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Disclaimer

This book largely contains opinions, many of which are fair, but a number of which are entirely unjustifiable. Some of the entries concern things the author secretly likes, but acknowledges are not above criticism (a big konnichiwa to you, karaoke). Readers should compose their own random, overopinionated lists to determine whether any of the ideas contained herein are genuinely terrible, or whether the author is.

Anybody tempted to sue for defamation should read the entry on defamation, then reconsider their position.

Also, disclaimers are a terrible idea.






A Salute to Terrible Ideas

Have you ever wondered why the words ‘terrible’ and ‘terrific’ are so close together in the dictionary? It’s because the difference can be so marginal as to barely be discernible. In fact, it’s quite possible that the publisher who agreed to print this book misread its title.

And yet, our world has long displayed a troubling bias towards great ideas. It gives Nobel Prizes for ideas that change the world. It even gives Ig Nobel prizes for ideas that, amusingly, do not. But there has been a shocking lack of recognition for ideas that have made the world a demonstrably worse place. Until now.

This book celebrates those maverick creatives who do not conduct a trial or wait for the research to come in, but boldly forge on and abandon Burma’s historic capital of Rangoon, for instance, to move the entire government to a brand-new city called Naypyidaw overnight.

It asks — why eat gourmet food when there are hot dogs and seafood extender? Why fly a reputable airline when there are budget carriers? Why release one good album when you can release 182 that aren’t, like North Korea’s Pochonbo Electronic Ensemble did? There are good answers to all of these questions herein — but asking them is important.

The evolution of the scientific method has privileged theories which have been proven, and whose results can be replicated. This has led to the mass rejection of ideas that cannot. But in many cases, those ideas are more original, creative and in many cases, far more entertaining than the ‘proven’ answer endorsed by the boffins.

For instance, the idea that’s central to homeopathy that the more you dilute something, the stronger it gets, especially if you shake it, is counterintuitive, unprovable, and yet, strikingly original. This doesn’t mean we should all embrace homeopathy — but we should certainly derive some vigorously shaken entertainment from it.

This book is for the Icaruses. Yes, he flew too close to the sun, which is objectively a terrible idea, but we will remember Icarus’ name forever. Admittedly it’s remembered purely in the context of a cautionary extended metaphor about a man who didn’t actually exist. But surely this makes the fact that we remember him all the more remarkable.

Who would have ever guessed that, with the summer Olympic Games being one of the world’s most closely-followed events, a winter version would be so bizarre in comparison? Who could have predicted that the perennially popular knife, fork and spoon would prove so much less useful when combined into a Splayd? And who would have imagined that some of the world’s most powerful songs could be rendered so impotent by Michael Bublé? You, dear reader, if you browse the pages herein.

And this is perhaps the best reason for giving awful ideas their place in the sun at last. For it is only when we fully understand the unmitigated dreadfulness of a terrible idea that we can truly appreciate the good ones.
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ABSINTHE — an extremely strong spirit famous for its psychoactive properties, thought to derive from the ingredient wormwood. It was famously associated with French Bohemian artists in the decades either side of 1900, although its popularity may have been due to its alcohol content of up to 75 per cent, which made it a highly cost-effective way for broke Parisian dilettantes to get intoxicated. It was sometimes referred to as the ‘green fairy’, because of its supposed ability to spirit its drinkers away, and is the basis of the extremely trippy Kylie Minogue sequence in Moulin Rouge, which may well have been devised with the assistance of a more effective psychoactive substance.

[image: A black and white illustration of a bottle of absinthe.]

Modern science has proven, however, that absinthe does not actually cause hallucinations — except perhaps psychosomatic ones caused by the expectation of a visit from magical flying sprites. This is a bit disappointing for those drinking it who hope to be magically transported back to nineteenth-century Montmartre, like Owen Wilson in Midnight in Paris, only without the need to work with Woody Allen.

Its Bohemian reputation also ruins absinthe for the presumably small number of people who genuinely want to drink it, as everyone around them will assume they’re a poseur who’s trying to channel Toulouse-Lautrec. Plus, no one ever consumed wormwood juice just because they liked the bitter, liquoricey taste.

ACTION PAINTING — a charitable term that seeks to make painting with the abstract splotches characteristic of toddlers seem like part of a legitimate art movement. Referred to even more generously as ‘gestural abstraction’, the style practised by artists such as Jackson Pollock and Franz Kline involves spontaneously daubing and splashing paint on a canvas seemingly at random, often while it’s lying on the ground. ‘Experts’ say that the style focuses the viewer’s attention on the action of painting itself — partly as the random splotches invite speculation about how the painting was made, and partly because there isn’t much else going on. The images don’t seem to be intended to represent anything, except perhaps an elaborate satirical prank on contemporary art itself.

[image: Abstract black paint splatters and strokes on a white background, reminiscent of action painting style.]

Action painting is an example of how, in the art world, it is possible to become famous by being the first to do something simple and call it art. The key is the labelling of the thing as art, not the creative action itself. Be the first to pickle a shark in formaldehyde like Damien Hirst, commission an amusingly hideous sculpture of yourself having sex with your Italian pornstar-turned-politician wife like Jeff Koons (Google Made In Heaven when not in the company of impressionable children) or simply gaffer-tape a banana to a gallery wall like Maurizio Cattelan — which was, admittedly, very funny — and you too can be a world-famous artist.

Interested parties should note that there is absolutely no originality to be had in trying to make fun of this phenomenon. Barry Humphries did it years ago with Dadaist works like a pair of gumboots filled with custard, which he entitled Pus In Boots. Besides, none of the many apt criticisms of the superficial faddishness of contemporary art have affected the industry in the slightest. In fact, a cleverer and more lucrative response is just to get in on the joke.

The National Gallery of Australia paid $1.3 million for Jackson Pollock’s Blue Poles in 1973 — and a recent valuation by the gallery found that it’s now worth $500 million. At this point, it’s unclear who the joke is on.

AGILE FRAMEWORK — a flexible and iterative approach to project management that originated in software companies and is now being used by other businesses — largely so they can pretend their work is as cool and innovative as developing software, and use weird jargon that nobody is allowed to say is silly.

Using the official terminology approved by the Agile Alliance, adopting an agile framework involves working in ‘scrums’ overseen by a ‘scrum master’, and occasionally combining into a ‘scrum of scrums’, to do ‘sprints’ towards an ‘iteration’ in a ‘team room’ within a ‘time box’ at ‘velocity’, while avoiding ‘antipatterns’ and trying to get to their ‘definition of done’, while not wasting time sniggering at any of these terms.

In other words, groups of people need to focus and hit their clearly defined deadlines — which is precisely how project management has worked for decades, only with less jargon, and much lower fees for the management consultants who specialise in recommending agile methods. And in fact, the jargon itself could undergo some iteration, because in rugby, a scrum involves two teams crashing into each other, and often getting injured. It’s an inherently inefficient way of restarting play.

Defining exactly what ‘agile’ working is can be challenging — even the experts at The Agile Organisation in the UK simply say that it’s about ‘bringing people, processes, connectivity and technology, time and place [sic — they were too busy being agile to proofread] together to find the most appropriate and effective way of working to carry out a particular task. It is working within guidelines (of the task) but without boundaries (of how you achieve it).’ In other words, they aren’t able to articulate how or why ‘agile’ working is better, they just think the word sounds better than the alternative, being non-agile or even sluggish.

Ideally, the Agile team would form a scrum and sprint towards a better definition. Alternatively, they could perhaps decide that they’ve achieved their ‘definition of done’ with imposing lame rugby metaphors on the corporate world.

AIR CONDITIONER — a machine that cools the air in an indoor space to make it more bearable for human habitation. As the planet has developed economically, it has also warmed, which means many more people have needed, but also been able to afford air conditioners, and that each unit has on average been operated for longer periods. Air conditioners run on electricity, which is largely still generated by fossil fuels which cause global heating. Many models also use hydrofluorocarbons, which are greenhouse gases, as coolants. This makes air conditioning a uniquely selfish invention that remedies a problem for individual users while making that same problem worse for everybody else.

[image: A black and white illustration of an air conditioning unit.]

Perhaps someday humanity will end up developing some kind of giant air conditioner for the earth’s atmosphere, and expel the hot air produced by it in the direction of Venus. Otherwise, we might collectively remember that fans work pretty well.

ALL-YOU-CAN-EAT BUFFETS — a phenomenon which will be noted in the works of future historians as the apex of Western decadence. The all-you-can-eat buffet is an all-too-widely accepted invitation for participants to attempt to eat themselves to death. Once the domain of chains such as Sizzler and Smorgy’s, and enshrined in hotel breakfasts, these buffets offer an endlessly replenished assortment of high-calorie, heart-unfriendly food with nobody keeping score or judging one’s consumption. The concept of ‘All you can eat’ is, of course, vastly different to ‘all you should eat’.

[image: A domed serving tray holding three stacked waffles, garnished with berries and a mint leaf. The dome is partially lifted.]

Restaurants running buffets often try to control their costs by using cheap, unhealthy hydrogenated oil to prepare the food. Infectious diseases professor Allison Agwu from the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine described them to Vice magazine as ‘a cesspool of bacteria’ where you can catch ‘just about anything that can be transmitted by oral secretions’, including E. coli, salmonella and listeria, along with various viruses. Serving utensils often drop into the food, enabling the germs from dozens of other people’s hands to be transferred into your mouth.

Items such as sushi, uncooked tuna, and potato salad are especially risky. The best idea is to eat food that is cooked fresh, like at an omelette station, or focus on buffet stations that have just been replenished … or leave the restaurant and go to one where you can order a sensible amount and not be tempted to eat sixteen deep-fried prawns and a leafy salad with E. coli dressing.

All-you-can-eat buffets are especially common on cruise ships — as, far from coincidentally, are norovirus outbreaks.

AMAZON — initially a ground-breaking web-based bookstore with a much broader range than traditional bookshops, the company soon revealed far larger plans, in keeping with the rapidly evolving scope of founder Jeff Bezos’ megalomania. This personality trait ultimately led him to blow a substantial proportion of Amazon’s profits on the space company Blue Horizon, on the basis that the entire world simply wasn’t big enough for his ambitions.

Amazon now sells just about every conceivable retail product, often at a loss, in order to addict its customers to the convenience of its service, in order for its competitors to be driven to bankruptcy, after which the company can nudge up its prices in those categories. If Amazon continues along this path without a regulatory crackdown, it will eventually dominate so many categories of products that it will have a monopoly on monopolies.

The company even figured out how to sell the internet itself via Amazon Web Services, which takes advantage of Amazon’s dominant position among data-centre providers to provide convenience so unparalleled that there’s no point in companies developing their own infrastructure. In effect, this means that Amazon often profits even from its competitors — for example, Netflix hosts its content on the same AWS network of cloud servers that stream Amazon’s competing Prime TV programming.

Despite its vast success, Amazon regularly comes up with ideas so terrible that they lead to catastrophic failure in certain categories. Its Fire tablets are very limited in function, its mobile phones were disastrous, and its invention of branded Bluetooth buttons that customers were meant to stick in their laundries and press whenever they wanted to order more washing powder proved too creepy to become popular.

A button that automatically delivered a subtle but uncomfortable electric shock to Jeff Bezos, however, would no doubt sell in the billions.

APPLE VISION PRO — the most Apple-ish Apple product ever created, boasting the gorgeous aesthetics, eyewatering price-tag and bizarre lack of practicality for which Apple products have long been known. The Vision Pro was the company’s first virtual reality headset, although they never use that term because their competitors sell perfectly serviceable VR headsets for thousands of dollars less. Apple has presumably calculated that it can charge much more if it can convince consumers their product is a ‘spatial computer’.

[image: Person wearing a virtual reality headset, raising one hand with a swirl design around them indicating an immersive experience.]

With a price starting at $5999, yet featuring an awkwardly dangling battery pack (unlike its cord-free competitors), the headset promises to bring an unprecedented ‘mixed reality’ experience to those with enough money to buy it. Purchasers’ emotions will also be mixed, blending their excitement at owning such a cutting-edge device with the glitches experienced with the first generation of any new device, and their sense of having been ripped off by Apple’s clever marketing.

It may be that, as the fable termed it, the emperor has no clothes besides that long, cloth-covered cord — but early adopters may well not notice, because they’ll be too busy playing Fruit Ninja with realistic 3D fruit. Besides, who’d even notice a nude emperor while they had a pair of immersive screens strapped to their eyeballs?

The strangest aspect of these ridiculously giant goggles, however, is the ways in which the Vision Pro tries to pretend its users aren’t wearing ridiculously giant goggles. Screens on the front display a digital facsimile of the wearer’s eyes, tracking their movements. This is an excellent way to make your friends and family feel uneasy.

The headset’s ‘Persona’ feature, used for video chatting, is even stranger. Obviously it would feel quite impersonal to call somebody while wearing a headset on your face, so the Vision Pro does an initial 3D scan of the user’s face, and uses that to generate a digital replica of them, which it then displays to the caller. The effect is so close to realistic, and yet discernibly wrong, that it just feels weird — an effect known as the ‘uncanny valley’. Given its industry-wide attempts to replace us with weird cyber avatars, maybe Silicon Valley should change its name accordingly.

It might have been wiser for Apple to discard any attempt at realism and just use every young child’s favourite FaceTime video-call feature: the talking poo emoji. This would not only be less disturbing, but would have made a great sales pitch for the parents of toddlers.

AROMATHERAPY — the use of essential oils and other smelly items to improve your mood or, with less medical justification, to treat various ailments. The idea that burning different essential oils can treat a variety of health conditions is both unproven and expensive — a bottle of ylang-ylang oil costs far more than you might think (to the extent that anybody would bother to think about it); an internet search revealed prices of up to $76 for 16 ml. After such a purchase you might need to purchase some lavender oil for stress relief, after which you would likely need to pay for some other form of stress relief that was scientifically proven to work.

[image: A hand-drawn sketch of a tall, narrow-necked glass bottle with a round stopper, partially filled with liquid.]

It’s indisputable that pleasant fragrances are enjoyable to smell, a fact that has driven the overpriced candle market for centuries. It’s also true that the US Food and Drug Administration categorises essential oils as cosmetics because they are not validated to treat or prevent disease — they seem to involve a smelly version of the placebo effect. These oils do have one indisputable effect, though: they will reliably empty the purchaser’s wallet.

Some studies claim to show that that they can help with depression, stress and insomnia. One, which explored the clinical uses of aromatherapy oils, also identified examples of some of the other proven, replicable effects of essential oils. Topical application can cause dermatitis and chemical burns to the eyes, as well as permanent pigmentation to the skin and increased susceptibility to the sun’s UV rays. If left in a hot car, they can combust and set the car on fire, while oral consumption can cause drunkenness, vomiting and potentially death. Anybody seeking these effects can reliably use essential oils.

Some contaminated essential oil sprays have even been shown to kill purchasers — for instance, a bottle of Walmart’s ‘Better Homes & Gardens Lavender & Chamomile Essential Oil Infused Aromatherapy Room Spray with Gemstones’ failed to include in its already lengthy title that it also contained lethal bacteria which cause a tropical disease called melioidosis. Two people using the tainted product died and two others were hospitalised, after contracting a disease generally found in contaminated soil or water in the developing world.

In other words, the best-case health outcome after purchasing essential oils is that they have no effect besides smelling nice, and don’t catch on fire or kill the purchaser. It is entirely scientifically valid, however, to say that there are times when the average bathroom needs urgent treatment with air freshener.

ATHLEISURE — a fashion that enables people to dress like they’re at the gym when they are in fact not at the gym, the recent proliferation of activewear has enabled the non-superhero community to wear full-body Lycra in public for the first time.

[image: Line drawing of a hooded sweatshirt with drawstrings and ribbed cuffs and hem.]

The rampant popularity of donning exercise gear in settings where it is not needed gave rise to ‘athleisurewear’, outfits designed to be worn away from the gym as well as in it: leggings, sweatshirts, sleeveless vests, crop-tops, hoodies and, of course, yoga pants. Though the fashion had already been growing before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, it exploded during lockdown, when people began to feel, quite justifiably, that it wasn’t necessary to don a formal suit for a day of going on ZOOM.

There is also ‘workleisurewear’, which involves outfits that are somehow designed to be worn while exercising and then at work afterwards, as though our bodies don’t sweat and get smelly while we’re working out. Unstructured blazers, tank tops and jeggings feature prominently, usually in synthetic, wrinkle-free fabrics — a degree of sartorial flexibility that has been more widely embraced by women, as men still experience peer pressure to wear boring shirts and pants in work settings.

It’s important to note that these trends do not involve dressing more casually, for instance adopting the ratty shorts, baggy tracksuit pants and faded t-shirts that normal people wear to the gym. Rather, the activewear/athleisure trend involves donning expensive, form-fitting, designer gear that — on a tiny minority of people who are extremely fit — makes them appear to be bursting with vitality, as though they’re right in between sessions of Pilates and hot vinyasa. Athleisure wearers perpetually look as though they’re about to break into a run, projecting an image of being a lot fitter, more disciplined and generally better than the dullards around them who wear regular clothes.

Researchers at Edith Cowan University in Perth have discovered that shopping online for skin-tight ‘athleisure’ clothes is bad for your mental health. They found women experience reduced self-esteem and feel more negative about their looks after shopping for this style of clothing, as opposed to when they shop for casual attire or homewares. This enables even those customers who do not ultimately order athleisure garments to pick up a psychological condition for free.

Even worse for athleisure wearers’ health, some ‘waterproof’ athleisure garments contain PFAS, also known as ‘forever chemicals’, which can cause some cancers, liver damage and developmental issues. These lasting health impacts may be obtained by donning athletic clothes and not working out in them, as is the practice of many athleisure wearers.






[image: B]








BAGPIPES — the most egregious legal method of abusing a sheep, the bagpipes are a source of loud, unpleasant, droning noises that are mistakenly believed by some — mainly those with severe hearing problems — to be a musical instrument. Today most associated with the Scots, it’s likely that multiple societies independently came up with the bizarre concept of hooking up a bag of air to a tube with air holes that could be used to create different pitches. Researching this is difficult, however, as some of them are retrospectively embarrassed about having developed bagpipes and have deleted historical records.

[image: A person playing bagpipes, dressed in historical attire with a large hat and puffy-sleeved shirt.]

The Scottish version provides the perfect soundtrack for a dreary Caledonian winter, where the only ways to pass time are trying to catch a glimpse of an aquatic dinosaur in a misty loch which everybody knows couldn’t possibly be there, wondering whether the person nearby wearing full Highland dress is liable to stab you with the traditional sgian-dubh ceremonial dagger hidden in their sock, or pondering whether haggis is a better or worse traditional use of a sheep’s stomach than making bagpipes out of it.

One characteristic of all varieties of bagpipe is their drone, a single pipe that provides a constant note or chord over which the variable notes are played. This terminology is appropriate, in that it is a form of ‘droning on’ — that is, somebody going on for much longer than anyone listening would want them to. It also evokes military drones that can kill remotely.

The late Queen Elizabeth II was woken each morning by 15 minutes of bagpipes being played outside her window — a sensible strategy for a busy monarch, as they are known to be the world’s least avoidable alarm clock. This has been cited as proof of the queen’s lifelong dedication to her job, as it is physically impossible to go back to sleep after being woken by bagpipes, even after one has had an evening on the gin and Dubonnets.

Perhaps surprisingly, the instrument has featured extensively in popular music, with classic solos in such tracks as ‘It’s A Long Way To The Top (If You Wanna Rock’n’Roll)’ by AC/DC. The success of this song is testament to the group’s musical genius, as it is considerably harder to get to the top if you use bagpipes.

BALDNESS — the gradual departure of the lustrous hair that once adorned sufferers’ heads, revealing the shiny pate beneath. Hair loss affects half of men and a quarter of women by fifty, and is not only incredibly annoying, but significantly increases opportunities for sunburn. Shaving one’s head is not only the easiest and most cost-effective way to deal with the problem, but tends to be the least undignified. It’s hard to determine what the evolutionary benefit of baldness is besides teaching its victims to minimise their personal vanity — a lesson too few of them tend to learn.

At some point medical science will figure out how to prevent baldness by more effective means than the expensive daily medication and crude, finicky hair replacement options currently available. However, this will almost certainly come too late for the author, the top of whose head has apparently been determined by his genes to be far too delightful to remain covered up.

BANANA BREAD — while tasty, especially when slathered with butter or lemon curd, this food is indisputably not bread. Bread does not generally contain brown sugar, cinnamon, butter, milk and eggs. What does contain those things is cake.

[image: Sliced loaf of bread in a detailed black-and-white sketch.]

The inventors of banana bread were marketing geniuses who realised that calling what is essentially cake ‘bread’ would make people feel less guilty about ordering it, especially as the name features some cute alliteration. But if we’re calling what’s essentially a banana cake ‘banana bread’, we may as well call blueberry muffins ‘blueberry sandwiches’ and pineapple fritters ‘pineapple health bars’. Then again, doughnuts are nut-free and chocolate croissants are not crescent-shaped, so the patisserie industry is clearly living on borrowed time before it faces a class action for false advertising.

BARNEY THE DINOSAUR — a children’s character that is an insult to toddlers’ intelligence, given that they are far smarter than any tiny-brained dinosaur, Barney included. Purple, dopey-looking and with a voice more grating than Nanny Fine fed through AutoTune, Barney was intended to spread joy and love, but was instead profoundly excruciating.

Indeed, the intense unpleasantness of listening to Barney has been proven by the CIA, who used the dinosaur’s theme tune ‘I Love You’ alongside music by the likes of Metallica and Megadeth to torture detainees in its interrogation sites after 9/11. Survivors would understandably feel even more nausea when confronted by Barney than the rest of us.

A recent documentary about Barney’s notorious career, I Love You, You Hate Me, reveals that many involved in making the series received death threats, as well as suffering a range of tragic circumstances in their lives. It seems that Barney didn’t manage to spread much joy even to those who knew him best.

BASE JUMPING — an extreme sport for those who like leaping off things and subsequently opening a parachute, potentially in time to save themselves before they hit the ground, but frequently not. The acronym BASE is quite tortuous, referring to Buildings, Antennae (such as radio masts), Spans (a word no one uses for bridges) and Earth (actually cliffs). The sport should really be called BABC jumping, but that wouldn’t be as catchy. It would be more accurate, though, as ‘base’ usually means the bottom of something, rather than jumping from the top.

[image: Person jumping off a cliff into the empty space.]

Admittedly, however, the bottom is where BASE jumpers end up, in many cases more rapidly than anticipated. One study estimated that the death rate for BASE jumpers is approximately one per every 60 attempts.

Successful BASE jumpers who successfully perform leaps from all four categories of structure are awarded their own special number — so far, more than 2000 have been given out. A more troubling number is the one found on the BASE Fatality List website, which features 480 deaths as of the time of writing. Twenty-seven of these occurred in 2023. Among those in 2024 were deaths resulting from a jump off a building in Pattaya, Thailand; a leap from the Forcellino Wall in Italy; and one from the Perrine Bridge near Twin Falls, Idaho. Several 2024 deaths were categorised as ‘impact in terminal freefall’, which seems to refer to terminal velocity, as well as the impact being very much terminal.

BASE jumping, both in terms of the sport and the acronym, started at El Capitan, a sheer rock formation 914 metres high in the Yosemite National Park. The first jumpers, Michael Pelkey and Brian Schubert, both sustained broken bones in the attempt, which should have been a hint that this wasn’t the most sensible of sports.

BASE jumping at the park was subsequently banned by the US National Park Service; subsequent fatalities have included somebody who successfully jumped, but then drowned while trying to escape from the rangers. Shortly afterwards, another jumper attempted the El Capitan jump to protest the ban, arguing that BASE jumping should be allowed and it was fleeing from rangers which could cause unnecessary danger. Sadly, she died jumping, which significantly undermined her argument.

In 2015, Apple renamed its new operating system OS X El Capitan, which made the rock face seem considerably less cool. It seems to have discouraged anyone BASE jumping there more than an official ban; no deaths have been recorded of BASE jumpers there this century.

BIG THINGS — a series of tourist attractions across Australia which demonstrate the proposition that an object which would not be in any way interesting at a small scale can become a drawcard for visitors at a large scale, albeit while remaining objectively uninteresting. There’s a hard limit to how entertaining an oversized version of a familiar object can be, which dramatically limits the entertainment value of any Big Thing that is substantially smaller than, say, the Eiffel Tower.

The most disappointing aspect of Australia’s Big Things is how non-big many of them prove to be when visited. Visitors to Coffs Harbour in northern New South Wales — the author included — could be forgiven for thinking that the 13-metre-long ‘Big Banana’ by the road was in fact a sign advertising a genuinely enormous banana elsewhere on the site. The attraction does at least sell chocolate-covered bananas, to ease visitors’ disappointment.

The Big Prawn, Kangaroo, Cane Toad, Bullock, Cassowary, Apple, Galah, Kookaburra and Penguin are certainly big compared to the animals that inspired them, but anybody who lives in a place where buildings regularly come in sizes larger than a few storeys is likely to find them disconcertingly petite.

The Big Merino in Goulburn, NSW, by contrast, is genuinely big, measuring 15 metres high and 18 metres wide. In this case, disappointment arises because it’s an ugly concrete sculpture, though presumably its sheer scale delights those who have previously only seen the Big Banana. The Big Merino does provide opportunities for idle speculation, allowing its guests to wonder who thought it was a good idea to build such an epic monstrosity, who decided it would be delightful to name it Rambo, and how they moved such a heavy object to sit by the new motorway when transport authorities sensibly bypassed its original home in 1992.

Australia’s one-time most ironic Big Thing has, however, suggested a sensible path forward for these enormous aesthetic misjudgements. The Leyland brothers, who were 1980s TV stars, built a replica of Uluru at North Arm Cove, an inconvenient three hours’ drive from Sydney. It was larger than most Big Things, straddling a large visitor centre, but it was still only one-fortieth of the size of the real thing.

The Rock (they didn’t call it ‘Big’, wisely) was part of a Leyland Brothers World project that ultimately sent the pair bankrupt. Unfortunately for the brothers, they were as bad at designing tourist attractions as they were at determining whether it was appropriate to build a replica of an Aboriginal sacred site.

The Rock burnt down in 2018, years after the park had been offloaded in something of a fire sale, which some might have interpreted as an omen. The blaze made headlines around the country, and inspired some people to leave flowers in memory of this monument to fraternal folly. And yet, even the most hardened cynic would pay good money to witness one of these Big Things going up in flames. If the Big Banana ever burns down, we can safely assume that the operators will find a way to sell flambeed bananas.

Fortunately for the Big Thing industry, the biggest thing in Australia is the country itself, as the distance between points of interest is so great that people driving along highways are willing to stop at venues like a petrol station with a giant concrete sheep on top of it which, in any other country, would be a point of lack-of-interest.

BIODYNAMIC FARMING — a pseudoscientific system of farming developed by educational pioneer Rudolf Steiner, whose theories about the best way to teach children should perhaps be reconsidered based on the fact that his views on agriculture perhaps most closely resemble magic. Steiner’s idiosyncratic approach included such innovative practices as burying a cow’s horn full of ground quartz in the soil to somehow make the produce taste better. He also endorsed burying the urinary tract of a red deer filled with yarrow blossoms, or chopped oak bark inside the skull of a domesticated animal (type not specified). A visit to the Steiner farm during tilling season must have been quite a macabre experience.

[image: A wooden crate filled with various vegetables including a pumpkin, radish, squash, and leafy greens.]

Steiner’s biodynamic credo does include some ideas which have subsequently been vindicated, such as the use of manure and some organic farming techniques, and yet it is impossible to leave the ‘bury a cow horn full of quartz’ thing behind. Furthermore, adherents are supposed to exhume the cow’s horn at the end of winter, add water and spray it on their crops as an antifungal solution, which makes having fungus look like a pretty wholesome alternative. Thankfully, biodynamic farmers are apparently not required to exhume the bark-stuffed skulls of their domestic pets.

BREATHARIANISM — the idea that it is possible for certain exceptionally enlightened humans to survive without food, or even water, living solely off air. It is popular with certain exceptionally gullible humans.

Perhaps the most prominent breatharian today is Australia’s own Jasmuheen. She was born Ellen Greve, but rejected this moniker and transitioned her identity to a higher plane of cultural appropriation. Her 1988 book Living On Light explains how she reprogrammed her body to live on ‘pranic nourishment’ — that is, without food or drink. Jasmuheen claimed she had ‘not eaten any food for five years’, and that, instead, breatharians are ‘nourished from the purest source, the Universal Life Force which contains all bodily needs’. It seems that nutritionists have been lying to us about needing to eat a balanced diet — or eat at all.

UN World Food Programme director David Beasley said in 2021 that 9 million people die each year from hunger — tragically, the Universal Life Force which might have saved them has chosen to make itself available only via certain eccentric Queenslanders.

Some people from wealthy, developed countries did read the book, yet also died. Living On Light was found in the possession of another Australian, Verity Linn, who, according to UK newspaper The Guardian, passed away from hypothermia and dehydration after attempting the 21-day initiation programme described in the book. Jasmuheen’s breatharian boot camp begins by requiring the would-be higher being to go seven days without food or drink.

Those who view Jasmuheen’s teachings as an exercise in starvation are missing the point, apparently — she notes in Living On Light that her process is a ‘high level esoteric initiation. It is not about eating or not eating. It is primarily about the aligning of the energies of the I AM Presence. The fact that one no longer has to eat is simply a by-product of this initiation.’ Those who cannot handle 21 days without food or water are simply ‘not ready’ — a somewhat unkind eulogy for those who seemed to have died while trying to follow her instructions. ‘The body will guide you if you listen,’ she says — presumably if one is able to ignore its increasingly frantic cries for food.

The website breatharianworld.com does include in its ad for the ‘Pranic World Festival 2024’ the disclaimer that ‘We don’t want to be obliged to call the ambulance! Or forced to stop the festival!’, and that consequently, ‘on site, there will be vegetarian, vegan, raw, and liquidarian food, in order to meet all needs.’ To their credit, at least these particular breatharians are aware that some of their followers may need urgent medical attention after starving and dehydrating themselves for days on end — or perhaps their public liability insurer does.

In 1999, Jasmuheen agreed to demonstrate her abilities to Australian current-affairs show 60 Minutes. She agreed to remain in a hotel room, without food and under round-the-clock watch by security guards. She was monitored by the president of the Australian Medical Association Queensland, who ordered that the experiment be abandoned after four days because Jasmuheen was becoming dehydrated and appeared listless and gaunt. Her speech had slowed, her pupils were dilated and she had lost weight — as might be expected if someone had been unable to consume any source of energy, even of the pranic variety. Rather than admitting defeat, Jasmuheen blamed the outcome on pollution in the air outside the hotel. It is a pity that 60 Minutes weren’t able to get the breatharian Svengali to eat her words, as at least then she’d have eaten something.

Followers have defended her process, saying that Jasmuheen generally consumes water, fruit juice, tea and coffee — it’s only during the first seven days of her ‘conversion course’ that she recommends abstaining from fluids as well (except apparently when being asked to prove on camera that she isn’t a fraud). She has, however, admitted to occasionally eating chocolate biscuits, because apparently even exalted beings who are able to survive purely on the ‘Universal Life Force’ get snacky.

BREXIT — the cute abbreviation for the act of profound self-harm that was Britain’s departure from the European Union, which was voted for by a narrow 51.89 per cent of interested citizens in 2016. Most of the areas that chose to leave were those which had lower incomes and higher unemployment — ironically, the regions that had most greatly benefited from direct EU welfare funding. Many of the ‘Leave’-voting areas were also places that featured high levels of relatively unskilled migration from Eastern Europe.
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Older voters voted ‘Leave’ 60 to 40 — whereas every younger cohort voted ‘Remain’ in higher proportions than the group above them, until 73 per cent of 18 to 24-year-old voters wanted to Remain. They, of course, are the ones who will ultimately Remain to live with the consequences of the vote, but at least lots of old people got to enjoy expressing their long-standing disdain for people from ‘the Continent’.

The economic impact of Brexit has been devastating. A study by the London School of Economics found that the cost of groceries had increased a third, or £7 billion between Brexit’s commencement in 2019 and 2023. London’s economy alone shrank by £30 billion during that period, according to Cambridge Econometrics, and the average Briton was nearly £2000 worse off in 2023 than they were before Brexit. Britain’s departure also added complex border controls that restricted the movement of people, goods and produce. These changes meant that Britons found themselves eating more British produce — a major victory for those who prefer the traditional mushy peas, jellied eels and Yorkshire pudding to the suspiciously imported European cheeses, pasta and smallgoods that had previously been cheap and abundant.

Britons also now face considerably stricter immigration restrictions when visiting Europe. Previously, they had enjoyed free movement, which saw many Britons retiring to cheaper, sunny places like Spain without needing any approval. Admittedly, this is probably great news for those already living in Spain, or at least the citizens who don’t operate fish and chip shops.

These challenges are just some of the reasons why a recent YouGov poll found that 51 per cent of Britons supported rejoining the EU, while only 36 per cent opposed it (the rest helpfully voted ‘don’t know’). But at least a whole lot of people who live in depressed English towns got to feel the satisfaction of stopping a bunch of foreigners from moving in next door and ‘taking their jobs’. Instead, given Britain’s sharp post-Brexit economic decline, those jobs ceased to exist.

BRITISH EMPIRE — the former global empire ruled from London — the most expansive that the world has ever known (unless you count the more than a thousand locations, spanning every continent, where the American military currently operates bases or other installations).
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From the British perspective, the Empire was a great success. Its former subjects, however, tend not to miss British rule much, after what was in many cases centuries of being told they were inferior, subjected to political repression and being sold as slaves. This lingering post-colonial resentment, however, makes beating England at cricket today all the more enjoyable.

One reason for the success of Britain’s erstwhile Empire was the outward-looking mindset of its young people, whose great enthusiasm for moving overseas was driven by a unique underlying factor — their desire to move away from British weather.

Those who remained in Britain rather than moving to objectively better places within the former Empire, such as Australia, the United States, Canada, countries in Asia, Africa, the subcontinent and the Caribbean, and even New Zealand, tended to be timid, parochial types who intuitively feared sensible ideas like the European Union and loved complaining about everything — most frequently, losing at cricket. Which perhaps explains BREXIT.

Some people, such as the controversial commentator Douglas Murray, still argue that British rule brought many benefits to its colonies, and that the heritage of these accomplishments is being erased by shame-driven culture warriors. The people who make these arguments tend not to come from families which have been subjected to the downside of colonialism, and theirs is very much a minority view. As is traditional in British culture, this minority is almost entirely ignored.

BRUSSELS SPROUTS — disappointment rendered in a convenient, portable vegetable form, Brussels sprouts are allegedly, but not actually, edible. A fitting culinary namesake of the headquarters of the European Union’s legendarily tedious bureaucracy, Brussels sprouts are the worst variety of cabbage, which is a critical process roughly equivalent to choosing your least favourite Kardashian. When boiled, they have a notably foul aftertaste (the sprouts, not the Kardashians) that gives their unfortunate consumer the distinct sensation of eating school dinners in 1950s England, even if they never had the misfortune of doing so.

Although in recent years it’s become popular to serve sprouts grilled and covered in chilli sauce, saying that a vegetable tastes good when burnt and slathered with a substance that temporarily neutralises your taste buds is damning this abomination amongst vegetables with faint praise indeed.
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BUBBLE TEA — this drink also known as ‘boba’ tea, which originated in Taiwan, is a hugely disappointing beverage for fans of carbonated drinks, as it contains no bubbles whatsoever. Worse still, the term ‘bubble’ refers to the chewy balls which are also known as ‘pearls’ — as they are made of tapioca, they have only limited value as jewellery.
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While bubble tea may not contain bubbles or pearls, it does usually contain a great deal of sugar. In 2019, health experts from Singapore’s Mount Alvernia Hospital warned that a medium cup of bubble tea contains as many calories as a slice of cheesecake and noted that, although drinking green and black tea can have health benefits, such as reducing the risk of heart disease and diabetes, adding a massive amount of sugar to it tends to have the opposite effect. A brown sugar milk tea with pearls, the hospital stated, contains 18.5 teaspoons of sugar. Choosing additional toppings such as cheese foam added around 800 extra kilojoules, as well as requiring the purchaser to consume cheese foam.

Bubble tea has become hugely popular within the East Asian diaspora and beyond, in countries such as Australia, where shops are now found in most suburban malls. Bubble tea vendors often moved into the locations formerly occupied by frozen yoghurt shops and, at the time of writing, have not yet disappeared en masse as consumers move on to the next fad.

Drinking bubble tea also produces a great deal of plastic waste. Even though the machine that stretches plastic film over the cup is pretty cool, consumers surely realise that overall, it simply can’t be doing much good — a sensation remarkably similar to consuming bubble tea.

BUBLÉ, MICHAEL — a jazz singer beloved by those who like their jazz with minimal jazz in it, Bublé is what would have happened if Frank Sinatra’s record producer had asked him to try a second take of ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’, in which every subcutaneous feeling had been surgically removed.

Bublé is known for his reverence for the so-called Great American Songbook — legendary standards by Cole Porter, Irving Berlin and their contemporaries that have been recorded by musical icons like Sinatra, Dean Martin, Nat ‘King’ Cole, Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong. Bublé has made it his mission to showcase how remarkable these legends’ performances truly were by tirelessly creating inferior versions of every single track they ever recorded.

Bublé’s trademark personality-free personality made him the ideal artist to launch the radio station Smooth FM in Australia, and he has presented several programmes on the station over the years. At one stage listeners were given a chance to ‘win $1 million and an intimate performance from Michael Bublé’, which feels like an appropriate rate of compensation for having to be in close proximity to him singing.

Bublé has recently been seen endorsing a brand of flavoured mineral water called Bubly in ads that feature a ‘hilarious’ mix-up between his surname and the brand of the water. The author tried Bubly for research purposes, and found it had only a tiny hint of the advertised blackberry flavour — a lack of taste which makes Bublé the perfect ambassador.

BUDGET AIRLINES — carriers who charge slightly less money than regular airlines, in return for a vastly inferior experience. They have two broad business models: early budget airlines such as Ryanair and easyJet were able to offer genuinely cheap fares by flying to small, largely facility-free airports a long way from major European city centres, and charging for every possible extra, from in-person checkin, to food, to anything more than the tiniest amount of baggage. The main in-flight experience offered by these ultra-cheap carriers is regret.
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The other variety of budget carriers are those owned by a major airline, like Qantas’ Jetstar or Singapore Airlines’ Scoot. These provide demonstrably inferior service to their stablemates, but cost almost as much for the experience of being made to feel like a cheapskate. They often operate out of facility-free terminals, and serve holiday routes on which passengers don’t have many alternatives, such as Jetstar’s Sydney to Phuket route.

Instead, these not-really-budget airlines seem to exist in order to allow major airlines to hire staff on cheaper industrial agreements than their premium carriers, often basing them in lower-wage developing countries, as well as preventing new low-cost competitors from challenging their market share.

As such, they predominantly save money for their corporate owners, rather than their customers. But the low quality of service, aggressive approach to luggage weight, lack of included meals and the requirement to board via the tarmac remind passengers that they should probably have paid a bit more for a better experience.

BULLFIGHTING — a sport where people (mostly men, let’s face it) try to demonstrate their intellectual superiority over vastly stupider bulls by jumping out of the way as they charge the moving cape in the matador’s hand. The tradition dates back to the gladiatorial games of Roman times, the major difference being that most gladiators were prisoners who were forced to fight, rather than macho show-offs.
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Bulls are colour-blind, so the capes’ red colour is mostly just to hide the bloodstains — bled by the bulls, usually — which is the first hint that bullfighting is not the most humane of pastimes. The event’s standard conclusion, with the bull being stabbed to death with a sword while the crowd cheers their appreciation for the bullfighter, is another subtle clue. Nowadays the ‘sport’ is in decline, due to an uncomfortable association with Spanish nationalism, concerns about animal cruelty (on behalf of the bulls, not the idiots who fight them), and the spectacle being either unimpressive or unbearably gruesome.

Bullfighting is not the worst bull-related idea in Spain, however — that would be the Running of the Bulls, which takes place in Pamplona in the second week of July, and provides an excellent example of natural selection in action, as runners try to escape rampaging bulls as they charge through the streets. Hundreds of people are injured each year, mostly due to falls rather than being gored, and fifteen people have died in the last century. The event honours the martyr St Fermin, who apparently just loved to see tourists getting mutilated.

The runners still fare better than the bulls, however. All of them are killed during the afternoon’s bullfights, making the fiesta considerably less festive for them.

BUSH — the most heinous band ever to pair doggerel lyrics with derivative four-chord grunge guitar, before a nauseating string section enters to try and make the song sound profound. (For the most notorious example, see ‘Glycerine’ — except don’t, because it’s appalling. Follow-up single ‘Swallowed’ is even worse.)

Singer Gavin Rossdale sings like a fur seal with laryngitis, and is most famous for being married to Gwen Stefani until it was reported that he cheated on her with the nanny, making Rossdale her poorest ever lapse in taste, even including ‘Harajuku Girls’. Rossdale also dated Courtney Love during a period when she had clearly decided to experiment with the Aldi version of Kurt Cobain.

This band is why George W. is considered only the second most underwhelming entity to bear the Bush name.
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CAMPING — sleeping in flimsy portable tents, usually in the hope of getting closer to majestic, unspoiled nature while polluting it with one’s very presence. Camping makes perfect sense for those forced by economic circumstances to do so, or wanting to explore remote areas, or following long-standing cultural practices. But for anybody who has succeeded in acquiring shelter which contains comfortable seating, well-maintained cooking facilities and internet access, the appeal of camping is entirely mysterious.

CANBERRA — what happens when a negotiation over the location of a nation’s capital ends with a victory for nobody. Canberra is essentially a fun-size Washington DC — in the sense that it’s very small, rather than due to any jollity on offer.

Sydney and Melbourne both wanted to be the site of Australia’s capital city, and Melbourne initially had the dubious honour of hosting the nation’s politicians and public servants, between Federation in 1901 and 1927, when Canberra finally opened for business. For the permanent site, a location was chosen at an inconvenient distance between the two, a result that avoided defeat for both cities at the expense of locking in the worst possible result for generations to come.

Canberra is a place that people overwhelmingly move to for work rather than as a lifestyle choice, and in keeping with this philosophy, the city was designed to be hard work. Even visitors to its upscale nightlife areas risk encountering politicians and their staffers loudly gossiping about other politicians and their staffers, ruining ordinary patrons’ enjoyment at those same taxpayers’ expense.

In keeping with the politics of the public servants who laid out its road network, Canberra intersections tend to feature roundabouts, so that in order to get anywhere, you have to go left.

CHANEL — an iconic fashion house that would be much less so if more people knew about founder Coco Chanel’s Nazi collaborations during World War II, during which period she lived at the Ritz (stylishly) and had an affair with a high-ranking German officer named Baron Hans Günther von Dincklage (less stylishly). It’s unclear whether Chanel’s famous little black dress was inspired by the distinctive shade of SS uniforms — but it has come to light that at one point, the SS convinced her to try to negotiate peace with her friend Winston Churchill.

Chanel’s reputation was later salvaged by Churchill, who helped her evade prosecution for collaboration. After her release from questioning, she fled to Lausanne and reunited with von Dincklage — quel amour!

One of Churchill’s reasons for assisting Chanel may have been to protect the British royal family, as before the war she had a liaison with the Duke of Westminster, who gave her a large parcel of land in France. In fact, ‘Westminster’ was her code name within Nazi intelligence. Très charmante!

Chanel had also been close to the future King Edward VIII, who eventually abdicated and relocated to France, where perhaps the two stayed in touch and reminisced about the good old days of the Third Reich.

However, Chanel’s friend and biographer Marcel Haedrich defended her, writing that ‘the war simply did not interest her … her overpowering egocentricity protected her’. He quoted her as saying, ‘There will always be wars because so many medicines are being invented that soon people won’t die anymore.’ One wonders what her enemies would have said of her.

Chanel’s long history of homophobia and antisemitism are also not as widely known
                as her iconic fashion designs. The author has declined to quote her words here given
                their great unpleasantness, but those interested can read Hal Vaughan’s acclaimed
                biography, Sleeping with the Enemy, or for a more modern equivalent,
                Twitter (now X, if we must).

CHEWING GUM — a chewable, but not edible, substance that is the world’s most common method of vandalism. Its texture resembles rubber, but it is much less useful, being capable of providing only a brief flavour burst for the consumer before the product is discarded and stuck to the nearest pavement. Here it will blacken and remain as a permanent souvenir of somebody briefly wanting to enjoy the taste of spearmint without having access to edible mints or toothpaste.
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Chewing gum has existed for at least 5000 years, since the Neolithic period — remnants of birch-bark tar containing the imprints of teeth have been found in Finland. Apparently this ancient, pre-masticated gum still tastes better than Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit.

CHILLOUT MUSIC — a genre of music popular in the 1990s, often featuring slow rhythms, sampling, electronic instruments, reverb-soaked drums and, strangely, acoustic guitars, providing the sensation of coming down from taking psychoactive drugs at a high-energy (or NRG, as it was irritatingly written in the ’90s) festival, only to find oneself inadvertently attending a folk gathering.

While some of the more experimental chillout music by artists like Thievery Corporation, Groove Armada and Zero 7 has aged relatively well, the genre’s eventual evolution into Café del Mar and Ministry of Sound Chillout compilation albums has not. While songs by the likes of Moby and Chicane were probably enjoyable for those actually relaxing in Ibiza’s beachside bars after partying all night, the genre’s ubiquity in 1990s cafés and clothing shops has made most examples of the style unlistenable nowadays. The inclusion of Coldplay’s ‘The Scientist’ on the Ministry of Sound Chillout Sessions 5 album spelled the official death of the genre.

Chillout lyrics often describe pain in a manner that attempts to exude emotional intensity but instead projects the irritating self-pity familiar to anyone who’s ever spent time with someone coming down from ecstasy. Slate critic Jody Rosen gave the genre its most accurate description in 2005, when he called it ‘perfect for folding laundry to’.
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CIGARETTES — sticks of tobacco rolled in paper, with a filter at the end so that when lit, the smoker potentially inhales 3 fewer toxic carcinogens than others nearby. Cigarettes are consumed in the trillions each year by more than a billion people worldwide, leading to around eight million premature deaths. Across the twentieth century, cigarettes are estimated to have killed 100 million people before their time, but this must be weighed up against how cool each smoker looked while they were doing it — at least until the final period when they began coughing themselves to death.
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Cigarettes are highly addictive, thanks to the nicotine they contain, and cause cancer, lung problems, heart problems — indeed, they have negative impacts on just about every organ. This is widely known, and yet the death rate from cigarettes globally has declined only from 155 per 100,000 in 1990 to 96 in 2019 – and it’s worth bearing in mind that the population has increased significantly over this period, meaning that the total number of cigarette-related deaths has not declined all that much.

On the bright side, tobacco company profits have continued to increase: in 2018, the world’s six largest producers netted $55 billion, more than the combined profits of Coca-Cola, Pepsico, Nestlé, Mondelëz, FedEx, General Mills, Starbucks, Heineken and Carlsberg in the same year. This is because their products are highly addictive and cheap to make; Imperial Brands (producers of brands like Winston and Kool) reported a global profit margin of 46 per cent in 2018. Ironically, the prohibitions introduced to control tobacco, such as restrictions on advertising, have also insulated existing manufacturers against competition from new, cheaper competitors. Whoops.

If cigarettes were invented today, there is no way they would be legalised, what with them not only being carcinogenic to consumers, but also causing the deaths of innocent bystanders through passive smoking. The WHO estimates that second-hand smoke kills 1.3 million people per year. Around 80 per cent of today’s tobacco users live in the world’s poorest countries, with health systems which are generally the least able to assist them. The addictive nature of cigarettes also contributes to poverty, as the WHO notes that smokers actively divert household spending from food and shelter to tobacco. Perhaps smokers could build waterproof huts from the hundreds of plasticised packets they empty each year?

Smoking is heavily skewed towards men — for instance, in 2016, 32 per cent of men in Southeast Asia smoked, as opposed to just 2 per cent of women, and the numbers were 18 per cent versus 2 per cent in Africa. This is one of many examples of how male idiocy constitutes a force of natural selection.

CLIMATE CHANGE — the settled scientific fact that decades of humangenerated carbon emissions have heated the planet’s atmosphere and made extreme weather events both more likely and more severe. Despite this indisputable consensus, both thinking about climate change and modifying our lifestyles is a massive drag, so the approach so far has been to do very little of either.
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When the phenomenon first became widely understood by scientists in the 1960s, they believed that explaining the dire nature of this problem would lead to swift global action to avoid future catastrophe. This significantly overestimated the willingness of humanity to listen to boring squares who wanted to ruin our fun. Besides, it’s quite easy to assert that the science isn’t settled, especially if you have no interest in verifying whether the science is indeed settled, or any understanding of the processes by which science gets settled.

Some climate activists, such as Greta Thunberg, have enjoyed considerable publicity for their advocacy, although in Thunberg’s case, much of that focused on the question ‘Shouldn’t she be in school?’ Now that she’s an adult, she keeps protesting, but fewer people listen. After all, she keeps saying the same things that nobody wants to hear, lest the conclusions threaten our inalienable right to burn coal to power our advertising billboards and tanning beds.

In fact, the author is falling asleep even writing this paragraph, so boring has the ‘climate debate’ become. The scientists and activists keep saying we should take major steps to avert this crisis, ignoring the majorities of voters everywhere who have consistently refused to do so. Being a climate change advocate is an even more thankless task than being a sensitivity adviser on the Kyle & Jackie O Show.

The impacts of climate change include increased desertification, heat waves, storms, droughts and bushfires; the thawing of glaciers and permafrost; and a rise in sea levels which will inundate low-lying areas across the planet, leading some inhabited island nations to disappear. Humans will face more heat, flooding and disease, while food, water and habitation will become more difficult to procure, and economies will face substantial pressure. But future generations will no doubt figure out a way for us to live on solar-powered islands or in Ewok-style treehouse villages or something, so chillax.

COCA-COLA — a soft drink that used to be much harder in the late nineteenth century, when each glass contained an estimated nine milligrams of cocaine. More specifically, according to fact-checking site Snopes.com, the product was originally made from coca leaves — hence the name — which produced a cocaine precursor called ecgonine. This was a common ingredient in patent (a.k.a. dodgy) medicines in the nineteenth century, but was eventually phased out after manufacturers belatedly realised that cocaine, shall we say, does the things that make stockbrokers continue to take it nowadays.
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Initially, the owners of the brand did keep a small amount of coca extract in the syrup, so that they could retain control of the ‘Coca-Cola’ name while intellectual property laws were in their infancy. After 1902, however, it was diluted to one part per fifty million — HOMEOPATHIC strength, in other words. This is disappointing for would-be consumers of cocaine in a sugary, drinkable form.

But while the product no longer contains cocaine, a can of Coke still contains caffeine, 40 grams or about ten cubes of sugar, phosphoric acid, caramel colour and ‘natural flavourings’, the precise details of which are a closely guarded secret — along with carbonated water, which they haven’t yet figured out how to replace with something more chemical.

A 2019 Harvard study of more than 110,000 Americans found a correlation between sugar-sweetened beverages and premature death; the risk increased along with consumption. By way of illustration, a New Zealander who drank up to 10 litres of Coke a day experienced the decay and subsequent removal of all her teeth, cardiac arrythmia, and severe withdrawal symptoms when her Coca-Cola supply ran out. After she died of a heart attack at the age of 30, the coroner pointed to her Coca-Cola consumption as likely a ‘substantial contributor’ in her death, adding that the victim and her family should have heeded warning signs such as the deceased’s consumption of a literal bucketful of caffeinated sugar water every single day.

COLONIC IRRIGATION — quite unlike agricultural irrigation — and also distinct from enemas, which are a recognised medical procedure — colonic irrigation involves using enema equipment to fill the colon with water or various herbal remedies, in the hope of removing ‘toxins’ from the body. Connoisseurs of pseudoscience will know that ‘toxins’ are often mentioned to justify various diets and ‘detox’ procedures such fasting and blood-letting — the issue being that most of these non-specific ‘toxins’ don’t exist, as opposed to substances like alcohol and narcotics, which it can be sensible to detox from.

Colonic irrigation is justified by the belief that food residue can remain in the colon and cause harm unless it’s manually removed, an idea inspired by medical theories popular in ancient Egypt, but which have no basis in modern medicine — specifically that as food decomposes in the colon, ‘toxins’ can accumulate and pass into the bloodstream, unless they are rinsed out. This idea was proposed by a French physician called Charles Jacques Bouchard in 1884, and dubbed ‘autointoxication’. It’s unclear if Bouchard was intoxicated when he dreamed up the idea.

Given that the entire purpose of the colon is to void its contents from the body at regular intervals, colonic irrigation is medically unnecessary. Some enema preparations can cause heart attacks, electrolyte imbalances and damage to the bowel. Worse still, the frequent use of enemas can lead to the body’s reliance on them to be able to defecate at all. Consequently, advocates of frequent colonic irrigation are often literally full of shit.

COMMANDER — US president Joe Biden’s German shepherd dog, which bit Secret Service agents at least 24 times between October 2022 and July 2023, according to the New York Times. The leaked report did not specify whether Commander’s violent temper resulted from the dog having been given such a profoundly awful name.

The agency recommended that its agents always keep the dog a ‘terrain feature’ away from themselves to minimise biting. It’s understood that most agents preferred the nearest mountain range.

At one point, White House tours had to be suspended because a bitten agent bled on the floor near the bookshop. This was extremely unfortunate, as a pool of blood would no doubt have been a highlight of the tour.

Despite the great distress the dog’s behaviour caused the Secret Service, it cannot be doubted that the dog did a fine job of protecting Biden from his protective detail. The Commander issue was resolved in July 2023 when the dog went to live elsewhere, which explains why he was unable to protect Biden from participating in the first 2024 campaign debate against Donald Trump. It’s not clear whether Commander went to live on the family farm, or on ‘the farm’.

CONVENIENCE STORES — small-scale retail outlets that carry a tiny selection of useful groceries alongside a gargantuan selection of chocolates, chips, sweets, ice creams and soft drinks, and a bafflingly large selection of SIM cards. Australian convenience stores are overpriced to the point where the old joke that 7-Eleven got its name because it sold things that would cost $7 elsewhere for $11 feels like an underestimate.

By contrast, visitors to Japan come back raving about how convenience stores are
                                                  ubiquitous there, and sell items at
                                                  bargain-basement prices, including lots of
                                                  freshly-cooked meal options. For instance, 500ml
                                                  bottles of COCA-COLA cost about $1.70 in
                                                  Tokyo, as opposed to $4.95 for 600ml in Australia.
                                                  It’s almost as though providing a dramatically
                                                  better value proposition has made Japanese
                                                  convenience stores vastly more popular. That said,
                                                  Japanese konbini don’t sell
                                                  NANGS over the
                                                  counter like many of their Australian
                                                  counterparts.

CRONUT — an edible bad compromise, the hybrid croissant-donut takes the delicious, buttery tartness of a croissant, and deep fries it and coats it in cinnamon and sugar until the flavour is entirely obliterated. They also often contain a creamy filling, to make them even more unsubtly calorific.
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To make matters worse, the global wave of interest in the cronut sparked other Frankenfoods born of unholy unions between beloved pastries, such as the cruffin (croissantmuffin), creclair (croissant-éclair), croggle (croissant-bagel, presumably so called because ‘cragel’ sounds like a fungal skin condition) and the croiburger, whose creator really wasn’t trying for any verbal elegance. Humanity’s relentless quest for innovation has also sparked the creation of the duffin (doughnut-muffin) and a dagel (doughnut-bagel).

As of the time of writing, the fad is largely ended, although the cronut and its offspring are yet to become entirely crun-fashionable. Un-Frankensteined croissants and doughnuts remain as popular as ever.

CROWN OF THORNS STARFISH — the aquatic abomination known as the ‘COTS’ is ugly, destructive, greedy, selfish, excessively dedicated to reproduction and apparently impossible to stop, making it the aquatic equivalent of Donald Trump. Though it has never called for an insurrection, or failed to stop one after it started, its current attempt to destroy the Great Barrier Reef makes it a serious threat, even if CLIMATE CHANGE will likely eradicate the reef first.
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The crown of thorns starfish has ‘up to 21 arms, hundreds of toxin-tipped thorns, a taste for coral, and can occur in plague proportions’, according to the Australian Institute of Marine Science. Adult COTS can eat up to 10 square metres of coral a year, making it obnoxious even by Queenslander standards. They also extrude toxic slime, which makes it easy for them to blend into Gold Coast nightclubs.

The giant triton snail can track and eat them, but at an amusingly slow pace. Unfortunately, humans have tended to harvest these snails for their large and attractive-looking shells. It can only be hoped that at some point humans realise that coral reefs are even larger and more attractive than enormous snail shells.

Queensland University of Technology has developed a series of robots that can kill crown of thorns starfish via a salt injection, which may help to bring their numbers under control, until the terrifying COTS further evolve their formidable survival skills and reprogram these killer robots to wipe out the Great Barrier Reef instead.

CRYPTIC CROSSWORDS — puzzles designed by extremely clever people for other, less clever people to do, once they’ve mastered the host of weird conventions which are entirely opaque to normal people.

[image: A crossword puzzle with numbered squares and black squares creating various puzzle sections.]

For instance, in cryptic crosswords, clues that feature a word like ‘rearrange’ means the answer is an anagram, while words meaning ‘partial’ imply that the answer is hidden within some of the other words of the clue. There are many other non-intuitive rules that enable fans to decrypt these cryptic clues — but since life is short, and we live in the age of peak television, it is far more sensible to just do the quick crossword. The reason why is in the name.

CURLING — a sport where a polished granite stone is slid along an ice rink by one contestant, while two teammates frantically sweep the ice in front of the stone’s path with brooms, to help it to travel into the target area. This description is surely sufficient to justify the sport’s inclusion in this volume.

[image: A boy in sailor attire pushing a puck with a long cue stick.]

Curling was considered a popular form of entertainment in Scotland in the 1500s, which provides no justification whatsoever for it surviving today, when other popular 1500s Scottish pastimes such as contracting plague and waging futile wars against England have long since been abandoned. Curling is a WINTER OLYMPIC sport, which is not a good enough reason to participate in it.
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DANCE MUSIC — electronic music that features pounding repetitive drum beats and swirling repetitive synth chords and more pounding repetitive drum beats and more swirling repetitive synth chords and other pounding repetitive drum beats and other swirling repetitive synth chords and slightly different pounding repetitive drum beats and slightly different swirling repetitive synth chords and is enjoyable only when on drugs.

[image: A Victorian-era couple dancing closely, with the woman looking at the man and the man slightly bending towards her. Musical notes float above them, suggesting they are dancing to music.]

DEFAMATION ACTION — a legal action launched after somebody believes their reputation has been damaged by the statements made by another person or a publication, which usually results in the remaining shreds of the plaintiff’s reputation being utterly eviscerated by the humiliating evidence unearthed over many months of legal proceedings, every excruciating moment of which is reported in the media.

It may surprise many readers to learn that the original purpose of defamation law was to allow a plaintiff to restore their reputation.

DISPOSABLE NAPPIES — paper and plastic underwear that catch babies’ wees and poos so parents don’t have to. Being single-use, they are a profound environmental disaster given that the average child gets through 6000 of them, according to CHOICE. Consequently, they really should be prohibited on environmental grounds. It’s just that if every tired, stressed, overworked parent was expected to deal with washing cloth nappies every time their baby soiled themselves, it’s entirely foreseeable that birth rates would fall to zero and humanity would die out in one generation.

The way the planet is going under humanity’s stewardship, this idea might be worth a try. We can rest assured, though, that hundreds of years after the death of the last human, many billions of soiled nappies will survive intact.
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EARTH HOUR — the idea that lights should be dimmed for one hour on the last Saturday in March as a sign of concern about climate change. This concept felt a little paltry and token in the face of the enormity of climate change back when the event started in 2007, but as the idea gained a lot of publicity, it served to raise awareness that a lot of people were prepared to make a tiny gesture that caused them no meaningful inconvenience whatsoever.

[image: Line drawing of a globe on a stand, highlighting the equator and showing continents in simplified detail.]

In 2024, even the brief tokenism of Earth Hour has waned, and is only observed by late adopters like the Royal Family, who dimmed the lights at Buckingham Palace for an hour without seriously engaging with the underlying fact that King Charles owns 13 enormous homes. Indeed, the lights of Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle, the Royal residences that observed Earth Hour in 2024, should have already been dimmed, given that the King lives at Clarence House.

The question of how much energy Earth Hour saves is often posed. It’s a question the organisers of Earth Hour themselves decline to answer, noting on its website that turning the lights out for a mere hour is only a ‘symbolic action’. This was true when Earth Hour was widely popular — nowadays it is more of a symbolic inaction.

It’s certainly arguable that observing Earth Hour is better than doing nothing — but it’s also reasonable to point out that the net impact of Earth Hour has been almost indistinguishable from doing nothing.

EASTER BUNNY — a creature who, as well as spreading joy and cheer on Easter Sunday, spreads chocolate eggs to the world’s children and immature chocoholics. He persists in doing this despite World Health Organization statistics showing that 43 per cent of adults worldwide are overweight, with 16 per cent being obese. More concerningly still, obesity rates in those aged 5 to 19 have quadrupled to 8 per cent between 1990 and 2022, affecting 160 million people.

[image: A rabbit wearing a scarf stands on its hind legs, with a slightly hunched posture and a thoughtful expression.]

The prospect that the Easter Bunny is involved in a sinister plot to eradicate humanity by encouraging the consumption of products that lead to heart disease, stroke and diabetes cannot be ruled out, after which rabbits would likely take over the planet through sheer weight of numbers. And this should be concerning, no matter how adorable that chocolate-distributing bunnikins is.

ELECTORAL COLLEGE — a unique feature of American democracy that reduces the amount of democracy in it. Every four years when be forced to explain how the system works to incredulous and baffled viewers in their home countries, who can’t quite believe that the world’s most vocal proponents of democracy have an electoral system which seems expressly designed to frustrate the will of the majority.

[image: Map of the United States filled with a stylized American flag, featuring stars in the top left corner and horizontal stripes filling the rest of the country shape.]

The president could, of course, simply be selected by picking the candidate who wins the most votes overall — which, at seven of the last eight elections (2004 being the exception), would have been the Democratic Party’s nominee.

Instead, to ensure that smaller, generally more conservative states in the South get disproportionately more representation than the larger, more liberal states such as California and New York, the president is chosen by an electoral body in which every state, no matter how small, gets at least three votes. This means that an electoral college vote from California, for instance, represents four times more people than one from Wyoming.

The winner of the majority in this gerrymandered body becomes the president, which explains how George W. Bush became president with 47.9 per cent of the vote, how Donald Trump did with 46 per cent, and why Americans tend to perform poorly in maths.

All members of the electoral college agree, of course, that American democracy is the best in the world, not least because they get a free trip to their state capital to participate in a pointless ritual that grants some of them a truly horrifying amount of power to ignore the will of the citizens of their state.

The system also means that there is no need to campaign anywhere other than the so-called swing states with large numbers of winner-takes-all electoral votes, as they almost always decide the outcome. This is why we hear a lot of talk about places like Pennsylvania, Wisconsin and Michigan every election cycle, after which they go back to being ignored for the next three years while the world focuses exclusively on California, New York and wherever Taylor Swift is.

The impact of the electoral college is comparable to the days when a senator from Tasmania, Brian Harradine, held the balance of power in the Australian senate and stopped the legalisation of the abortion pill, RU486, as well as extracting $350 million from the Howard Government in return for backing the partial privatisation of Telstra. However, the impact of the electoral college is more like Tasmanians getting to choose every prime minister.

ELMO — the most irritating Muppet, because of his gratingly high voice, one-note naivete, and most of all because of Elmo’s habit of talking about Elmo in the third person. Perpetually three-and-a-half years old — and, frankly, an immature three-and-a-half at that — Elmo is now the brightest star on Sesame Street, and also the one that adult viewers watching with young children would most like to throw in the nearest trash can, were Oscar the Grouch not already living in it.

Perhaps the worst thing about Elmo, however, is the extent to which he dominates contemporary episodes of Sesame Street. The programme’s deep bench of long-established stars such as Big Bird, Grover, Cookie Monster and the Count have all faded into the background as Elmo hogs the limelight for roughly half of each episode, with the blithe self-absorption that three-and-a-half year olds are known for.

Elmo began to transcend the other Muppets with the release of the Tickle Me Elmo doll, which reached extraordinary levels of popularity ahead of Christmas 1996, when dolls were being resold by scalpers for US $1500, or $1471.01 more than the standard price. There were multiple reports of violence as parents battled to get to the limited supplies of the season’s most popular toy: two women were arrested after fighting over the doll in Chicago, and a stampede of 300 people occurred in a Walmart in New Brunswick, leading to an employee being seriously injured. In these incidents, Elmo effectively incited a mob, an act for which he, as a minor, unfortunately cannot be held criminally responsible.

These events would have far more understandable if the violence in question had been directed against the Tickle Me Elmo rather than other parents, as anybody would be driven to violence after hearing Elmo giggling and saying ‘That tickles!’ hundreds of times a day.

Early in 2024, Elmo posted a typically inane message on Twitter, saying ‘Elmo is just checking in! How is everybody doing?’ The tweet was viewed hundreds of millions of times, and inadvertently triggered a vast avalanche of sincere replies from people who said they weren’t feeling well at all. The most shared responses included ‘I’m at my lowest. Thanks for asking’, ‘Elmo we are tired’, ‘suffering’ and ‘The world is burning around us, Elmo.’ The pain being experienced must have been acute indeed for so many people to bother expressing it to a fictional toddler.

In response, Elmo merely offered some banalities about how ‘Elmo learned that it is important to ask a friend how they are doing’ — an entirely inadequate response to the heartfelt responses received, though in keeping with the level of emotional maturity generally displayed by the average three-and-a-half-year-old, or an average SOCIAL MEDIA MANAGER. Perhaps expressing one’s existential angst to a social media avatar of Elmo is the digital equivalent of screaming it into a void.

A few days later, on NBC’s Today Show, Larry David from Curb Your Enthusiasm marched across the set ahead of his own interview and began strangling Elmo, who was there to discuss his viral tweet. This was clearly inappropriate on live television, at a time when children might have been watching. Being a puppet, Elmo has no windpipe; instead, ‘Mr Larry’ should have tried to strangle Elmo’s operator.

ENTRÉE — a French word meaning the first course served in a meal, in keeping with the word’s meaning, ‘entry’. In North America, entrée means ‘main course’, which follows an ‘appetiser’, which is utterly ridiculous, especially given the size of American main courses. Americans’ tendency to eat mains in lieu of entrées may well be the major cause of America’s current obesity crisis.

[image: Plate with a variety of foodstuffs illustrated in black and white.]

ESPERANTO — a constructed language designed to be widely adopted as a universal second language Esperanto is 80 per cent derived from Indo-European languages, meaning that for a global language, it is distinctly nonglobal. This pointless intellectual exercise was devised by an ophthalmologist called L. L. Zamenhof in Warsaw in 1887, in what must have been far too much spare time.

Esperanto is almost intelligible to English speakers, and even more so to anyone who knows a little French, Spanish, Italian, or LATIN — and yet still quite hard to make sense of. For instance, take the sentence: ‘Esperanto estas stulta ideo car ciu, kiu volas lerni tutmondan lingvon, povas simple lerni la anglan, kiun centoj da milionoj da homoj parolas denaske.’ Despite resembling an ordinary English sentence full of typos, apparently this means ‘Esperanto is a stupid idea because anybody who wants to learn a global language can just learn English, which hundreds of millions of people speak natively.’

This example illustrates why Esperanto failed to take off — it can be spoken only by people who’ve invested significant time in learning it, and that time is far better spent studying a language that a large number of people already know how to speak. By contrast, a generous estimate has calculated the number of Esperanto speakers around the world at 100,000. Most discouragingly, the only people who speak Esperanto are the kind of people who would bother to learn something like Esperanto. There is also an Esperanto version of Wikipedia, which is convincing proof of the previous point.

According to the English-language Wikipedia, Josef Stalin killed a significant number of Esperanto speakers and advocates on the basis that they were ‘spies, Zionists and cosmopolitans’. As Stalin himself spoke Esperanto, this was, as an ‘Esperantist’ might say, ever so slightly ‘hipokrita’. It is also perhaps the harshest course feedback ever provided by any language student.
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F45 — a cult gym chain that started in Paddington, Sydney, then spread across the world at an extraordinary pace. After getting Hollywood star ‘Marky’ Mark Wahlberg on board as a major investor, F45 was listed on the New York Stock Exchange with a valuation of US$1.4 billion. Subsequently, its share price nosedived from US$17 in its early days to 15 cents currently — so it’s now worth less than a thousandth of its original price. It should probably rebrand as F0.045.

What’s more, more than a thousand of the company’s 3300 franchised outlets worldwide have now closed. Though the ‘F’ in the name originally stood for ‘functional’, the company is now more accurately described as ‘f***ed’.

F45’s major point of difference from other gyms was that its classes lasted for 45 minutes rather than an hour, making them less time-consuming for busy executives. Another difference was that each day, they offered one, and only one, brand-new class in every studio worldwide, repeated multiple times during the day, so that every time a member came, they experienced something at least somewhat new. Another major difference was that they also charged more than their competitors, despite their venues being much smaller than most gyms, and offering only the one daily class.

Despite the lack of options, the company initially thrived, with customers apparently getting addicted to the variety on offer and the rapid results supposedly obtainable with the chain’s HIIT (high-impact interval training) approach, which offered periods of intense activity followed by periods of doing nothing — a pattern reminiscent of the cocaine binges that F45’s well-heeled corporate clients were already familiar with.

Ultimately, F45 lived by its own training philosophy: it was new and exciting, had intense success, and lasted for an unusually short time.

FASCISM — a political creed most associated with Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy, fascism is noted for its militant nationalism and anti-democratic and anti-liberal authoritarianism, as well as a tendency to place the leader’s definition of national good ahead of any other individual views. Fascism is also associated with silly uniforms, excessive worship of the leader, unintentionally amusing salutes and a total lack of irony.

‘Fascist’ used to be considered a dire insult, and in the aftermath of World War II, fascism was banned in many countries. In 2024, many of its ideas seem to have become genuinely popular again, proving that anything can come back into fashion, even a set of beliefs that led to the extermination of millions of people in one of the most abominable acts ever perpetrated by any state.

An uncomfortable resemblance between several contemporary political movements and twentieth-century fascism has been on display, according to some critics, in Argentina under Javier Milei, Hungary under Viktor Orban, Italy under Giorgia Meloni, and the United States under Donald Trump — which would have been far more evident if he’d succeeded in overthrowing the result of the 2020 election (which he lost, according to sources other than Trump himself).

Helpfully, the emergence of these leaders also answers the questions that students of modern history used to ask about how on earth democratic countries such as Italy and Germany descended into such a troublingly anti-democratic form of government. It went pretty much like this.

FEDERALISM — a political system under which political power is divided between a national government and regional entities, which are often confusingly called ‘states’, but which are not nation-states. A constitution is generally required to define which powers are exercised at which level.

Federalism often ensures that smaller states are undemocratically overrepresented at the national level, such as in the Australian and US Senates, and guarantees bickering and blame-shifting between both levels of government. National standards for important policy areas such as healthcare and education become impossible to apply consistently, while legal variations between each state become a logistical nightmare. The result is gridlock — a value highly prized by America’s founding fathers as a guarantee against tyranny, but one which makes it quite difficult for tyrants and non-tyrants alike to get anything done.

Federalist systems generally exist only because smaller states successfully negotiate to hold on to far more of their power than they would get under a more centralised system — meaning that it would probably be easier in practice if the bigger states just invaded the smaller ones to stop them being so difficult. Then again, even when such a conflict broke out in America during the Civil War, there was no push to reform federalism to make it less unworkable.

FIFA — the Fédération Internationale de Football Association — or World Football Association, if one recognises the reality that association football comes from England and that English is the international language — is the governing body of the world’s most popular sport. FIFA also runs beach football, which is one of the world’s least popular.

[image: A black and white illustration of a traditional soccer ball with a pattern of hexagons and pentagons.]

FIFA began life as the European governing body which England disdained to join because of its traditional BREXIT-esque approach to ‘the Continent’, but which subsequently gained total control of every aspect of the world game. Its headquarters are in Zurich, Switzerland, and its main purpose currently seems to be selling the World Cup to a succession of human-rights-abusing Persian Gulf states: Qatar in 2022, and Saudi Arabia in 2034.

More than 6,500 foreign workers died in Qatar after it won the right to host the World Cup, including during the construction of many of the eight stadiums Qatar built and manifestly did not need before the 2022 tournament. Most of these also needed cooling systems installed, given the total unsuitability of the climate for playing soccer. FIFA is supposed to share the tournament around its various regions on an even basis, but clearly this consideration came second to the desire to play footsie with squillionaire autocrats, hence we have the 2034 World Cup in Saudi Arabia to look forward to.

The US Department of Justice has investigated FIFA for many years, leading to the convictions of many former officials. In 2022 it accused both Russia, the 2018 World Cup host, and Qatar of bribing members of the organisation’s board to give them their respective tournaments. Among other FIFA grandees, former official Jack Warner from Trinidad and Tobago was accused by US prosecutors of receiving US $5 million in return for voting to award the 2018 World Cup to Russia.

This followed many years of bribery scandals and investigations, including by the BBC’s Panorama programme, on which the former head of the English Football Association, Lord Triesman, claimed FIFA operated like a mafia family. FIFA has a global reach that many mafia families would dream of — and arguably has left an even larger trail of dead bodies.

Following all of these revelations, some commentators are now calling for FIFA to be stripped entirely of its control of football. If this ever comes to pass, FIFA could instead promote the new sport of beach corruption, where its own officials travel to lush tropical climes and compete to extort the biggest bribe from egomaniacal despots looking to sportswash their regimes. The practice wouldn’t be new, but it would be the first time FIFA’s governing plutocrats were given trophies alongside all the other trinkets its board members routinely collect.

In fairness, however, it should be noted that abandoning all moral values in an attempt to secure the most obscene payday possible is also the standard behaviour of the world’s most successful footballers and their clubs — which makes FIFA seem like the ideal body to represent them.

FILET-O-FISH — an ordering mistake masquerading as a lighter burger alternative, these crumbed slices of abject pescatarian misery were originally designed by a McDonald’s franchise owner in Cincinnati. Realising that his sales were dropping on Fridays during Lent due to the Catholic tradition of eating fish on that day, he invented a burger that’s a compelling reason to fast entirely.

[image: Sketch of a fish burger with lettuce on a sesame seed bun.]

American Reddit users who have worked at McDonald’s have claimed that these burgers are rarely served fresh, as they are understandably infrequently ordered, creating a Filet-o-vicious circle whereby the patty often sits around in a warmer for extended periods, making it taste even worse. Even when cooked to order, however, the burgers are often so dry and flavourless that customers are essentially eating a tartare sauce and breadcrumb sandwich. No self-respecting HAMBURGLAR would ever steal one.

FLUFFY DICE — a pair of large, soft, stuffed-toy-esque cubes, commonly dangled from the car rear-vision mirror by drivers whose Ubers you probably shouldn’t get into. The practice apparently began in World War II, when fighter pilots liked to position them to display the numbers 6 and 1, making up a lucky 7, in the belief that this would somehow keep them safe from enemy fire. The efficacy of this strategy could not be tested, because there was no real way of knowing what numbers had been on display on the flambeed dice that resulted after a plane was shot down. Some ex-servicemen continued to display the dice in their cars after returning home, starting a fashion which endured for decades in the aesthetically challenged revhead community.

[image: Illustration of two fuzzy dice hanging from strings.]

In one positive example of Australia’s tendency towards nanny-state overregulation, fluffy dice are effectively illegal, as traffic authorities have cracked down on them, along with other potential distractions to drivers such as undocked mobile phones and excessively elaborate windscreen stickers. It’s not clear whether the dice genuinely constitute a dangerous distraction to drivers, or if police are just using this rule as a welcome pretext to squash a ridiculous custom.

Strangely, transporting highly distracting small children is apparently still legal.

FOAM PARTIES — social events that occur in a space which has been filled with a frankly absurd quantity of detergent foam, making the environment like a bubble bath without the bath. As delightful as it may sound to participate in a mass wet t-shirt competition, regrettably, getting drunk and dancing in an room full of soapy foam commonly leads to injuries. Some are caused by people slipping over, and others by foam getting in participants’ eyes, which leads to a burning sensation called chemical keratoconjunctivitis. It’s no coincidence that the increase in the popularity of foam parties in the early 2010s was matched by a proportionate increase in the number of drunk idiots winding up in hospital.

After a 2012 foam party in Naples, Florida, a whopping 40 people ended up in the emergency room, some suffering from temporary blindness — one said it felt like she had shards of glass in her eye. Another event, in NSW’s North Coast, led to extensive wildlife deaths after the foam washed into a nearby creek, killing fish, platypuses and turtles. Humans have died from electrocution at foam parties, too.

The other known problem with foam parties is that despite the aura of cleanliness associated with soap bubbles, participants’ behaviour often gets really, really filthy.

FOOD-DELIVERY SERVICES — a convenient way to enjoy restaurant-cooked food in the comfort of your home, as long as you don’t mind your meal being shockingly overpriced, arriving cold, taking much longer than the app said it would, or being delivered by underpaid workers. The latter are often recent migrants who risk injury or even death to bring you nachos in unfamiliar traffic, operating under the threat of a financial penalty if they don’t get it there quickly enough, while the people who actually made the food are forced by multinational app operators to settle for a meagre profit margin lest they not get the sales at all.
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If that’s all fine with you, then companies like Uber Eats, Hello Panda and DoorDash will do the trick. If not, pick up the takeaway yourself, and be ready to be shocked by how much lower the prices are at the restaurant than in the app.

Food-delivery services are terrific for those with newborn babies, who simply don’t have the physical energy to cook, or when there’s a pandemic and nobody can leave their house — everyone gets desperate for some variety beyond the dry pasta they stockpiled a few days before lockdown started and supermarket shelves were emptied. Otherwise, the decision to overpay for junk food while endangering GIG ECONOMY workers out of sheer laziness is almost as repugnant as the meal is, after it’s delivered cold.

FREE JAZZ — a version of jazz where instead of playing familiar melodies from well-known standards and then improvising around the chord changes, people just play whatever atonal sounds their cerebral cortex happens to come up with on the spur of the moment.

It’s highly unfair to summarily dismiss such a creative and original artform by dismissing it as just people playing random notes. But it’s not inaccurate.

FREEMASONRY — one of the oldest and most powerful boys’ clubs ever to exist, today’s masons are the successors of medieval stonemasonry guilds that originally jealously guarded the secrets of their craft. Over time they transformed into secret societies with a vast array of rituals, traditions, secret handshakes and other practices which seem deeply weird to anybody not already deeply committed to dressing up in aprons and talking about the mysteries of King Solomon’s Temple.

Freemasonry is limited to men, except in some ‘continental’ lodges that were no doubt mistrusted by British masons for BREXIT-related reasons. All members must believe in some manner of higher being — often referred to as the ‘Grand Architect’, in keeping with the organisation’s love of cheesy construction metaphors.

A dizzying number of powerful men have been freemasons, including Sirs Donald Bradman, Weary Dunlop, Charles Kingsford Smith and Joseph Banks, along with most Australian prime ministers on the conservative side of politics, from Edmund Barton to William McMahon. (Apparently the Australian Labor Party was already enough of a boys’ club that its members didn’t need freemasonry.)

A third of the 39 men who signed the US Constitution were masons, including George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, while other members included Mozart, Winston Churchill, Peter Sellers, Isaac Newton, Oscar Wilde and even Apple’s Steve Wozniak, all of whom are namechecked on various official masonic websites. Of course, given freemasonry’s tradition of secrecy, we shouldn’t really know any of these names — but even masons like to brag about their high-profile influencers nowadays.

Some contemporary Australian politicians have also been freemasons. Former Victorian MP Matthew Guy was accused of not declaring that he was, or had been, a member, which was pertinent given that Freemasons Victoria was involved in multimillion dollar property deals while he was planning minister. (The group holds extensive property assets, mainly in the form of meeting halls, one of which was redeveloped in the 2010s in a highly profitable deal with Mirvac.) But it does appear that very few current politicians are members, either because freemasonry has lost the social cachet it once had, or masons no longer want to associate with the kinds of egomaniacs and oddballs who go into politics. This threatens the long-held perception that freemasons secretly run the world, perhaps along with the Illuminati and the Knights Templar — a story famously parodied by The Simpsons’ ‘Stonecutters’ episode.

If the masons are indeed still the planet’s puppetmasters-in-chief, their control is becoming more deeply concealed than ever. At least in Australia, freemasonry is in dramatic decline — according to The Age, Freemasons Victoria had more than 110,000 members in the 1980s, but fewer than 7000 in 2024, making the group less popular than collecting toenail clippings (the world’s largest collection of which, according to the Guinness World Records, contains more than 24,000 items).

Perhaps the greatest mystery about these highly secretive freemasons is why anybody would want to spend their spare time dressing up in an apron and discussing protracted architectural metaphors if those secretive meetings don’t also determine the fate of the world, but instead are about camaraderie and shared values, as the masons claim. Or perhaps the author is a secret member, eager to pour faux scorn on the institution to make freemasons seem like a sad collection of ageing men who are keeping an anachronistic tradition alive for no especially worthwhile reason, while in fact freemasons still control everything? And perhaps he’s only making this suggestion here in order to throw readers who don’t know the appropriate secret handshake off the scent?

If freemasonry is still hugely powerful and important, it would perhaps be a less depressing story than what otherwise appears to be an institution that’s in the last stages of masterfully constructing its own ornate grave.

‘FRIDAY’ — a 2011 song by 13-year-old singer Rebecca Black, whose parents paid a company called Ark Music Factory (vastly inferior to C+C Music Factory) US$4000 to let her record a song and video that would potentially make her famous. It certainly did, having chalked up more than 170 million views on YouTube as of the time of writing. Unfortunately, the vast majority of viewers were only interested in her song because it is objectively awful, with strangled Auto-Tuned vocals, cringe-inducing lyrics — such as ‘gotta have my bowl, gotta have cereal’ — and a video clip that looks like an outtake from a failed audition for Hannah Montana.

As though the song and video were not excruciating enough, the song’s aftermath was also extremely unpleasant. Black received many deeply disturbing social media messages from viewers hoping that she experience physical harm, and the other girls in the video were bullied for years — one even started an anti-bullying foundation to try to support others going through the experience. There was also a protracted legal fight between Black’s lawyers and the song’s creators, Ark, over the rights to it, given the enormity of its audience, which is a little bit like filing a lawsuit to prove that you’re responsible for a crime against humanity.

The lawsuit was resolved, and Ark and Black now share the profits from future viewers and listeners of the three-minute-long portion of opened hell-mouth that they inflicted upon the world.

Remarkably, and perhaps reassuringly, Black is still pursuing a singing career, and released a debut album called Let Her Burn in 2023. Thankfully, it appears that Ark Music Factory wasn’t involved, and that Black survived the experience unburnt.

FURBY — arguably the most annoying toy ever produced, 40 million of which were sold between 1998 and 2000, indisputably contributing to the decline of Western civilisation over the same period. The original Furbies could open and close their eyes and mouths, waggle their ears and lift themselves up — but what made them notorious was their ability to babble incessantly, a trait which could not be switched off without removing their batteries. Some believed them capable of continuing to operate even without batteries, but those people had clearly been so traumatised by their insomniac toys that they were experiencing Furby hallucinations.

Furbies began their infuriating lives talking in ‘Furbish’, but were programmed to speak more identifiably English words after a few weeks of operation. This gave children the impression that the toy was learning from them — and gave adults the impression that it was conducting creepy surveillance on their families. Their LED eyes and ability to contact nearby Furbies via infra-red light added to the impression that the family had adopted something akin to a battery-operated Gremlin.

The US National Security Agency banned Furbies from entering its properties in 1999, believing they could be used to record classified information. The US Federal Aviation Administration is thought to have banned them at one point in case they disrupted flights — FAA historian Terry Kraus has claimed that they were not allowed to be operated on board below 10,000 feet, but it’s unclear whether any were ejected mid-air to comply with this rule.

Most chillingly of all, the Weinstein Company announced it was making a Furby movie in 2016. This idea seems to have been abandoned, thankfully, but as eBay sales demonstrate, Furbies have never really died. A new model was released in 2023, but by the standard of today’s domestic internetbased, perma-surveillance devices, Furbies are now fairly innocuous — although this may be a façade so they can share customers’ personal details on the dark web.

On the bright side, the most recent model of Furby has an off switch.
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GAME OF THRONES’ FINAL SEASON — the only season of the blockbuster HBO television fantasy series not to take any of its plot directly from the books by George R. R. Martin, the short, six-episode Series Eight wrapped up the most prominent of the author’s morass of narrative threads in a brutally efficient manner that satisfied nobody, from fans, to the show’s stars, to the many fictional characters who were abruptly and meaninglessly killed.

Though showrunners David Benioff and D. B. Weiss, who wrote the final four episodes, took much of the blame for the mediocre scripts, the other person responsible for the debacle was George R. R. Martin himself. The series began airing in 2011, the same year in which the fifth book in his A Song of Ice and Fire series, A Dance With Dragons, was released. Though there were two years between the first and second books being released, and six between numbers four and five, the odds of him taking more than eight years to produce another instalment seemed long indeed.

However, fourteen years later, the next instalment, The Winds of Winter, is still pending, and is not even planned to be the final instalment — that will be A Dream of Spring, so-called because like most dreams, it will never actually materialise.

Martin’s most recent update, in November 2023, had the same page total he gave in October 2022: 1100 pages, with four to five hundred pages still to be written. It would have been a more faithful tribute to Martin’s masterpiece if Benioff and Weiss had simply left the series unfini

GENERATIVE AI — an advanced variety of artificial intelligence (AI) capable of using patterns found in existing content to generate similar text or images. Using a large language model — gained by ingesting much of the publicly available text on the internet — generative AI engines such as ChatGPT, Google Bard and LLaMA can generate fresh unoriginal text that reflects the most likely response to any question, based on the most common responses contained in the text they have scanned. In practice, this enables them to write text that is coherent and often contains at least some semblance of accuracy. However, also in practice, it’s quite possible for AI-generated text to be utter rubbish, which requires considerable non-artificial intelligence to pick.

AIs based on a large language model are unable to improve on the sum total of the language they ingest, which is a genuine cause for concern given that at least some of them are based on Twitter. And, as one might expect, researchers have established that AI also replicates the biases found in the data set which has been entered; AI models have been proven to replicate racism, sexism, homophobia, Eurocentrism and even wokeness depending on what content it has ingested on a particular topic. An AI that ingests enough misinformation or hate speech will simply generate fresh examples of misinformation and hate speech, which perhaps explains why Elon Musk is so keen for his businesses to become world leaders in AI, so that he can outsource his endless libertarian shitposting to a bot.

AI is also trained by armies of workers from developing countries — along with web users who fill out those annoying CAPTCHA forms when trying to access content on the web. Ironically, by completing CAPTCHA forms proving we are not robots, we are helping AI become more human-like, thus necessitating ever more complicated CAPTCHA puzzles to try to distinguish between human users and bots.

There are also AI image generators including Midjourney and DALL-E, which are seemingly mostly used to create ‘deepfake’ images of celebrities having sex.

Just because these AI models aren’t as sophisticated as they’re sometimes made out to be doesn’t mean that the technology won’t destroy the whole of humanity in the near future. It may simply do so by accident instead of on purpose. Our only hope is that when it tries to destroy us, AI continues its tendency to make huge, expensive mistakes.

GERONTOCRACY — government by the extremely aged, as was common in ancient Greece, and is common in the modern United States. In recent times, an American president (Joe Biden), House Democrat leader (Nancy Pelosi), Senate Republican leader (Mitch McConnell), and Supreme Court Justice (Ruth Bader Ginsburg) have all served into their eighties, and in varying states of decrepitude. It may be that so many elderly Americans cling to power for so long because of their country’s lack of adequate welfare — something they are in the perfect position to rectify, but don’t.

Some progress has been made recently, however, with a consensus emerging that 81 is too old to run for president, at least according to commentators, large numbers of Joe Biden’s colleagues who leaked extensively to the media, and anybody who watched his 2024 debate against Donald Trump. This torrent of criticism ultimately made Biden withdraw from the race — unusually, he was somehow able to get the message despite the hearing problems typically experienced by the elderly.

By contrast, a considerably less athletic 78-year-old who litters his public statements with obvious falsehoods is a perfectly plausible candidate for president, according to roughly half of America as of the time of writing.

GIG ECONOMY — a model of labour in which large numbers of people have no steady employment, instead bouncing between short-term projects, such as — to choose a random example — writing a book containing a largely random list of terrible ideas.

Creative work has been insecure throughout much of history, so the new victims of today’s gig economy are those in fields where work has traditionally been more reliable, but which have been rendered unstable through the advent of apps and other technology that have redefined the power equation in favour of the employer, in the name of ‘flexibility’. And while it may be true that Uber drivers, for instance, can clock on and off whenever they want, they are still largely at the mercy of the platforms that book their jobs, which frequently change their policies without prior warning. In fact, rideshare drivers and couriers are almost as likely to experience sudden dismissal as an Australian prime minister.

It should also be clarified that very few of the people who participate in the ‘gig economy’ actually get to play cool gigs.

GOGGLEBOX — a wickedly ingenious television format based on not overestimating viewers’ intelligence or desire to watch more television, even when they are sick of watching television. The creators of Gogglebox brilliantly identified that many viewers who are bored with regular television would instead be willing to watch a TV show featuring footage of other people watching television.

The concept could have been devised by a satirist aiming for a comic exaggeration of viewers’ willingness to watch absolutely anything, except that such viewers wouldn’t be interested in watching high-concept satire when they could instead watch ordinary families watching ordinary television.

The most frustrating part of Gogglebox’s existence is that it’s much more entertaining than it ought to be — though perhaps the secret of the show’s success lies in its ability to transcend the rock-bottom expectations of viewers.

It is not known whether the Gogglebox team will extend their footprint in the most logical manner possible, and release a show featuring ordinary people watching Gogglebox. This could be called Goggleplex, a name that the production company may not use for free.

GUN — a device, notionally for shooting other people, which in practice makes it far more likely that the gun owner, or others who live in their homes, will themselves be shot dead. This was demonstrated by a major Stanford University study tracking 600,000 Californians who lived in homes with guns, which found that having firearms at hand had no protective effect whatsoever. Instead, those people’s risk of being shot was more than twice as high as those who lived in gun-free homes. In other words, buying a gun for safety purposes is a little bit like buying a lead belt to help with learning to swim.

[image: Two crossed revolvers illustrated in a detailed, vintage style.]

The main risk was of being shot by someone else who resided in the same house. So the best defence against a ‘bad guy with a gun’ is not a ‘good guy with a gun’ — though it is true, of course, that the perpetrators of homicide are overwhelmingly male. But while the NRA is technically right that ‘guns don’t kill people, people kill people’, a more accurate slogan would be that ‘people with guns tend to kill people who live with them’ — especially if those people are American.
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HACKY SACK — a game or, if we are being excessively generous, a sport, whose participants must keep a small bag containing sand or polystyrene beads in the air with any body part except their hands. Doing this for long periods of time requires great co-ordination, skill and dedication, which could be better applied to literally any other activity.

[image: Illustration of a hacky sack bag.]

Some people have experimented with a version where the bag is on fire, making the activity harder, more dangerous and more entertaining for spectators, given the far greater risk of injury. ‘Fire footbag’ is banned in South Australia, making it harder for the activity to operate as a means of natural selection there in the way it does elsewhere.

HAMBURGLAR — one of the many random McDonald’s characters designed for children by someone who had clearly never met any, the Hamburglar wears a stripy top, a black hat and mask, and a red cape, rendering him trivially easy for law enforcement officials to track down.

Depending on your point of view, the character either glamorises petty theft, encouraging children to pursue a life of crime, or humanises a system where many people on the poverty line have to resort to theft in order to eat. Still, as he isn’t an amorphous purple blob like Grimace, Hamburglar at least has a more clearly-defined role in McDonaldland’s simple economy.

Unfortunately, some logical inconsistencies exist in the otherwise idyllic hamlet of McDonaldland. Hamburglar is a human-looking character who steals hamburgers, but at the same time, the town’s pre-eminent civil authority is a literal cheeseburger, Mayor McCheese, who apparently runs the local government despite having a burger for a head. It’s unclear whether Hamburgler has ever tried to decapitate the elected official and make off with his potentially edible head. This would presumably be even more upsetting for children than having their birthday party hosted by a manic clown.

HOMEOPATHY — an alternative medicine system which is believed to stimulate the body’s natural responses to illness, subsequently providing a cure. Homeopathy is based on the pseudoscientific belief that the more you dilute something, the more powerful it becomes, because the fluid you dilute it with ‘remembers’ the previous substance. Strangely, despite its central tenet being easily disproved using literally any liquid, as well as by dodgy bars that water down their liquor, homeopathy has survived for more than two hundred years.

The concept was devised by German Samuel Hahnemann who, as a physician, should have known better, even in 1796. His theory was that something that causes disease symptoms in well people could cure the same symptoms in sick people — for instance, if someone had a cold, they might take a remedy based on an onion, as this would make their eyes water, and then trigger their body’s natural defences. This theory is called similia similibus curentur (like cures like), and is not any more convincing for being expressed in LATIN.

Even if onion was able to cure cold symptoms by provoking the body’s protective mechanisms, the other major issue with homeopathy is that by the time a homeopath has prepared a remedy, there is barely any of the triggering ingredient remaining in it. This process of massively diluting a substance — misleadingly called ‘dynamisation’ or ‘potentisation’ by homeopaths — involves adding alcohol or water at a ratio of 100:1, and then repeating this process until barely a single molecule of the original substance remains. Late in his career, Hahnemann preferred diluting to 50,000:1, perhaps on the basis that if something doesn’t work, it’s best to double down on it a few hundred times.

Hahnemann’s belief (as opposed to discovery) was that by vigorously shaking the diluted substance — a process called ‘succussion’ — its ‘energy’ would be released. Consequently, some modern homeopaths use a machine to vigorously shake their treatments. Others say the shaking is unnecessary, which is true, but maintain that the solution works anyway, which is less so.

In Australia, the National Health and Medical Research Council investigated the efficacy of homeopathic treatments in 2015, and concluded that ‘there are no health conditions for which there is reliable evidence that homeopathy is effective’, and that ‘homeopathy should not be used to treat health conditions that are chronic, serious, or could become serious’. Australia’s Therapeutic Goods Administration allows the sale of correctly prepared homeopathic remedies, however, on the basis that the resulting preparations are so diluted that they can do no harm. The TGA has, however, fined individuals for advertising homeopathic remedies as being effective against Covid-19. The US Food and Drug Administration went further, warning that some homeopathic products ‘could cause significant patient harm’.

Given the extent to which reputable scientists condemn homeopathic remedies such as OSCILLOCOCCINUM, it was surprising to see the idea that ‘water has memory’ being presented uncritically in the film Frozen II, although given that the theory emerged from the mouth of a talking snowman, it perhaps was not intended to be taken seriously.

However, homeopathy may explain how Jesus turned 120 gallons of water into wine at the famous wedding at Cana. If he did it using the miracle of homeopathic dilution rather than his powers as the son of God, we’ve all been wasting far too much money on booze. It’s unwise to shake water that you want to turn into beer, however, just in case the homeopathic magic works and the resulting lager explodes everywhere.

HOOTERS — a restaurant (using the term loosely) specialising in using double entendre to establish a point of difference for what is otherwise a generic American sports bar. Named after a crass slang term for breasts, it features an owl as a logo, because, hilariously, owls make hooting sounds, and can therefore be described as ‘hooters’. The chain has somehow survived into the 2020s despite feminism’s success in promoting the idea that ogling female bodies in public probably isn’t the classiest thing to do. Despite its overt focus on breasts, Hooters is deeply unsexy, a sign of America’s enduring internal conflict between its fondness for 1980s frat movie-style horniness and its enduring Puritanism.

Hooters waitresses (the gender-specific term reflects its hiring policy) wear white t-shirts with the timelessly witty owl logo on it and orange shorts — an outfit largely reminiscent of volleyball practice. Recently Hooters introduced much skimpier, skintight shorts, which led to a backlash from its long-suffering ‘Hooters Girls’ — not ‘Women’ because infantilisation is apparently so hot. Following this, the company announced that those objecting had the choice of shifting to a back-of-house role, or resigning. When several employees modelled the shorts on TikTok, showing just how impractical and revealing they were, Hooters reversed its position and dressed it up as a moment of empowerment, saying in a press release that ‘We’re excited to see a national trend toward self-expression and inclusivity that bodes well for our marketplace.’ Unless your chosen outfit is not explicitly designed for the male gaze, that is.

In 2003, the restaurant’s operating company established an airline called Hooters Air, which featured two ‘Hooters Girls’ on each flight, alongside cabin crew in standard outfits. It featured such classy slogans as ‘Fly a mile high with us’. The market decided not to, resulting in its closure in 2006.

HOT DOGS — tubes of something vaguely resembling meat wrapped in a bright red skin, and widely alleged to be a food despite a near total lack of nutritional value. Hot dogs are proof positive that humans can be convinced to eat anything if it’s heated up and slathered in tomato sauce and mustard.
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The use of the word ‘dog’ is believed to have its origins in the common accusation that cheap sausages contained canine meat — a claim which was true in several regions of Germany at various points in the last few centuries. Nowadays, of course, dog meat is not used, as innovations in food processing have led to the development of even cheaper — and much less natural — proteins.

According to USA Today, American hot dogs mostly contain a variety of beef, pork and poultry offcuts — not offal so much as leftover bits that get chopped off when steaks are cut, and chickens are separated into breast fillets, drumsticks and so on. If that description isn’t sufficiently unappetising, hot dogs can contain up to 15 per cent ‘mechanically separated meat’ — a white paste created when bones with edible meat attached to them are forced through a sieve at high pressure. The result is often referred to as ‘white slime’, and constitutes an utterly compelling reason to become a vegetarian.

Other ingredients often include stock, corn syrup, sugar, salt, spices, garlic purée, starch, water, ice, non-meat binders and extenders such as ‘non-fat dry milk’ or soy protein. It’s disturbing that the latter sounds like the healthiest ingredient.

American hot dogs cannot contain more than 30 per cent fat or 10 per cent water, or 40 per cent of a combination of both, which is not reassuring. Australian hotdogs are better: alongside its ‘meat including pork’, Woolworths hotdogs contain just 12 per cent fat, only a third of which is saturated. Charmingly, they also contain thickener, antioxidant, fermented rice, potato starch, several colours and an ‘edible beef collagen casing’. Hot dogs may well have been healthier in the days when they were genuinely made from dogs.

This description should be enough to cure most people from any temptation to eat a hot dog. However, Americans still eat 3.7 billion of them a year. Australia’s famous democracy sausages at least contain considerably more meat — just as its compulsory elections are considerably more representative.

HOUSING — the right of citizens to be able to afford to own, or even rent, homes that are even slightly near the places where they work or grew up seems to have been adjudged a terrible idea, as none of the mainstream political parties support bold steps towards providing homes for all but a very small number of citizens. The Greens like to issue sweeping policies about housing which, like most of their policies, have a snowball’s chance on a rapidly warming planet of being implemented.

HOVERBOARD — popularised by 1989’s Back To The Future Part II, this was an incredibly cool levitating skateboard that Hollywood promised moviegoers would be invented by 2015. Instead, we have two-wheel self-balancing scooters which are marketed as ‘hoverboards’, but which remain, misleadingly and disappointingly, on the ground. These devices’ primary function seems to be allowing their riders to zoom dangerously close to pedestrians at high speeds. Unfortunately, they are not fitted with flux capacitors that would make their riders disappear once they hit 88mph.

HUNTING — an ancient pastime for those who consider the act of killing an animal with the assistance of a rifle and/or trained dogs a ‘sport’, and enjoy firing guns in close proximity to their friends and families.

[image: Caveman holding a spear and shading his eyes as he looks into the distance.]

Ethically speaking, hunting would only be sporting if birds, deer and other innocent targets were also given deadly weapons to fire in the general direction of nearby aristocrats. Developing a system like this could prove a particularly entertaining use of artificial intelligence.

Hunting is sometimes used for scientifically justifiable animal-control measures such as kangaroo culls. Australia’s feral cats kill an estimated two billion animals a year, which arguably makes them better hunters than the humans trying to cull them. Such hunters have been given a bad name because their activities share a label with the cruel hobby of well-heeled rural landowners who, if a revolution were to come, would likely find themselves the ones being hunted.

HYPERCOLOR T-SHIRT — garments that were vastly popular in the early 1990s due to their revolutionary colourchanging abilities, which made wearers resemble a nauseous chameleon with a severely limited palette.

Whereas previously t-shirts had been limited to displaying the designs with which they were printed, Hypercolor shirts changed colour in response to heat. Touching the shirt with one’s palm, for instance, would display a handprint of a slightly different colour for a brief period. Not only did the novelty wear off, but the effect itself also wore off after a few washes, resulting in the shirts going out of fashion almost as rapidly as their trademark effect malfunctioned.

Another factor may have been the very limited colour range: one fabric turned from a mid-blue to a slightly lighter shade of blue, while another went from a pale burgundy to a pale orange, meaning that both shirts only had the ability to transform from one boring colour to another. The shirts’ ability to accurately identify the area impacted by armpit sweat may also have affected their popularity.

The technology was recently revived for swimwear, a more suitable use perhaps, because swimsuits tend to be handwashed rather than put in washing machines, the heat from which tended to make them kryptonite for Hypercolor t-shirts. They still look strange, however.
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IMPERIAL MEASURES — a traditional and highly idiosyncratic system of measurement that pre-dates the metric system, and is still used in some backwards parts of the world, such as the UK and USA. While vastly more complex and much harder to remember, imperial measurements are also significantly more entertaining than the tediously uniform metric approach.

Take, for example, temperature, which in the metric system is simply defined in terms of water, which freezes at 0° and boils at 100°. By contrast, the Fahrenheit scale sets water’s freezing point at the far more amusingly random 32° and boiling point at 212°. Originally, inventor Daniel Fahrenheit set 0° as the freezing point of a brine solution containing water, ammonium chloride and, confusingly, ice. He also defined 90° as the average temperature of the human body — which was quite a curious approach, given that every human body has a slightly different temperature, and it’s exceedingly tricky to find an average if your measurement system itself comes from the human body.

Distance is even more idiosyncratic: 12 inches make 1 foot, 3 feet make 1 yard, and 1760 feet make 1 mile. Probably the most eccentric thing about these measurements is that very few of them are based on multiples of 10, meaning that the designers of these systems had to go out of their way not to count using their hands.

Helpfully, the US has a slightly different system again, which ignores much of the effort made in the UK during the 1820s to standardise all imperial measurements. Consequently, US and UK fluid ounces, gallons, quarts and pints are marginally different — a US fluid ounce, for instance, is about 4 per cent larger than an imperial one. In the UK, 8 drams make 1 fluid ounce, 5 fluid ounces make 1 gill, 10 gills make 1 cup, 20 cups make 1 pint, 40 pints make 1 quart, 160 quarts make 1 gallon and the whole system makes an excessively complex mess. In the US, 2 tablespoons make a fluid ounce (which, as mentioned, is different from the UK one), then 4 make a gill, 8 make a cup, 16 make a pint, 32 make a quart and 128 make a gallon. It’s enough to drive anybody to drink, in confusingly inconsistent measures.

Standardisation between the systems was achieved for miles, feet and inches — but there are also US ‘survey’ miles, feet and inches, which are slightly different again. Also, the UK uses the stone, which is 14 pounds or 6.35 kilograms and traditionally used for body weights, and the US simply — doesn’t. So even those who were brought up on these archaic systems get the pleasure of having to translate between their UK and US versions.

The metric system has been making slow inroads into the UK in recent years, especially as the country drew closer to metric-using Europe, before abruptly ripping itself away again (see BREXIT). Since 2010, the metric system has officially been the standard — except for miles, feet and inches for road traffic signs, distances and speed measurements; imperial pints for beer, cider and traditional returnable milk bottles; and troy ounces for precious metals. The latter is an archaic measure that is still used in some countries for the archaic practice of buying and selling shiny things.

An official move back to imperial measurements was hailed as one of the key ‘freedoms’ to be regained through Brexit, but in late 2023, the Sunak government quietly abandoned a planned bill to reintroduce them after business groups made it clear they would not welcome the shift away from a system that is far easier to understand.

By contrast, the US has shown very little appetite for the metric system — other than with its decimal currency, curiously enough — and has the dubious honour, along with Myanmar and Liberia, of being one of the only three countries not to use it.

INFLUENCER — a person with a confusingly large fanbase on social media which enables them to manipulate and in some cases exercise an utterly chilling degree of control over their followers. It should be noted that influencers are distinct have previously achieved something outside the realms of social media — influencers’ popularity is derived entirely from the viral popularity of their social media posts. This material, often selfies posted on Instagram or short videos on TikTok, allows them to ‘monetise’ their popularity by promoting brands to their user base. In many cases, they could also be used to diagnose narcissistic personality disorder.
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In the early days of Instagram, these often-lucrative commercial partnerships were not acknowledged, meaning that they seemed to be based on an honestly-held opinion rather than a traditional sponsorship relationship. This was assisted by the fact that nobody realised that such partnerships were even possible, as it used to be far from obvious that any brand would want to pay some vapid internet personality to pretend to like their products.

Clearly, this was unethical, and took advantage of the very audience whose trust was the influencer’s greatest — and indeed only — asset. But the kind of person who is comfortable with filling a timeline with nothing but photos of themselves generally isn’t bothered by such concerns; it was only a backlash from users which led to the platforms insisting that sponsorship arrangements were identified as such. Ironically, the change benefited both the brand and the influencer — the brands got more followers for their social media accounts courtesy of click-throughs from the influencers’ fanbase, and the influencers’ explicit association with well-known brands only benefited their ‘personal brands’.

In 2022, the global influencer market was worth US$16.4 billion, according to Harvard Business Review. The true figure may be even bigger, as the South China Morning Post estimates that some of China’s social media influencers earn more than Hollywood movie stars — the most successful, ‘Crazy Xiaoyangge’ or ‘Crazy Little Yang Brother’, apparently earned more than US$450 million based on his TikTok videos of pranks and battles against various family members who try to stop him playing video games. Perhaps Xiaoyangge isn’t so crazy after all.
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JAVELIN — a sport where competitors throw a stick as far as they can. One of the few sports which was part of both the ancient and modern Olympics, javelin is in fact less hightech now than it was in Ancient Greece, where they used to use a sling to obtain extra distance.

Lacking the raw strength of the shot put and the elegant technique of the discus, which at least develops frisbee skills, the javelin is a form of long-range military projectile that was made redundant by the bow and arrow, long before the rifle.

The sport is essentially an exercise in propelling an oversized kebab skewer. It would probably be quite fun to try at the pub after a few drinks with one’s mates, but is a truly strange activity to devote years to mastering.

Nowadays, the only possible point of developing javelinthrowing skills is to be able to entertain an overly energetic dog – except that, as the ends are sharpened, pooches retrieving javelins have a non-trivial chance of being impaled.

JUDGEMENTAL — a characteristic of people who are excessively critical of others. Ironically, being judgemental is considered so unpleasant that excessively judgemental people are often judged negatively by others. As such, it is both kindest and most prudent for people to keep their own relentless negativity to themselves — as opposed to writing a book that is essentially just a long list of their negative judgements.
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KARAOKE — literally meaning ‘empty orchestra’ in Japanese, karaoke involves singing into a microphone so that a participant’s voice is amplified over an instrumental backing track that usually bears only a passing resemblance to the original song, both in terms of the cheap-sounding synthesisers used to generate it, and the mediocrity of the singing. Though it would be excessively generous to describe karaoke’s characteristic shoddy backing music as an orchestra, the resulting performance is certainly empty.

For most people, karaoke is only bearable when they are drunk. This is partly because drinking alcohol helps them to overcome the inhibition that would normally make them refuse to sing anywhere outside of the shower. But also, alcohol makes it easier to endure the bastardisation of the irritatingly cheesy songs that are a staple of group karaoke. The sound of a middle-aged marketing manager bellowing ‘My Way’, for instance, with less vocal fidelity than the average domestic parrot, is one that would generally encourage most unimpaired audience members to rapidly make an excuse and head home.

Regrettably, everyone who has consumed sufficient alcohol — which is generally everybody in the room — is likely to jump up and join in the chorus.

[image: Microphone illustration with a detailed mesh head and ribbed handle.]

KOMBUCHA — fermented black tea which is generally sold as a healthy alternative to more processed soft drinks, with the addition of fruit and other flavours to make it somewhat less unpalatable. The fermentation results from the addition of bacteria and yeast, which is often referred to as a ‘mother’, which is creepy, or a ‘mushroom’, which makes it sound like something that’s best treated with fungicide rather than consumed.

[image: Illustration of a soda bottle with a straw.]

The fermentation process makes kombucha slightly effervescent, producing a flavour and sensation halfway between a carbonated soft drink and iced tea, in a manner that will not satisfy fans of either beverage.

Kombucha manufacturers have experimented with a vast range of flavours, including lychee mint, grapefruit sage, strawberry jalapeno, blueberry lavender, prickly pear, hibiscus sangria, turmeric aloe, raspberry dragonfruit, and even masala chai. But whatever it’s mixed with, kombucha still tastes like tea that has gone off.
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LAS VEGAS — what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, largely because what happens in Vegas is that people lose a lot of money and/or their dignity, and don’t want to talk about it.

[image: Illustration of a champagne flute, four aces playing cards, two dice, and a stack of poker chips.]

The best way to enjoy a quintessential Las Vegas experience is watching the first Hangover movie, which provided consumers with a safe and cheap means of enjoying the Vegas experience, along with a much better chance of retaining their life savings and/or front teeth.

The city was once known for being a hotbed for organised crime, but was cleaned up after casino operators found there was more money in legal extortion. Famously, passengers disembarking at the Las Vegas airport are immediately confronted with slot machines, which sets the tone for the city’s trademark of requiring visitors to hand over large sums of money in return for substandard experiences. This is maintained throughout the visit, whether gambling at the roulette table or attending any of Cirque du Soleil’s six concurrent shows in the city.

Other experiences available in Las Vegas include marvelling at the tacky replicas of New York, Paris and Venice and wondering who thought it was a good idea to build them; visiting the Mob Museum, drinking actual moonshine distilled on site and then wondering whether the current legit-yet-exploitative casinos are all that morally superior to the former mafiosi who ran the town; and watching the Blue Man Group — while odd, the fact that the show’s stars perform covered in blue paint is one of the least bizarre things about Vegas.

Visitors can take advantage of Clark County’s notoriously flexible marriage laws if they want to regret more than their sore heads or empty wallets, and genuinely feel that being asked to pledge their troth by an Elvis impersonator at 2 a.m. constitutes an ideal start to their married life. That said, Elvis impersonators deliver a more reliably charismatic and engaging performance than many priests.

LATIN — the language spoken in Ancient Rome and throughout its former empire, which has contributed significantly to Italian, French, Spanish, Portuguese and Romanian, and through some of them to English, but is now as deceased as the Romans who once spoke it. Unlike them, however, Latin is still kept in a form of suspended animation by a combination of misplaced nostalgia and elitist pretension.

Many Latin advocates claim that the language is a useful grounding before going on to study Romance languages — which would be more convincing were it impossible to just go and study Romance languages. Australian National University Latin scholar Dr Chris Bishop has even argued that the best reason to study the language is to understand Latin poetry, an argument which is best left untested. There are at least 7000 non-extinct spoken languages in the world, all of which are more useful to study than Latin — with the possible exception of ESPERANTO.

The language has traditionally been used for technical terms in specialised fields such as medicine, law, biology and theology, none of which are any justification for studying it today. This is because using show-offy Latin terms should be actively opposed whenever possible, in the interests of people who didn’t receive unnecessarily fancy educations being able to understand them.

In the 2016 Australian census, 309 people said they spoke Latin at home, which was presumably either an attempt at humour, a genuine misunderstanding by people with Latin American heritage, or massively sad.

While the author does not like to allow personal experiences to influence this highly objective dictionary, believing that res ipsa loquitur, he wishes his four years of studying Latin had instead been spent doing something else, exemplia gratia (e.g.) studying Japanese, which is a lingua non-bloody-well mortua.

Ergo, it’s very much time to say requiescat in pace (R.I.P.) to Latin.

LEY LINES — invisible straight lines that are believed to connect significant historical locations such as archaeological sites and geographical features such as hills. Some believe that these lines determined where significant places were built in the past, according to ancient maps, while others believe they were used for wayfinding, or as part of historical trade routes, or have magical ‘Earth energy’ properties, or indicate landing strips for alien spacecraft. Major sites such as Stonehenge, the Pyramids of Giza, Machu Pichu and Uluru are all believed to lie on a global network of ley lines.

Ley lines were brought to the attention of the public in the UK in the 1920s by the rural councillor Alfred Watkins, who noticed that some significant features seemed to lie along what he observed was a series of straight lines: churches, crossroads, hills, burial mounds and so on. He took this idle observation extremely far, hypothesising that pre-Roman Britons walked everywhere in straight lines between significant landmarks, and that all of these markers of human habitation were constructed along a series of ‘old straight tracks’, as he put it. Neither steep hills nor rivers put Watkins off his theory — he thought that in the interests of efficiency, ancient Britons just kept going straight, even when they came across a mountain or river. He began collecting maps and tried to trace these prehistorical ‘ley lines’.

Watkins’ concept was solely about navigation; later fans added the mystical element. According to the BBC, a former RAF pilot called Tony Wedd came up with the idea that the lines were laid out to communicate with alien spaceships, while the esoteric author John Mitchell added the ‘Earth energies’ concept in 1968, hypothesising that many ley lines intersected in Glastonbury — an idea which certainly led hundreds of thousands of people to intersect in Glastonbury to watch music festivals, with their energy levels augmented by various mystical substances.

It’s not hugely surprising that the idea of ley lines evolved in the UK, which has the distinct advantage of having been inhabited for millennia by humans who liked building things out of stone and other durable materials, meaning that archaeological sites can be found almost everywhere. A quick glance at a map of the UK demonstrates how easy it is to draw lines that cut through a large number of significant places. Archaeologists and geographers have demonstrated this, in an effort to discredit the idea of ley lines and discourage people from wandering around with dowsing rods. Authors Tom Williamson and Liz Bellamy discovered that following random lines drawn across a map produced just as many alignments with ancient points of interest as following the supposed ley lines.

The UK is extremely small and relatively flat, whereas the theory seems far less plausible when applied to Australia, with its vast swathes of desert and dense bush, with no visible landmarks to draw lines between, and a Great Dividing Range that is not easy to cross — although there is far more space in the island continent for aliens looking for a convenient landing site.

Whether or not the planet is in fact ringed with ancient energy pathways, it is certainly populated by large numbers of people who believe in wacky pseudoscientific theories. It would be possible to draw straight lines between all of them on a map, but doing so wouldn’t amount to much.

LL COOL J — the dubious stage name of a legendary hip hop pioneer active since 1985, and who has earned multiple Grammys, Kennedy Center Honors, and induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. He’s also starred in many feature films, his own sitcom In The House, and for 14 years was one of the stars of NCIS Los Angeles — all under a moniker that’s short for ‘Ladies Love Cool James’.

Nevertheless, as pseudonyms chosen early in an artist’s career which endure into old age go, LL’s is better than Sting or Bono Vox, which is LATIN for ‘good voice’.

Ladies and gentlemen alike would agree that this is a little naff. LL’s moniker also beats Meat Loaf, Captain Beefheart and Engelbert Humperdinck — and yet.
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MALE CHAUVINISM — the belief that men are superior to women, which has survived for millennia despite being self-evidently untrue upon conducting even an extremely superficial examination of any man.

The view remains surprisingly common today, however. Former Australian prime minister Tony Abbott asked in 1998, ‘What if men are by physiology or temperament more adapted to exercise authority or to issue command?’ In 2013, he gave an answer of sorts when he took it upon himself to appoint a cabinet with no women besides his deputy Julie Bishop, who was guaranteed a position because of her party position. Abbott undertook to be a ‘prime minister for women’, while abolishing the portfolio of minister for women.

To his credit, however Abbott subsequently provided such a compelling illustration of how a man could be sufficiently unsuited to exercising authority that his partyroom colleagues voted to remove the prime ministership from him.

Other institutions that are dedicated to preserving male dominance include the Catholic Church, which has stuck to its male-only leadership rule despite the large number of terrible things that we now know its male priests have done and/or covered up, and for which multiple popes have profusely apologised. Women are, admittedly, welcome to be nuns if they wish to enjoy the celibacy and poverty aspects of life in the church.

Politics, business, the media, professional sport and the military are still overwhelmingly male-dominated, especially at the most well-paid upper echelons of leadership, but fortunately men have done such a fabulous job of creating a just, equal and inclusive society using the power available to them, that no more work really needs to be done.

MANCHESTER CITY — the footballing wing of the Abu Dhabi government, competing in the English premier league due to the first-rate sportswashing opportunities available in the world’s most popular competition.

Manchester City used to be the less illustrious neighbour of Manchester United, before the emirate decided to flood the blue team with petro-dollars following its purchase in 2008. Since then, Manchester City has had remarkable success in all competitions, winning the league, FA Cup and Champions League in 2023 before taking out the World Club Championship for good measure — and following it in 2024 with their sixth league title in seven years.

Except that this success isn’t all that remarkable considering that the club has spent such an obscene amount of money on players that even the Premier League, a once-rebel body created to help rich clubs dominate English football, charged it with approximately 100 breaches of financial fair play rules over nine years. The penalty for this is yet to be determined, but is likely to be some kind of slap on their Rolex-clad wrists.

Manchester City is sponsored by Etihad, Abu Dhabi’s national airline, and plays at what is now known as the Etihad Stadium. This is in the hope that when people think of Abu Dhabi, they’ll think of football invincibility rather than the emirate’s imprisoned dissidents and criminalisation of homosexuality, among other concerns cited by Human Rights Watch.

The strangest thing about the emirate’s intense desire to purchase sporting prestige is that they’re doing so in Manchester, a cold, dour northern English town of only half a million people. For it to be flooded with seemingly endless wealth from the Middle East is about as surreal as the idea of spending billions of pounds on Geelong.

Ironically, however, the team’s stunning success may have backfired, with Manchester City being so dominant in English and European football that fans of most other teams have come to resent them very deeply. Given the Premier League charges, Etihad may soon be perceived as the official airline of financial impropriety.

METAL CREDIT CARDS — unusually heavy credit or charge cards that are available only to well-heeled and especially ostentatious clients of financial services companies, who mistakenly believe that waitstaff, shop assistants and other customers will be impressed when their card makes a solid ‘thunk’ when it’s placed on a restaurant table or sales counter. And yes, the concept of a card that goes ‘thunk’ is one of the unique selling propositions of these products.
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Perhaps the most famous metal cards is American Express’s Centurion Card, which began life as an urban myth, but which American Express concluded was actually a good idea, and put into production. A senior executive told the fact-checking site Snopes.com that there were rumours about it which originally weren’t true, ‘but we decided to capitalize on the idea anyway’ — having realised that even very rich people care about ostentatious status symbols. It’s made from laser-etched black titanium, and there’s even a Prada-designed ‘wearable’ version with an embedded NFC chip that can be tapped on card readers. The annual card fee is $6500 after you’ve paid the $5000 joining fee. For this, you get to have an annoyingly heavy wallet.

Other banks have also introduced ‘exclusive’ metal cards, such as the Coutts Silk Card, used by the Royal Family — as if they need any credit, with the possible exception of Prince Andrew. Qantas has a titanium card which costs $1200 a year and is marketed as ‘the card that carries more weight’, but unfortunately, holders must fly Qantas to get their perks. But the most nauseating variety is the Dubai First Royale Mastercard, which is gold-trimmed and embedded with a .235 carat solitaire diamond, because tackiness is forever.

Although perhaps it isn’t, because nowadays, increasing numbers of us just tap our phones to pay. Apple and Google Pay are also far more secure than physical cards, making the technology much more suitable for large purchases, like the show-offs who buy sports cars on their black Amex cards. But when you’re using Apple Pay, those fancy metal cards show up on the screen just like everybody else’s — in other words, no ‘thunk’. Is a special card really all that special if nobody else realises that it’s special?

MICROWAVE PIZZA — an innovation where, in return for convenient and rapid heating, the pizza is rendered a soggy, disappointing, additive-infused mess. Microwave pizza generally comes frozen and mass-produced, guaranteeing that the quality and freshness isn’t locked in — and requiring industrial-strength preservatives. The technique is the literal opposite of the much-praised charred and chewy wood-fired variety from Naples, the traditional home of pizza, and the taste is insulting enough to warrant a lawsuit over whether the microwave version should be allowed to be described as pizza at all.
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In recent years, the product has disappeared from many Australian supermarkets, with consumers no longer willing to purchase pizza that looks and tastes like a lab experiment that blends hydrolysed vegetable protein with dehydrated cat vomit — at the time of writing, Aldi was keeping the nightmare alive. The product is still commonplace in US Walmarts, however, and anybody who wants to sample the product for themselves need only purchase the cheapest oven-baked frozen pizza available, reheat their leftovers in a microwave, then imagine it being 87 per cent worse.

MINI-GOLF — a version of golf where the only fun part — whacking the ball a great distance — is removed. Instead, players must focus exclusively on the incredibly annoying part that leads to 95 per cent of green rage incidents: putting. This is why the game is also known as ‘putt-putt’, as that’s all players get to do.

Mini-golf involves trying to accurately hit a ball into a hole, when the course designers have put so many annoying curves and obstacles into the greens that even someone with multiple PhDs in physics would struggle to work out precisely where to hit it — and, given the usual physique of physicists, would likely lack the muscle control to hit it there anyway. Playing mini-golf is a bit like playing snooker or pool, if the table was designed to resemble the surface of the moon.

As this unpredictability makes the game less fun, some mini-golf course designers try to create novelty via elements such as windmills, ramps, tunnels, rocket ships and water features. They are fun in much the same way as somebody randomly sideswiping your car makes your day more exciting — although the audible splash when an overconfident friend tonks their ball into a water feature is nevertheless a pleasure for the ages.

The only demonstrably fun thing about mini-golf courses is that due to their small size, the average distance between a player and the bar is drastically reduced, while the motivation to drink to excess is drastically increased.
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If looking to enjoy a more pleasant, lazier version of golf, it’s much better to go to a driving range, where mediocre golfers can enjoy the cathartic exercise of hitting balls without the need to get them anywhere near the hole. This is the best-known therapy for anybody who has just played mini-golf.

MONARCHY — the concept that someone is more important, powerful and worthy than everybody else in a society, purely because of who their parents were. Modern parents tend to tell their children that they can be whatever they want to be in life if they work hard enough — while also feeding them a constant diet of entertainment featuring princes, princesses, queens, kings and other people who have jobs their children cannot obtain without the assistance of an invading army.
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Monarchs emerged as powerful warlords who were good at killing people and accumulating land gained the support of other, slightly less powerful warlords in return for not having to go to war quite so much. The lesser lords swore allegiance to the monarch and their (well, his — see MALE CHAUVINISM) descendants so they could help their own descendants to keep their lands and wealth. In exchange they would join forces to preserve their common interests against the real enemy — foreigners and/or poor people, who could in theory have put a stop to the whole thing through the strength of their numbers.

In modern times, many monarchs have negotiated their survival by committing to a constitution that limits their power. Consequently, they have been able to retain their ridiculously fancy homes and vast estates by redefining their activities as ‘duty’ and ‘service’, rather than ‘rule’. Many modern monarchs do devote a lot of time to these activities, opening flower shows and new school halls as well as having tedious audiences with every new ambassador that gets appointed. Such royals are often painfully aware that the moment they stop pretending to be interested in local fetes, or are slow off the mark responding to the sudden automotive death of a beloved former daughter-in-law, they risk being defenestrated via the nearest gilded window. As such, the modern monarchy and the wider population are in a state of semi-symbiosis, where one group very much needs the other, and the other enjoys reading about the royals’ private lives too much to ask whether the government could build more hospitals if it spent less money on ceremonial guards in ridiculous hats.

There are also absolute monarchies, the rulers of which oversee neo-feudal societies while frantically throwing money into pricey international sporting contests so that their citizens will be too well entertained to ask whether their royals provide value for money. These monarchs will often also invest vast sums into extravagant building projects and tourist attractions that make their regimes seem like the innovative, forward-thinking states they absolutely are not. Cutting-edge technology is a good thing; conducting public beheadings using swords, not so much.

A large proportion of the creative output of the Walt Disney Company has involved royalty, to the point where it markets its ‘Disney Princesses’ as a group. By contrast, much of Disney’s other output features the American Dream-style triumph of ordinary individuals who can, through determination and a belief in their own exceptionalism, become anything that they want to be — unless what they want to be is a prince or princess. Occasionally one of these characters is made into a prince or princess, like Aladdin, but this only tends to work out when the narrative contains a genie.

MOSQUITOES — flying vampiric insects which drink blood, and often spread diseases such as dengue fever, yellow fever, and malaria which can kill humans, which is a bit shortsighted of the species given its ongoing interest in feeding on us.

Many have claimed that mosquitoes serve no purpose in nature except annoying humans, although some scientists have pointed to their role in pollination, and as a food source for frogs and insects. The only sensible position on this is to ignore any useful role they might have in the ecosystem and go right ahead with eradicating mosquitoes. Thanks to humans, nature is already largely on the way out across this planet, so we may as well get rid of this annoying species ahead of schedule.

MULTILEVEL MARKETING — a business that essentially spreads like a virus, causing ill effects to those who encounter it, unless they’re inoculated by bitter experience or common sense. Instead of producing illness, the visible symptoms of MLMs are overpriced, unwanted health supplements, beauty products, insurance schemes and whatever else can be peddled to a victim/perpetrator who tries to sell the same items to everyone they know, and then, to add ongoing insult to temporary injury, attempts to recruit them to flog the same dodgy goods in the hope of getting a cut themselves.
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This pyramid-shaped business model is also used by the mafia, where low-level operatives pass their earnings up the chain until the bosses are earning large sums without having to get their own hands dirty. The mafia, however, do not have fiendishly complex ‘rewards’ like Amway, whose online glossary uses dozens of terms like ‘Diamond Plus Bonus’, ‘Executive Diamond’, ‘Founders Platinum’, ‘Gold Producer’, ‘Ruby Bonus’ and ‘Crown Ambassador’, to make trying to peddle stuff to one’s friends and family seem like a prestigious business rather than the height of rudeness.

Some of Australia’s most popular MLMs include Herbalife Nutrition, doTERRA essential oils, Thermomix kitchen machines, Jeunesse Beauty Care and World Ventures travel, along with the world’s largest, Amway. Some popular activities for people who have become involved in multilevel marketing ventures include regret, disappointment and finding other jobs.

Psychologists have compared MLMs to religious cults, and cite similar impacts, such as members being estranged from their families — which, frankly, is not an unreasonable response to continually being asked to overpay for moisturiser. A study of 27 MLM schemes by Jon Taylor from the US Consumer Awareness Institute found that 99.7 per cent of participants lost money, and noted that ‘MLM makes even gambling look like a safe bet in comparison’ — but then again, he was just trying to sell the US Federal Trade Commission (which posted his report on their website) on restricting MLMs.

Incidentally, if you’re enjoying this book, why not sell copies to all your friends for a share of the profits? Then, pressure your friends into selling the book to their friends, and you’ll get a cut of all the ‘downstream’ profits made! This works equally well if you didn’t enjoy the book, but instead enjoy pursuing opportunities that will get you rich quick (in 0.3 per cent of cases)! Apply today at domknight.com, and, for a strictly limited time, you can join the Executive Gold Diamond Deluxe Supreme Platinum Founder tier, as opposed to our regular Executive Gold Diamond Deluxe Supreme Platinum tier.

MULTIVERSE — an infinite series of parallel universes, most famously used as a plot device to try to create an infinite series of Marvel Comics movies.

Including multiverses in story arcs allows filmmakers to bring back beloved characters that they’ve killed in the main universe by transferring in another version of, oh, let’s say Gamora from Guardians of the Galaxy if they killed her off at the end of Avengers: Infinity War. This tends to undermine the impact of subsequently killing, let’s say, Scarlett Johansson’s Black Widow and Robert Downey Jr’s Iron Man, as we know they can always come back, even though Iron Man got a big emotional funeral in the finale of Avengers: Endgame. (Everyone on screen seemed to care quite a lot less about the female characters.)

This multiverse device also allows Marvel to bring in different actors playing the same part — let’s say, Spider-Men from different universes, representing different eras of the franchise — thus allowing for unprecedented amounts of fan service in our own universe.

However, the use of multiverses also adds incredible complexity to the series’ narratives, requiring audiences to tie their brains in weird knots that only Stephen Hawking or Doctor Strange would have enjoyed untangling. As a result, audience interest declines in direct proportion to the filmmakers’ attempt to retain it. This ultimately required Marvel to take a long pause before trying to foist any more cookie-cutter superhero movies on their confused and mentally exhausted audience.

It is believed that in a different universe from ours, where Marvel opted against introducing a multiverse into their previously successful cinematic universe, the company’s box office returns remained strong.

Another problem for our universe’s Marvel movies occurred when the supervillain character who was brought in to provide the ultimate opponent in the current multiverse series, Kang the Conqueror, was played by an actor who was convicted of assaulting his ex-girlfriend. Jonathan Majors’ character was initially known as ‘He Who Remains’ in the Loki TV series – but Majors did not.

The exception to the rule about multiverses being inadvisable does not apply if a movie centres around multiple Michelle Yeohs, in which case we find ourselves in the only known universe where a multiverse movie (Everything Everywhere All At Once) is both creatively satisfying and awarded Oscars for Best Picture and Best Actress.

Unfortunately, even casting Yeoh in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, as occurred in 2021’s profitable Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings, was unable to revive longer-term interest in Marvel’s cinema rollout, which had largely paused by 2024. Fortunately, there is also an infinite number of roles that Robert Downey Jr can be parachuted into in order to save the company.

MUSIC STREAMING SERVICES — platforms that allow users to access an almost endless library of songs, for which the artists who made them are paid an infinitesimally small amount of money. This can occur because, legally, if you pay someone a fraction of one cent under a license agreement they felt they had no choice but to sign, it doesn’t technically count as theft or extortion, despite closely resembling those things. Meanwhile, millions of customers pay streaming services like Spotify $13.99 a month to subscribe to its services, and yet somehow almost none of this money makes its way to the musicians who provide their content, but instead all goes to podcaster JOE ROGAN.

This is the legacy of MP3 streaming sites like Napster, which allowed users to download any music for free, and taught consumers that the music they loved so much, and used to pay a substantial amount to own on media like records and CDs, was now worthless. The genius of music streaming platforms was in recognising that end-users would pay a small amount of money, or endure ads, for a much better and less guilt-provoking service than Napster offered. It also helped that artists had already given up on ever being paid anything substantial for their lifelong creative output.

Curiously, despite music services offering almost every well-known song ever created in the history of popular music, it is never possible to think of anything that you feel like listening to.

MYERS-BRIGGS TYPES — a collection of sixteen theoretical personality types, based on four binary characteristics: introversion (I) versus extraversion (E), sensing (S) versus intuition (N), thinking (T) versus feeling (F), and judging (J) versus perceiving (P). Taking all four attributes together allows for archetypes such as Commander (ENTJ), Adventurer (ISFP) and Campaigner (ENFP). All the labels sound good, but perhaps the best-sounding one to be is a Virtuoso (ISTP), and the most boring is a Protagonist (ENFJ). There is no personality type for just regular people — all 16 of the labels purport to be outstanding in some way, probably because taking the official Myers-Briggs personality test is expensive, and nobody wants to pay to be told that their personality is that of a compliant wage-slave (possibly an ISFJ Defender).

MBTI testing is flawed because it relies on participants knowing and correctly describing themselves, rather than being either deludedly too positive or self-deprecating. Critics have cited the ‘Barnum effect’, whereby some people feel that descriptions that are highly generalised apply specifically to them — the same approach that ‘psychics’ use in cold reading, when they try to convince customers or audience members that they can intuit their circumstances. In other words, people who have the ‘judging’ personality type can judge Myers-Briggs to be dubious — whereas those who have a ‘perceiving’ type can perceive that it is.

MBTI also suffers from confirmation bias: people who think they’re extroverted, for instance, will give positive answers to the questions designed to identify extroverts, regardless of how they actually behave.

Critics have also stated that the test’s four characteristic dichotomies are oversimplified, and noted that the test’s developers did not have training in psychology or psychometric testing — a 2014 Vox article interviewed several psychologists who claimed that the test was based on outdated Jungian theories, had no scientific basis and was ultimately meaningless. But then, all those interviewed seemed like such ESFJs.

Regardless of what personality type the test might identify, the MBTI is wildly popular with people who like talking about themselves, as it gives them a handy new framework for doing so. If forced to befriend fans of MBTI, it’s best to choose INFJ Advocates, as they are described as ‘quiet and mystical’.

The main conclusion that can be made from MBTI, then, is that many people who are deeply passionate about personality testing do not have much of one.
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NANGS — the bulbs of compressed gas used to power whipped cream siphons, ubiquitously found at convenience stores. They reflect either an admirable level of interest in the art of cake decoration, or the popularity of inhaling nitrous oxide for a short-term high. This is even though doing the latter can lead to memory loss, incontinence, numb or spasming limbs, ringing or buzzing in the ears, psychosis, psychological addiction and severe brain damage.

It’s illegal to sell nitrous oxide bulbs to someone you think might inhale them — meaning that a lot of convenience store operators must take a very optimistic view of their teenage patrons’ passion for baking.

Arguably nangs could safely be banned, as given the boring taste and high-fat content of whipped cream, it’s a substance that shouldn’t be widely available on public health grounds, either. All those determined to consume whipped cream could instead work off some of the calories involved by using a fork to whip it.

NAYPYIDAW — the new, entirely artificial capital of Myanmar. Naypyidaw, which literally means ‘abode of the king’ — although Myanmar has no king — cost the government up to US $4 billion to construct and took 10 years, in a country where in 2024, according to a UNDP survey, half of the population are living in poverty, with another 25 per cent ‘hanging on by a thread’.

Naypyidaw could be considered the ruling junta’s attempt to outdo CANBERRA in terms of the vastness of its centrally planned architectural scale and the forlorn emptiness of its streets, except that Burma’s ruling junta probably hasn’t heard of Canberra. Instead, it seems to have received the idea to abandon Rangoon/Yangon’s charming, centuries-old buildings and start again in the literal middle of nowhere from an astrologer.

The decision to build Naypyidaw was announced and actioned immediately, in November 2005, at a precise time apparently chosen based on the motion of various celestial bodies, in order to avert a claimed impending disaster. Families were torn apart as public servants suddenly had to move 320 kilometres to a just-built ghost town, a source of intense inconvenience which could also have accurately been predicted.

The city has become famous for its empty, 20-lane highways, which are believed to have been designed as emergency runways for use in the event of invasion or mass protest. Angry crowds often line the streets in neighbouring countries such as Thailand and the Philippines, demanding action from the government, but in Naypyidaw, there are enormous streets, but nobody to line them — the few people who live there almost all work for the government.

Sudden, radical, astrologer-inspired moves are not unknown in Myanmar. In 1970, General Ne Win implemented an overnight shift from driving on the left (as in Britain) to driving on the right (as in America), in response to advice from an astrologer, supposedly to guard against a shift to the political left. This meant that every motorist suddenly had to not only switch to the unfamiliar side of the road, but also drive from the far right of the road rather than in the centre, as their cars were still right-hand drive models. Buses had to let off passengers in the middle of the road, as their doors were all on the left side. This would have been one occasion when Naypyidaw’s empty roads would have been extremely welcome.

NEGATIVE GEARING — the ability of property investors to claim tax deductions relating to their rental properties. Combined with, and partly responsible for, the rapid growth in Australian property values, negative gearing has been hugely successful at building wealth for property owners, who are able to accumulate far more properties than they would if they had to fund their purchases out of post-tax money like the rest of us poor schlubs do.

As against that, negative gearing has been a major contributor to making it impossible for anybody below the age of 35 to own their own home — but young people probably wouldn’t know what to do with a house if they got one, whereas Australia’s landlord class has a wealth of experience, alongside a great deal of the conventional kind of wealth, obviously.

NESPRESSO — coffee machines that deliver relatively fresh espresso coffee using vacuum-sealed pods, which tastes better than Nestlé’s instant coffee but worse than almost all espresso coffee not produced by Nestlé. Regrettably, Nespresso coffee is generally as bitter as the environmentalists who bemoan the fact that the pods are made of aluminium and, in the vast majority of cases, are not recycled.
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Nespresso has long operated a pod-recycling programme to allow its users to feel less guilty about their environmental impact — but at least in 2020, 68 per cent of its pods globally went to landfill, according to Nespresso’s own data. Planet Ark has estimated that only 10 to 20 per cent of the three million pods used each day in Australia are recycled.

The former head of Nespresso, Jean-Paul Galliard, wrote to Nespresso spokesmodel George Clooney in 2016 to warn him that the company’s pods would take 150 to 500 years to break down in landfill. Apparently he did not get so much as an invitation to join the actor for an unpleasantly bitter coffee in response.

NEOM — a megaproject in Saudi Arabia designed to transform a large swathe of the Saudi desert into a futuristic city and trade hub, ultimately reducing the country’s dependency on oil, at a cost of more than US$500 billion. If the project succeeds, Saudi Arabia will instead be made dependent on bizarre architecture.

The project includes a dizzying array of ‘innovative’ projects such as an ‘upside down skyscraper’ built into a 450 metre high mountain and accessed via an underwater square, and a vast, floating industrial complex 200 square kilometres in size — though it isn’t clear why it needs to be on water, how it will remain afloat, or how closely it will resemble Kevin Costner’s notorious aquatic flop Waterworld in terms of both its architecture and financial viability.

Neom’s most ambitious, enormous and controversial project, however, is The Line, a planned city that would be 170 kilometres long, 500 metres tall, and just 200 metres wide. It would be built as one integrated structure, without cars or streets, and with a railway running along its length — a journey which will supposedly take 20 minutes, end to end.

The Line is ultimately intended to house nine million residents, or 25 per cent of Saudi Arabia’s population, which would give the structure the world’s greatest population density by a factor of five. The project’s advocates point out, using basic maths, that this vast city will consume just 34 square kilometres of space, a relatively minimal impact on the planet except for any species who might need to travel around it.

The Line’s residents would be monitored by artificial intelligence which is supposedly tasked with improving their daily lives, and they will apparently also be paid for donating their data. Critics, of whom there are many, have pointed out that the surveillance conducted by the Saudi government across the new city is likely to be extreme, and when blended with the kingdom’s tendency towards authoritarian control, provide a recipe for an unprecedented techno-dystopia.

The project is spearheaded by the controversial Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and involved a number of the world’s most prominent architects, such as Foster + Partners, until some distanced themselves from the project, amid belated expressions of concern for human rights.

The Line is so enormous that it will impact animal migratory patterns, and its construction has also forced the eviction of a local tribe. It will certainly be an interesting experiment into what happens to humans if they can’t go outside except into either a narrow space between two skyscrapers, or a vast, empty desert. It’s also unclear whether anybody would want to live in a place where they can only really travel east or west.

Extraordinarily, Neom has been named as the host of the 2029 Asian Winter Games, featuring vast artificial ski slopes built in one of the warmest places in the world. Some have pointed out that the Saudi desert might not be the wisest place to host a series of cold-climate sports — but, if GLOBAL WARMING continues, facilities with artificial snow may be the only place where skiing is possible.

NFL — the American National Football League, a televised sport whose principal attraction at the time of writing is spotting Taylor Swift in the crowd. (Note that by the time this book goes to print, she may have broken up with Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce, and released a heartbreaking album about him.) The average NFL game drew a television audience of 17.9 million in 2023-24, an impressive figure unless it’s compared to the English Premier League, which claims to reach 800 million homes in 188 countries.

The NFL’s popularity is remarkable given that, unlike football (soccer), the game involves hardly any play. The Wall Street Journal calculated that during an average broadcast of three hours and twelve minutes’ duration, the ball was in play for only eleven minutes, while replays totalled seventeen minutes overall, and ads lasted for about an hour. The same study found that the average play was four seconds long.

The rules of American football are confusing, and there is no real point in learning them. If we must — as far as the author can tell, for a team to score, they have to get the ball into the opposing team’s end zone. Generally the only player who throws the ball is the quarterback, and the only ones who catch it are the receivers. In American football, most of the players’ explicit task is to run into one another, and it’s possible for a player to go through a whole game without touching the ball.

The NFL’s showpiece event each year is the Super Bowl, a football final serving as a pretext for an entertainment gala which non-Americans watch for the halftime show by big musical stars, and the celebrity cameos in the ads. All these people will either switch off for the football itself or, worse, leave it on and pretend they understand what running backs, tight ends and lines of scrimmage are.

As in other codes, the constant hard tackles endured by NFL players tend to cause serious brain injuries, most often through a condition called chronic traumatic encephalopathy. As brains are squishy, vulnerable and reasonably important for cognitive functions, it turns out that constantly smashing them sideways against the inside of the skull isn’t good for them in the long term. A Boston University study of 376 deceased NFL players’ brains found that 345 of them had CTE. While admittedly there was a selection bias, given most brains had been donated due to family concerns about their loved one’s cognitive decline, they are still odds that few people with intact brains would want to bet on.

In summary, it’s possible to have a lucrative career in the NFL, barely touch the ball, play for a handful of minutes each week, and still get a debilitating brain injury. Which is more of a bitter end than a tight one.

NON-FUNGIBLE TOKENS — one of the least attractively-named investment products, and equally unattractive on financial grounds after an initial rush of enthusiasm from nerds and crypto bros. NFTs allow foolish investors to purchase digital assets which are authenticated using the blockchain, which provides a theoretically unforgeable, publicly validated record of ownership that doesn’t personally identify the purchaser. This would be all very clever and useful were the technology not overwhelmingly used for selling ‘artworks’ such as the supposedly original version of the Nyan Cat meme, which sold for US $690,000.

Some of the other digital properties that have been sold as NFTs are virtual Taco Bell tacos, a spinning digital can of Pringles, an image of Madonna giving birth to a tree (authenticated by Madonna herself), and a symphony of recorded farts, which sold for US $82.

Perhaps unsurprisingly given some of this subject matter, according to Business Insider, 95 per cent of NFTs that had been sold as of late 2023 were worth literally nothing after the NFT bubble burst — although a crappy Microsoft Paint image of a bubble marked ‘NFT’ bursting, hand-drawn by the author, may be purchased as an NFT if any readers so desire.

The underlying technology may someday be useful for authenticating less bizarre assets such as shares and property, and some have suggested that it may be able to combat deepfakes by verifying images released by reputable media companies — but surely for this to happen, NFTs would need a non-ridiculous name.
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OSCILLOCOCCINUM a popular remedy for flu symptoms based on homeopathy. It uses duck liver and heart diluted to a ratio of one part gross duck bits to 10400 — yes, that’s 10 with 400 zeroes after it. This means that the amount of duck in the treatment is less than the mass of a single proton. While at this point there is essentially no duck offal left in the medicine whatsoever, this is, on balance, probably a good thing.

An article by McGill University’s Office for Science and Society about the preparation of the remedy describes it as follows: ‘Take the carcass of a duck and place 35 grams of its liver and 15 grams of its heart in a one liter bottle filled with a solution of pancreatic juice and glucose. When after forty days the liver and heart have disintegrated, dilute the solution to 100 liters. Repeat this dilution another 199 times, shaking in a specific fashion each time. Then take a small pellet of milk sugar and moisten it with the resulting solution.’ Presumably you can try this at home, if you’ve got access to a duck carcass and pancreatic juice, plus a great deal of time and very little faith in the scientific method.

This remedy was invented by a French doctor called Joseph Roy, who believed he’d seen an ‘oscillating’ bacterium in the blood of people infected with influenza — consequently, he named it Oscillococcus. He later believed he’d managed to identify the same bacterium in the blood of sufferers of herpes, chickenpox and shingles, and that the bug also caused measles, tuberculosis and cancer. Roy then convinced himself that he’d found the same bacterium on the liver of a duckling, which led him to develop the treatment based on the homeopathic principle that a highly diluted bit of duck would trigger the body’s innate immune response.

One problem with this is that no other researcher ever verified the existence of Oscillococcus. Another is that we now know influenza, measles and some cancers are caused by viruses rather than bacteria. And yet, the concoction is hugely popular in French-speaking countries, and widely consumed to combat both flu and colds. Millions of dollars’ worth of tablets are also sold each year in the USA.

In Australia, Oscillococcinum is available on Amazon for $53, which buys a box of 30 tablets — quite an expensive way to illustrate the placebo effect. As of the time of writing, Oscillococcinum has 22,000 ratings on Amazon, with an average of 4.7 out of 5 stars. The box claims that it ‘reduces the duration and severity of flu-like symptoms’, and treats body aches, headaches, fever, chills and fatigue. It also says it has ‘no known drug interactions’, which isn’t surprising given that it contains no active ingredients.

Those who invest in the product generally discover that their cold and flu symptoms disappear after three days. It should go without saying that this is generally what happens if you don’t take Oscillococcinum.
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PAPER STRAWS — tubes for consuming fluids that are undoubtedly better for the environment than the plastic ones that preceded them, but unfortunately are far worse at the one purpose of a straw — namely, drinking. Also, if the average person needs to use three of them to consume a smoothie, that probably isn’t great for the planet either.

[image: A sketch of a pina colada in a curved glass, garnished with a pineapple wedge and a straw.]

A better solution is using reusable metal or silicone straws; another is — as radical as this may sound — to just put one’s mouth on the cup.

PELOTON — an ecosystem of internet-connected exercise bikes and treadmills. The bikes are the company’s original and most iconic product, while the treadmills have recently been returned to sale after the manufacturers figured out how to stop their customers getting maimed.

The name is taken from the term for a pack in a cycling race such as the Tour de France, which allows Peloton users to imagine that they are super-fit professional athletes powering up and down the Pyrenees, whereas in fact they are sitting in their home office, staring at a screen that’s nearly identical to the one they stare at throughout their workdays. As they do, their intimidatingly buff, chronically overenthusiastic remote instructor yells at them to pump harder, and they get shamed in real time by seeing how much slower they are than everyone else in the class.

In other words, the Peloton experience is essentially ZOOM atop an exercise bike for $59.95 a month on top of the several thousands of dollars it costs to purchase the bike, making it a rather expensive exercise in suspending disbelief.

The product was understandably popular during the Covid-19 lockdowns, but despite the return of real gyms, Peloton has inexplicably not yet gone bankrupt — although it is struggling financially. The one admirable achievement of the Peloton platform was finally killing off Mr Big from Sex and the City, who died while riding one of their bikes. Despite the incident being a moment of Zeitgeisty dark humour in a work of fiction, the revelation saw a substantial dip in the brand’s sales, because the kind of people who buy Peloton bikes apparently also believe Sex and the City is a documentary.

PEPPA PIG — a young, anthropomorphic female pig who stars in a poorly-drawn animated series of the same name, and was apparently named after a chilli pepper despite being phenomenally bland. Most episodes follow the same plot: Daddy Pig behaves like a condescending jerk, takes it too far, is patronised by Peppa, and gets his comeuppance, after which all the other characters fall about either with laughter or some kind of debilitating spasm — it’s hard to tell, given the crude animation.

Daddy Pig is often described as fat, which is not only unpleasant but displays a shocking lack of awareness of basic pig biology. Peppa even made the password to her treehouse ‘Daddy’s Big Tummy’, because she’s a body-shamer who, if she keeps this up, is likely to end up in some sort of juvenile detention centre — which will presumably be run by Miss Rabbit, who has the misfortune to hold nearly every job in this brutal animal-run GIG ECONOMY.

By contrast, Mummy Pig is a tediously all-knowing symbol of parental perfection, while Peppa’s little brother George only ever says the word ‘dinosaur’, because the writers are apparently so ignorant of child development that they imagined a toddler might be able to speak only one polysyllabic word. Peppa routinely excludes George from her games because he’s little and she finds him annoying — two traits displayed, from an adult perspective, by Peppa herself. She also regularly gets jealous of her friends, banning them from being her besties — ironically, a fortunate outcome for them.

A child behavioural consultant told a UK magazine that the disrespectful way in which Peppa speaks to her father could have a negative impact on how young viewers behave, which is more than enough reason for parents to get in there first and refuse to allow kids to watch it. The episode where Peppa and George befriend a spider was also banned in Australia, what with Australian spiders being deadly. This not only reflects the producers’ cultural myopia, but also suggests the prospect of an entertaining localised version in which the Pig family get bitten by funnelwebs.

Fortunately, the series’ popularity among toddlers has been swallowed up by the vastly superior Bluey — and given that in the ‘Christmas Swim’ episode of that series, the dog family cooks and eats pork crackling, it’s clear that the Heelers could literally do this as well.

PERSONALISED NUMBERPLATES — what happens when, rather than accepting the random assortment of numbers and letters that identify most people’s cars, some people pay extra to brand their car with their own absence of taste. The lack of wisdom involved in this purchase is perhaps best reflected by the nickname ‘vanity plates’.

Most commonly, these plates identify the driver’s nickname, a business name or occasionally the car, as though a ‘H0TBMW’ or ‘RADWRX’ wasn’t already identified by the car’s unsubtle marque. Scientists and fashion experts alike have long held, however, that it is impossible for any combination of personalised letters and numbers to look cool, even with a plate that literally says ‘COOL’, and even more so with one that says ‘K3WL’.

In some states, it’s now possible to pay extra for a special plate that features the logo of a favourite sporting team, or one that resembles the Japanese plates used by the cars in The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift, if purchasers want their cars to look even lamer.

PHOTOSHOP — powerful software made by Adobe that can be used to edit images so expertly that observers cannot tell the difference between a retouched and an original image. In the hands of incompetent amateurs such as the Princess of Wales, however, Photoshop is even more powerful, and can be used to undermine the monarchy, and unleash a barrage of conspiracy theories about the health of said Princess.

If trying to achieve a similar effect, the key is to include visible, low-resolution pixels in some parts of the image, while contorting the images of one’s family members’ body parts into unnatural shapes. If trying to avoid a massive, embarrassing media story, it is possible to pay professionals to do any desired retouching, but this is best discouraged, as the DIY alternative is far more entertaining for gossip magazines and TikTokkers.

PHRENOLOGY — from the Greek ‘phren’, meaning mind, and ‘logos’, meaning knowledge, comes an idea that is of no value in describing either. Phrenology involves measuring the size of bumps on someone’s skull — which everyone has, in a wide range of locations — to try to determine their mental abilities. This theory was based on the idea that the bits of the brain that we used most often would become larger, like muscles do.

In the pseudoscience’s 1800s heyday, phrenologists would take elaborate measurements of patients’ heads and feel their scalps for bumps, to try to figure out which of the supposed 27 areas of brain function were enlarged. The traits they were looking for included combativeness, secretiveness, cautiousness, wonder and wit. In the case of phrenologists themselves, the latter would have been extremely underdeveloped, as the idea itself is quite half-witted.

Phrenology was also used to justify gender stereotypes, with a belief that women lacked mental strength in the areas necessary for success in public life, while the areas relating to caring for children and religion were also supposed to have been more prominent for women — not that this insight was used to change the prohibitions on them becoming Christian ministers. This theory presumably also enabled male phrenologists to get out of helping with minding their own kids, because they were too busy doing their important ‘work’ of running their hands over people’s scalps looking for bumps which revealed nothing.

Phrenology was also believed to justify the superiority of Europeans over other races — which is ironic, as generally, only Europeans were stupid enough to believe in phrenology. It was developed by the German physician and quack Franz Joseph Gall in 1796. The first chart he published explaining the key areas of the brain and the areas they controlled sold for one US cent in 1885, and was still arguably overpriced.

Many American phrenologists were in favour of slavery, perhaps because the ‘racist idiot’ quadrant of their skull was enlarged — or perhaps because they’d received bumps on their heads as children. François-Joseph-Victor Broussais, one of Gall’s disciples, thought that non-white groups had ‘no cerebral organ for producing great artists’. This displayed a degree of arrogance that was entirely misplaced given that it was based on the dubious belief that the brain was made up of a collection of distinct organs. Clearly, Broussais was the one whose cerebral organ was inadequate.

POCHONBO ELECTRONIC ENSEMBLE — North Korea’s first and possibly only electronic music band, dating back to 1985, as do their synthesisers. Though sneering Westerners confident in their cultural superiority may doubt their quality, nobody can fault the quantity of their output — Pochonbo have produced 186 CDs of cheesy synthesiser-driven tunes, featuring unintentionally amusing patriotic lyrics. This is likely because releasing albums is the best way of ensuring that the group’s members can afford food that isn’t the literal dirt some of their desperate compatriots have reported eating. As supreme leader Kim Jong Un is a known fan of the band, it is also likely that producing more albums reduces the musicians’ chances of being torn apart by antiaircraft guns, as often happens to those, like his uncle, who displease him.

Their hits — to the extent that any of their songs can be considered hits, as it would be dangerous for audiences to not applaud every song — include ‘Our Comrade Kim Jong-Il’ (which, spoiler alert, is positive), ‘My Country Is The Best’ (also positive), ‘That’s Thanks To The Leader’s Care’ (there is a pattern here), ‘We Are Masters Of The Farm’ and ‘City Girl Comes To The Country To Get Married’.

But perhaps their most beloved song is ‘Excellent HorseLike Lady’ which, it must be noted, is not a description of the subject’s appearance, but rather an ode to her impressive work ethic in service of the regime. The lyrics include such inspirational couplets as ‘Our factory comrades say in jest / Why, they tell me I am a virgin on a stallion / After a full day’s work I still have energy left …’ It’s a composition that would inspire anybody to work in a factory, ideally one that made synthesisers that the band Europe would have considered too cheesy for ‘The Final Countdown’.

    While news reports from the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are generally hard to confirm, it’s believed that Kim Jong Un once dated Pochonbo singer Hyon Song-Wol, finding her to be excellent and not in the least horselike, but that they broke up due to Dear Leader Kim Jong Il’s disapproval.

After the death of Kim Jong Il, however, the romance was believed to have been rekindled. Or perhaps not — it was also rumoured at one point that the regime had machine-gunned her. Hyon now appears to be back in favour, holding a place on the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea, where no doubt her equine-esque work ethic and devotion to her ex/current boyfriend is admired by all. She now heads the more modern, miniskirt- and high-heelswearing Moranbong Band, which was personally selected by Kim Jong Un to provide a more contemporary sound and look to the same relentless propaganda. Some of their songs available on YouTube include ‘We Will Follow You Only’, ‘I Sing In Praise Of The Party’ and ‘Let’s Study’.

This group has been described as North Korea’s equivalent of the Spice Girls, except advocating the power of the Kim family instead of girls.

PODCAST — a distribution platform that makes it easy for anybody to publish and share recordings of themselves talking, without any of the media industry’s traditional gatekeepers telling them that it’s not a good idea. Podcasts offer the tantalising dream of a vast hypothetical audience who are desperate to listen to a couple of mates self-indulgently blathering about a niche subject — or even paying to do so, through advertising, subscriptions and live events.

This is the case for almost none of the 5 million podcasts that currently exist — to be clear, that’s 5 million separate series, comprising 70 million episodes, sitting on the internet, largely undiscovered. Some simple maths will illustrate that most podcasts are quickly abandoned — while most of the successful ones feature people who were already famous for something else.

And yet, so many previously obscure people have become celebrities through podcasting that the lure remains tantalising for others. Some of the most enticing examples have won stardom thanks to their knowledge of historical facts as obscure as they once were (The Rest Is History), their willingness to talk endlessly about celebrity gossip (Shameless), or because their parent happens to be the world’s least talented amateur pornographer (My Dad Wrote A Porno).

None of this changes the brutal reality that just as the internet was once full of blogs that have now been deleted, almost all of the world’s podcasts will eventually disappear without ever finding an audience. This raises the philosophical question of whether a podcast that is deleted from a defunct server without anybody having listened to it has ever really existed at all — a topic so uninteresting that it is the perfect subject for a podcast.

POKÉMON — a contraction of ‘pocket monsters’, characters which form the basis for a series of video games originally created by Nintendo for the Game Boy portable console in 1996, and subsequently rolled out into a range of media from television series to collectible cards to even a bizarre movie called Detective Pikachu, starring Ryan Reynolds. Pokémon have remained surprisingly popular as other fads have come and gone, with ‘trainers’ trying to collect and battle them against others’ collections despite there being remarkably little point in doing so.

The series’ slogan is ‘Gotta catch ’em all!’ — a feat which the developers have guaranteed is impossible by continually adding more to the collection. There are now 1025 of them, 1024 of which are largely unknown to non-fans who’ve only heard of the cute yellow one called Pikachu. In practice, Pokémon teaches children about the impossibility of ever accumulating enough of anything, a useful lesson in late capitalism.

It seems likely that Pokémon’s popularity will endure for as long as children find big-eyed characters cute and enjoy repetitive collection tasks — that is, forever. At this stage, the only sign that their popularity might be waning is that Detective Pikachu 2 appears to be delayed indefinitely.

POKÉMON GO — in 2016, a mobile phone Pokémon spin-off game called Pokémon Go became phenomenally popular around the world because of its innovative, location-based play that used the phone’s GPS, along with Google Maps, to enable players to catch Pokémon in the ‘real world’. The craze saw millions of the kind of people who would never ordinarily walk if they could possibly avoid it traversing vast distances to try to collect more digital buddies.

The game’s intense initial popularity rapidly tailed off, however, after players realised that the novelty of finding Pokémon IRL was insufficient to compensate for the exceptionally repetitive gameplay. Players looking for additional excitement, however, will be delighted to learn that there’s a non-trivial chance of injury or death while playing. The website pokemongodeathtracker.com lists 24 people who have died during a game, mostly as a result of being hit by cars while chasing Pokémon, or disturbing armed criminals in the middle of committing a crime — a problem created by the fact that when players hold up their phones during play, it looks like they’re filming.

The first known fatality was an 18-year-old who was shot dead after breaking into a house in Guatemala to find a rare Pokémon. One man in Singapore died of a heart attack after capturing a rare Pokémon called Lapras, while another person was killed after a third party lost control of the crane they were driving at the same time as playing the game.

One player had their leg amputated after suffering horrific burns caused by falling onto an electrified train track, another was attacked by crows, and two players fell off the same 27 metre high cliff while playing. The UK Coastguard had to save a group of teenagers who stole a boat to catch rare Pokémon in the middle of a lake, while other British teenagers had to call rescuers after getting lost in a cave in Wiltshire. These stories suggest that staying inside and away from fresh air might in fact be the best option for teenagers.

POKER MACHINES — gambling terminals that are programmed to, on average, take 10 per cent of the money put through them, providing an electronic case study of the traditional gambler’s fallacy. In order to play them, the punter must be convinced that they are so extraordinarily lucky that they can defeat a machine that is specifically designed to extract money from the pockets of gamblers like them, and employs cutting-edge psychological research to do so as effectively as possible. The fact that these machines are located in venues where patrons drink alcoholic beverages that reduce their capacity to think clearly is not coincidental.

[image: Slot machine with four columns displaying various symbols, including cherries, Q, watermelon, dollar sign, diamond, plum, club, four-leaf clover, spade, 10, A, heart, strawberry, and orange.]

Alongside the mathematically improbable prospect of winning, poker machines retain players’ interest with colourful animation and cheerful tunes, which make players feel that they’re lucky, instead of problem gamblers who are pissing away their rent money. The real jackpot comes for the operators and developers, with market leader Aristocrat Gaming’s owners, the Ainsworth family, worth an estimated $5.7 billion. It should be noted that real aristocrats do not tend to play the pokies.

The New South Wales government’s GambleAware website warns players that these machines are ‘designed to make a profit for the venues licensed to operate them’. It does not mention that NSW contains 37 per cent of the world’s poker machines that are not located in specialist gaming venues, with one poker machine for every 87 people. (The state has the second most poker machines of any jurisdiction in the world after Nevada.) Nor does the site mention that one of the biggest beneficiaries of poker machines is the NSW government, which earned more than $2 billion in taxes from club and hotel gaming machines in 2023.

According to The Economist, Australians suffer the world’s highest per capita losses from gambling, losing around $1400 each in 2017, 40 per cent more than the next country, Singapore. Put another way, Australia was the LUCKY WINNER! Woo hoo! Cue animation of golden coins and joyful celebration music!

POWERPOINT — a presentation graphics programme that has given the masses the ability to quickly and easily create ugly slides. PowerPoint provides boring speakers with a visual crutch that allows them to drone on about their subject for far longer than they would otherwise be able to, with bullet points that give the usually fallacious impression that their ideas have been carefully thought-through. The application has become ubiquitous in education, where it’s used in the forlorn hope that students will look at the teacher’s screen instead of their own.

[image: Illustration of a vintage computer with a bulky monitor, a floppy disk drive, and a keyboard.]

PowerPoint is owned by Microsoft, and represents their most effective assault on the collective sanity of humanity after Windows ME and Clippy. The software is responsible for the common misconceptions that:


	if there’s a graph on a slide, everything else on it must be true


	animation makes slides look really cool, and


	bullet points are superior to regular text




PRIME — a range of energy and hydration drinks produced by podcaster, YouTuber and general irritant Logan Paul, which has been vastly popular with teenage boys. Their sports drinks are fairly innocuous, if often overpriced, with an RRP of more than eight dollars for 500ml at several online retailers at the time of writing. The caffeinated version has been extensively criticised by nutritionists, however, because the initial formulation sold in America contained 200mg of caffeine, the equivalent of three shots of coffee or nearly six cans of Coke. Its concentration of 56mg per 100ml was nearly double the 32mg legal limit in Australia, leading to a ban — although it was sold on eBay and at some unscrupulous CONVENIENCE STORES. The president of the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners, Dr Nicole Higgins, said that this ‘level of caffeine could be very dangerous’. But then again, Logan Paul became so very cool precisely because he’s so dangerous, or something — he’s also known for Tasering dead rats and introducing a dubious NFT-based video game.

A newer version of Prime has now been released in Australia which contains 110mg of caffeine, which is legal, but still more than is recommended — the Australian Beverages Council has agreed that energy drinks should not be marketed to children at all. However, the problem may be taking care of itself, with sales of the drink plummeting worldwide in 2024, as it lost its viral cred. Then again, Lionel Messi has just released a similar sports drink...

PRINGLES — a potato chip-esque snack that is not, in fact, a chip, and cannot legally be called a chip in some jurisdictions. The product has faced extensive lawsuits over what it should be called: in 1975, the US FDA said they could not be called ‘chips’, so they were ultimately renamed ‘crisps’. Whereas in the UK, there was a lawsuit over whether it was appropriate to use that term, in which it was noted that they contain only 42 per cent potato. Geometrically speaking, Pringles are hyperbolic paraboloids, a shape that the manufacturers have argued in court is not found in nature, because nature is way too sensible to evolve stackable chips.

Famous above all for that ability to be stacked, which allows them to be sold in cylindrical cans, Pringles have the same practical design and factory-made artificiality of supermarket carry baskets. They may seem tasty until one reads that the ingredients in their cheese flavour are dehydrated potato, vegetable oils, wheat starch, rice flour, emulsifier (471), maltodextrin, salt, whey powder, vegetable powders (tomato, onion, garlic), cheese powders (cheese, cheddar cheese and blue cheese, Romano cheese), flavour enhancers (621, 508, 635), flavours, coconut oil powder, whey protein concentrate, yeast extract, sugar, acidity regulators (330, 270, 296), white pepper and hydrolysed vegetable protein. One wonders what they would taste like without flavour enhancers 621, 508 and 635.

By contrast, a bag of sea salt Kettle Chips contains potato, vegetable oil and sea salt. But of course, those chips don’t stack.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS — educational institutions which allow the children of rich people to be insulated from people who have much less money than them — except of course the ones who come to their houses to clean, garden and service the pool, tennis court and croquet lawn. It’s a life choice that most private-school alumni (who often learn LATIN) follow for much of their extraordinarily privileged lives, going to elite universities, working in well-paid industries in jobs often achieved via family connections, then marrying graduates of other private schools so that their children can go to the same place because it’s now a ‘tradition’.

[image: Vintage illustration of a male student seated at a desk, writing with a pen on a sheet of paper. The desk has a curved leg design.]

In return for further embedding this nauseating social inequity, the state lavishes funds on these schools that they manifestly don’t need, given their enormous playing fields, swimming pools, gleaming new buildings and, in at least one Australian school, a hypoxic chamber to simulate training at a high altitude, from which their privileged athletes can practice looking down on everyone else.

Such schools sometimes offer an excellent education and rich extracurricular activities, setting their pupils up for life. Others are hotbeds of bullying and neglect, where parents pay hundreds of thousands of dollars for their offspring to develop lifelong trauma. But the key point is that poor people aren’t allowed to develop those same traumas alongside them, and that’s ultimately what the schools’ customers are paying for — that, and the extensive social network they’ll become a part of, almost exclusively featuring people who work in the legal, medical and financial services industries.

It should be noted that not every private school charges exorbitant fees, and not every parent sends their kids to private schools for elitist reasons. Many choose private schools so that their children will be indoctrinated into their preferred niche religion, which guarantees that their children will grow up in an even tinier and narrower social bubble than the rich kids.
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QANON — a conspiracy theory based on the claims of a mysterious figure known as ‘Q’, who is far less benevolent than the all-powerful figure with the same name in Star Trek, and far less useful than James Bond’s gadget guy.

The movement’s central belief is that a group of Satan-worshipping, flesh-eating paedophiles are running a childtrafficking organisation from which only Donald Trump can save humanity. (This would be the same Trump, incidentally, who previously owned the Miss Teen USA pageant and became notorious for visiting the teenage contestants’ changing room unannounced.) QAnon continues to ensnare the susceptible minds of alt-right sympathisers and that annoying guy from high school whose Facebook friend request you unwisely accepted a decade ago.

QAnon fans believe that the Trump administration conducted a secret war against the child-molesting cabal, an attractive belief because it would have meant that the Trump administration had tried to address at least one genuine problem, as opposed to its main accomplishment during its four years in office — ensuring that the Secret Service and foreign dignitaries paid vast sums of money to stay at Trump’s hotels and golf resorts.

QAnon sympathisers have been described as anti-Semitic due to their fixation on the financier George Soros, whose supposedly sinister attempts to control the world haven’t extended to stopping right-wing fringe groups like QAnon from constantly stoking conspiracy theories about George Soros.

The most common slogan of QAnon is ‘WWG1WGA’, meaning ‘Where We Go One, We Go All’, which certainly proved true for many supporters during the Capitol attack on January 6, 2021 — including their trip to federal prison shortly afterwards.

QANON SHAMAN — this photo alone is sufficient to warrant Jacob Chansley’s inclusion in this dictionary. A participant in the January 6, 2021 riot who brandished a sign saying ‘Q SENT ME!’ as he entered the Capitol, the self-styled shaman was sentenced to 41 months’ prison in November that year after pleading guilty to obstructing an official proceeding. His costume making him undoubtedly the easiest participant in the riot to identify, Chansley was likely the only person incarcerated after the riots to have gone on a hunger strike because he wasn’t being served organic food in prison.

[image: A black and white photo of Jacob Chansley wearing a faux fur hat with horns, face paint, and tattoos on his arms.]

Chansley was once in the US Navy, but was discharged after refusing to take an anthrax vaccine — because clearly the risk of getting anthrax pales next to a medical procedure that has been administered to billions of people with extremely few safety incidents. He believes that televisions and radios affect our brainwaves, and that Washington DC was built along LEY LINES by FREEMASONS, saying shortly afterwards that, ‘What we did on January 6 in many ways was an evolution in consciousness, because as we marched down the street along these ley lines shouting ‘USA’ or shouting things like ‘freedom’ … we were actually affecting the quantum realm.’

Subsequently Chansley’s consciousness evolved again, and his lawyer claimed that he was ‘duped by the President’. Prosecutors also alleged that he believes he’s an alien — which, if he’d been able to prove it, would have helped him claim diplomatic immunity.

Chansley’s life journey does not exactly support the increasingly common Republican argument that the rioters were merely innocent patriots, but does offer strong support for the idea that many of those who participated in January 6 should have been treated leniently on the grounds of impaired mental health.

Despite his difficulties, however, Chansley deserves credit for saving Jamiroquai’s frontman Jay Kay from being the only high-profile idiot to wear a furry bull-horned hat in public. In fact, Kay issued a statement the next day clarifying that he hadn’t been at the riot, saying ‘I wasn’t with those freaks.’ Regrettably but unsurprisingly, he also wrote ‘loving the headgear’.






[image: R]








RAILWAY GAUGE — the distance between each pair of tracks on a rail network. You’d think this distance would need to be consistent, in the interests of trains being able to travel along every set of rails — but in fact there is an utterly staggering degree of inconsistency between railway gauges, even within countries such as Australia. This causes significant problems, such as trains not being able to run, say, from Brisbane to Melbourne via Sydney without requiring multiple changes of rolling stock, as was the case for many years.

Besides ‘standard gauge’, some other popular ones, ranked from narrowest to widest, are Bosnian, Swedish three foot, three foot (23 millimetres wider than the Swedish three foot), Italian metre (actually 950 millimetres), metre, 1432 millimetre, Italian broad gauge, Dresden, Leipzig, Toronto, 1520 millimetre, Pennsylvania, Baltimore, Iberian, six-foot and, biggest of all, Brunel, where the tracks are 2140 millimetres apart.

In a display of the same kind of blinkered parochialism that gave birth to the administrative misjudgement known as CANBERRA, each Australian colony adopted its own separate gauge in the nineteenth century, which became a problem when it came time to run trains between each city — something that any person with even a minuscule amount of foresight might have envisaged being a good idea.

The problems with a lack of uniform gauge had already been addressed in Britain before any track was laid in Australia. A Royal Commission was held in the UK in 1845 which settled on a uniform distance of 4 feet, 8V2 inches, or 1435 millimetres, as the ‘standard gauge’.

This distance, which is now used in around 55 per cent of track and almost all high-speed rail globally — seems random in both IMPERIAL and metric measures, but came about because horse-drawn carts that ran on rails in coal mines generally had this distance between their rails.

In Australia, chaos arose because the first engineer to build a line from Sydney to Parramatta was Irish, so favoured the Irish gauge of 5 foot 3 inches, but then resigned after his salary was cut. His replacement was Scottish, and asked for the standard British gauge. This decision was passed on to Victoria, but the railway companies there couldn’t agree, so the new Victorian colonial government chose 5 foot 3, then tried to get the British Government to force NSW to change. Nevertheless, the NSW governor refused to switch, even though Victoria had by this point built far more track and NSW had only laid 23 miles (37 kilometres). By 1899, though, NSW had built 1950 miles (3140 kilometres) of standard gauge track.

A little later, Queensland added a fresh dimension to this rail ridiculousness when it adopted a 1067 millimetre narrow gauge, which was thought to be cheaper and faster to build, and to allow tighter curves. South Australia, which had previously chosen 5 foot 3, switched to this gauge, then Western Australia used it for its first line in 1879. Tasmania built its first 5 foot 3 line in 1871, but then converted it to Queensland’s gauge in 1888. Fortunately, its trains don’t need to connect with anyone else’s.

In 1883, lines from Melbourne and Sydney finally met at Albury, creating a break of gauge problem. Five years later, the Queensland and NSW networks intersected at Wallangarra, creating another one. This was seen as fine, because before Federation, passengers had to leave the train and pass customs controls between the colonies in any case. By 1917, goods could be transported across the country seamlessly, but for four separate changes of gauge.

In 1921, a Royal Commission into railway gauges found what the British ones held more than seventy years earlier had found — that standard gauge was the best option. By the time World War II began in 1939, there were 13 locations around Australia where the gauge changed, which proved disastrous for shipping cargo and troops around the country — a lesson already learned in the US Civil War of the 1860s, when the North’s uniform gauge had given it a major advantage over the incompatible networks found across the South.

Standard gauge lines now cross Australia, so it’s possible to travel between mainland capitals without changing trains. But most local and regional trains in Victoria and South Australia still use broad gauge, while the ones in Queensland, Tasmania and Western Australia still use narrow gauge.

Despite these variations, it is uniformly the case that Australia’s state governments are terrible at coming together for a common purpose — as seen in the apparent ease with which every state premier shut the door to travellers from other states at various points during the Covid-19 pandemic. This perhaps explains why, despite standard-gauge lines now running between major state capitals, there aren’t any worldclass high-speed trains on them.

REDCYCLE — an organisation which once provided soft-plastics bins in many Australian supermarkets, allowing consumers to feel less guilty about the 70 billion soft-plastic items they consumed each year, largely in the form of chip and confectionery packets (there’s no evidence for this, but it feels correct). REDcycle’s operations abruptly ended in 2022, however, after it became clear that its approach to handling the waste had changed to not recycling it, but instead storing 11,000 tonnes of soft plastics in 44 locations around the country.

This was a great shame, as putting a REDcycle logo on the vast array of soft plastics available in supermarkets had proven to be an effective way of reassuring consumers that the products they were purchasing were theoretically recyclable, even if they never actually bothered to do so. These logos also helped manufacturers pretend they were taking the environmental impact of their products seriously, without needing to improve their manufacturing processes in any way.

The company’s founder, Liz Kasell, told the ABC that she had always believed the vast stockpiles of soft plastic her company accumulated would eventually be recycled. In a broader sense, that will still happen — for example, the 5200 tonnes of REDcycle plastics that the NSW Environmental Protection Agency deemed a fire risk, and consequently ordered REDcycle’s partners Coles and Woolworths to dump into landfill, will break down in about 500 years.

REDcycle did originally recycle the plastics it collected, but a fire destroyed the one ‘Close the Gap’ plant that had been transforming the waste into a binding agent for asphalt, which left the gap distinctly unclosed. At the time of writing, there is still no mass-scale soft-plastics recycling solution for Australian consumers, and neither Coles nor Woolworths has yet recycled any of the more than $1 billion in profit they each made in 2023 into opening one.

RIEU, ANDRÉ — the result of an experiment whereby a Dutch violinist was given prodigious playing abilities, remarkable entrepreneurial nous, no discernible musical taste and an uncanny resemblance to the Paddle Pop Lion. Rieu founded the Johann Strauss Orchestra in 1987, bringing Strauss’ hitherto unfashionable work back into the public eye at the considerable reputational cost of his name being linked with Rieu’s. The latter served as both lead violinist (in the sense of ‘lead balloon’) and conductor of the orchestra, often doing both from memory, which displayed either considerable musical skill or a monstrous ego — most likely, both things at once.

Rieu has become renowned around the world as the violinist who brought classical music to the masses by making it considerably less classic. His forte is the Viennese waltz, which is perfect for ballroom dancing — and indeed, vigorous physical activity is the only way to remain awake during a Rieu recital.

The violinist is well-known for mass public concerts in European town squares, which both provide a spectacular vista as the sun sets, and comply with health and safety regulations which require fresh air and multiple exits for the large number of nauseated patrons.

Rieu lives in a real castle in his home town of Maastricht and, worse still, frequently talks in interviews about living in a real castle in his home town of Maastricht. ‘It’s not a big castle but it’s nice,’ he told the Sydney Morning Herald, while also complaining about how hard it was to maintain because it was made of limestone, as though somebody had forced him to live in such an ostentatious abode. He told a reporter from The Times to ‘never buy a castle’, as though it was something any journalist would ever have the income to do.

Rieu is apparently the best-selling classical musician of all time, which must profoundly irritate every other classical musician of all time. Despite his wealth and success, however, he does not provide his loyal concert patrons with free Paddle Pops.

The violinist often talks of his desire to be the first musician to play on the moon, which seems a goal that both his fans and detractors can get behind, especially if it’s a oneway ticket.

ROBODEBT — what happens when a government decides to chase any welfare recipient it thinks owes it money, tries to automate the process, and stuffs it up phenomenally badly. The scheme, first announced by the Australian government in 2015, generated automatic payment demands and posted them to what turned out to be a largely imaginary horde of welfare cheats, with deeply traumatic and what were later held to be illegal results. Many of the sums demanded seemed absurdly high when compared to the funds the beneficiaries had received — and many seemed impossible to ever repay. For example, one pensioner was sent a bill for $65,000, causing her to feel ‘sheer terror’, as she told the subsequent Royal Commission. The demand was later revised to $120 and then abandoned. Several recipients of similar notices died by suicide.

Using automated systems to hound 443,000 people, many of whom were vulnerable and socially marginalised, might have seemed needlessly cruel. But the notices were also overwhelmingly incorrect, due to a combination of negligence, incompetence and indifference. While previously such notices had been generated manually, this scheme automatically cross-checked Centrelink records with annualised ATO income data, and sent the letters without human verification. This, as anybody who has ever faced the uncertainty of the GIG ECONOMY could tell you — and as the Australian National University’s Professor Peter Whitford argued in a submission to the Royal Commission — lacked ‘basic common sense’, because ‘almost nobody’ who received welfare had stable income. If they had, they likely wouldn’t have been on welfare.

Multiple senior public servants also knew that the scheme was illegal, according to the evidence given to the Royal Commission. Arguably, such behaviour warrants at the very least a hefty penalty notice in the mail.

The politicians involved — several of whom were severely criticised by the Royal Commission — appeared in friendly media outlets, where they earned backslapping headlines such as ‘Welfare debt squad hunts for $4bn’. 2GB radio host Chris Smith interviewed one of the responsible ministers, Alan Tudge, and asked him such probing questions as ‘Are all those people with their hands in the taxpayer’s pocket in genuine need?’ and signed off with a searing ‘Keep at it, you’re doing a great job.’

In the end, very few of the debts were upheld, and the scheme ended up costing the government $1.8 billion in compensation, a situation that even a robot would recognise as ironic. The Albanese Labor government, which succeeded the three Coalition PMs who had overseen the scheme, forgave nearly 200,000 of the debts that were still under review, and formally apologised for Robodebt in August 2023.

At the time of writing, it is unclear whether any of those involved will face criminal charges over the scheme — the Royal Commission’s report contained a mysterious ‘sealed section’ which might make some recommendations on this front. (The new National Anti-Corruption Commission has declined to act, citing the criminal investigations already underway.) If a trial goes ahead, some of those responsible may also receive a government handout of three meals per day during their custodial sentences.

ROCK FISHING — a method of fishing which adds the prospect of a sudden, violent death to what is notionally a tranquil recreational activity, making it the most exciting version of a sport that otherwise involves sitting around and waiting.
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Participants dangle a rod into the ocean while perched on potentially slippery rock platforms, meaning that they are at risk of falling either onto sharp rocks or into the churning water below. There’s also a non-trivial chance of being swept away by a freak wave.

Rock fishing kills about a dozen people each year, making it Australia’s most dangerous sport, but despite this, it’s estimated that more than a million people participate in it annually. It can be considered the fairest version of the sport, as unlike safer forms of fishing, rock fishing sometimes allows the fish to eat the rock fishers.

ROGAN, JOE — the world’s most popular and best-paid podcaster, Rogan has leveraged his profile as an expert UFC fighting commentator to also comment at incredible length about other areas in which he has no expertise, such as vaccine efficacy. Rogan, who is also a comedian, produces a truly vast quantity of podcast material, usually several hours each day, which is admittedly easier to do when you don’t generally research or fact-check much of what you’re saying.

High-profile figures such as Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson, Robert Downey Jr and Elon Musk have travelled to his studio-cum-man-cave to chat, plug their work and, in Musk’s case, smoke marijuana — an incident that led to a significant decline in TESLA’s share price and a long series of drug tests mandated by NASA as a condition of SpaceX’s contracts with it. As a result, the ‘Joe Rogan Experience’ cost Musk’s company even more than Rogan is paid.

Rogan’s tendency to use the n-word and other racist epithets, belittle trans people and interview alt-right figures like the Proud Boys have not hurt his popularity with his audience — indeed, his fans love him for his willingness to ‘say what everyone is thinking’, by which they mean the awful thing that they’re thinking, but understand is probably not in their self-interest to say out loud. Still, in a nation of hundreds of millions of people who are only too happy to give their uninformed opinions at every opportunity, Rogan’s uninformed voice is certainly among the loudest.

ROOM, THE — the most virtuosically terrible movie of all time, written by, directed by, produced by and starring Tommy Wiseau, a man whose drive and self-belief are so overwhelming as to be genuinely inspirational, despite his demonstrable lack of ability in any of these roles. The Room is the tale of one man’s dream of finding fame in Hollywood coming true, admittedly at the price of the world thinking him hilariously terrible.

The plot — to the extent that the random assemblance of disjointed scenes can be summarised coherently — revolves around Wiseau’s character, Johnny, whose ‘future wife’ Lisa loses interest in him — frankly, understandably — and seduces Johnny’s very good-looking best friend, Mark. Johnny finds out, and having also failed to win a promotion at his bank, he decides to kill himself with the GUN that happens to be present in every American home.

Plot points are raised and abandoned, the set is inexplicably filled with arty photos of spoons, characters incessantly throw footballs to one another across comically short distances, and the sex scene is so cringe-inducing that it’s likely to ruin intercourse for viewers for a considerable time afterwards. In fact, the female lead, Juliette Danielle, found the experience of filming it so troubling that she refused to film a second sex scene, so Wiseau simply replayed footage of the first one.

Throughout, no character speaks or acts in a manner that resembles normal human behaviour — the script is what might result from asking a beta version of ChatGPT to generate a Tennessee Williams plot, then translate the results into broken Lithuanian, and then back into a pastiche of English. Characters say things like ‘Leave your stupid comments in your pocket’ and, in the climactic scene, ‘You, you’re just a chicken. Chip-chip-chip-chip-cheep-cheep.’

On the movie’s release in 2003, Wiseau’s strategy for promoting it was to pay for a billboard above Hollywood Boulevard featuring a black-and-white photograph of himself looking confused, sleepy or drunk — it’s unclear which. The billboard had his mobile number on it, and people who called it out of curiosity — including actor Seth Rogen — got through to Wiseau himself. The billboard stayed up for five years, at an estimated cost of US $300,000, which Wiseau had raised along with the money to make the film by running a successful clothing import business.

The Room was described by The Telegraph as ‘the Citizen Kane of bad films’, but Wiseau persisted. When he realised people enjoyed watching the film at late-night sessions and throwing spoons at the screen, he booked them all over the world and turned up to receive ironic plaudits, then redid the marketing to call it a ‘quirky new black comedy — it’s a riot!’

The most surprising thing about The Room, however, is that it spawned a fascinating and quite moving book by Wiseau’s co-star Greg Sestero, explaining the origins of the movie and their genuine friendship. This book, The Disaster Artist, was adapted into a movie of the same name, directed by and starring James Franco, as well as his brother Dave. Rogen, who had prank called Wiseau all those years ago, played the film’s disgruntled cinematographer, who ended up effectively directing much of the movie.

Perhaps most astonishingly of all, it won director Franco a Golden Globe in 2018 for his portrayal of Tommy — who came on stage and tried to grab the microphone during Franco’s acceptance speech. Franco managed to fend him off, with the unfortunate result that Wiseau kept his stupid comments in his pocket.
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SANTA CLAUS — a jolly gentleman who circumnavigates the globe from his base in the North Pole each Christmas Eve, delivering presents to those boys and girls whom he has deemed worthy of being on his ‘nice list’. It is fortunate that he definitely exists, because were he merely a mythical figure, he would be an extremely destructive one. Not only would he deprive hardworking parents of credit for the presents they put considerable thought, effort and expense into obtaining for their children, but he would also teach children some fairly problematic lessons. For one thing, children would be led to believe that it’s socially acceptable to be offered presents by a much older man in return for sitting on his lap. Santa not existing would also lead to the widespread wastage of milk that had been left out overnight for him, and cookies which would be discarded after a single bite had been taken from them.
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But also, were Santa not real, his story would teach children that their every action is watched and recorded by an all-seeing figure in the North Pole, who, chillingly, sees when they are sleeping and knows when they’re awake, in the words of the beloved Christmas song ‘Santa Claus Is Coming To Town’ — which might be perceived as a significant violation of privacy, if not an outright threat.

Life in Santa’s Yuletide panopticon could seem like the juvenile equivalent of life under the Stasi in Communist East Germany, or even George Orwell’s 1984, with Santa as Big Brother, surveilling everybody through telescreens and a ubiquitous network of informants that make it impossible to trust another human being.

Nowadays, however, Santa’s virtual Eye of Sauron is probably a useful preparation for a life spent in the clutches of surveillance capitalism. Santa is certainly a more benign all-knowing overlord than Mark Zuckerberg — and, unlike leading tech companies, he compensates his end users with presents in return for their personal data.

But even more chillingly, were Santa not real, it would be troubling to reflect that his modern image was largely created by the COCA-COLA Company. As it says on its corporate website, ‘in 1931, Coca-Cola commissioned illustrator Haddon Sundblom to paint Santa for Christmas advertisements. Those paintings established Santa as a warm, happy character with human features, including rosy cheeks, a white beard, twinkling eyes and laughter lines’. They don’t mention that he’s also dressed in Coca-Cola’s corporate colours of red and white, as befits a festive brand ambassador. It’s lucky that Santa does in fact dress like this in real life, because otherwise, every image of him shared at Christmastime would serve as subliminal marketing for a brand of caffeinated, acidic, sugar-water.

It should be noted that observations like these might place the author on the ‘naughty list’, were he not to remind his readers not to worry, because Santa does really exist. Merry Christmas!

SATANISM — the worship of Satan, the devil, an evil being who tempts humans into sin. In other words, Satanism involves worshipping the Biblical version of Voldemort, which makes it seem likely that he’ll be defeated at the end of the last movie because he is, by definition, weaker than God. This approach is a bit like believing that the burgers are better at Hungry Jack’s, but then eating exclusively at McDonald’s.

But most Satanists claim that rather than following Team Bad Guy, they are either worshipping some abstract avatar of nature, or are rationalists who don’t actually worship any supernatural being. Both are taking advantage of the notoriety associated with worshipping the evil horned guy to publicise a much more boring cause. The Mother Nature crew should perhaps stick to advocating lentil and KOMBUCHA consumption, instead of claiming to be the willing servants of evil incarnate.

More perplexing still are the atheist Satanists who don’t have the slightest interest in the demon guy, or evil itself. The concept of someone getting involved with an institution that calls itself the Satanic Temple because they believe that all religion is silly is a bit like supporting Collingwood as a way of demonstrating that all barracking is a waste of time. That said, it’s a better reason for supporting the Magpies than genuinely liking them.

A recent publicity stunt by the Satanic Temple in the United States saw them advertising an after-school care programme called the After School Satan Club — tagline ‘Educatin’ with Satan’ — which was met with a predictable degree of moral panic. It became apparent in their marketing materials, however, that there would be no discussion of Satan whatsoever, and that instead what would be offered was a regular, responsible, secular out-of-school care experience, as a means of protesting religious-based after-school care in public schools. The programme information specifically states that they are ‘not interested in converting children to Satanism … we prefer to give children an appreciation of the natural wonders surrounding them, not a fear of everlasting other-worldly horrors.’ This must’ve been enormously disappointing for any old-school Satanists who would have been wanting their kiddies to learn how to draw pentacles and curse their enemies to perpetual damnation.

It seems, then, that Satan’s most public advocates are, in essence, imposters. Perhaps God’s ultimate punishment for the fallen angel Lucifer is leaving him with a tribe of really lame followers, who don’t sacrifice goats, drink blood or even cavort naked in a graveyard every full moon. The main threat to the public posed by modern Satanists seems to be trapping people in boring conversations about how they interpret Satanism so it isn’t really about Satan.

SCIENTOLOGY — a set of beliefs originated by science fiction author L. Ron Hubbard in his 1950 book Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health, which has been classified as a religion for tax purposes. Though the word ‘Church’ is defined by most dictionaries as a building for Christian worship, the first ‘Church of Scientology’ opened in 1954, a few years after Hubbard began the ‘Hubbard Association of Scientologists International’, or HASI. A few years later, Hubbard wrote to the manager of this organisation and asked her to look into the ‘religion angle’; she resigned, but Hubbard went ahead with the rebranding anyway. Curiously, Dianetics had previously been pitched as a scientific project rather than a religious one — but laboratories tend to receive fewer tax exemptions than churches.

To believe Scientology contains the true secrets of the universe is to believe that a highly accomplished and prolific author of speculative science fiction stories subsequently developed an unprecedented understanding of the inner workings of the human mind. Reportedly, Scientologists are also asked to believe that Hubbard made a remarkable discovery about an incident that happened on Earth 75 million years ago. However, Hubbard warned his followers that if they heard the story without having gone through sufficient courses to make the ‘OT III’ level, they would get sick and die.

OT III can cost more than US$100,000, so readers should only read on if you have either passed the OT III level of Scientology or are willing to risk dying. After all, Hubbard claimed he was probably the only person to discover this truth in 75,000,000 years.

A second and final warning: Hubbard wrote that this information, known as the R6 implant, is ‘calculated to kill (by pneumonia etc.) anyone who attempts to solve it’. Neither the publisher, the retailer or especially the author will be responsible for anybody dying because of the highly sensitive information contained in the next paragraphs (which has also been retold in the ‘Trapped In The Closet’ episode of South Park, captioned ‘THIS IS WHAT SCIENTOLOGISTS ACTUALLY BELIEVE’).

Okay then, here goes, for those brave, or foolish, enough to read on:

L. Ron Hubbard discovered that 75 million years ago, an alien called Xenu came to the Thanos-like conclusion that the Galactic Confederacy of 76 planets which he ruled was overpopulated, so he kidnapped billions of his own citizens, froze their bodies and stashed them on space planes with a spooky resemblance to DC-8s. They were flown to Earth, then known as Teegeeack. Xenu dropped the frozen bodies in and around active volcanoes, and then dropped hydrogen bombs into them to cause eruptions, which killed all the frozen aliens. Their ‘thetans’, or immortal souls, were then captured with a kind of spiritual flypaper, taken to a giant 3D cinema (possibly IMAX, it’s not clear) and then forced to spend 36 days watching a movie. Xenu had packed this with ‘misleading’ information on topics such as God, Jesus and the Devil, which the thetans took to be real.

After the worst film festival ever, the poor confused thetans’ spirits floated around, looking for living humans to cling to. In this way these ‘body thetans’ then passed the incorrect beliefs learned during Xenu’s movie marathon to every human alive, harming us and holding us back.

Fortunately, spending considerable time and money on Scientology services allows the believer/customer to become ‘Clear’ — that is, detoxed from thetan misinformation and free to believe lots of completely true things, such as the story of Xenu. As for Xenu, he was overthrown by the ‘Loyal Officers’ and imprisoned in a mountaintop prison, behind a door locked by an ‘eternal battery’ — and is still alive today. It’s a shame that this eternal battery technology wasn’t shared with anyone else on Earth — it could have prevented a lot of carbon emissions.

So, now you know the truth — albeit at the tragic cost of death by pneumonia. On the bright side, you didn’t have to sacrifice any of your life savings for the OT III course that teaches it. On the not-so-bright side, you’d better make a will.

SEAFOOD EXTENDER — the aquatic version of hot dog meat. Also known as surimi, its Japanese name, which seems to be widely used in the West so that manufacturers can remain as vague as possible about its contents. This seems a better option than calling them crab sticks, as they’re called in some regions, especially since they’re manufactured to resemble, and yet do not contain, crab.

Instead, the main ingredient is pulverised cheap white fish, to which starch, egg white, water and seasoning are added. The exteriors are often coloured orange or red to give a vaguely crab-esque appearance — making it resemble the shell of a crab, which nobody would ever eat.

A similar paste is used to make fish balls, which often feature in noodle soups. In some countries, these used to be made with borax, which was as unwise as it sounds, given that the chemical can also be used in pesticides and pottery glazes. Indeed, the idea of eating borax makes ‘seafood extender’ sound positively nutritious.

SELF-SERVICE CHECKOUTS — terminals that supermarkets use to save money on labour by forcing their customers to scan and pack their groceries themselves, thus allowing their customers the chance to enjoy a much slower experience while being surveilled by multiple cameras and treated as potential thieves. One common response to this is to deliberately make scanning errors in order to compensate oneself for a job which used to be performed by the supermarkets; another is blatant shoplifting, which has risen significantly since self-service checkouts were introduced.

In return for doing the job that was previously done rapidly and expertly by checkout attendants, supermarket customers are compensated by getting to pay the same exorbitant prices they’d pay at the minuscule selection of checkouts still staffed by a bored teenager who’s totally quitting as soon as they’ve saved up enough money for a professional-standard ring light to kick off their career as an INFLUENCER.

Some retailers, such as Boots in the UK and Walmart in the US, have recently announced plans to cancel self-service checkouts, which means that Australia’s supermarkets will implement a much worse version of these plans in three to five years. By this time, other supermarkets will have implemented a system where you just walk out with your groceries and your credit card gets automatically charged — indeed, AMAZON rolled out such a service in the US, as part of its mission to conduct intrusive surveillance on its customers 24/7 in return for an illusory promise of convenience.

It was later revealed, however, that rather than just using AI or some kind of scanner, Amazon’s system also relied on filming customers and having workers in developing countries laboriously tally up their purchases based on reviewing the footage. In other words, Amazon managed to develop an even more tedious and manual system than self-serve checkouts. It subsequently cancelled the service, presumably rendering many of its employees unable to buy groceries themselves.

SELFIE — a photo featuring the photographer — that is, just about every photograph taken nowadays. It is broadly accepted that a photo has no value unless it’s shared on social media, and that there’s no point sharing a photo on social media unless it features you, awkwardly squeezed into the picture at a weird angle because you had to hold your own phone while you were taking it.

The world’s most famous selfie was taken at the 2014 Oscars by host Ellen DeGeneres. It was retweeted 2.7 million times, its popularity helped enormously by the many A-list film stars in it, and the fact that it didn’t feature Ellen dancing. It also serves as a relic of a bygone era when Hollywood stars were willing to be in the same photo as Kevin Spacey.

A study from 2015 revealed that women aged 16 to 25 were spending an average of 48 minutes a day — or more than five hours a week — taking and editing selfies. The study also found, unsurprisingly, that a person’s self-esteem was impacted by the number of ‘likes’ a photo got, and that the results could have devastatingly negative effects on body confidence. Most of these hours were apparently spent on staging and editing the photographs, making them as unrealistic as possible, which of course also maximised their impact on others’ self-esteem.

Nowadays, of course, Instagram and Facebook aren’t as popular as they used to be, which might reassure those who were concerned about the detrimental impact of selfies — except that they’ve been replaced by TIKTOK, which involves short-form video content that takes even more time to produce, and similarly functions on the basis of likes as a proxy for popularity.

The term ‘selfie’ was apparently coined in Australia, which resolves the question of whether Australians should still feel any of their traditional cultural cringe in the affirmative.

SELFIE STICKS — devices that allow users to take a more distant photo of oneself than is possible by holding a mobile phone in an outstretched hand. Selfie sticks are the literal and conceptual extension of the now universal human tendency to ruin enjoyment of any landscape or point of interest by taking a photograph of oneself in front of it. This is particularly egregious at sites of great natural beauty, where the sticks block the views of, for instance, Uluru for everybody else.
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Selfie sticks are also a heinous crime when used at concerts, which are already largely ruined these days by people holding up their cameras to record shaky videos with muffled sound which they will never watch.

It is likely, however, that future mobile phones will make the selfie stick obsolete, using AI to insert an artificial, perfectly lit photo of their owners in front of whatever subject matter they desire. Soon, it won’t be necessary to visit a given landmark to be able to post a photo of oneself in front of it. While in one sense this is quite chilling, it does at least mean that anyone who bothers to visit an interesting place will no longer have to have their view of it obscured by selfish selfie sticks.

SHARKNADO — a movie which attempted to answer two questions that nobody wanted answered. The first: what would happen if a waterspout (that is, a tornado over the ocean) transported hundreds of hungry sharks into downtown Los Angeles? And the second: what would happen if Tara Reid, the briefly famous actress from American Pie, and Ian Ziering, the fifth most famous star from Beverly Hills 90210, were in a movie together?

The first question had as its answer ‘a highly implausible disaster, given the unlikeliness of the sharks being able to eat humans before becoming asphyxiated’, while the second was ‘an even more implausible success’, as the movie became a viral sensation.

The initial Sharknado movie took its own absurd premise relatively seriously, although it ignored the fact that most of California is so drought-ridden that a huge storm dumping gallons of water across Los Angeles would be welcome, even if it contained a large number of ravenous sharks.

Among its most famous scenes, Sharknado featured an attempt to kill the sharks by throwing bombs into the shark-filled tornados, and a climactic scene where Ian Ziering rescues another character by jumping into the open mouth of the shark that had just eaten her and cutting them both out with a chainsaw.

The film is disturbing to watch, however, with most viewers shocked by just how dubious computer-generated special effects could look in a feature film made for a mere US $2 million. The sheer cheapness of the graphics is one of the main reasons why the movie gained a cult following, scoring 75 per cent on the movie review site Rotten Tomatoes.

The filmmakers mistook the ironic fondness for Sharknado as enthusiasm for more Sharknado, and made five sequels — Sharknado 2: The Second One, Sharknado 3: Oh Hell No!, Sharknado 4: The 4th Awakens, Sharknado 5: Global Swarming, and The Last Sharknado: It’s About Time, the name of which is the only truly relatable element in the series.

There were also several spin-offs, including Sharknado: Heart of Sharkness, a mockumentary about the making of Sharknado based on the premise that the filmmaker foolishly tried to make the movie with real sharks, as well as Lavalantula — featuring giant, fire-breathing tarantulas unleashed by a volcanic eruption, obviously — and its sequel, 2 Lava 2 Lantula!

Sharknado was re-released in 2023, in a tenth anniversary edition which promised ‘More Sharks’ and ‘More ’Nado’. This version boasted significantly enhanced computer graphics, which implies that even after 10 years and so many sequels, the filmmakers still didn’t understand why people enjoyed watching their original movie.

SHOEY — the practice of drinking from a shoe, generally one that has been used and which retains a distinct patina of foot sweat. Though shoeys are objectively disgusting, the practice of crowds pressuring high-profile visitors to Australia to drink them under the guise of respecting an ‘Australian tradition’ is highly admirable. Post Malone, Stormzy, Lizzo, Kasey Musgraves and Harry Styles have all done shoeys while touring Australia, while Kylie did hers at the Brit Awards in London, which somehow feels even more Australian.

Perhaps the best-known shoey advocate, F1 driver Daniel Ricciardo, even managed to convince actors Gerard Butler and Sir Patrick Stewart to do one alongside him on the podium — although the latter feels like a Shakespearean tragedy.

SKATEBOARDS — portable platforms with wheels that make it possible for users to get from one place to another rapidly and unsafely, often while performing tricks that tend to catapult them into hard surfaces at high speed. Public squares and plazas are often full of skateboarders whose antics frequently scare and annoy pedestrians, who tend to experience immediate schadenfreude when the skater subsequently injures themselves.

[image: A simple line drawing of a skateboard.]

Some local councils have attempted to dissuade skateboarders from taking over other public spaces by building dedicated skate parks. This is a much better arrangement, as it allows skaters to get injured on custom-designed ramps and obstacles, instead of on rails and ramps not designed for the purpose. Skate parks also increase the chance of a sympathetic fellow skater calling an ambulance — and indeed, most ambulance drivers would likely have the addresses of nearby skate parks saved in their GPS favourites.

SLAP BASS — a method of playing the bass guitar percussively, using the edge of the thumb, that ruins any piece of music that features it. Slap bass is a common means for skilled bassists like Flea from the Red Hot Chili Peppers to demonstrate their virtuosity on an instrument that’s supposed to sit subtly in the background.

Damningly for the genre, the world’s most famous slap bass line, the Seinfeld theme, was in fact played on a keyboard rather than a bass guitar. It’s well known that as the show evolved, the stand-up comedy clips that used to punctuate it were gradually dropped, but it’s not as commonly known that this was done purely to reduce the amount of irritating slap bass in each episode.

SLEEPY GIRL MOCKTAIL — take half a cup of tart cherry juice, add prebiotic soda or soda water and some magnesium, and you’ve got 2024’s most popular viral drink. The concoction, which is allegedly massive on TikTok, is claimed to help with sleep: tart cherry juice contains melatonin, the body’s sleep regulation hormone, while magnesium is supposed to reduce stress and promote natural melatonin production. However, when the New York Times asked experts about its effectiveness, one nutritionist pointed out that 100 grams of tart cherry juice contained ‘around 0.01% of a milligram of melatonin’, while another study raised doubts on whether magnesium genuinely helps with sleep.

Experts interviewed by both the Times and CNN noted that having a ritual of making yourself the same non-alcoholic drink at the same time each night could train your body to wind down and get ready for sleep. This is especially effective if you do it without looking at a screen and, more specifically, without filming yourself for TIKTOK. However, it should work just as well with a drink that doesn’t contain tart cherries or metal.

The same experts also pointed out that some formulations of magnesium can upset the stomach, which would make the resulting concoction more of a poopy girl mocktail.

SMART HOME TECHNOLOGY — a broad range of supposedly interconnected devices that claim they allow the remote control and automation of common household items such as lights, speakers, security cameras, doorbells, thermostats, garage-door openers and power points. Many of these are referred to as ‘Internet of Things’ or ‘IoT’ devices – this presumably evolved from ‘Internet thingummy’, which would have been a more fittingly incoherent name.

While it’s commonly assumed that the word ‘smart’ denotes a degree of intelligence, anyone attempting to set up and use these systems will soon realise that these devices smart in that they cause pain. This agony comes in many forms, from setup to everyday usage, then upon trying to programme them to act autonomously, and then when giving up and attempting to remove them.

Setup generally involves an extremely complex process of connecting the devices to a Wi-Fi network using either your phone’s BLUETOOTH connection or the device’s own temporary Wi-Fi connection, after which it will successfully connect to your home network precisely once, before doing so only intermittently thereafter.

All of this is rendered even more complicated by the many incompatible ecosystems, such as Google Home, Amazon Alexa, Apple’s HomeKit, Samsung’s SmartThings, Philips’ Hue and countless other even harder-to-use proprietary systems. For many years these have been entirely incompatible with each other, and while recently a system called Matter has promised a common platform, it will likely render many existing devices obsolete.

Furthermore, even devices that supposedly use the same existing standard, and are all from the same manufacturer, are capable of not talking to one another in practice. This is why the author removed most of the expensive ‘smart’ bulbs from his house and replaced them with dumb ones that don’t have Wi-Fi, but do reliably supply light.

Smart home technology will likely work reliably in about the year 2065, at which point we’ll be using it to manage the air conditioning we can never leave because five minutes in the extreme heat and deadly UV rays will kill us. That is, if smart home technology doesn’t go rogue first and take out the whole of humanity in a series of fatal garage-door incidents.

SMART SPEAKERS — devices for playing audio content that contain far-field microphones so they can hear your voice from across the room and perform commands using speech recognition — or in other words, to monitor everything you ever say or do.

Though the companies selling them claim they’re not eavesdropping on their customers and analysing recordings of everything they say for heinous purposes, prominent manufacturers such as Google and Amazon earn much of their income by building complex profiles of their users which they use to sell targeted ads or other products to third-party clients. They’ve shown flagrant disregard for their customers’ privacy in the past, so it’s far from clear that consumers can trust them with something so literally out of the pages of George Orwell’s 1984 as microphones listening into everything we say in our homes.

‘Siri’ and ‘Alexa’ are also common names in some parts of the world, which must be infuriating for anyone with those names. No doubt they’ll soon become extinct, in much the same manner as our privacy.

It is yet to be determined why anybody would need a speaker listening in on them when everyone has their phones within reach during every waking and sleeping moment, and those same phones listen out for the same voice commands.

SOCIAL MEDIA — content networks whose millions of highly engaged users work for free to produce content and, in return, earn the companies that own the platforms billions of dollars in ad revenue by enabling themselves to be targeted for personalised marketing. Never in human history have so many people worked so hard to make other people billionaires, except perhaps the devoted, deluded audience of Keeping Up With The Kardashians.

Fed by the fundamental human desire for contact with our friends and families, blended with a heady serve of self-absorption and narcissism, most users originally joined because everyone else they knew seemed to be signing up, and they didn’t want to miss out. Ultimately the novelty wore off, as the content on the networks largely attested to the extreme dullness of most people’s lives, expressed through constant posts of children, holidays and food — often simultaneously. As time went by, users began to realise they had no other method of contacting most of the people they’d ever met, and so resigned themselves to staying on sites like Facebook for life.

Writer Cory Doctorow has studied how social networks and other technology platforms get progressively worse as they age, because they are ‘good to their users’ to get them to join, then neglect and exploit them to deliver value to their business customers. Finally, they abuse those customers in order to ‘claw back all the value for themselves’, after which they die. He calls this ‘enshittification’, aptly summarising the increasingly faecal nature of the user experience.

Twitter is an exception to this model, which at least assumes a degree of rational self-interest by the networks’ managers, instead of the platform being bought by a rogue billionaire who cares only about sharing lame memes and tweaking the algorithm to make sure everyone has to see his tweets. The results are, obviously, even more enshittified.

SOCIAL MEDIA MANAGERS — dead-eyed millennials and Zoomers who spend their entire workdays working within a medium which is frustrating and debilitating even as a hobby. Their job is to try to insert their employer into whatever memes are circulating, while trying to be as hip and of-the-moment as possible without bringing their employer into disrepute — a fundamentally impossible task.

Even when done well, shoehorning a brand like Dorito’s or Pepsi into something as spontaneous and fun as a viral meme feels kludgy and inappropriate — like a teacher butting into a cheeky schoolyard game, or Kevin Rudd playing handball. Even worse are the posts that don’t even try to hook onto a meme, but instead try to generate organic excitement for something inherently dull, like a shopping centre or a consumer product. But the saddest of all is when two brands talk to one another in a jaunty manner that entirely fails to hide the desperation of the social media managers who know they’ll be facing unemployment if they can’t generate a spike in the metrics in the next 24 hours.

Having said this, the author would like to praise the social media managers who work for this book’s publishers, along with the other social media managers he’s worked with, all of whom are the exception that proves the rule. This isn’t about you, don’t @ me.

SOPRANO SAXOPHONE — like an alto or tenor saxophone, yet somehow dreadful, the smallest member of the saxophone family is the means by which the modern equivalent of the Pied Piper, Kenny G, has brainwashed the masses into buying more than 75 million of his records. Fortunately, unlike Hamelin’s Piper, G has tended to victimise the elderly rather than spiriting children away.

Those brave enough to sample G’s work should watch his video for ‘Songbird’, which closely resembles a karaoke video and features G playing his trademark virtuosic yet heinous saxophone licks by the ocean, in front of a brick wall, and wearing the most inadvertently hilarious suspenders seen anywhere outside the opening titles of Friends. The video has had 24 million views on YouTube, at least 23 million of which are surely ironic.

The soprano saxophone is the perfect instrument for G, as its shape is not curved like the alto, tenor and baritone sax, and nobody in the history of recorded music is straighter than Kenny G.

SPLAYDS — a combination knife, fork and spoon that combines elements of each utensil and yet is far less satisfying to use than any one of them, the Splayd is the culinary proof of the maxim ‘jack of all trades, master of none’. Invented in Sydney in the 1940s, and part of the reason Australia is not globally renowned for innovation or engineering, the Splayd held the title of Australia’s most pointless invention until the development of the SHOEY.

STARBUCKS — the world’s largest chain of coffee shops, founded in Seattle in 1971 and spreading to 35,000 outlets across the world by late 2022. (Some call their outlets ‘coffee houses’, but apparently Starbucks frowns on people sleeping in them.)

[image: A black and white illustration of a takeaway coffee cup with a lid.]

The company can take credit for bringing espresso coffee to much of the developed world, assisted enormously by much of the developed world not understanding how espresso coffee is supposed to taste. It serves millions of cups of overpriced, unpleasantly bitter coffee every day to those unfortunate consumers around the world who don’t have access to proper Italian or its close descendent, Australian coffee — the latter style having proven influential with the spread of the flat white across the UK, US and Japan in recent years. (New Zealand also claims the flat white, along with the pavlova and Crowded House, but let’s face it, New Zealand is more or less the seventh state of Australia.) It’s no coincidence that there are only a handful of Starbucks in either Italy or Australia, and in the latter market, Starbucks has closed many outlets and largely serves Frappuccinos, a beverage which has almost nothing in common with either frappés or cappuccinos.

The chain’s one concession to decency in recent years has been to drop the word ‘Coffee’ from its name, although this may have been done to avoid lawsuits over whether the cups of potable misery it serves can be sold under that moniker.

SUPERDRY — a brand that purports to sell authentic Japanese streetwear, right down to the use of Japanese characters and its name that resembles other brands translated slightly awkwardly from Japanese, like Pocari Sweat. The brand in fact comes from Cheltenham in the UK, and its name is suspiciously similar to Asahi Super Dry beer, which actually comes from Japan and whose name makes sense.

Making less sense, however, are the Japanese characters that accompany Superdry’s logo, which apparently can be literally translated as ‘Maximum Dry (Do)’, depending on which snooty Japanese speaker’s blog post mocking Superdry you read. Other characters on their products supposedly translate as ‘sun class company’, ‘membership card’, and ‘car lubrication’.

It is revealing that Superdry has no stores in Japan, given the country’s general love of street fashion. However, visitors to Japan will note that many everyday items like t-shirts and consumer goods proudly sport somewhat garbled English text. Superdry is, at least, returning the favour.
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TESLA — the world’s most prominent and successful electric car company, named for the inventor and engineer Nikolai Tesla. He was a visionary pioneer in the field of electricity, developing alternating current, but died penniless after years spent promising speculative and unproven developments such as wireless power generation, an engine that ran on ‘cosmic rays’ and a lethal energy weapon that became known as a ‘death ray’. Though the Tesla company was named after the inventor because of his association with electricity, it, like its namesake, has also become known for making bold, speculative claims about advanced technologies like self-driving cars, and also nearly went bankrupt on a number of occasions. Unlike Nikolai Tesla’s hypothetical ray, however, problems with its vehicles have resulted in quite a few actual deaths.

The company’s CEO, biggest investor and arguably biggest liability, Elon Musk first revealed his now well-known combination of bold, visionary, erratic and puerile business decision-making during his stewardship of this company. Its Model 3 is the world’s most popular electric car, but was named by Musk so that when it was listed alongside the Model S, X and Y, the company’s range would spell ‘S3XY’. Um, how cool?

Along with many groundbreaking features, Tesla’s cars can play loud farting sounds through an external speaker — the feature is known as ‘emissions testing mode’, which is hilarious if you’re a genius billionaire with the emotional maturity of an eight-year-old boy, like the company’s CEO.

Tesla also produces solar panels and roof tiles for domestic use, along with wall-mounted storage batteries. Musk has not yet managed to work adolescent humour into these products, but once he has finished destroying Twitter, this will no doubt become his top priority.

The company has been criticised for its long-standing habit of selling a ‘Full Self-Driving’ upgrade to its owners for an extra $10,100, but after many years, it still doesn’t offer anything like ‘full’ self-driving. At best, it can navigate and change lanes on a freeway — though not legally in Australia — as well as parking itself and getting out of a parking spot.

At the time of writing, ‘full self-driving mode’ had just been blamed for an eight-car pile-up in California after the car braked unexpectedly, leading to nine people receiving minor injuries. A US government report released in April 2024 held the company’s Autopilot system responsible for at least 13 fatal crashes after drivers misused it in ways that the company should have foreseen and prevented. In at least half of the 109 crashes studied, the system had at least five seconds’ notice, which, had it notified the driver, should have been enough for them to manually avoid the collision. In 2024, Tesla also recalled 1.2 million cars from China due to a problem with Autopilot. It’s not known whether anyone whose car was involved in these deaths got their $10,100 refunded.

Though its cars remain wildly popular, owning one is clearly quite an unpredictable ride, whether customers let it drive them or not. LexisNexis insurance analysts have found that American EV drivers, most of whom drive Teslas, crash more often than drivers of petrol cars. Whereas Nikola Tesla died from injuries caused when he was struck by a taxi — unfortunately, his namesake company’s autonomous driving technology continues to produce similar results, making the association all too apt.

THUMBS UP — a reaction available on messaging platforms such as iMessage, WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger. Replying with a thumbs-up to somebody’s message means ‘I have read this, broadly concur, and absolutely cannot be arsed writing even one or two words in reply’. As such, it can be perceived as passive-aggressive, or even quite rude — apparently some Zoomers demanded on Reddit that it be abandoned en masse, to which older people couldn’t resist replying [image: ].

[image: Drawing of a hand giving a thumbs-up gesture.]

A court case has recently found that using an emoji can constitute threatening behaviour, harassment and defamation, and apparently the defence that an accused was just[image: Smiling clown face emoji.]ing around received a firm [image: ] from the [image: A neutral face emoji beside a balance scale emoji.].

TIES — expensive and elaborate pieces of silk, wool or, increasingly, polyester that men who wear business suits tie around their necks so that at least one part of their outfit doesn’t look dull. In return for livening up their appearance, there is an unspoken pact in the corporate world that nobody will ever point out how ridiculous men look with a long, thin garment dangling from their neck like some kind of front tail or a comically protruding tongue.

Neckties are also impossible to tie so that the smaller back piece doesn’t protrude in front of the front, an issue that Donald Trump usually solves by sticky-taping them together. It is one of his least bad ideas, though admittedly still an objectively awful one.

In recent years, ties have slowly gone out of fashion in the workplace, with open-necked shirts becoming more popular, meaning that the tie may finally be on the way out. This is a development which would have no negative impacts whatsoever, especially for the silkworms that are boiled or steamed alive once they’ve built the cocoons that are used in silk production — a single necktie requires the sacrifice of approximately 125 silkworms. This has been criticised on the grounds of animal cruelty, especially when the cocoons are used to make novelty ties with cartoon characters on them — a tie featuring, for instance, Hagar on it is horrible in multiple respects.

[image: Three hand-drawn neckties: the first with diagonal stripes, the second with a diamond pattern, and the third with a plaid design.]

Fewer silkworms need to be boiled or steamed to make bow ties, which also have the advantage of not dangling down and getting in the way. They can also be bought pretied so that the wearer doesn’t have to acquire the skill of tying them — and are often made of polyester. Bow ties can also be made to spin amusingly with the addition of a battery, making the wearer appear like the star of a 1980s comedy movie.

TIKTOK — a wildly popular social video site that actively shortens its users’ attention spans

TIKTOK — psychologists say it’s addictive, esp for young people, as the algorithm learns what users like and gives them more of it

TIKTOK — there are concerns about TikTok violating users’ privacy and being owned by a corporation with close ties to the Chinese Communist Party but

TIKTOK — forget that, here’s a video of a thing that does not resemble cake, but, on cutting into it, turns out to be cake

TIKTOK — CAKE!

TIKTOK — most TikTok users would’ve scrolled down to the next entry by now.

TIME CUBE — the most ridiculous and poorly-designed website in the history of the internet, with the exception of the Daily Mail, Time Cube details the signature theory of Gene Ray, the self-described ‘wisest man on Earth’. Ray believed that all of science was wrong, and that each day is actually divided into four simultaneous 24-hour days — ‘SUN-UP’, ‘MID-DAY’, ‘SUN-DOWN’ and ‘MID-NIGHT’ — all of which occur simultaneously. He ‘proved’ this by drawing a circle with a square around it, then marking each corner as a ‘day’. He also liked to brandish paperweights which featured a sphere inside a cube, dismissing the observation that cubes have six sides rather than four.

Timecube.com was one of the first websites to go viral, thanks to its amateurish, centre-aligned design, and the incredible anger Ray displayed towards all who could not understand his Time Cube idea — that is, everybody else. Statements such as ‘Until you can tear and burn the bible to escape the EVIL ONE, it will be impossible for your educated stupid brain to know that 4 different corner harmonic 24 hour days rotate simultaneously within a single 4 quadrant rotation of a squared equator and cubed Earth’, and ‘You SnotBrains will know hell for ignoring Time Cube. I do not promote or suggest anyone killing you, but you are unfit to live on Earth’ are a mere taste of the tens of thousands of words of Ray’s apparently stream-of-consciousness writing that used to exist on timecube.com, and are now preserved only thanks to the incredible work of the Internet Archive.

Ray’s incessant boasting, deep frustration and belief that there was a global conspiracy to suppress the truth of Time Cube sit alongside many sexist, racist, homophobic and antisemitic statements — all of them the output of a deeply unwell brain, and one of the first examples of internet users coming together to laugh at people with obvious, severe mental illness. Indeed, Ray’s site occasionally acknowledged that he had been diagnosed with schizophrenia.

Sadly, even with 96 hours in each day, Ray was unable to gain much traction for his theory. Ray spoke about Time Cube at MIT and Georgia Tech — both events organised by students seeking amusement — and offered US $10,000 to anybody who could disprove his theory. Nobody took him up on it, as to disprove his theory, it would be necessary to understand it.

TRAIN SURFING — travelling on the outside of a train, a form of transport which, it must be stressed, is designed to be enjoyed on the inside.

In some parts of the world, overcrowding and poverty leads people to ride on the roof of train carriages, and this has happened since railways began. In Bangladesh, trains which usually hold up to 5000 passengers sometimes carry up to 30,000 after major religious festivals, with every viable surface on the exterior packed with people — so crowded that the drivers can barely see out the window. The practice is common in many other developing countries as well, especially in places where mass transit networks are chronically underdeveloped.

But in recent years, train surfing has been taken up for ‘fun’. The phenomenon is being fuelled by social media, with many young people — especially teenage boys — posting videos to TikTok showing them clinging to the front or rear of trains, often hanging on by the windscreen wipers or a door handle.

Unsurprisingly, train surfers tend to die when they find they’re unable to cling onto a rapidly moving train. In Australia, several people have died recently while attempting to have a friend film their train-surfing antics. Presumably the irony of wealthy Westerners mimicking an incredibly dangerous practice – driven by poverty and poor urban planning in less privileged parts of the world – for entertainment purposes is lost on anyone attending their funerals.

TRANSNISTRIA — or Transdniester or Pridnestrovia, if Transnistria feels too pronounceable. This region is the answer to the thought experiment ‘What if some parts of the USSR had survived until the present day?’ Those who do visit enter a time warp of brutalist Soviet architecture, where Lenin statues and hammer-and-sickle signage still appear around cities like Tiriapol and Bender.

Technically a part of Europe’s second-poorest country, Moldova, the area has been annexed by Russian-speaking separatists who declared it an independent Soviet Socialist Republic in 1990, and managed to hold off Moldova in the resulting civil war — with the help, unsurprisingly, of Russia, which effectively controls it today via a troop deployment. Officially, Transnistria doesn’t exist, but in reality it’s possible to visit it — even though most governments, including Australia’s, advise against doing so. No UN member states recognise Transnistria — the only places that do are other bleak ex-Soviet backwaters such as Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Consequently, Transnistrian passports can’t be used to travel anywhere else besides Russia, and their plastic Transnistrian ruble notes are also useless outside its borders.

The region is majority Russian- and Ukrainian-speaking, unlike the rest of Moldova, where most people speak Romanian. The Cyrillic alphabet is used for the Romanian language in Transnistria, while the rest of Moldova uses Latin script. It’s a confusing place.

Retro Transnistria hasn’t bothered with ‘Western’ ideas like democracy and free speech, making a strange contrast to Russia in the 1990s and 2000s. Since Putin’s 2022 postUkraine invasion crackdown, the two countries have come to bear a stronger resemblance to one another — in Transnistria, the USSR never ended, and in Russia, the president seems to be hellbent on restoring it.

Ironically, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine not only pushed Moldova, along with Ukraine, to apply to join the EU, but its candidate status allowed Moldova to enjoy tariff-free trade with the bloc — including Transnistria, as the EU still treats it as part of Moldova. During the war, Ukraine closed its borders with Transnistria, cutting the landlocked territory off from Russia — with the result that the rogue territory couldn’t easily trade with its patron state. Instead, Transnistria upped its trade with the EU. Consequently, Putin’s attempt to annexe Ukraine is pushing the Stalinist fanbois of Eastern Moldova towards the EU instead.

TRICKLE-DOWN ECONOMICS — the belief that the vast profits earned by a society’s wealthiest members can be justified because they will pass on some of their income to poorer members of society, even though in actuality the gulf between the rich and the poor increases dramatically. The image of fluid trickling downwards appropriately evokes the image of someone being urinated on.

TURDUCKEN — a chicken, stuffed into a duck, stuffed into a turkey. Any food whose name begins with those four letters has an uphill battle to seem palatable, and turducken probably tastes more bizarre than delicious. Despite this, it surely cannot taste as vile as it sounds.

[image: Roasted turkey illustration, sketched with detailed texture, showing its back and legs.]

TWENTY20 — the version of cricket for those who wish matches finished more quickly and involved more drama — in other words, for those who don’t understand cricket. Twenty20 — or T20, because even the name apparently must be truncated as much as possible — is less than three hours long, meaning that matches take much less of viewers’ and spectators’ time than the five-day tests and one-day internationals that preceded it. As a result, however, players are encouraged to slog the ball more, and getting out is not such a big deal.

The sport’s extraordinary popularity now cross-subsidises test cricket, which has largely been abandoned by audiences, but this doesn’t make T20 better than tests, in much the same way that a cheeseburger isn’t better than a degustation menu just because it’s quicker to eat and gives you an immediate sugar rush.

Having reached the surprising conclusion that T20 matches were still too long, the English Cricket Board introduced an even shorter version called The Hundred, which involves twenty five-ball overs rather than twenty standard six-ball overs. The concept was invented by chief commercial officer Sanjay Patel, who argued that the format would be simpler and easier for new audiences to understand — despite the fact the Indian Premier League, which follows a standard T20 format, is one of the world’s most popular and lucrative sporting events, recently valued at US$11 billion. Presumably Patel is now working on The Six, a fresh ‘snackable’ format where both sides face three balls each, allowing matches to win fans on TIKTOK.

TWILIGHT — a book about an immortal vampire and a werewolf who are much nicer and sexier than regular vampires and werewolves, and much less likely to kill humans, which enables them to form a love triangle with possibly the world’s dullest girl, the ridiculously named Bella Swan, while living in a tedious small town.

Of all Twilight’s crimes against Bram Stoker’s legacy, perhaps the most heinous is that Edward Cullen and his family not only are resistant to the sun but look amazing and shiny in it, which makes them less vampires and more like an undead version of the Kardashians. There’s also the notorious moment where Edward the vampire hunk breaks into Bella’s room and, rather than devouring her blood, just watches her sleep in a supposedly romantic gesture that is also technically a crime.

But even if Twilight’s romantic lead doesn’t like spreading vampirism, the novel’s success created a paranormal romance pandemic, unleashing a vast flotilla of even more poorly written knock-offs which clogged up bookshop shelves for well over a decade.

The historical figure who inspired the Dracula myth was Vlad the Impaler, a Romanian ruler who subjected his enemies to a cruel and slow death atop a wooden stake. A modern Vlad would only need to subject his victims to Twilight.
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UFO-SPOTTING — the hobby of monitoring our skies for extra-terrestrial spacecraft, which is so consistently practised by eccentric, fringe-dwelling individuals that if UFOlogists do manage to positively identify aliens in our atmosphere, it will likely be decades before anyone believes them. It’s hypothetically possible that UFO chasers have already found definitive proof of alien life, but they are being ignored and subjected to patronising ridicule, like this.

[image: Flying saucer with circular windows and a domed top, depicted in a black and white sketch style.]

In April 2020, the US government released videos of three ‘unidentified aerial phenomena’ which were largely ignored by the world — although most of the population was, admittedly, quite busy with a certain virus at the time. This did, however, greatly excite some celebrity UFO obsessives, such as former Blink-182 guitarist Tom DeLonge, who once met with Hillary Clinton’s campaign manager about the subject, and emailed him afterwards trying to get UFOs onto her agenda. It’s unclear whether this was among the emails that helped to lose Clinton the election.

Rather than a private army of eccentrics chasing tiny shreds of evidence, it’s a better idea to leave the task of searching for alien life to our scientists and militaries, who have, after all, already collected an extensive collection of spacecraft and alien corpses at Area 51, secure in the knowledge that whenever a UFOlogist makes a dorky YouTube video accurately summarising the terrifying alien material in their collection, the general populace will be unwilling to believe it. In fact, aliens could have no better strategy for flying under the radar than to fly onto radars operated by UFOlogists with no credibility.

UNICORNS — horses with a horn on their head. Despite being fictional creatures, they are ubiquitous on clothes, bags, stickers, cups, plates, posters, books, lollies, ice creams and every other product marketed at girls. The unicorn has traditionally been associated with rarity and uniqueness, whereas in kids’ stores it’s more difficult nowadays to find an item that isn’t emblazoned with one.

[image: A hand-drawn illustration of a standing unicorn. The unicorn has a long, flowing mane and a spiralled horn on its forehead.]

Unicorns have a bafflingly long history for such a simple and redundant concept — rather than marvelling at narwhals, which genuinely sport a single, horn-like tusk, we as a species have been obsessed with spiked horses for centuries, to the point where severed narwhal tusks were regularly sold by fraudsters in the Middle Ages as unicorn horns. In other words, living, remarkable single-horned creatures were killed in order to pass them off as fake, remarkable single-horned creatures.

It was also widely believed, even by the usually highly intelligent Leonardo Da Vinci, that unicorns could be tamed by virgins. This idea was just plain creepy, especially for a creature whose major point of difference is a prominent phallic symbol.

In recent years, items with an assortment of colours have started to be described as ‘unicorn-coloured’ rather than being named after rainbows, which exist in the real world. Winged unicorns have also become popular, and are probably more worthy of featuring in imaginary games — if we’re fetishising fictitious creatures, why not choose the ones that can fly rather than the ones that are merely horses with attachments that could poke our eyes out?

It would be useful if rather than unicorns, children were encouraged to lavish their affections on endangered species such as the koala, before they become as commonplace in the real world as horses with horns sprouting out of their foreheads.

UP-LATE GAME SHOW, THE — beating off much competition across many mediocre decades, this is the worst programme in Australian television history that doesn’t star Kyle Sandilands. The show began airing on Network 10 in 2005, and involved pointlessly simple quiz questions that listeners were invited to call up and solve, in return for a cash prize.

One example that consumed 10 entire minutes on national television — and has been preserved on YouTube for the benefit of future scholars — was a ‘word square’, a three-by-three grid in which callers had to decode the word IMA NIG ARY, which is not only a ridiculously simple puzzle, but also feels a tad racist.

Views of this televisual tour de force can marvel as the hosts repeatedly give the answer away, but then don’t take a single call for eight-and-a-half minutes, instead making fun of each other in a pale imitation of commercial radio banter while constantly exhorting the audience to pick up the phone and dial in. This was the element that took the show beyond shopping channel-esque filler and into the realm of outright exploitation, as calls were charged at a premium rate of 55c from landlines and ‘more from mobiles’, meaning that even though the hosts gave away $500 to the first correct caller (inevitably just the first caller), the show was able to earn considerably more by keeping the lines open while their hosts exchanged inanities. The whole show was like this, for several hours a night.

The lack of quality was entirely unsurprising, seeing as The Up-Late Game Show was a spin-off of a spin-off of the famously tedious reality show Big Brother, called Big Brother Up Late. This bastard grandchild only lasted two seasons before being mercifully evicted on a permanent basis, presumably after a high-ranking network executive finally got around to watching it.

While there were other shows like it at the time, notably Quizmania, TULGS — which sounds like a painful medical condition — can be deemed the worst of the worst because it starred Simon Deering, a contestant from the preceding series of Big Brother who chose to adopt the moniker ‘Hotdogs’ during his time in reality television. What Hotdogs may have lacked in television-hosting ability, however, he more than made up for in unjustified self-confidence.

The basis of the nickname, and the reason why it involved multiple hotdogs, may have been explained at the time, but is now even more obscure than the man himself. Deering is currently a real estate agent in Perth, a profession which, ironically enough, requires him to answer everybody’s calls all the time.
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VAPES — a method of consuming tobacco and, often, nicotine, which is considerably healthier than smoking CIGARETTES. The relative public health benefits, however, need to be offset against the significant rise in underage vapers, reversing the significant reductions in smoking rates achieved after decades of regulation and education.

While vapes don’t contain the same harmful ingredients as cigarettes, e-cigarettes make it easier to consume a higher quantity of nicotine. Given their cheaper cost, the easily inhaled vapour and the yummy fruit flavours, they are nevertheless not marketed to minors, because that would be illegal. And yet, a large number of young people somehow now smoke or vape: Cancer Victoria found that less than 1 per cent of 14—17-year-olds vaped in 2018, but that by 2023, around 14 per cent did. Still, at least they’re not smoking.

One subtle giveaway that vaping might be getting slightly out of control is the proliferation of tobacconists on roughly every street of Australia’s cities in recent years. The government is attempting to reverse the trend by requiring everybody who wants to vape to buy them from pharmacies, which will no doubt end vaping as successfully as when the ban on buying cigarettes for those below the age of 18 entirely stopped teen smoking.

VINYL RECORDS — a primitive and inconvenient analogue means of sharing music that can now be obtained for free on any device connected to the internet, thanks to MUSIC STREAMING SERVICES. For those who may not have heard of this Neanderthal-era technology, records are large plastic platters containing a groove that’s up to 500 metres long. A needle runs along it and translates the notches on the plastic into music via a diamond-tipped stylus or something … nobody needs to know how this works, as the technology is now obsolete.

[image: Illustration of a vinyl record with a worn, circular label in the center.]

Despite, or more likely because of this obsolescence, many music aficionados continue to purchase and obsess over vinyl recordings, which have experienced a resurgence in recent years, even though most albums cost at least $50. This, it must be stressed, is $50 more than anyone needs to pay to listen to the music on them, which is available on ad-supported streaming services for free.

Vinyl purists claim that these recordings are ‘warmer’ than their digital equivalents, by which they mean that they have demonstrably lower fidelity to the original recordings than digital versions. The only provable warmth associated with vinyl is the inner glow of obsessive collectors’ own self-satisfaction because they own a rare Japanese 180gm pressing of Boi-ngo by Oingo Boingo.

But while nobody can prove that vinyl demonstrably sounds better, what cannot be argued against is the fact that vinyl records are large and heavy, as well as exceptionally fragile. Vinyl also has technological disadvantages even compared to CDs, let alone streaming platforms — LPs cannot be paused, and the one or two annoying tracks that are inevitably part of every album cannot be skipped unless the user can be bothered gingerly lifting up the tonearm.

Indisputably, the vinyl era was an important part of music history, but then so was the harpsichord, and there isn’t a large contingent of hipsters out there arguing that music sounds inherently better when it’s played on keyboards whose strings are plucked by quills.

VON DUTCH — a fashion brand popular in the early 2000s when celebrities like Britney Spears, Ashton Kutcher, Justin Timberlake, Jay-Z and Paris Hilton used to be seen in public wearing its products. The surviving photos are a warning to choose your clothes carefully, given the risk of images surfacing of you wearing a brand that seems as dated and derivative in decades to come as Von Dutch seems today.

Surprisingly, Von Dutch did possess a degree of authenticity when it originated back in the 1940s, when artist Kenneth ‘Von Dutch’ Howard found great popularity in the LA motorcycle industry thanks to his custom illustrations on the bodywork of motorbikes. According to GQ, Howard gave up his business in 1958, and thereafter became a recluse who decorated only knives and guns, and ended up living in an abandoned bus before dying in 1992 — which is where this sad story should probably end.

However, Howard’s daughters sold the rights to their father’s designs in 1996, and the new owner eagerly made garments featuring the artist’s authentic motorcycle decorations so that celebrities could appropriate biker fashions without the need to genuinely participate in the culture.

By 2003, Von Dutch was the most counterfeited brand in the world behind Louis Vuitton, a metric which provides a truly disturbing insight into the human psyche. Widely nicknamed ‘Von Douche’ by 2004, the brand became so extensively hated by the mid-2000s that a documentary was made about how widely despised it was, called The Curse of Von Dutch.

Curiously, Kylie Jenner was seen wearing a Von Dutch cap in 2016, proving that there is no moment in fashion that is too heinous to be brought back by a Kardashian. One of the brand’s former designers, Christian Audigier, went on to found the fashion brand Ed Hardy, which is a useful reminder that even the most dreadful of things can always be made even worse.

VUVUZELA — a plastic horn that has a genuine claim to be the most annoying musical instrument ever created, even relative to the kazoo and Kenny G’s SOPRANO SAXOPHONE. Monotonous both literally and figuratively, a vuvuzela can only play a B flat, and does so incredibly loudly. The only thing worse than a blast from a vuvuzela is a stadium full of them, as at South African football games — most notoriously at the 2010 FIFA World Cup, where they were so loud that the players couldn’t hear each other calling to be passed the ball.

Standing a metre away from the horn of a vuvuzela — exactly where football fans tend to be located — can cause permanent hearing damage, due to the 120 decibels of tedious noise produced. For frequent football attendees, however, deafness is probably a kinder long-term outcome than a lifetime of hearing the vuvuzela.
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WINTER OLYMPICS — like the real Olympics, but colder and significantly more pointless. This event, which everybody pretends is equivalent to the summer version but objectively isn’t, exclusively features sports that are the exclusive domain of rich people in countries with snow and/or ice rinks. In many respects, the Winter Olympics are the Joey to the summer games’ Friends, except that Joey was rapidly and mercifully cancelled.

[image: Medal with a number 1 hanging from a ribbon.]

From the very beginning, the Winter Olympics had an element of sheer absurdity not found in its warm-weather cousin until it started including breakdancing. At the very first snowy spin-off version, at Chamonix in 1924, there was an event called ‘military patrol’, which sounds like a clever way to outsource the event’s security to its contestants. More surprisingly still, a similar event called biathlon is still part of the programme, requiring contestants to cross-country ski and occasionally pause to shoot targets. It’s believed to originate in the days when members of the aristocracy, deprived of their usual summertime game, would go out skihunting for peasants during the colder months.

Even more astonishingly, CURLING, which involves sliding a granite block along ice while skate-clad cleaners furiously sweep the path in front of it, has been part of the schedule since the very first Winter Games. Presumably back then, sliding heavy items along the ice with the assistance of brooms was a legitimate technique used by cold-climate removalists. It’s hard to think of any other reason for the sport’s evolution.

WOKE MIND VIRUS — a favourite phrase of Elon Musk, used to dismiss many of the critics of his role in ruining Twitter (or X … sigh) by making it a hotbed of misinformation and hate speech is not exactly the contribution to bettering humanity he claimed to be dedicating himself to.

Ironically enough, the concept that a ‘woke mind virus’ is forcing large groups of people to comply with a new form of political correctness that dulls their capacity for independent critical thought has spread across the world with the speed and ubiquity of a highly infectious disease. In other words, the idea that left-wingers are affected by a noxious new form of groupthink has itself become a prominent new form of groupthink for people who dislike left-wingers, much as it was once fashionable to accuse one’s political opponents of virtue-signalling as a means of signalling one’s own virtue.

WORDLE — a simple word-guessing game that took the world by storm in 2020, thanks to the happy coincidence of the global Covid-19 pandemic. The coincidence was happiest for the developer and namesake Josh Wardle, as he sold the game to the New York Times for a seven-figure sum in 2022. Everybody else was having a far from happy year.

Wordle wasn’t especially original, resembling several prior quiz games, but the notion of every user solving the same word puzzle simultaneously was a brilliant innovation in an age of social sharing. The website’s ability to generate a visual summary of guesses made up of green and yellow boxes was also hugely clever, as it allowed successful solvers to cryptically brag about guesses that were often dumb luck.

The trend of posting Wordle coloured boxes only ended after visually impaired people pointed out that it forced their screen readers to vocalise a time-consuming series of emoji descriptions, which saved everybody else pointing out that it had become really dull.

The game’s success spawned endless imitators featuring lame puns on Wordle, from Quordle, which made players solve four Wordles at once, to Heardle, a song-based version which Spotify bought for a large sum of money and shut down after the pandemic ended and everybody rediscovered their lives again.

The author stopped playing Wordle after the new owners’ insistence that players register with the NYTimes.com website somehow wiped out his 180-day streak, and is very much yet to get over it.
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X — the new name for Twitter, which was a popular social network before Elon Musk purchased it and not only made it far less pleasant to use, but changed its globally famous name to a letter which is commonly used to signify either ‘unknown’ or ‘wrong’.

The latter sense became increasingly appropriate as Musk remade the site in his own eccentric, ultra libertarian image, removing content restrictions and allowing misinformation and personal abuse to proliferate. The most significant publisher of misinformation was Musk himself – from the claim that children were ‘essentially immune’ to Covid, to sharing unlabelled deepfakes of Kamala Harris in apparent contradiction of the platform’s own rules.

The result was a ‘global town square’, as Musk liked to say, but one where bullies, scammers, purveyors of hate speech and even neofascists had the loudest voices – making it not exactly a delightful piazza to visit. This form of free speech was quickly abandoned by many prominent users, who migrated to similar sites like Mastodon, Bluesky and Meta’s Threads – even Meta seemed less sinister by comparison.

Advertisers fled too, fearing brand damage, and Musk has, as of the time of writing, threatened to sue them, a strategy unlikely to win back the affection of paying customers. Many ads on X now come from other Musk companies such as Starlink, and others promote fringe doomsday prepper supplies like gold bullion. The cumulative effect is that X is now a social network full of people you’d go out of your way not to socialise with.

Twitter began life as a microblogging service where users could share what they were doing in real time – the site used to ask the question ‘What are you doing?’ Since the answer in all cases was ‘using Twitter’, it was a relief when the site became dominated by news, opinion and humour. It was once a reliable source for real-time reporting, when users could trust they were reading tweets from the New York Times, as opposed the ‘New York Tim§$’, whose owner had paid to make their account look like the real thing.

Bitter Twitter fans can at least take comfort in knowing that Musk has little chance of recouping the US $44 billion he paid to become king of a deteriorating, marginalised castle.
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YE — formerly a widely respected producer-turned-rapper called Kanye West, Ye’s reputation and fanbase has diminished alongside the letters in his stage name. It’s hard to assess to what extent his present problems are due to personal issues that should engender sympathy, and how much is the result of the guy being a jerk. It’s considerably less hard to argue, though, that the cosmetic dentist who fitted a $1.3 million permanent titanium prosthesis that makes him look like he has a razor blade stuck to his teeth should probably have a quiet chat to an ethics board.

The first major public incident that suggested the guy might be a couple of beats short of a bar — or at least had major issues with self-restraint — came at the 2009 MTV video music awards, when he interrupted Taylor Swift’s win to claim that fellow nominee Beyonce had one of the ‘greatest videos of all time’ with ‘Single Ladies’ — which, while true, was in exceptionally poor taste. West apologised to Swift, but then in 2016 rapped that he thought they ‘might still have sex’ because he ‘made that [sexist term of abuse] famous’, a claim which was both incredibly crass and incredibly optimistic.

But Ye’s behaviour has become more troubling in recent years, from his anti-Semitic comments, to his violent threats against his ex-wife Kim Kardashian’s former boyfriend Pete Davidson, to the bizarre narcissism of his presidential ‘campaign’. In more recent times his main activity seems to have been posting photos of his Australian wife Bianca Censori on social media — often extremely un-Censoried. Whether or not this behaviour is legitimate self-expression or something of a cry for help, the images have led some to wonder whether the current Mrs West might need literal help, in the form of an extraction team.

Amongst all the social media posts demonstrating a persecution complex, cringe-inducing attacks on his family and amateur soft-porn, West does still release music. Vultures 1, released with Ty Dolla $ign in 2024, got scathing reviews but was still a hit on STREAMING SERVICES, although it’s unclear how much of this was morbid curiosity rather than genuine fandom.

In many respects, however, West appears to be hanging on by the skin of his bizarre titanium teeth.
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ZERO-ALCOHOL — a range of beer, wine, and spirits which, owing to their inability to make their imbibers any more relaxed, let alone tipsy, are unable to fulfil the one worthwhile purpose of beer, wine and spirits.

[image: A sketch of a fancy cocktail in a tall, ornate glass with a straw.]

In recent years, manufacturers have managed to create new products that largely replicate the taste of actual alcohol, leading to an explosion in popularity amongst the minority of people who consume these drinks because they enjoy their bitter or sour flavours, rather than their social effects. Products such as Carlton and Heineken Zero do, however, allow their drinkers to superficially resemble the consumers of real alcoholic beverages at parties. The illusion lasts until others notice the ‘0.0%’ written in large letters on the bottles and cans.

ZOOM — hello, can you hear me? No? Hello? Is it working? How about now? I think you might have mute on. Oh, wait, maybe I have mute on. Or do we both have mute on? You’re pointing to your ears, does that mean you still can’t hear me? Try typing in the chat window. You don’t know where the chat window is? Actually, I don’t know where the chat window is either. Just a moment, I’ll adjust my camera settings. No, I still can’t hear you. Have you tried changing the settings? You’ve made yourself appear in front of a background of a beach — nice one, but I still can’t hear you. Have you tried restarting your computer? Have you tried deleting Zoom and using a completely different app? Should we just do this via a phone call, the way we all used to before everyone started using this incredibly frustrating app?

ZORBING — moving around in a giant ball made of transparent plastic, often while travelling downhill. This concept merely needs the definition ‘rolling down a hill inside a giant ball of transparent plastic’ to demonstrate its manifest suitability for inclusion in this book.

ZUNE — Microsoft’s music player, released in 2006 in an increasingly forlorn attempt to compete with the iPod. Apple’s iconic device took the world by storm with its promise of ‘a thousand songs in your pocket’, selling millions of units since its launch in 2001. Microsoft’s pitch to consumers was a product that cost the same as the iPod, but was weirder-looking and brown, a colour that’s almost impossible to find in consumer electronics these days for the simple reason that people avidly dislike it.

Microsoft also made the mistake of launching the Zune the day after Apple released its fifth-generation iPod, with capacities that were up to five times higher than the Zune’s 30GB. Also, and this cannot be stressed enough, none of the iPods were brown.

The Zune series got some positive reviews from critics who compared it to Apple’s MP3 player on its merits alone, noting its great screen, FM radio, Wi-Fi compatibility and some truly innovative features. Users could lend each other songs, back in the day when everyone supposedly loaded only songs they’d bought or ripped from CD onto their music players. The Zune even offered an early STREAMING SERVICE, which was broadly rejected by consumers who couldn’t understand why anybody would want the blanket right to listen to whatever song they wanted, rather than perpetual ownership of their digital music collections.

Precisely none of these features mattered, because the iPod was cool and beautiful to look at, and its white earbuds had become a status symbol. The Zune was dead in the water — presumably a stream.

As time passed, music players transitioned from spinning hard drives to flash memory, and gained the ability to display photos and videos. Through it all, the Zune tried to compete with whatever Apple had just done, for the same price but uglier. Its market share was never higher than 5 per cent.

Another significant problem emerged on 29 February 2008, when due to a programming error that failed to take the existence of leap years into account, every Zune simply stopped working. It was as though even the Zunes themselves knew that their ultimate fate would be obsolescence, and wanted to commit techno hara-kiri before Microsoft could put them out of their misery.

Then Apple invented the iPhone, and the contest really was over. The Zune was cancelled in 2012. It is remembered by a small core of loyalists who insist it was better than the iPod, a much larger group of people who regretted buying one and eventually dumped theirs for an iPod, and comedians, for whom ‘Zune’ is still shorthand for an abominable product that nobody would ever want — for instance, describing Ron DeSantis as the Zune of presidential candidates.
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