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Polly’s Polymer Problem
Combs, contact lenses, toothbrushes, bra clasps, clothing, backpacks, pens, protractors, calculators, CDs, dolls, teething rings, diapers—all made out of plastic.  What would our world be like without plastic?  Can it even be imagined? Try to visualize a plastic-deficient world.

“Mom, I’m gonna be late for school!”  Polly Pitaski ran downstairs, raking her fork through her hair, and charged straight for the bathroom.  She plunged her itchy, glass contacts into her eyes and hurriedly brushed her teeth with her hog-hair and leather toothbrush.  Flashing a smile into the mirror, Polly fastened her bra with a brand new iron c-clamp, slipped on her red 100% wool sweater, and made a beeline for the front door.  “Polly, don’t forget your bag!”  Polly’s mother handed her daughter a pink construction paper backpack, full of books, a quill pen, and a silk protractor.  “Thanks, Mom.”  Polly kissed her mother and sprinted toward the bus.


“Who can tell me what eighty-one divided by nine gives us?” asked Mrs. Porty.  Polly punched the numbers on her heavy, metal calculator.  “Is the answer nine, Mrs. Porty?” Polly asked.  “Good!” replied Mrs. Porty as she grasped her hunting knife and carved out the answer on the solid birch wipe board. “Now who can tell me…?”

After school, Polly walked to her babysitting job while listening to her new Beach Boys glass CD in the old wooden player.  She arrived at the Plastey’s house, anxious to see her little angels.  Patricia and Penelope scurried out of the front door, eager to start playing with their babysitter.  “Where’s Piper, girls?” asked Polly.  “She insite wit Paige,” answered three-year-old Penelope. Polly and the two girls traipsed into the house and called out, “Piper! Paige!” “Gaaahhh!” a voice screeched from the playroom.  Peering into the playroom, Polly found Piper, the baby of the family, sucking on a concrete Barbie.  “No-no, Piper.  Let me get your teething ring!” Polly opened the freezer and took out a round metal file.  “Here ya go, pumpkin.”  Polly placed the metal file in Piper’s small mouth.  “Ewww, what’s that smell?” Patricia piped up.  “Looks like we need to change someone’s diaper!”  Polly replied enthusiastically. She scanned the room for the ivory diaper bag, discovering it sitting next to the plug-in, which had a metal fork inserted as a childproof outlet cover. Polly dug into the bag and grabbed a fresh diaper—four crocheted doilies sewn neatly together.
Four hours later, Polly plopped down on her couch, exhausted from a tough night of babysitting.  Polly’s mom sat at the computer, punching away at the stone keys.  Grandma Pitaski shuffled out of the bathroom, adjusting the plaster dentures in her mouth.  Polly’s dad stood in the garage, hitting the porcelain pool balls along the felt of the table, while her brothers Preston and Petey played lead ping-pong nearby.  The Pitaski’s night was ending, and another non-plastic day was just over the horizon.


Poor Polly in her pathetic, plastic-deprived environment.

 Plastic has become so engrained in our lives that it is hard to comprehend all the alternatives we would use in a synthetic-free world. What would protect us in the rain if we did not have umbrellas, ponchos, and rain boots? How would foods, from candy to steak, be packaged and preserved? What would substitute for breathing tubes needed by the elderly? How much fun would it be for children to play metal Monopoly and cardboard Dominoes? Would not women be weighted down by bulky and cumbersome concrete earrings, necklaces, and bracelets? Plastic makes this world more convenient, more durable, more economical—and more colorful! 

Nobody’s life would be the same without plastic, but there is a fraction of the world’s population whose lives would be drastically affected by an absence of plastic:  those with medical needs. Asthmatics frequently use plastic inhalers to get the medication they need. Prosthetic limbs made of plastic materials give thousands of people a lightweight and durable way to function everyday. Pacemakers, devices used to regulate heart beat, are made of plastic and have saved countless lives. An emergency visit to the hospital usually means being connected to a plastic IV tube, as well as being pricked with a nearly-painless needle and plastic syringe. According to the National Center for Health Statistics, forty-five percent of Americans take prescription drugs each month, and those drugs all come in some sort of plastic packaging. 
Lucky for Polly, her plastic-deprived world is only a product of our imagination. Polly’s real world—her modern-day world of plastic production—is quite possibly and practically perfect!
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