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W
ith the covid pandemic rein-
forcing concerns about eco-
nomic inequality, left-behind
communities, discrimination,
and climate change, there is
increasing pressure on corpo-

rations to do more than sell a good widget at an 
affordable price. Responding to the changing pub-
lic mood, the US Business Roundtable declared 
last year that, “Each of our stakeholders is essen-
tial. We commit to deliver value to all of them, for 
the future success of our companies, our commu-
nities, and our country.”

But this way of framing the issue is unhelpful. A
corporation’s stated objectives should help guide 
its choices. If all stakeholders are essential, then 
none are. In an attempt to please everyone, the 
Business Roundtable will probably end up pleas-
ing no one. Recent evidence even suggests that the 
corporations that signed on to the group’s “stake-
holder capitalism” statement have been more 
likely to lay off workers in response to the pan-
demic, and less likely to donate to relief efforts.

Nevertheless, is the shareholder-centric view 
propounded by Nobel laureate economist Milton 
Friedman wrong? Friedman’s rationale was that 
because managers are employed by shareholders, 
their duty is to maximize profits—and thus the 
share price. While this approach was widely 
embraced in the United States and the United 
Kingdom over the past 50 years, its basic logic was 
misunderstood. To many observers, the idea that 
businesses should favour millionaire investors at 
the expense of long-term workers is appalling.

Yet, there is a deeper argument for Friedman’s
view, based on the recognition that managers will 
not necessarily squeeze everyone else to favour 
shareholders. Because shareholders get whatever 
is left over after debt holders are paid their interest 
and workers their wages, management can maxi-
mize shareholders’ “residual claim” only if it 
expands the size of the corporate pie. To the extent 
that management must satisfy everyone else 
before looking to shareholder interests, it already 
does maximize value for all.

True, some would counter that the imperative to
boost quarterly profits leads to cost cutting in areas 
like worker training. But if companies want to 
maximize their shares’ value, they will train work-
ers, encourage sustainable practices from their 
suppliers, and foster lasting relationships with cus-
tomers instead of ripping them off. Put another 
way, even if CEOs do focus primarily on share pri-
ces, that doesn’t mean the stock market only 
rewards actions that boost this quarter’s earnings. 
Amazon showed little profit for years, but is thriv-
ing because it invested so much in its business.

Moreover, when quarterly results do affect share
prices, it is often because the short term has been 
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interpreted as a credible reflection of the long 
term. By the same token, instead of trying to boost 
short-term profits by sacrificing the long term, cor-
porate managers would do better to explain their 
strategy and encourage investor patience. And if 
market analysts do not buy their argument, per-
haps they have a point, and new management may 
be in order. It is up to good corporate boards to 
decide. They can certainly encourage managers to 
take a longer-term view. Vacuous statements 
about serving all stakeholders need [not] be issued.

The real problem with Friedman’s formulation
is that no matter how correct it is technically, the 
fact that it is misunderstood makes a difference: 
Today’s idealistic workers and customers refuse to 
accept it. The ironic implication 
of this is that corporations that 
announce a commitment only to 
maximizing shareholder value 
risk driving away key constitu-
encies, which will be reflected 
adversely in their share price.

This is why, as a recent 
McKinsey & Company report 
shows, more corporations are 
becoming “purpose-driven.” 
Among the benefits are stronger 
revenue growth (by attracting 
socially conscious customers), 
greater cost reduction (such as 
through energy or water effi-
ciency), and better worker 
recruitment (making “doing 
good” an employment perk).

None of these targets is at odds with the objec-
tive of maximizing shareholder value. Corporate 
purpose is useful only insofar as it enthuses critical 
constituencies. If purpose is meant to please every-
one, however, it will introduce an impossible stan-
dard and backfire. The key is for management to 
make clear how it will choose between different 
constituencies when trade-offs must be made.

For example, when Google withdrew from a US
government program to develop artificial intelli-
gence for military purposes, it signalled that its 
employees’ objections were more important than 
the interests of a large, lucrative client. As a result, 
Google employees and customers all have a better 
sense of how the company weighs their interests.

Some corporations have taken things even fur-
ther, such as by developing sustainability guide-
lines in the absence of state regulations. Collective 
acts of corporate noblesse oblige are worrisome: 
guidelines that large players can easily meet may 
keep out smaller market entrants, and nobly inten-
tioned buyers may form “cartels” to squeeze sup-
pliers. As such, it would be better if corporations 

pressed elected governments to
regulate.

Finally, there is the growing
issue of corporate political influ-
ence and speech. Many stake-
holders now want companies to
weigh in on issues such as the
restrictions on LGTBQ+ rights in
some US states. Generally speak-
ing, interventions outside a com-
pany’s business interests raise
questions of legitimacy: Whose
views are being represented?
Management? But managers
were appointed for their compe-
tence to run the firm, not their
political views. Stakeholders?
Which set and on what basis?

Corporations should be careful here. While we
have political processes to reward or penalize gov-
ernment actions, and corporate processes to hold 
managers accountable, we lack robust mecha-
nisms for monitoring and checking businesses that 
take on traditional government roles. Until we do, 
corporations that assume public responsibilities 
risk crossing the limits of public acceptance. Better 
to let sleeping dogs lie. © 2020  PROJECT SYNDICATE

Rising inequities after covid have 
raised calls for corporations to 

focus on rewarding all 
stakeholders, but this may be a 
result of a faulty understanding 

of Friedman’s shareholder-
centric view.

While the US Business 
Roundtable has endorsed 
broader corporate goals, 
managements should be 

cautious in adopting these. 
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RAHUL JACOB with live audiences and physically-dis-
tanced spectatorship, allowing 1,000 fans in
a stadium of 15,225. Even that small band
nearly blew the roof off in the delightful pre-
quarterfinal pitting US Open champion
Dominic Thiem against the 239-ranked
Frenchman Hugo Gaston. That match was
much more exciting than the tortured
men’s final of the US Open, which did not
allow spectators. Instagram appearances
during lockdown suggest tennis stars need
an audience as much as fans need them. In
the past few weeks, my most memorable
moment courtside has been admiring the
consistency of a nationally-ranked wheel-
chair tennis player, Shilpa K.P., at Benga-
luru’s Topspin Tennis Academy. And, for all
the virtual drinks I have had via Skype with
friends in Delhi, Coonoor and Sydney, the
real treat has been sitting two metres away
from a friend on the terrace of an empty res-
taurant this week. He urged me to read Isa-
bel Wilkerson’s book, Caste, which likens
America’s race problem to India’s apathy in
overturning caste hierarchies, the “human
pyramid encrypted into us all”. Viewing
sourdough pics on Instagram or watching
authors via Zoom couldn’t compare with
either experience.

Atwood, has done surprisingly well. Shashi
Tharoor’s recent session for JLF London
attracted more viewers than half-a-dozen
years at a JLF satellite event at the British
Museum were able to do.

Yet, in a telling statistic that reveals how
distracted we are when we “connect” via
videoconference, Roy says the average
viewer stayed for less than 20 minutes of
each session. By contrast, it is five years
since I chanced upon the animated classical
Indian languages scholars Arshia Sattar and

Sheldon Pollock before
2,000 people in Jaipur;
r iveted, I  stood al l
through and remember
it as if it were yesterday.
At another JLF event, I
came in from a morning
walk along a forest creek
and fell under the spell,
as sages do in myths, of
Shabnam Virmani sing-
ing verses of Kabir.

At work and play, we
are social yet also sensory
animals. Over the past
fortnight, the French
Open has experimented

January without JLF. After days of alter-
nately working-shirking from home, peer-
ing at someone boxed in by Zoom seems a
continuation of another work day without
office gossip. And I cannot be the only per-
son who wishes people would switch to
other alternatives after Zoom, owned by a
Chinese entrepreneur in California, admit-
ted to suspending accounts of pro-democ-
racy activists in Hong Kong at Beijing’s
request this June but promised not to do it
again. Sanjoy Roy, who, along with Namita
Gokhale and William
Dalrymple, has taken
JLF to Colorado, Hong
Kong and Adelaide,
sounded surprisingly
upbeat this week. “We
are very clear that we
will always have a digital
offering with television-
styled production stan-
dards” even after the
threat of covid passes,
Roy told me. JLF’s Brave
New World series (jlflit-
fest.org/bnw ), with
authors such as Orhan
Pamuk and Margaret

request to Nasreen to give her daughter
“courage” ended in sobs—to the embarrass-
ment of the teenager and moderator. When
it was over, another American woman said
that by allowing Martel so much Q&A time,
the moderator had been a perpetrator of
what the discussion was about: the “oppres-
sion of women by men.” (The panel was
actually titled “Writing for Change”). I was
the inept moderator.

At their best, literary festival panel discus-
sions are a hybrid of a great dinner party and
a post-graduate class at a top university.
When they go off the rails, they can seem
like retired Lutyens’ Delhi bureaucrats
making pointless points, or even a psycho-
therapy session. But, they widen horizons in
a bipolar world of shouting matches on TV
and strident WhatsApp warriors. Our
national strength as talkers, rather than
doers, is suddenly no longer a handicap. Lit-
fests likely date back to one in semi-rural
England in 1935, but almost everyone over-
seas agrees that the Jaipur Literary Festival
set the gold standard globally. Instead of
solo readings by authors and pricey tickets,
JLF packed in rock-concert sized crowds of
12,000 on the main lawn of Diggi Palace.

It is thus dispiriting to imagine a Jaipur

F
ew literary festivals anywhere were as
ill-fated as Hong Kong’s in 2003. It got
underway just as the severe acute res-

piratory syndrome (SARS) was migrating
from southern China to Hong Kong. V.S.
Naipaul, among others, cancelled a fort-
night before the event. One panel discus-
sion stood out for its topsy-turvy before and
after. An obscure Turkish writer also pulled
out because of SARS, which had a much
higher fatality rate than covid, leaving the
Bangladeshi writer Taslima Nasreen and a
British writer, widely discredited for his
coverage of the HIV epidemic, as the only
two writers on the panel. Yann Martel, the
Canadian author of Life of Pi, who was in the
audience, asked spirited questions that took
apart the former Sunday Times reporter’s
reporting on HIV and separately made an
eloquent case for organised religion, which
Nasreen had dismissed as a form of patriar-
chy. Reflecting on the “loneliness” of writ-
ing, one overwrought expatriate mother’s

The anxiety and nostalgia of li t fests in times of covid

is a Mint columnist and a 

former ‘Financial Times’ 

foreign correspondent.

In these covid times, one can’t 
help but miss the charm of lit 
fests and live sports. Some of 

these can take awkward turns, as 
audiences will attest, but they 

also stay etched in our memory.

Watching events live amid 
crowds has its own attraction 

that no technology-aided gig can 
hope to match, no matter how 

well digital tools keep us 
connected.
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A  calligraphy scroll by former Chinese leader Mao Zedong estimated to be
worth millions of dollars was cut in half after it was stolen last month in a high-

profile burglary in Hong Kong, police said. The scroll was found damaged when
police arrested a 49-year-old man in late September on suspicion of handling stolen
property. The South China Morning Post, quoting an unidentified police source,
reported that the scroll was cut in two by a buyer who had purchased it for 500
Hong Kong dollars ($65) and had believed the scroll to be counterfeit. “According
to our investigation, someone thought that the calligraphy was too long,” Tony Ho,
senior superintendent of the police Organized Crime and Triad Bureau, said at a
news conference Tuesday. 

AP

The precious Mao gem that got hawked for $65

The gem has a calligraphy scroll by Mao Zedong and is worth millions AP

Scientists have claimed to be able to manipulate sleepers’ dreams by making
them imagine certain topics, similar to lucid dreaming. Researchers at MIT

Media Lab’s Fluid Interfaces used a technique called targeted dream incubation
(TDI) to achieve this. TDI uses an early sleep stage, known as hypnagogia, to con-
sciously shape what the sleeper will dream about. Hypnagogia—the earliest sleep
stage—is similar to the rapid eye movement stage in terms of brainwaves and expe-
rience, however sleepers can still hear audio during hypnagogia. As such, subjects
recorded audio prompts and then had those suggestions played back at an appro-
priate time. The sleep tracker, called Dormio, “delivers audio at the correct times,
and records audio of dream reports”, according to author Adam Haar Horowitz.

The Independent

A sleep tracker that programmes your dreams

W omen with darker skin are more than twice as likely to be told their photos
fail UK passport rules when they submit them online than lighter-skinned

men, according to a BBC investigation. One black student said she was wrongly told
her mouth looked open each time she uploaded five different photos to the govern-
ment website. This shows how “systemic racism” can spread, Elaine Owusu said.
The Home Office said the tool helped users get their passports more quickly. “The
indicative check [helps] our customers to submit a photo that is right the first time,”
said a spokeswoman. “Over nine million people have used this service and our sys-
tems are improving. “We will continue to develop and evaluate our systems with
the objective of making applying for a passport as simple as possible for all.”

BBC

Digital tools could be guilty of discrimination

A  “disinfection” cabinet that zaps coronavirus could be this Christmas’s must-
have gadget as manufacturers tap into demand for professional levels of

hygiene in the home. The UV cleaning cabinet, which resembles a microwave and
costs £199, is one of a range of anti-coronavirus appliances being put on the market
by the electrical brand Beko. The appliance-maker thinks the metal box, which uses
UV light, could become a fixture in British hallways. The device can be used to kill
bacteria and viruses on the surfaces of personal effects such as keys, mobile phones,
bags and toys.The Hygiene Shield range, which also includes a fridge with a disin-
fection drawer and tumble dryer, was rushed into production after a poll of Beko
customers in 31 countries found widespread concerns about domestic hygiene. 

The Guardian

This microwave-like UV cabinet can zap corona

W oke” campaigning will set back social progress by assuming all minorities
are victims, an academic who placed fake articles in journals has warned.

Helen Pluckrose infuriated academic circles by publishing deliberately absurd
papers which were nevertheless unwittingly praised by scholars steeped in a social
justice worldview. She believes that the “woke” perspective she mocked in acade-
mia has spread to corporations, politics, and everyday interactions and represents
“the worst of our nature”. Cynical Theories writer Ms Pluckrose told the Planet
Normal podcast with columnists Allison Pearson and Liam Halliga, that the ideol-
ogy of identity politics will damage societal progress by inflaming tribalism
between genders, sexualities, and races. 

The Telegraph

A ‘woke’ culture that threatens social progress
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