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I
n 1968, at the height of the US Civil Rights

Movement and the Vietnam War, science

fiction writer Norman Spinrad’s seri-

alised book, Bug Jack Barron, broke new

ground. I was reminded of it recently for rea-

sons that will become obvious.

BJB was published eight years after John

Fitzgerald Kennedy turned around a losing

presidential campaign by being articulate

in TV debates. Blacks were fighting for vot-

ing rights and desegregated schools and col-

leges. Americans were dying on the other

side of the world where the USAF was

diligently bombing three Asian countries.

It was also the Abbey Road era of drugs

and mysticism. The widespread availabili-

ty of cheap contraception and wonder an-

tibiotics took care of risks like pregnancy

and STD. Young Westerners were prosper-

ous enough to ignore their parents’ mores

and joyfully participate in a sexual revolu-

tion. And of course, Apollo 11 was due to

land on the moon.

Spinrad wove all these strands togeth-

er. Jack Barron, a mega-popular TV talk

show host goes head-to-head with a bil-

lionaire selling eternal life and super-sci-

ence. Although BJB won a Nebula, it’s long

out of print.

There is a chance that it will undergo re-

vival. It was maybe the first time a black man

was portrayed as US president. Jack Bar-

ron, who is white, leverages his TV popu-

larity into a presidential campaign. He at-

tracts the newly-empowered black vote

by appointing a black running mate, and po-

sitioning himself as “The White Shade”. Bar-

ron intends to hand over to the Veep after

taking down his billionaire bete noire.

The black president plays a very mi-

nor role. But this was one of several reasons

why the book (which had its share of sex

and salty language) was denounced as “de-

praved, cynical, repulsive and degenerate”.  

What is actually happening in US poli-

tics is beyond anything Spinrad imagined

40 years ago. A black man is running for

president and what is more, he has a Mus-

lim middle-name. “Browser Helper Object”

as geeks have taken to calling him, has

received support from a TV show host, a

black woman, who is herself more popu-

lar than McCain and Obama put together.

Truth can turn out stranger than fiction.

But fiction often points towards truth. Every

scientific advance since the mid-19th cen-

tury has been written up before its advent

in some work of speculative fiction.

SF only started to deal with broader

social themes post World War II. That is when

Huxley’s Brave New World and Orwell’s

1984 sparked new schools. Many of the new

wave works were by very bad writers. But

some were very good.

That is when SF started growing up.

Cloning, organ-legging, cyberspace, gender

alteration, drug utopias/dystopias, rail guns

and cellphones; the themes came up as sci-

entific themes always did in SF. But more

interestingly, there were attempts to mirror

the ways in which technology changes so-

cieties. And most interestingly, these were

mirrors of the future — and not necessarily

accurate reflections.

The launch of the Seasteading Insti-

tute in San Francisco naturally leads to writ-

ers like David Brin and Neal Stephenson be-

ing top-of-the-mind. Both have written

extensively about of a world where inde-

pendent, floating, “offshore” nations exist.

Seasteadings is a $10-billion attempt

to head exactly there. The current “sea-stead”

designs involve remodelled rigs offering

about 300 square feet of personal space per

person in a luxurious, tax-free, crime-free,

always-on environment. The seasteads would

generate their own energy needs, use their

own networks of geo-stationary satellites

and be self-sufficient in food. These places

could be research hubs and offer other USPs

such as data security centres and loca-

tions for cryogenic sperm banks.

These may become the ultimate in green,

gated, vast suburbs with their own passports.

Of course, being beyond the law in many

ways, they could also become dens of vice

or closed ghettos full of religious loonies.

How would that alter complicated geo-

political equations? Read Seasteading: A

Practical Guide to Homesteading the High

Seas by cofounders Patri Friedman, Wayne

Gramlich, and Andrew House to find out

about the science. And read Stephenson and

Brin for the social implications.

Truth is stranger than fiction
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L
ast week Sir Alan Sugar said “you’re

fired” to three of the last four candi-

dates in The Apprentice and 8.9 mil-

lion people sat on sofas all over Britain gaw-

ping at the expressions of bitter disap-

pointment, shock and anger that these

two words inspired. 

Most of us viewers know exactly how

foul failure tastes. We also know how a few

words from a boss can spoil our day, our

week — or our career. Yet very few of us will

have had these two particular words aimed

at us. No one in real offices says “you’re

fired” or “that was crap”; indeed, they hard-

ly ever say anything nasty at all.

Instead, all the bites we receive are

like Lady Macbeth: “Look like the innocent

flower, but be the serpent under’t.”

Whether or not the floral surface makes

the bite any less bad is a moot point. The

flower might successfully hide the ser-

pent the first time you encounter it, but once

one comes to recognise these particular flow-

ers one gets very jumpy indeed when one

comes into contact with them. 

Indeed, to extend the metaphor still fur-

ther, I have been out collecting a botanical

array of these dangerous workplace blooms,

and have here arranged them for you in as-

cending order of deadliness. 

� “Have you thought about...” is not a way

of introducing a useful idea, it is a way of

saying: You jolly well ought to have thought

of this and are a fool for not having done so.  

� “I have always been a great admirer of

your work...” is waiting for the BUT to

pick up on some dreadful thing that you’ve

done, the implication being that they now

think you are an idiot. 

� “Were you in the meeting?” This can be

taken in two ways, both as bad as the other.

Either you were in the meeting, in which

you made no impact at all. Or you were not,

in which case the question invites a rush

of paranoia as to why you are always ex-

cluded when important things are decided.

� “I know you’ve put a lot of work into

this project?...?” is a nasty prelude to be-

ing told that the whole project is being canned. 

� “First, the good news.” This is ominous

because if someone is going out of their way

to flag the good news it suggests that the

bad news is going to be so bitter that an

attempt at sugaring is needed. 

�“I’ve asked X to work with you on this proj-

ect. He’s very experienced and I know you’ll

make a great team.” This means that you

are deemed a failure and someone is be-

ing brought in over your head.

� “God, that was brave!” You haven’t been

brave at all: Indeed you may just have com-

mitted career suicide. 

�“Can I have a word?” In five words rather

than the one promised, the speaker informs

you that something very nasty is coming

your way. 

� “Can I have a word? Are you around

later?” This is slightly worse than the above

as you have to wait around all day with

the sick feeling that something terrible is go-

ing to happen before you can go home. 

� “Are you all right?” In the office every-

one is meant to look all right at all times,

so having your failure to look so pointed out

is really bad. A marginally better version of

this is. “You look tired” — which means you

aren’t coping and you look old and ugly too. 

� “I know you’ve been under a lot of pres-

sure lately.” This is unforgivable as it a)

acknowledges that life has been giving you

a kicking recently and b) implies that you

have not been dealing with it well. And then,

despite a) and b), the speaker is gearing

up to a BUT that will give you another kick. 

I realise these botanical exhibits are just

a start. However, such a collection is in-

valuable in helping us navigate modern

office work. However, the deadliest flower

of all says in eight words what Sir Alan said

last week in just two.

“I’ve asked someone from HR to join us.”

Financial Times

W
ith the recent actual or

near collapse of many

Western banks and com-

panies as a result of the

credit crunch, the massive

severance packages that the failed execu-

tives have nevertheless walked off with

(most recently, the sacked CEO of AIG

got $35 million having overseen $30 billion

credit-related write downs and losses), added

to the scandals following the dotcom boom

(of which Enron was emblematic), seem to

have led many to question the very basis of

Anglo-American capitalism. Instead of be-

ing agents creating shareholder wealth, the

corporations at the heart of this form of cap-

italism seem to have become instruments

for enriching their managers by bilking their

owners — shareholders. How has this come

to pass, and does it mark the beginning

of the end of this form of capitalism, as gov-

ernments bring in new regulations to stem

growing public anger? Do these travails

provide a justification for the alternative

stakeholder form of capitalism pioneered

by Germany and Japan? I deal with the for-

mer question in this column, and the latter

in the next. 

In the Anglo-American model of man-

agerial capitalism, the separation of own-

ership (by a large number of shareholders)

and control (by a small group of managers)

leads to the “agency” problem. The former

are interested in maximising the returns to

their investment which arise from the firm’s

profits. The larger these profits, the higher

the dividends paid out, the higher the re-

turn to the shareholders. Managers, though

not indifferent to profits, would be more in-

terested in using them for their own ends:

Paying themselves higher salaries and rein-

vesting profits in expanding the firm to ac-

quire greater power and status. 

Given their large numbers and the at-

tendant problem of ‘free riding’, the prin-

cipals (shareholders) will be collectively un-

able to monitor the actions of their agents

(managers) to see they are maximising

shareholder value.It was the threat of

hostile takeovers by ‘outsiders’ — hostile

to the ‘insider’ managers of the company

but friendly to its shareholders — which

prevented managers from bilking share-

holders. A company not maximsing share-

holder value would be in danger of being

taken over by a corporate raider who of-

fered to buy the company’s shares at a pre-

mium. The existing management would be

sacked. It is this market for corporate

control in which ‘outsiders’ could challenge

the incumbent ‘insider managers’ which

controlled bad managers. Despite his ma-

lign depiction by Hollywood, Gordon Gekko

is good for the market! 

In the fairly unregulated market for cor-

porate control in the 1950s-mid 60s, in hos-

tile takeovers, US shareholders received 40

per cent over the pre-bid price for their shares.

But, with the howl of protests from threat-

ened insiders (managers), the US passed

the 1968 Williams Act which removed the

highly profitable element of surprise in hos-

tile takeovers by making it more expensive

for outsiders to mount a successful bid. But

this did not kill hostile takeovers as a wave

of them restructured US business in the

1980s. This led managements of the largest

US corporations to petition state govern-

ments for protection from corporate ‘raiders’.

The legislatures and courts obliged by al-

lowing ‘poison-pill’ defenses against hostile

takeovers, which declined from 14  per cent

of all mergers in the 1980s to 4 per cent in

the 1990s. As friendly mergers began to pre-

dominate, the incumbent managers agreed

to cede control in exchange for lucrative

consulting arrangements, stock or stock op-

tions in the acquiring company, generous

severance packages, and other bonuses. Un-

surprisingly, executive compensation soared

as the costs of ousting incumbent managers

rose with the restrictions on hostile takeovers.

“Dollar for dollar, every increase in these

costs could be claimed by the incumbent

managers, either in greater rewards for them-

selves or in inefficient management poli-

cies.” (H. Manne: “Bring back the hostile

takeover”, Wall Street Journal, June 26, 2002)

The rise in executive compensation from

the attenuation of the market for corporate

control was exacerbated by the double tax-

ation of dividends. In both the US and

the UK, shareholder profits were first taxed

through corporation tax, and those paid as

dividends were further taxed as part of the

shareholder’s income, reducing the post-

tax return from holding shares in corpo-

rations. Most of shareholder returns were

based on rises in share prices which in turn

depended on reinvesting the company’s

profits in (hopefully) profitable investments.

To motivate managers to take account of

shareholders interests, their remuneration

was linked to stock options. This gave both

shareholders and managers a common in-

terest in rising share prices, providing man-

agers an incentive to manipulate their share

priced through fraudulent practices (as

shown up by the Enron and other scandals

in the 1990s) and through taking high

risk gambles with shareholder and de-

positor’s money by the new ‘universal’ banks’

in the current credit crisis.

The perceived ills of Anglo-Ameri-

can shareholder capitalism shown up by

the 1990s dotcom bubble and the recent

credit crunch — with their exposure of the

explosion of managerial remuneration

at the expense of shareholder value — are

not therefore a sign of some decrease in

corporate morality, but due to the perverse

incentives created for managerial ‘rent-

seeking’ by regulations limiting ‘hostile’

takeovers, the unintended effects of fiscal

policy through the double taxation of div-

idends, and (as discussed in my columns

of Dec 2007 and Jan 2008 on “The Cred-

it Crunch”) the promotion of universal

banking where deposit taking ‘commer-

cial’ banking part of these institutions —

which can ‘create money’— is conjoined

with the — gambling —‘investment’ part.

Removing these perverse incentives re-

quires restoring the market for corpo-

rate control, removing the double taxation

of dividends, and creating not merely a

‘Chinese’ but an actual wall between the

commercial banks (with access to the lender

of last resort facilities of the Central Bank)

and investment banks. These would re-

store the Anglo-American model of cap-

italism which in its unfettered form has

been a major engine of prosperity. Whether

the alternative corporatist ‘stakeholder’

capitalist model can do even better is a

question I take up in my next column. 

Bilking shareholders
Anglo-American capitalism has become an instrument for enriching its business managers 
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T
hey say that the phrase “the

perfect storm” (which orig-

inated from a 1997 book by

that name) should be banned be-

cause of its over-use. Regardless,

it is worth asking whether the In-

dian economy is now headed for

just that: A perfect storm — which

can best be described as the si-

multaneous occurrence of several

causes that make an event or storm

much worse than if all those forces

had not come together. What might

be the elements of such a storm for

the Indian economy?

The first is of course a doubling

of oil prices in the last one year,

with no prospect of an early slide

back, or a reduction in import-de-

pendence. This has the obvious

consequences brought on by pre-

vious oil crises: double-digit infla-

tion, a soaring trade deficit, and

a skyrocketing fiscal deficit be-

cause the price increases in oil and

downstream products like fertil-

izer have not been passed on ful-

ly, or even substantially. Not since

1991 have India’s macro-econom-

ic balances been so out of whack.

That brings on a bunch of sec-

ond-round effects. The sharply ris-

ing inflation rate forces the Reserve

Bank to raise interest rates (expect

another round soon) even though

the economic tempo is slowing and

therefore argues for lowering rates.

Raising interest rates at such a time

exacerbates the slowdown. Yet re-

al interest rates on the deposit side

are lower than the inflation rate;

logically, they have to rise or banks

at some stage will face a liquidi-

ty crunch. Rising interest rates

at a time of growing deficits means

that monetary policy will be run-

ning contrary to the fiscal situa-

tion, and this could crowd out pri-

vate sector borrowers.

The third set of factors (linked

to the first) has to do with the glob-

al liquidity surge. There is too much

money sloshing around, and it is

manifesting itself in the commod-

ity price boom, and higher prices

all round — construction materi-

als like cement and steel, paper,

cars and consumer durables. Once

again, there is no quick remedy be-

cause the excess liquidity is a con-

sequence of the US (both gov-

ernment and consumers) living be-

yond its means for well over a

decade. Those excess dollars lie at

the root of many of today’s prob-

lems, and it is hard to see how any-

thing other than tight monetary

policy and severe contraction in

the US can correct this.

Combine these with a cyclical

slowdown in the global econo-

my, financial crises in the US mar-

ket with ripple effects elsewhere,

and the backwash effects on the

capital market, and you have a

humdinger on your hands. The cap-

ital market is an immediate victim:

share trading volumes have fallen

by more than half, the feel-good

factor has disappeared, the pri-

mary market has tanked, and every-

one expects share prices to fall fur-

ther — India is still an expensive

market compared to almost all oth-

ers, and because profit margins are

bound to fall, the pressure is fur-

ther downward.

The final element in the cock-

tail is the state of denial in which

many people find themselves. This

is to be expected when what has

gone just before is five boom years.

But large swathes of the commer-

cial world have to adjust rapidly to

the new reality — for all the sur-

veys point to a sharp dip in both the

business as well as the consumer

mood. The counter-argument will

be that advance tax collections are

a hopeful sign, that company bal-

ance sheets are strong, and even a

halving of profit margins in many

sectors will still leave enough mon-

ey in the bank for most companies.

All that is true, of course, but any-

one who does not recognise that

the storm signals are flashing red

is asking for trouble.
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A perfect storm?
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A bouquet of office barbs

PERSPECTIVE  Lucy Kellaway 

P
akistan has seen the maximum vi-

olence among countries in the Asian

sub-continent. Military coups, two

wars with India, violent deaths of sever-

al political leaders, clandestine nuclear

deals of A Q Khan, drugs and guns and

now suicide bombings by the Taliban —

the list is endless. We don’t need to go

into the reasons for this endemic violence

that lurks just below the surface and jus-

tified in the name of Jihad. But the vio-

lence has a quality of redemption: it pro-

vides fertile ground for novelists like Mohsin

Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist

and now Mohammed Hanif’s A Case of

Exploding Mangoes (Random House,

Rs 395), a biting satire on the mysteri-

ous assassination of President Zia on Au-

gust 17, 1988.

Exploding Mangoes is a piece of fac-

tion — the artful mixing of fact and fiction.

Hanif is the BBC head of the Urdu divi-

sion, a London journalist and a former air

force officer who has collected scraps of

information to spin out a yarn on Gen-

eral Zia’s life and times and his death when

his plane blew up in mid-air on August 17,

1988. 

Many theories have been bandied about

regarding Zia’s death and whether the

Pakistan Army, the CIA (unlikely, because

the US Ambassador also died in the crash),

or India’s RAW had a hand in it — of course

no conclusions have been reached. But the

one that has gained the most currency

is that a basket of mangoes was loaded on

to the plane at the last minute that included

a time bomb of sorts which was deto-

nated soon after the plane took off. (Shu-

ja Nawaz’s Crossed Swords: Pakistan, Its

Army, and the Wars Within, reviewed in

this column earlier, has an extended chap-

ter on Zia’s assassination but again it is

full of conjectures with no firm conclu-

sions.) So, on the basis of this mystery,

Hanif has written a thriller that has been

endorsed by John Le Carré, one of the

great spy novelists of our times.

There are two stories interwoven here.

There is one with Hanif’s hero, Ali Shigri,

an air force officer, who is arrested and

threatened with torture by the ISI after the

disappearance of his best friend and room-

mate in a stolen air force plane. Ali is plot-

ting to kill Zia with a poisoned sword

because he suspects that his father too had

been murdered by the ISI. The plot is foiled

after Ali and his lover, a fellow recruit, are

arrested and tortured but they are later re-

leased. Now the ISI wants Zia to be bumped

off, using Ali and his mate to do the job.

The other story is centred around Zia

and his personality. Hanif has great fun

satirising Zia, his growing paranoia and

superstitions, his desperate search for truth

by reading chosen passages from the Ko-

ran, and his dreams of getting the Nobel

Prize for Peace! Zia had his share of health

problems, suffering from worms and a

constant rectal itch. But his real prob-

lem was with his wife, a domineering per-

sonality who suspected that he was hav-

ing an affair with a Texan TV journalist.

She clawed at him till he turned sobbing

to Allah to save him from her and give him

peace of mind. 

In the midst of the growing national

and domestic crisis, Zia finds no solace

from the friends who surround him. They

are real-life cut-outs from his rule — Amer-

ican-funded and Pakistan-based jihadis in

Afghanistan and a tall, bearded Saudi, a

construction magnate, vaguely suggestive

of Osama bin Laden. 

The whole mish-mash of Pakistani pol-

itics is here: jihadi fundamentalists, the

ubiquitous presence of the Army, ethnic

divisions with the dominance of the Pun-

jabi, American advisers meddling in Pak-

istani affairs and then washing their hands

of the mess. All this smacks of a formu-

la, which it is, but there are clever plot-

twists that make you carry on regardless.

But the book’s strength lies in its satire,

a darkly comic wit that is woven in through-

out the novel but specially with Zia’s life

and times. Hanif has taken a great deal

from the richness of the Urdu language

(his recent take on Musharraf, widely

reported in its translated English version,

goes a step further on Pakistan, where

things are funny and sad at the same time

but you can’t see the sadness if you do not

see their fun, because both are linked

up. Almost Chekovian!) 

This is not a great novel, nor for that

matter is it all too well written. But it is

an interesting novel because it provides

a picture of Pakistan free from the con-

straints of academic disciplines. It is an

imaginative work of both fact and fiction.

Read it.

Exploding Mangoes is part fiction on

Zia’s plane crash, and Pakistan 

A Pakistan story
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