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I
ndia’s macroeconomic indicators often
throw up garbled signals that confound
commentators and policymakers. In recent
times, the Index of Industrial Production

(IIP), the high-frequency indicator of factory out-
put, has been showing far more muted and volat-
ile growth than the manufacturing component of
the GDP. For FY17, the IIP showed factory output
flatlining at 0.7 per cent, but the CSO’s manufac-
turing GDP estimates 7.7 per cent growth. The
Wholesale Price Index (WPI) has also shown un-
usual divergence from the Consumer Price Index
(CPI), difering not only in magnitude but also in
direction. This has exposed the Reserve Bank of In-
dia to undue criticism about being too conservat-
ive with monetary policy. WPI inflation slid much
faster than CPI when the RBI was cautious on eas-
ing and has risen faster after the RBI paused. To a
large extent, these distortions were on account of
imperfections in the methodology of computa-
tion. With the Centre finally implementing the
long-overdue revisions, these indicators should
now present a more realistic picture of the
economy.

The revisions in the IIP, based mainly on the
2012 recommendations of the Saumitra
Chaudhury committee, are twofold. One, the new
IIP measures output for the basket of goods pro-
duced in base year 2011-12 instead of 2004-05. It
has been updated by sweeping 149 new items into
manufacturing, while pushing out 124 obsolete
ones. This should have the efect of bolstering IIP
growth. Two, the index is now more broadbased,
includes renewable energy, and introduces a new
sub-group — infrastructure and construction. The
last will significantly trim the weight of consumer
products in the IIP and add to the weight of indus-
trial goods. The decision to count work-in-pro-
gress in capital goods will hopefully smooth out
the wild swings in this sub-index. Changes in the
WPI basket also seem to be targeted at ensuring
that it is more realistic and contemporary. The up-
dation of base year to 2011-12 from 2004-05 has
seen 199 new items being added and 146 deleted.
The decision to exclude indirect taxes will help the
index truly reflect producer prices, without the
distortionary efect of taxes. The dissemination of
a new food index will be of considerable utility to
household savers, agriculturists and policy-
makers. It is good to see that both the IIP and WPI
items will now be reviewed on an annual basis by
a technical review committee, instead of awaiting
base-year changes.

Overall, while the revision is welcome, it has
come rather late in the day, with four years already
elapsing after the Chaudhury committee submit-
ted its report. A dynamic and fast-growing eco-
nomy such as India cannot aford to take this lax
approach to maintaining its macroeconomic in-
dicators. Today, these indicators not only form the
basis of all policymaking, but are also widely ana-
lysed and dissected by analysts, rating agencies
and foreign investors for actionable information
about the health of the economy.

Overdue recast
Although unduly delayed, the revised IIP and

WPI seem to better reflect trends in the economy
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T
he ordinance on bad debt
resolution is apparently
intended to expedite the
resolution — through re-

structuring or insolvency — of the
large NPA accounts by providing an
umbrella of the Reserve Bank of In-
dia’s diktat and protection for the
process. One wonders whether the
existing sweeping powers already
available to the RBI under Section
35A, namely, to issue directions to
bank/s were not suicient, and that
an ordinance was required? 

The new Section 35AA provides
for the Centre to authorise the RBI
to issue directions to the banks to
initiate the insolvency resolution
process in respect of a default. 

Does this imply that the RBI will
be issuing directions to banks to
put into the insolvency process, in-
dividual cases of large default that
have not been resolved by any of
the schemes already in place like
the CDR, SDR, S4A? Is this not a de-
cision that needs to be taken by
banks and their boards rather than
by the RBI issuing directions to
them to initiate the insolvency res-
olution process? 

A fear psychosis
The new Section 35AB(2) says that
the RBI may specify one or more au-
thorities or committees with such
members as the Reserve Bank of In-
dia may appoint or approve for ap-
pointment to advise the banking
companies on resolution of their
assets. 

The important word here is “ad-
vise”. In other words, the decision
on resolution (unless taken under
Section 35AA for insolvency!) will
continue to be that of the bank
management. Perhaps the hope is
that if the decision has been taken
on the basis of advice from such a
committee/authority, it could
shield the bank management from
investigation by the three Cs (CBI,
CVC, CAG) and this could expedite
the decision. Is this enough to take
public sector banks out of the fear
psychosis that seems to be preval-
ent currently? Some assurance on
the lines of what Deputy Governor
Viral Acharya said at an IBA confer-
ence in February 2017 may be
needed. To quote: “Haircuts taken
by banks under a feasible plan
would be required by government
ruling as being acceptable by the vi-
gilance authorities.” 

Lopsided incentives
Another factor that impedes de-
cisions in large NPAs is the concern
that the existing provisions and
capital may not allow the large hair-
cuts needed to facilitate resolution,
especially when it is not clear where
the new capital would come from.
Unless the Government simultan-
eously comes out with a capital
plan for PSBs (including restructur-
ing of banks) the resolution of large
NPAs may prove diicult. 

The present system of ownership
and governance in PSBs has a lop-
sided incentive structure — there
are pressures on bank manage-
ments to take on riskier exposures,
for example in infrastructure finan-
cing — but when the exposures are
under stress, there is no incentive
to expedite resolution. On the other
hand the fear of investigation in-
hibits decisions. It is not surprising
that the bad loan problem is more

of a PSB problem. Not that the large
private sector banks do not face the
problem, but they have a cushion in
form of existing capital and capa-
city to raise new capital as well. 

There is a clear regulatory con-
flict with the RBI’s role as regulator
and supervisor if the RBI has to take
a call on individual cases of bad
loans. When even having an RBI
nominee on the board of banks has
been considered a conflict of in-
terest, its intervention in individual
cases of default puts the RBI in a
very diicult position. There is a
need for the RBI to distance its role
as regulator/supervisor from the
process to be put in place under the
new ordinance. 

Setting the parameters
It would be appropriate for the RBI
to envisage the new authority un-
der Section 35AB as an apex author-

ity that lays down the broad para-
meters within which oversight
committees that handle individual
cases would function. The apex
committee could have as members
an eminent judge with knowledge
of finance, seasoned former
bankers, resolution experts, per-
sons with relevant legal expertise
and two persons from the RBI board
not involved in regulation and su-
pervision. 

Given the number of cases for res-
olution and the time-frame, there
would need to be three or four over-
sight committees with sector spe-
cialisation and persons having res-
olution expertise. The apex
authority could formulate over-
arching guidance within which the
oversight committees could func-
tion including laying down bound-
aries for haircuts, definition of sus-
tainability or viability, period

allowed for restructuring for difer-
ent sectors, discount rates, etc. It
could also advise on tweaking of
the regulatory guidelines already
issued by the RBI. 

Even if it is accepted that in cir-
cumstances when the NPA issue
threatens financial stability, there is
need for RBI facilitation of the pro-
cess of resolution in individual
cases, there has to be a time limit
for the new provisions in the ordin-
ance. It needs to be understood that
the measure is an unconventional
one taken in the context of a situ-
ation that is threatening financial
stability. The Government would do
well to bring in or talk about a sun-
set or an exit clause to the new Sec-
tions 35 AA and AB of the Banking
Regulation Act. 

The writer was a deputy governor of

the RBI. Via The Billion Press

The RBI will embroil itself in banks’ decision-making and yet act as regulator. This can only be a temporary arrangement 

Protective shield Any regulator needs that to be effective CHINNAPONG/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Ring-fencing RBI in a new NPA regime 

USHA THORAT

LEONID BERSHIDSKY

T
he theory that a sinister
big data firm called Cam-
bridge Analytica (and as-
sociated companies)

played a major role in the election
of Donald Trump and the Brexit
vote is remarkably persistent des-
pite some obvious flaws. 

Arguing about whether big data
and internet-based psychological
profiling can swing votes is exciting
but pointless: Our personal data is
being harvested and dissected by
politicians and their contractors re-
gardless of whether it actually
helps them win. Cambridge Analyt-
ica and its peers depend on the trail
we leave on the internet. Our public
posts and browsing histories reveal
where we stand in the so-called
OCEAN framework, which scores
people on Openness to experience,
Conscientiousness, Extraversion,
Agreeableness and Neuroticism. 

Anyone can find out what psy-
chological profilers have on him or
her by using a public service ofered
by IBM. I suspect most people will
find that the results of such analysis
will wildly oscillate depending on
what data are fed into the machine,
in keeping with the time-tested
‘Garbage In, Garbage Out’ principle.

It’s hard to cheat a well-designed

psychological test. Michal Kosinski,
the pioneering researcher in the
field of internet-based psycholo-
gical profiling, collected his data
through such a questionnaire. But
the quality of analysis slips with
data that hasn’t been voluntarily
submitted. How schizophrenic are
you? How diferent are your online
personalities from the “real you” of
analog interactions? You may not
know that yourself, and there’s no
way for the researchers to figure
that out.

Nor can they really understand
what your browsing history means.
You may be using the same search
keywords and visit the same sites to
do a school project or seek help for
drug addiction. Your child can use
your browser. You can behave dif-
ferently online when drunk and
sober. 

Inexact science
Targeting political messages to
emotional profiles constructed
from our digital imprints is an ex-
tremely inexact science — just like
Facebook’s ad targeting, which is
better at freaking people out than
at selling them things. That target-
ing, however, is what conspiracy
theorists mean by “emotion manip-
ulation”. Cambridge Analytica has
claimed that it didn’t use psycholo-

gical profiling in the Trump cam-
paign. We do know for certain,
though, that the firm used some
hard data on voters.

Zurich mathematician Paul-
Olivier Dehaye, a privacy activist
who investigated the Cambridge
Analytica story, has advised a num-
ber of people to request their per-
sonal data from the firm. In March,
David Carroll, a New York designer,
posted bits of what he received in
response. 

There were no browsing data and
no analysis of social network posts,
but there was a detailed voting re-
cord and a voting propensity model

based on it. Carroll wrote he would
have scored himself diferently but
Cambridge Analytica’s assessment
felt “roughly accurate”. It con-
cluded that Carroll was a likely
voter in the 2016 presidential elec-
tion but a “very unlikely Repub-
lican”. 

It’s questionable that the firm
should have had access to this in-
formation or been able to process it
in the UK, as it did. To privacy advoc-
ates, any use of data people haven’t
knowingly released is a no-no. But
Cambridge Analytica couldn’t have
“manipulated” Carroll on the basis
of the data it had on him. The hard-
est part of using big data is figuring
out which parts of it are relevant
and what they actually mean for the
task at hand, like getting Trump
elected or selling watches.

Propaganda war
Then comes the next problem —
that of “psychological warfare”, bet-
ter known as propaganda, a set of
techniques used by militaries in
wartime but also by political cam-
paigns and businesses.

Propaganda, and its fake news
subspecies, only works on those
consciously susceptible to it or, less
reliably, on people not engaged
enough to exercise scepticism
about what they read. Pushing con-

tent to the former is preaching to
the converted. The latter are unreli-
able because your competition tar-
gets them, too. 

With their current accuracy, the
microtargeters are a Big Brother
with Alzheimer’s. That creates un-
satisfactory user experiences: Irrel-
evant, irritating ads and, in my case,
a barrage of emails asking for
money to help the Trump cam-
paign. As the owners of these data,
we have two choices: try to stop
them from profiling us poorly or
encourage them to do a better job.

For those of us who have little to
hide, it may make sense to provide
more data to the researchers and
for them to be a little more open
about what they do. If you are com-
mitted to this digital lifestyle, you
might as well get what you pay for.
It’s not impossible to believe that
your quality of life could improve
by having robots bring back what
you need from the unnavigable
jungle that is the internet. 

My IBM-generated psychological
profile says I’m extremely open and
curious — so bring on all the propa-
ganda, no matter whether liberal or
conservative, and let me gorge my-
self. I would genuinely enjoy that.

Why treat people as sheep? Mass
surveillance can be a cooperative
enterprise. BLOOMBERG

Can Big Data be used to manipulate people? 
Targeting political messages on the basis of emotional profiles constructed from our digital imprints is an inexact science

Digital footprint Not quite so sharp
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Mango bahaar 

Kishan Suman has four of his ever-
green mango trees planted in the
Mughal Gardens of Rashtrapati
Bhavan. Some 17 years ago this
Kota farmer had identified a
mango tree in his orchard which
yielded through all the seasons —
January-February, June-July and
September-October. He noticed
they grew well and began to fruit
from the second year of grafting.
Appropriately, this mango is called
Sadabahaar and is in the process of
being patented. Suman’s plants
are now being delivered to Chhat-

tisgarh, Delhi and Haryana on a
regular basis. He received an
award from the National Innova-
tion Foundation and has been ap-
preciated by President Pranab
Mukherjee. 

Going Uncle Sam’s way

Minister of State (Independent
Charge) Piyush Goyal being com-
bative in television newsrooms is
not new. But, a signature cam-
paign definitely is. A propaganda
campaign taking on the West, in
support of coal-based power gen-
eration is currently on. An online
signature campaign reminiscent
of Uncle Sam asking young Amer-
icans to enlist in the army, has
sought support to use coal to gen-
erate 24x7 afordable electricity.
The campaign urges respondents
to send a mail to Goyal, expressing
support, “in his stand against the
west...so that he knows that he is
not alone in this fight and the
whole nation is standing by his

side”. Call this popularity or per-
fect media management?

Strategy pays 

You must hand it to the Oriental
Bank of Commerce top brass for
good media management. They
avoid calling a press conference
every time the bank reports a
quarterly loss. A press release with
the net loss figure tucked in
among other data is mailed to me-
dia houses and the PR machinery
activated to remind journos via
email about the press release. The
bottom line is communicate only
what needs to be conveyed.

All gas 

On May 12, the petroleum & nat-
ural gas ministry issued an advis-
ory on fake websites on Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana, alerting cit-
izens to the fact that the oicial
website is www.pmujjwalay-
ojana.com. It also warned against
responding to an advertisement

in Hindustan newspaper regard-
ing the appointment of LPG dis-
tributorship under RGGLV Yojana,
and clarified that this entity is not
authorised by the ministry to ap-
point LPG distributorship. 

Ujala in the UK 

Piyush Goyal presided over the
launch of the world’s largest ei-
cient lighting programme, UJALA –
UK (UK Joins Afordable LEDs for
All) by Energy Eiciency Services
Ltd (EESL) in London. Describing
the strategy for scaling up LED
penetration in the UK, Goyal said
that India was able to significantly
reduce the purchase price of LED
by increasing eiciency and not
giving subsidies to consumers. He
suggested setting a target of repla-
cing at least 100 million incandes-
cent bulbs with LEDs by March
2019 and reducing individual
household consumption of en-
ergy by at least half. EESL has star-
ted retrofitting the façade and

other lights of the High Commis-
sion of India in the UK and India
House which would lead to consid-
erable energy savings. EESL’s en-
gagement with the UK will cover a
broad spectrum including mar-
keting world class energy ei-
ciency products, services, invest-
ments and raising capital,
scouting for new energy eiciency
technologies and partnering with
British companies to establish a
presence in developing markets.

Some coincidence!

All eyes are on the upcoming
board meeting of PNB on Tuesday,
not only because erstwhile MD &
CEO Usha Ananthasubramanian
was abruptly transferred, but also
because of the new boardroom dy-
namics between two Sunil Mehtas.
Yes, there are two Sunil Mehtas on
PNB’s board — the current non-ex-
ecutive chairman and the newly
appointed MD &CEO. 

Our Delhi Bureau

BELOW THE LINE

Glorious garden Farmer’s pride of

place SHANKER CHAKRAVARTY

Chief Economic Advisor Arvind Subramanian’s plea for
greater intellectual honesty and frank feedback from

bankers, economists, academics and other stakeholders is
likely to fall on deaf ears. PR firms don’t have to go into
panic mode, fearful that their clients may take the CEA too

seriously and start chattering. Not a
chance.

The last banker to stand up to the powers
that be was RK Talwar, celebrated chairman
of the SBI in the early seventies. He was
swiftly banished. Bankers have long
memories. Their independence of mind

ended then. For proof just look at the statements given by
bankers after every budget and every monetary policy an-
nouncement for the last decade. A weekly magazine once
undertook that cheeky exercise and found to no one’s hor-
ror that the statements were all alike in tone and content —
anodyne comments and fawning praise for the wisdom of
the finance minister, or RBI governor, whoever it was —
even when it was patently clear that their actions had the
potential to run the economy aground. This, from heads of
private banks who are theoretically independent and
don’t owe their existence to the pleasure of a joint secret-
ary or some other babu prowling North Block. If these
private bank heads choose to be politically correct all the
time, public sector bankers can certainly be forgiven if
they choose discretion over valour.

Actually it is ironical that Subramanian should even
raise the topic — considering what his friend Raghuram
Rajan went through when he spoke his mind barely a year
ago. When he made general comments about the economy
or about the polity that were open to interpretation, the
Government, its ministers, and a range of defenders came
rushing to attack him, questioning his right to speak, his
patriotism, his loyalties and whatnot. And he didn’t get a
second term. Still want to speak out, anybody?

NS Vageesh Associate Editor

Open your mouth. No papa
Honesty is not the best policy as far as the banking sector goes

FROM THE VIEWSROOM

Subramanian
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ACROSS

01. Of ancient Carthage (5)
04. Find fault with, arraign (7) 
08. Numerals written as letters (5)
09. Journal-keeper (7)
10. Look at (3)
11. Head of university department

(9)
12. Try out (4)
13. Dinner-summons (4)
18. Having a fixation (9)
20. Weight (3)
21. A counterfeit (7)
22. Region of lost souls (5)
23. Foot-lever for working

machine (7)
24. Sees how long it takes (5)

DOWN

01. One wanting everything just
so (13)

02. Numerals (7)
03. Cocktail snack (6)
04. Not out-of-doors (6)
05. Instrumentalist (6)
06. Wrong, out of order (5)
07. Composed of parts of

diferent kinds (13) 
14. When conditions are most

favourable (7)
15. Water-girt land (6)
16. Small (6)
17. Small pill, ball of shot (6) 
19. Reject journalist’s copy (5)

ACROSS

01. In being put in cup, it is
treacherous to put it back (5)

04. Charge public oicial if 1’m
cheap to turn out (7)

08. European capitalist is an
upright type (5)

09. One such as Pepys wrote about
its raid (7)

10. One sees this to this to think
alike (3)

11. One with a chair might press
for nothing to be changed (9)

12. Try it out with an international
match (4)

13. Going without a single medal
(4)

18. With a fixed idea the bosses
turn and I have to follow (9)

20. People of fashion have no little
weight (3)

21. A rare copy of it in mat of a sort
(7)

22. Uncertain state of bar under
which this dancer goes (5)

23. It will work machine in its
altered form (7)

24. It is multiplied by a national
broadsheet (5)

DOWN

01. He wants everything just
right, being tense: is into
making it (13)

02. Counts it as the fourth book of
the OT (7)

03. Is able to copy a bite taken
with a cocktail (6)

04. The entrance is not outside
(6)

05. One at cards or at chords
perhaps (6)

06. It’s out of order to put one in
the wrong mass (5)

07. Toe he breaks, our genes being
made up of diferent sorts
(13)

14. When it’s most favourable for
Tim to replace one in a drug
(7)

15. Is to come down on Malta, say
(6)

16. There’s not much that, by
itself, will gradually unfold
(6)

17. Ball of shot the French found
in a raw hide (6)

19. It will make a gun useless to
put spirits in his tea (5)

easy not so easy

ACROSS 1. Consolidate 8. Ratel 9. Popular 10. Firedog 11. Icing 
12. Lulled 14. Stupor 18. Point 19. Tide-rip 21. Sun-deck 23. Noise 
24. Deteriorate
DOWN 1. Careful 2. Natural 3. Oiled 4. Impugn 5. Appoint 6. Ell 
7. Shrug 13. Entreat 15. Partita 16. Replete 17. Stoker 18. Paste 
20. Dingo 22. Nod

bl two-way crossword 849

SOLUTION: BL Two-way Crossword 848

MOHAN R LAVI 

E
veryone in authority con-
tinues to maintain that
GST in India is set for a
July 1 arangetram. Every-

one paying indirect taxes in India
would be eagerly awaiting the out-
come of the next meeting of the
GST Council, scheduled to be held
on May 18 and 19 in Srinagar. The
meeting, to be headed by Finance
Minister Arun Jaitley, is scheduled
to finalise the rates of diferent
commodities and services. 

The Council has already ap-
proved most of the rules that are
required for rolling out GST such
as registration of entities, filing of
returns, payment of tax and re-
fund, invoicing and debit and
credit notes that are in conson-
ance with the GST law approved by
Parliament. 

Assuming that the rates of taxes
are frozen and an-
nounced after the
meeting, tax payers
would be left with
40-odd days to move
over to a law which,
though not entirely
new, has already
raised quite a few
questions. The time-frame is cer-
tainly insuicient considering the
fact that tax payers have to get
technologically ready and men-
tally conditioned to transition to
GST. It is apparent that the GST
Council does not want to an-
nounce a date later than July be-
cause everyone would take their
foot of the pedal. 

It is imperative that the May
meeting fixes rates of diferent
goods and services. More import-
antly, the Council needs to an-
nounce a negative list. Due to the
threshold limit of ₹20 lakh, the
population of indirect tax payers
is expected to increase in the GST
era due to which the Council also
needs to announce on which
goods and services there would be
a reverse charge. Amidst all this,
the Council has to take a concrete
decision on the treatment of agri-
culture when GST is upon us. The
Service tax department had to is-

sue a plethora of Circulars to state
their position on taxation of agri-
cultural services. An early decision
in this regard could prevent an en-
core under GST. The Rules that
have been drafted are in too pre-
liminary a stage to warrant a crit-
ical examination — the GST Coun-
cil may want to take a re-look at
the vast range of forms that needs
to be filed on the common portal. 

Dry run
With so much to do on both sides,
a July implementation is bound to
create mayhem. Once the rates,
negative list and reverse charge
mechanisms are done and dusted,
the GST Council should ensure
that all taxpayers (existing as well
as the new ones) get their GSTN
number without much hassle. On
completion of this, the GST Coun-
cil should do a dry run by permit-
ting taxpayers to get a look and

feel of the common
portal for the months
of July and August.
Users should upload
and match their in-
voices and supplies,
get the intimation for
the invoices that
don’t match and rec-

tify them.
They can also file their returns,

pay a token amount of taxes and
apply for refunds. By doing this,
the GST Council can quickly rectify
any technical glitches that are
bound to arise. The uploads of
supplies and invoices would not
be considered to be GST invoices
and the payment of token taxes
can be parked as as Advance GST
tax. Once all pending issues have
been resolved, GST can be enacted
from September 1.

Even if the Government is hell-
bent on July 1 as the appointed day,
they should mandate a parallel
run for the months of July and Au-
gust — compliances to be done as
per present laws as well as GST.
Having travelled thus far, the Gov-
ernment should be wary of the
pitfalls of a sudden death trans-
ition to GST.

The writer is a chartered accountant 

Rolling out GST
July deadline likely to create chaos

may 15, 1997 

Revenue shortfall not to upset fiscal deficit target

The Finance Ministry is confident that the preliminary
estimated shortfall in revenue collections to the tune of Rs.
2,400 crores in aggregate tax receipts during 1996-97 will
not threaten the fiscal deficit target as higher savings in
expenditure stream might ofset the shortfall. Highly
placed sources in the Ministry told Business Line today that
in 1996-97 the Finance Ministry was able to capture savings
of higher volume by rationlising expenditure through
identifying about 168 schemes in the Plan which outlived
their utility or overtaken by new schemes. Though these
savings were made over to the States, other areas of savings
in expenditure were ongoing and the final picture would
emerge shortly. 

Five airlines form world’s largest alliance 
United Airlines (UAL), Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS),
Air Canada, Lufthansa and Thai Air has announced the
formation of “Star alliance”, the largest integrated
worldwide air transport network providing customers
with global recognition and a wide range of other benefits.
Frequent flyers on Star Alliance flights from all over the
world will be able to accumulate and redeem mileage
points through each airline partner’s programme. 

Bajaj Auto to pay 100%, to consider bonus issue
Bajaj Auto has ended 1996-97 with its net profit registering
a marginal rise of 5.4 per cent — to Rs. 440.57 crores from
Rs. 418.12 crores. Its total sales and other income — at Rs.
3,454.10 crores — rose 17.8 per cent from Rs. 2,932.04 crores.
The directors have recommended dividend at the rate of
Rs. 10 per share entailing a total dividend outgo of Rs. 79.59
crores. The company’s board will meet at Pune on May 19 to
decide on issue of bonus shares. 

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY

BusinessLine

B Attorney General Mukul
Rohatgi will argue in the
Supreme Court the Centre’s
position on Triple Talaq
practice today. The Centre has
told the Court that it opposes
the system. However, All India
Muslim Personal Law Board
feels triple talaq comes under
the Muslim personal law and,
therefore, the top court
should not interfere in it. 

B The International Court of
Justice will
today hold
public
hearings in
the case of
retired
Indian Navy

oicer Kulbhushan Jadhav,
who has been sentenced to
death by a Pakistani military
court. Last week, the court
had stayed Jadhav’s execution
following India’s initiation of
proceedings against Pakistan. 

B The first session of the 17th
UP Assembly would
commence from today. The
Assembly secretariat
maintained that there will be
six sittings in the first session.
The House may have more
sittings as and when to be
decided by the Business
Advisory Committee of the
Assembly. 

B A five-judge constitution
Bench of the
Supreme
Court will
start
examining
the privacy
policy of

instant messaging service
WhatsApp, which has come
under challenge on the
ground that it allegedly
infringed on the fundamental
rights. 

B The Cauvery Rights
Retrieval Committee would
stage rail rokos for a week
from today to press their
demands. The rail roko would
be held in Thanjavur,
Tiruvarur, Nagapattinam,
Tiruchirappalli and
Cuddalore districts. Their
demands include
constitution of the Cauvery
Management Board. 

VENKY VEMBU

A
sense of fortuitous tim-

ing governs Eric Barker’s
book, which is a breezy
exploration of the ques-

tion of what produces that indefin-
able indeterminate that goes by
the rubric of ‘success’. 

Barker, a man of many parts — he
is a former Hollywood screen-
writer, was part of the Wii team at
Nintendo, has fenced with Olympi-
ans in Russia, and has trained with
the Israeli Military — introduces us
fairly early on to the concept of
“filtered” and “unfiltered” politi-
cians, which references Harvard
Business School professor Gautam
Mukunda’s work on that same
theme. 

“Unfiltered” politicians, who
have not been vetted by the polit-
ical system, cannot be relied upon
to make the “approved” decisions,
writes Barker, channelling Mukun-
da’s research. “They do unexpected
things… and are often unpredict-
able. Yet they bring change and
make a diference… They often
break the institutions they are
guiding.”

These characterisations are use-
ful as a guide to helping us under-
stand the slow train wreck that is
the Donald Trump presidency, and
reading Barker’s book in the week
that the Orange One fired the FBI
Director and slip-slided ever closer
to possible impeachment, is partic-
ularly illustrative. Trump, arguably
the most unfiltered politician ever,
may be unworthy of classification
as a “success”: indeed, he seems to
be determinedly exercising the
‘Samson Option’, bringing down
the entire constitutional order of
the US in a heap. Nevertheless,
Barker’s book ofers a prism with

which to make sense of the New
World Disorder.

Myth-busters
But the true merits of Barking... lie
elsewhere, in its delineation of the
markers of success, its laying out of
a roadmap to that wonderland,
and its intensively research-
backed, anecdote-rich, magisterial
analysis. Along the way, Barker
takes on some of the prevailing
myths centred around the notion
of success: Do nice guys finish last?
Do quitters never win? The an-
swers are somewhat counter-intu-
itive, although the author con-
cedes that there may be persuasive
arguments to be made on both
sides of the supposition. 

He also embellishes his narrative
by drawing out-of-the-box lessons
on leadership from an improbable
cast of characters: pirates, serial
killers, Navy SEALs, hostage negoti-
ators, Albert Einstein and even
Genghis Khan.

Pointing to recent discoveries in
genetics, for instance, Barker ar-
gues that there are no such things
as “bad” genes (which cause alco-
holism or a violent predisposi-
tion). If anything, in the right en-
vironment, bad can be good and
odd can be beautiful. Illustratively,
champion swimmer Michael
Phelps, for all his athleticism, does
not have a ‘normally’ proportioned
body, but his collection of ‘odd
traits’ contribute uniquely to mak-
ing him the ace Olympian that he
is. The larger point: the key to suc-
cess is to “know thyself” and “pick
the right pond”.

In his analysis of workplace com-
petencies, Barker observes that in
some situations “jerks” seem to do
better than the “nice guy”, but in
fact such organisations are only

sliding down the slippery slope to
becoming “Moldova”, the
erstwhile Soviet republic, which
figures dead last on list of coun-
tries ranked by happiness. That’s
because given the rampant corrup-
tion, Moldovans don’t trust one an-
other: and since many students
bribe teachers to get passing
grades, Moldovans won’t go to doc-
tors younger than 35, assuming
they purchased their medical de-
grees! 

Barker’s point is that bad beha-
viour is infectious and poisons the
well, and organisations that re-
ward bad behaviour are doomed to
fail. And, contrary to the notion
that nice guys finish last, it is pos-
sible, Barker argues citing a variant
of the Prisoner’s Dilemma game
theory, to build a workplace ecosys-
tem where cooperation and trust
in one another can be engendered. 

Grit or quit?
There is something to be said for
dogged perseverance in the face of
adversity, and countless success
stories revolve around the bone-
headed pursuit of an objective.
Barker cites inspirational case
studies in this area, including in-

stances involving life-and-death
situations. But even at the risk of
contradicting himself, he says that
there is a time for grit and a time to
quit, with a reckoner of sorts for
when to hold ‘em and when to fold
‘em. 

In embellishing his argument
for building a network that can
propel you on your way to success,
Barker invokes the example of Paul
Erdos, the maverick mathem-
atician who collaborated with
countless scholars. But it worked
for Erdos because he was by nature
extroverted, and to impose such a
pressure to network on someone
of the stature of Isaac Newton, for
instance, would have failed spec-
tacularly, he reckons. Again, it is
about diferent strokes for difer-
ent folks. 

“If you were Paul Erdos’s boss,”
he writes, “ you’d try to surround
him with as many smart people as
possible and you’d give him an un-
limited travel budget. If you were
Newton’s boss… the primary rule
you’d live by to make sure this
genius kept cranking out incred-
ible, world-changing develop-
ments is obvious: just leave him
the hell alone. 

Confidence and hubris
The overarching themes that
Barker addresses in his provocative
book are centred around work-
place dynamics, and the concept of
leadership. Confidence, he reas-
ons, is a result of success, not a
cause. And while overconfidence
makes you feel good, gives you grit,
and impresses others, it can also
make you an “arrogant jerk who
alienates people.” In other words,
Barker argues, the pursuit of suc-
cess doesn’t allow for a doctrinaire
approach, but a horses-for-courses
treatment that calls for the invoca-
tion of discretion. Some of these
ideas may seem self-evident, but it
is in the marshalling of a breezy
narrative that rests on the solid
bedrock of science that the book
commends itself. 

There’s no one-size-fits-all formula. It’s often a combination of self-awareness and the ecosystem 
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Eric Barker’s blog, ‘Barking Up the Wrong Tree’, presents science-
based answers and expert insight on success in life. He has been
featured in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The
Financial Times, and was a columnist for Wired. 
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