
But  Apple  has  other  green  problems  that  involve  the
color  of  money  and  a  little  place  called
Knocknaheeny,  a  suburb  of  Cork,  Ireland,  where
Apple’s  European  headquarters  are  located.

Joaquín  Almunia,  a  Vice-President  and  the  outgoing
commissioner  of  competition  at  the  European  Union
(EU),  delivered  a  new  report  from  the  European
Commission  that  accuses  Apple  of  cleansing  profits
in  Ireland  by  avoiding  taxation  that  would  be  due  in
other  EU  countries  where  its  manufacturing,  sales,
and  stockholders  happen.  And  it’s  doing  this  via  a
massive  state  subsidy,  which  the  report  suggests
involved  the  illegal  payment  of  millions  from  Irish
taxpayers  to  bloat  Apple’s  already  wondrous
profits.4

In  the  US,  that  supposedly  grand  defender  of  private
enterprise,  Senator  Rand  Paul,  has  waded  in  to
defend  Apple  as  Senators  Carl  Levin  and  John
McCain  mounted  a  powerful  case  querying  the  tiny
percentages  that  the  corporation  pays  in  taxes  and
how  American  taxpayers  are  the  poorer  for  it.5

As  consumers,  these  matters  of  political  economy
might  seem  quite  foreign  to  our  experience  of  the
device.  Such  controversy  is  like  a  distant  land  where
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Sick  of  the  iPhone  6?  We  don’t  blame  you.  Their  bendy  phone  PR  was
wonderful  for  their  bottom  line,  as  demonstrated  by  the  sale  of  10  million
of  the  things  in  a  weekend.1  And  if  you  tried  to  call  a  US  phone
company  to  have  your  service  restored  (as  one  of  us  did),  you  would
have  spent  90  minutes  on  hold  waiting  in  the  queue  while  iPhone  6
wannabes  hogged  the  lines.  If  that  happens  to  you,  we  recommend  that
you  keep  on  hand  Consumer  Reports’  photos  of  shattered  phones  to
help  you  unleash  your  inner  anti-technologist.2

“Bendgate”  may  have  been  a  fabrication,  a  tempest  in  a  telephone,  but
the  frenzy  and  fuss  over  the  new  device  and  its  nerdy  flaws  served,
once  again,  to  rescue  Apple  from  facing  unflattering  facts  that  lurk
beneath  the  surface.

We’ve  been  here  before.  When  the  iPhone  5  came  out  in  2012—and
(yawn)  five  million  were  sold  in  the  first  three  days—we  were  worried,  as
we  wrote  in  a  column  at  the  time,  that  Apple’s  marketing  magic  was  also
propagating  a  weird  kind  of  religion  that  offered  us  transcendence  from
the  gadget’s  filthy  industrial  origins.  So  we  detailed  some  of  the
environmental  and  labor  issues  that  continue  to  dog  the  high-priests  of
style  and  marketing  in  Cupertino  to  this  day.3
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rare  species  of  politicians  and  policy  wonks  natter

on  about  trade  and  such  things  as  Apple’s  tax

mischief.  Let  them  knock  themselves  out,  while  we

work  out  a  payment  plan  for  a  new  iPhone  and

share  videos  of  it  bending  and  of  demonstrations  of

the  fancy  new  operating  system  and  apps.

But  this  political  economy  is  in  reality  very  close  to

home.  Apple’s  shenanigans  should  matter  to  us  as

consumers  who  want  to  pay  a  price  based  on

competition  between  providers  rather  than

distortions  through  favoritism  by  governments.  It

should  also  matter  to  us  as  citizens  and  workers.

We  all  play  different  and  sometimes  contradictory

roles,  as  parents,  cooks,  coaches,  failures,

professors,  retirees,  authors,  marxists,  republicans,

liberals,  luddites,  and  so  on.  These  various  positions

both  arise  from  and  encourage  a  commensurately

wide  array  of  beliefs,  commitments,  and

experiences.  Cultural  theorists  sometimes  call  this

feature  of  modern  life  “multiple  subject  positions.”

And  helping  to  demarcate  these  positions  are  things

like  phones  and  fashion  choices  that  become

integral  to  our  ideas  of  who  we  are.

So  when  we  occupy  the  position  of  an  iPhone

customer  it’s  easy  to  forget  the  worker’s  or  citizen’s

perspectives  of  its  industrial  origins,  its

manufacturing,  legal  status,  and  environmental

impact.  We  forget  for  the  moment  those  links  to  our

lives  as  we  pursue  the  magic  and  pleasure  of

consumption.  And  in  that  forgetting,  large  parts  of

our  history  are  left  out.

The  noted  playwright,  dramaturge  and  poet  Bertolt

Brecht,  who  wrote  lyrics  to  “Mack  the  Knife,”  “The

Alabama  Song,”  and  “Surabaya-Jonny,”  produced  a

moving  paean  to  worker  creativity,  “A  Worker’s

Question  While  Reading,”  on  just  this  topic.7

Brecht’s  question  concerned  those  who  are  left  out

of  history,  even  as  they  worked  to  shape  it,  and

excluded  from  written  records.  Brecht’s  poem

juxtaposes  leading  figures  of  conventional  history

with  a  query  about  those  who  enabled  their

successes  but  are  forgotten.  He  asks:  “Every  10

years  a  great  man.  Who  paid  the  bill?”

What,  we  wondered,  would  “A  Consumer’s  Question

While  Texting”  reveal  about  what  happens  beyond

the  subject  position  of  the  consummate  consumer  of

iThings.  “Every  two  years  a  new  model.  Who  paid

the  bill?"

Depending  on  what  the  Europeans  determine,  Apple

could  be  liable  for  back  taxes  of  millions  of  name-

your-currency.  The  process  will  take  a  long  time.

And  companies  like  Apple  like  to  spend  money  in

litigation.  So  we  shan’t  know  the  final  story  for  a

while,  and  the  final  story  may  be  shrouded  in  a

backroom  deal.  For  now,  we  can  question  Apple’s

hazy,  lazy,  crazy,  perhaps  even  bendable,  notion  of

truth.
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