
Five Utilitarian Propositions 
   It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied. 

—JS Mill  
 
It is better to be a lap dancer dissatisfied than a senator satisfied. 
 
It is better to be a meadow dissatisfied than a minefield satisfied. 
 
It is better to be a fœtus dissatisfied than a condom satisfied. 
 
It is better to be a pornstar dissatisfied than a writer of young adult fiction satisfied. 
 
It is better to be a cloud dissatisfied than a mountain satisfied. 
 
 
 
 
Mooncakes 
 
1  
One night they took us to a dormitory’s 
flat roof, gave us cups of sweet wine 
and mooncakes filled with bean paste. 
It was cloudy, cold; we couldn’t leave 
until the moon showed up. 
 
2 
Another time they took us to a lake 
for a picnic. In a clearing in the pines 
we came across a group of young 
factory workers dancing to a boombox. 
 
3 
Once they took us to a model village  
where the cooking gas came through tubes 
from a communal septic tank. 
With the local officials we got drunk under  
flyblown portraits of Stalin, Marx, and Engels. 
 
4 
One morning they took us hurriedly 
on a trip to a deer farm. Leaving town 
we saw two men bound with ropes  
on the back of a flatbed truck. 
 
 
 



The Temple  
 
Out of hospitality, and to remove us 
from the city on the day of  
public executions, our hosts arranged  
an outing in the country. 
 
From the parking lot a path crossing a field 
led to a glass and concrete pavilion  
meant to resemble a traditional shrine, 
 
where they served us tea as we admired  
a jade-green river bearing sewage 
between cultivated fields, 
 
and no one said a word about the rubble 
of carved stones lying among weeds,  
all that remained of an ancient temple  
recently destroyed in the Great Cleansing; 
 
for if the time had passed to applaud 
the temple’s destruction, the time  
to deplore it had not yet come. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shrubbery 
 
Spell check tells me 
Ashbery is “shrubbery.” 
 
I wouldn’t go that far. 
 


