sign of slowing. Demographers ( A\ 1411222 ) reckon that
three-quarters of humanity could be city-dwelling by 2050, with most of the increase coming in
the fast-growing towns of Asia and Africa. Migrants to cities are attracted by plentiful jobs,
access to hospitals and education, and the ability to escape the boredom of a farmer’s
agricultural life. Those factors are more than enough to make up for the squalor CHi ),
disease and spectacular poverty that those same migrants must often at first endure when they
become urban dwellers.

It is the city that inspires the latest book from Peter Smith. His main thesis is that the
buzz of urban life, and the opportunities it offers for cooperation and collaboration, is what
attracts people to the city, which in turn makes cities into the engines of art, commerce,
science and progress. This is hardly revolutionary, but it is presented in a charming format.
Mr. Smith has written a breezy guidebook, with a series of short chapters dedicated to specific
aspects of urbanity—parks, say, or the various schemes that have been put forward over the
years for building the perfect city. The result is a sort of high-quality, unusually rigorous
coffee-table book, designed to be dipped into rather than read from beginning to end.
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In the chapter on skyscrapers, for example. Mr.Smith touches on construction methods,
the revolutionary invention of the automatic lift, the practicalities of living in the sky and the
likelihood that, as cities become more crowded. apartment living will become the norm. But
there is also time for brief diversions onto bizarre ground, such as a discussion of the
skyscraper index (which holds that a boom in skyscraper construction is a foolproof sign of an
imminent recession) .

One obvious criticism is that the price of breadth is depth; many of Mr. Smith’'s essays
raise as many questions as they answer. Although that can indeed be frustrating, this is
probably the only way to treat so grand a topic. The city is the building block of civilization and
of almost everything people do; a guidebook to the city is really, therefore, a guidebook to how
a large and ever-growing chunk of humanity chooses to live. Mr. Smith’s book serves as an
excellent introduction to a vast subject, and will suggest plenty of further lines of inquiry.

(2013 46 A AL A)

i 55wy

A 2008 F65%—, EAMAURTHEE EHARFEMNA) R EZARMB BB WMT ., &
BREHARGALERT — TG NE BALZER—F ALFLARFE—K
BAZREFTAEBRT LG,

E—BPERHREHER., AoGit FEMIT, 3 2050 FHERACKAB S Z = B4
ERF AP RFoFHFHEATAORATEMNAEHN A RDEGRA. ANBEWMTER
M TPREN IR EAAESRFES R T FRGRI] b, R F A4S R
BERR G BRRLEE, Xk EE R — R B A B B R T 69 A &SRR
EAREE MARBORTER, XLARSMTHBRERMHEATELEFTLLOFHL,

EARTHETIRF « LEMHEGAERE, O ZEZMER “RRGETLEF U
BAXAPEERBLAMNG SV G IS, BRG] AMN &S] R 60 B &, Kad R bk
TERTEA FL MNFERTHF %" XI—NEEFALLAMBN 28 20 th ko) H
KA AMPHGEA, LEMALEGHEA—LABERRMESBE T TR, FPA—ZF 808
FH XEFVRA)THRERTREGBE IR — k2B, RFLLFRARETER
TR EREHNFTE, IR LERRL  ZAERAAT —AHAEHY . FF o
ok R B H AR GEAESMEME . A ARESNLELF MR,

Blio  EHREXXBG—F P, L EMAL BRI TREATE, X TEPHRGATE
HOEA, B TELEZENAEZENAUAG TR FELFARANF . ELAATHLE
ERA—FEEFTAGTRE., 22, FPARHLLBA LT HRR4IELHEY O HE,H
st R K BEBBEHO TR (B AR BB AABEIALREIRSI I ZH W ERENTE
&),

HTFRAPG—ATHARFRACRA S EREARE —LENALGH ST
PREAPMEABEGFNME -2, ERLENIHEERELTEAZT AL 22
@A MF” B ARG EE, XATRARE—GREBFX, AT RALAARAXILFAH
HATAHOERE — AR, —ARTRIFFMERLEX T —AMRKE B AR KOALFK
REWTEEGRFTFH. LEMALOFESX R 2O MALE TR EEH3] T4
A EHBIFANTT “BRF” INABRKRGFMRFREG BEAHHRL,

6



= m e mdEMICPin (KRB )

-8

urban /'aben/ a. ¥R [ (e B % 4 &)
[i24Z) urb GAMR) R — urban BEHT A,

line /lain/ n. 28 5%, 2k ; SR80 45480; HE,
BELR; RBK RINZ; &4 HE 1T (AT D)

#B T BRLR AR ERBE S AT L, TR || v, (HHE
humanity /hju'meeniti/ ». A ¥; &, = W17 FHLKHE, LT | vi. HB,
B AN N CER (= B 2 KD HEFF (e i 1K)
threshold /'orefhould/ n. [J45; AT FF14, A 4A) in line B — B 28, i — HE; (with)
From ;LB 0 R8s R (AR E  He—B 5 54 /line up () HER

T R ] 1) R R (= Bi# 1%
[Bhi2] thresh([x & i §]) + old(E) > &
HATZEHT =1~ Al]

17, () HEBA /on line 5 i 8 P % £ 19, BX
PLE /out of line Al —HL: A —3,
#%/one the line Ab T fE &

The Problem of Relying on the Unemployment Figures
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The report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics was just as gloomy as anticipated.
Unemployment in January jumped to a 16-year high of 7.6 percent, as 598, 000 jobs were
slashed from U.S. payrolls in the worst single-month decline since December, 1974. With 1.8
million jobs lost in the last three months, there is urgent desire to boost the economy as quickly
as possible. But Washington would do well to take a deep breath before reacting to the grim
numbers. .

Collectively, we rely on the unemployment figures and other statistics to frame our sense
of reality. They are a vital part of an array of data that we use to assess if we're doing well or
doing badly, and that in turn shapes government policies and corporate budgets and personal
spending decisions. The problem is that the statistics aren’t an objective measure of reality;
they are simply a best approximation. Directionally, they capture the trends, but the idea that
we know precisely how many are unemployed is a myth. That makes finding a solution all the
more difficult.

First, there is the way the data is assembled. The official unemployment rate is the
product of a telephone survey of about 60,000 homes. There is another survey, sometimes
referred to as the “payroll survey”, that assesses 400,000 businesses based on their reported
payrolls. Both surveys have problems. The payroll survey can easily double-count someone: if

you are one person with two jobs, you show up as two workers. The payroll survey also
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doesn’t capture the number of self-employed. and so says little about how many people are
generating an independent income.

The household survey has a larger problem. When asked straight forwardly, people tend
to lie or shade the truth when the subject is sex, money or employment. If you get a call and
are asked if you're employed, and you say yes, you're employed. If you say no, however, it
may surprise you to learn that you are only unemployed if you've been actively looking for work
in the past four weeks; otherwise, you are “marginally attached to the labor force” and not
actually unemployed.

The urge to quantify is embedded in our society. But the idea that statisticians can then
capture an objective reality isn’t just impossible. It also leads to serious misjudgments.
Democrats and Republicans can and will take sides on a number of issues, but a more crucial
concern is that both are basing major policy decisions on guesstimates rather than looking at the

vast wealth of raw data with a critical eye and an open mind. (20136 A AM)
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Studying on Poetry at the University of Pennsylvania
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Eleven summers ago | was sent to a management program at the Wharton School to be
prepared for bigger things. Along with lectures on finance and entrepreneurship and the like,
the program included a delightfully out-of-place session with Al Filreis, an English professor at
the University of Pennsylvania, on poetry.

For three hours he talked us through “The Red Wheelbarrow” and “Stopping by Woods on
a Snowy Evening”. The experience—especially when contrasted with the horrible prose of our
other assigned reading—sent me fleeing to the campus bookstore, where 1 resumed a long-
interrupted romance with meter and rhyme ().

Professor Filreis says that he is “a little shocked” at how intensely his Wharton students
respond to this unexpected deviation from the business like, not just as a relief but as a kind of
stimulus. Many write afterward asking him to recommend books of poetry. Especially now.

“The grim economy seems to make the participants keener than ever to think ‘out of the
box” in the way poetry encourages,” he told me.

Which brings me to Congress, an institution stuck deeper inside the box than just about
any other these days. You have probably heard that up on Capitol Hili (EEEZ 1), they're
very big on prayer breakfasts, where members gather over scrambled eggs and ask God for
wisdom. You can judge from the agonizing debt spectacle we’ve watched this summer how well
that’s working. Well, maybe it's time to add some poetry readings to the agenda.

I'm not suggesting that poetry will guide our legislators to wisdom any more than prayer
has. Just that it might make them a little more human. Poetry is no substitute for courage or
competence, but properly applied, it is a challenge to self-certainty, which we currently have
in excess. Poetry serves as a spur to creative thinking, a reproach to dogma and habit, a
remedy to the current fashion for pledge signing.
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The poet Shelley, in defense of poetry nearly two centuries ago, wrote, “A man, to be
greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of
another and of many others; the pains and pleasures of his species must become his own.”
Shelley concludes that essay by calling poets “the unacknowledged legislators of the world,”
because they bring imagination to the realm of “reasoners and mechanists”.

The relevance of poetry was declared more concisely in five lines from the love poem
“Asphodel, That Greeny Flower,” by William Carlos Williams .

It is difficult

to get the news from poems

yet men die miserably every day

for lack

of what is found there. (2012 %12 A S M)
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