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one thing you cant hide


is when youre crippled inside
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The men of higher circles are not representative men; their high position is not a result of moral virtue; their fabulous success is not firmly connected with meritorious ability. Those who sit in seats of the high and the mighty are selected and formed by the means of power, the sources of wealth, the mechanics of celebrity, which prevail in their society. They are not men selected and formed by a civil service that is linked with the world knowledge and sensibility. They are not men shaped by nationally responsible parties that debate openly and clearly the issues this nation now so unintelligently confronts. They are not men held in responsible check by a plurality of voluntary associations which connect debating publics with the pinnacles of decision. Commanders of power unequaled in human history, they have succeeded with the American system of organized irresponsibility.


C. Wright Mills
 The Power Elite, 1956














Introduction




Feelings and attitudes are to an amazingly high degree molded by the conditions under which we live, both cultural and individual, inseparably woven.


Karen Horney









After nearly 6,000 years of evidence on the subject, one thing stands clear: the people who end up as leaders in any organization, large or small, are often the craziest guys around. It has ever been thus. And it is so today, big-time.


Look at the newspaper, in all fieldsgovernment, business, the arts. whatever. Greed. Brutality. Sloth. Lust. Stupidity. Miscreants everywhere. What is to be done? Whats the matter with us? And those are just the criminals we hear about. In the everyday world, the level of pathology is less, perhaps, but just as obnoxious to those who have to function with such people.


At the same time, the disease has spread worldwide and is now a planetary phenomenon. Japan, Inc., for example, once the shining light of envious management consultants and those who cover the subject in journals both scholarly and popular, is now number one in nobodys book, nor are the strategies of the creepy oligarchs of China, or the second-generation fascists of Italy, where we recently saw a prime minister who compared himself to Jesus Christ, then refused to concede after he lost. What a nut! The thing is, we recognize him. Hes all too familiar. We work for somebody not unlike him.


The truth is, in spite of a leadership cadre trained by august institutions like: Yale, Stanford, Harvard, and such, crazy bosses suffuse our culture, our working lives, and the macro-landscape of politics and international affairs as well. Workers suffer. Families suffer. Bosses suffer, too, but its hard to feel too sorry for them because, first, of the discomfort their mania inflicts on others, but also because they tend to make the kind of money that we think adequately compensates them for whatever pain they endure. This is only partially true. In fact, what appears to be the case is that great power and wealth actually exacerbate the pain of existence, and make it necessary to download that agony on others.


Its possible there are some who do not fall prey to this phenomenon. I hear the Dalai Lama is a lot of fun, particularly on the road, where he stays at a lot of very nice hotels that seem somewhat inconsistent with a career in which one has ostensibly renounced the material things of this world. Still, while youre hanging with him, its probably not that bad. The Four Seasons in L.A. in particular has a very nice spa.


We should not be too hard on the Dalai Lama. Consistency is not one of the main signposts in the land of the crazy boss. Inconsistency is his or her meat and drink. Consistency is for little men and women. And he or she is not small, except perhaps in certain key places that only he or she knows best.


Not to belabor the point, but Im going to: crazy bosses are so numerous in our world that to mention individual cases is almost moot. I hate to be moot. Lets give some anyhow. They stretch back to the beginning of time to about five minutes ago.




Crazy Bosses through the Ages









	
Alexander of Greece
 
		
Cried when there were no more senseless acquisitions to accomplish.



	
Tiberius,
 emperor of Rome

		
Really grouchy, very bad manager,  liked to have young boys swim beneath him in the pool for purposes that are disgusting, obvious, and unsuitable for publication in this venue. But if you want to hear about truly demented and perverted stuff, I recommend a thorough reading of Suetonius.



	
Richard III of England

		
Killed little boys in the tower, lied like a rug, real paranoid maniac who generated 800 years of bad press for British royalty.



	
Joan of Arc

		
Paranoid schizophrenic with delusions of grandeur (although persecution complex may have been well founded).





	
Torquemada

		
Ran Inquisition and seemed to enjoy it; transmitted vicious corporate culture to entire workforce with great efficiency.



	
George III

		
Heard voices, had to be restrained for his own protection.



	
Abraham Lincoln

		
Extremely depressed, never wore bright colors.



	
Hitler

		
No explanation necessary.



	
Mussolini

		
Comical self-aggrandizer, highly effective in infrastructure management but never managed transition from effective line manager to larger international role.



	
Joseph Stalin

		
Only thing more dangerous than being his enemy was being his friend.



	
Douglas MacArthur

		
Wanted to start World War III, this time with nuclear weapons; smoked weird pipe.



	
Idi Amin Dada

		
Mass murderer, engaged in tribal genocide, escaped with entire wealth of his poor, impoverished people.



	
Jim Jones

		
Delusional murderer of his followers.



	
Tom Cruise

		
Delusional promoter of his followers.



	
Bobby Knight

		
Real anger-management issues.




	
George Steinbrenner

		
Classic bully who cant help shooting his mouth off; has proven in later years that longevity vitiates bad press.



	
Donald Trump

		
Figure of fun for several decades known for outlandish and entertaining inability to implement impulse control; now perhaps the most successful individual on the planet at marketing his own pathologies to a mass audience.



	
Ted Turner

		
Highly entertaining when at his best, as when he regaled an entire roomful of business reporters with an impassioned attack on clitoral mutilation in Africa; now sadly fallen from favor in the media for being insufficiently insane by current standards, proving that escalation continues in this area as well as many others.



	
Bill Gates

		
Now in process of mutating into post-executive Yoda status.



	
Dennis Kozlowski

		
Grotesque parody of conspicuous consumption; also made huge mistake of looking as fat and greedy as you would expect.



	
Bill Clinton

		
Self-destructive genius who found it necessary to put a powerful weapon in the hands of his adversaries.



	
George W. Bush

		
Killer combo of control freak and rampant delegator; pretty bad bully, too.




	
Martin Sorrell

		
Cried when there were no more advertising agencies to conquer.



	
Ken Lay, Enron

		
Sociopath and weenie.



	
Rest of Enron jerks

		
Smart little shitheads.






And thats just for starters. I realize how many I have skipped and, in a desire to be brief, how many attributes of each Ive elided. One of the great developments of recent years has been the amazing ability of these guys to reinvent themselves as often as Madonna. Like, what are we to make of Carl Icahn, who you will meet in this book, a gentlemen who simply will not go away no matter how many companies he fucks up?


And these are just the marquee names. What about all the smaller Nazis who served Hitler during the height of the Third Reichdrug addicts, pederasts, murderers! Or Pol Pot? Or the amazing throwback to the 1930s, Kim Jong Il? Or some of those extremely nasty ayatollahs? Or the member of Parliament who recently appeared on the U.K. edition of Big Brother, the reality show, in his underwear, on his knees, barking like a dog at the feet of some bimbo? He got reelected! Or my eternal favorite, Howard Hughes, who was fearful of germs on his cans of peaches? Or that big angry mother, Lou Gerstner? There are simply too many to mention!


And while history may provide scope and insight, as well as a certain entertainment factor that helps us put our own crazy bosses into contextwho has not compared his boss to Napoleon at one time or another?this is not a history book, because something new is in the wind here.


In these pages, I will pursue a contention that while there have been instructive and amusing crazy bosses throughout the generally quite screwy march of time, our senior managers have put it all together only in the last couple of decades and created quite a new, hyperbolic form of crazy boss. Yes, there were vicious bullies brandishing halberds and a joint of meat 500 years ago, and sleazy thieves moving the pawns around the world thousands of years before that, but the most spectacular fusion of pathologies has only been accomplished fairly recentlyguys who combine all the sickness of prior centuries into a tasty and unprecedented package that came to fruition with the maturation of global corporate culture.


It is this corporatization of everything that has produced the contemporary crazy boss. Corporations run everything nowfrom the corner hamburger store to the massive organizations known as governments. How else would a right-wing blabbermouth for a cable news channel be considered qualified to become the chief spokesperson for the White House? No, for all intents and purposes, there is very little difference, organizationally speaking, between Korea and IBM. This is an encouraging development for those attempting to study and master the people who run these things.


It all started in a form we can recognize in the 1980s, when I was lucky enough to be given the opportunity to botch the first version of this book. During that halcyon period, I would read the paper on the train every morning, mouth agog, tiny bubbles frothing from its corner. Look at what was going on just in New York City, where every department head of the local government, including the sainted Bess Myerson, a former Miss America, was under investigation, if not indictment. In the religion business, Jim and Tammy Bakker wrung $92 million or so from the teat of the righteous, and acquired enough stuffincluding an air-conditioned doghouse and a 1937 Rollsto make Imelda Marcos pale in the collective imagination. And then there was Imelda Marcos! Remember her? She and her homunculus of a husband accrued so much wealth in their impoverished nation that, finally, their only supporter was New York Post gossip columnist Cindy Adams. Thousands of shoes, and her people were starving! And you know what? I heard just the other day that there is a large movement right now in the Philippines to bring back her family! The Marcos dictatorship is now viewed by quite a few folks as the good old days!


Back then, it all seemed so much more fun. On the Street, there were men like Ivan Boesky and Dennis Levine, who traded on the information placed with them in trust, rampaging dealmeisters so greedy that an annual take of a million 1980 dollars was insufficient to fill their bloated self-images. These guys saw money not as a thing in itself, but rather, as entrepreneur Jack Kent Cooke put it, just a way of keeping score. Perhaps these deals, mergers, acquisitions, Pyrrhic divestitures, and takeovers were even more offensive than the Boesky/Levine transactions, because instead of being illegal and immoral, they were immoral and legal. Since then, time has marched cruelly on, and the Boeskys and Levines have been replaced by the Kozlowskis and Lays, with some names incredibly spanning the years between then and now, always remaining with us as examples of how crazy management establishes the rules and is rewarded.


Ultimately, the chain of craziness reaches down into the ranks and upward to the highest reaches of our societyinto Congress, the Supreme Court, the White House. Back then, there were names like Meese and Agnew and Nixon and Reagan, before he became an airport and people were still allowed to doubt his mental capabilities without being ostracized at social functions. But now? Now we have Dick Cheney. By the time you read this, he will, most likely, be on his way out. But the style, ladies and gentlemen, has informed an entire generation of little Dicks.


It didnt have to be this way. In 1946, Peter Drucker, who lived and wrote his best stuff back in the days when the words rational management were not an oxymoron, was able to observe, in his seminal analysis of General Motors, Concept of the Corporation:




It is characteristic of the American tradition that its political philosophy sees social institutions as a means to an end which is beyond societyIt has, at one and the same time, refused to accept that deification of society which endows the state, the nation, or the race with absolute value, omnipotence, and omniscience, and that degradation of society which makes the law a mere traffic rule without any ethical significance or reasonTo this social philosophy the United States owes that character of being at the same time both the most materialistic and the most idealistic society, which has baffled so many observers.



Man, dont that make you sad? Is it possible we could get those days back, if they ever existed in the first place? Doesnt look like it, Im afraid.


The problem is, its just too goddamn hard to be a boss at this stage of the game. Under the intense competitive pressure of the rapacious global business environment, the boss must struggle to find any means at all to grow his power, his profits, his name, and, most important, his stock price.


Weak minds. Squirrelly guts. If you drive a car too long, you lose the ability to judge the road. And once you decay into the crazy boss you were intended to be, you cant come back, not until you leave the place where the bug is festering.


The crazy boss is just one small but necessary piece of a crazy organization, which itself exists within a crazy culture that is just a part of the big crazy planet. The spore of management insanity is carried from the general economic and political environment into the business community, where it is contracted by the Big Boss himself. From there, it radiates downward to smaller bosses, and out through the organization, and then back into the business community again, producing a flow chart that looks a little something like this.


Global Management Disease

[image: page35]


Inside this Chinese box is the crazy boss him-or herself. Each is different, and the same, a mixture of different guises, mercurial, tempestuous, and a tremendous pain to everybody around, including himself.


On Monday, he may be a bully, flattening everyone in his path, spreading fear and self-loathing throughout the ranks. Theres a lot of yelling. A lot of apologizing.


On Tuesday, his aggression in momentary remission, he becomes convinced that all his subordinates are plotting against him, that all arehave always beendisloyal, ripe for extermination.



On Wednesday, he metamorphoses into the narcissistic empire builder, castles blossoming in his fevered brain. Interestingly, with complete self-centeredness there comes an amazing amount of ragemore than the bully, even.


By 3:00 PM on Thursday, hes been struck inert by a spasm of bureaucratic willies, so he shuts himself in his office and wont come out except to bleat for coffee and distribute a blizzard of inane paper. He is, in short, a wimp. (An entire corporation full of these, ironically, can be incredibly effective. Think Japan, Inc.)


Friday morning early, his dreams are dust. He is so paralyzed, he allows several opportunities to pass, opportunities that might, if managed in a timely fashion, have brought glory to him and profit to the company.


Over the weekend, he drinks himself into a coma, wakes up on Saturday evening full of spunk, and is later seen canoodling with a young bartender at Elaines. Page Six picks it up and, just like that, hes in Reputation Management prison.


And so on, until the ultimate disaster hunter inside every suffering crazy boss puts an end to him.


In each, the syndrome is marked by a debilitating range of career-building character deficiencies:





[image: bull] A certain rigidity of character. This is necessary to the functioning of the average crazy corporation. Organizational people are expected to act in coherent, predictable ways. That, in a functioning social group, is an accepted definition of sanity. In some cases, the ability to see all sides of an issue must be considered a real debility. The rigid personality may have a sense that he has failed to live up to some monolithic, mythical potential, that no matter how much he has earned or achieved, it is never enough. This quality is perhaps best expressed by guys who simply cant imagine any deal not going their way, and so most of them do.


[image: bull] Next, pervasive feelings of inadequacy may be covered up by the need for aggrandizement from all corners. This may evidence itself in the need to show off, to impress others and ones self with all sorts of possessions valued in our culturemoney, toys, women, column inches in the press.


[image: bull]A tower of dynamism most times, he also has problems asserting himselfeither being overly aggressive or, in some cases, finding it impossibly difficult to express his wishes or to ask for something, do something in his own interest, express an opinion or criticism, order someone. He may find it hard to say no, or suffer from an inability to plan, a tendency to drift. Hes a bureaucrat, and quite a trembly and nasty one at times.


[image: bull]Underlying all these attributes is a need for perfection and control in an imperfect world. He mistrusts other peoples ability to make the world what he needs it to be, and is frustrated when that worldand all the people in itdont deliver up to his grandiose expectations. He needs to criticize, to tinker with the situation, to manipulate other people until he doesnt feel so goddamned out of control.


[image: bull] Then comes the ragewhen things dont work out, and sometimes even when they do.




The bottom line is this: he is sick all over. And yes, he will seek to destroy himself, in time. And if one is crafty, and patient, and lucky, and determined, it is possible for the savvy player to help the crazy boss along in that path to personal Armageddon.


Before that happy day, however, youre going to suffer a lot. Thats okay. That which does not kill us makes us stronger, until, you know, it finally kills us.

















PART ONE


Crazy Business
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1


The Crazy Corporation





There are two ways to look at it. Either (a) the business world is a sane place dominated by a couple of crazy people who ruin everythingor (b) the organizations we serve are basically crazy, and you need to be crazy to manage them. After years studying the subject, Im weighing in on (b).


Too often for it to be a coincidence, or some ailment that afflicts only my friends, I have seen mildly neuroticthat is, normalindividuals transformed by the pressure of office and title into something new and not altogether better.


But dont take it from me. Theres objective evidence as well. One need only look at some of the great, stupid mergers of recent years, or the sudden deconstruction of once-functional, marginally sane organizations by ceaseless reengineering, to see people driven crazy by their own business decisions. Think Time Warner being acquired by a bunch of bozos who thought they had all the answers. Think Madison Avenue during the years of ugly consolidation, when every creative little shop sold itself to one oligarch or another. To work for such companies was to go insane, and if you went insane enough you had just a chance to survive and prosper. Only the hopeful, the entirely rational, were doomed.


There are many ways that the world can drive a person crazy. Love can do it. War. And the constant destabilization of the working environment one must live within in order to earn money. This can peel an individual away, leaving nothing left but a small, smoking nugget deep in the limbic region.


I can tell you what its like to have your working world turned upside down every couple of years. At about the time I started, the first wave of moronic dealmania hit, and you had to be able to hold on to your ass with both hands just to remember where to find your chair. On one day at the height of this nonsense, when Id been at the game for just a couple of years, nineteen major mergers showed up on my newswirenineteen in one day!


Consider the number of people involved. Imagine the paranoia. The despair. The betrayals both large and small. Was it, perhaps, an unusual day? No. The next day, when I once again entered the command Search: Mergers in the database (there was no Google then, you know), I came up with no fewer than thirty more pending mergers, acquisitions, friendly and unfriendly takeovers, and other changes of management. Two small chemical labs were bought by a manufacturer supplying specialty niche products for a wide variety of industries. Vicorp Specialty Restaurants, operators of the Hungry Hunter, Mountain Jacks, and other dinner establishments, merged with Rusty Pelican Restaurants, Inc. Physicians Reimbursement Services, offering health-care services mostly in third-party insurance claims, bought Professional Management Associates, a health-care consulting service mostly in Louisiana. And so on, and on.


Take, for example, the single, albeit long and distinguished, career of that great fomenter of imposed change and organizational chaos, Ron Perelman, who came to our attention in the late 1980s with a cornucopia of wealth creation for the very few. In the space of a few short years back in the day, he seized Pantry Pride in a significantly leveraged deal and sold most of its stores to pay for the deal; bought Revlon for $1.7 billion and sold off all but $300 million worth of its operations, making, as Forbes later wrote, much more money breaking up the company than [founder Charles] Revson made by building it; bought 15 percent of Trans World Corporation, which operated Hiltons hotel and food-service businesses; and raided Gillette, the razor people. I dont think its unfair to say that throughout this amazing run that extends over more than twenty-five years, Perelman has been a model of the genrecreating tons of money for himself while sowing a shitstorm of chaos within the organizations he manages. (Today, one can see him at Michaels and Nobu, looking slender and hot, doing great, leaving a bevy of beautiful, angry women in his wake. What a dude!)


Deals, deals, and more deals. Huge sums of money rocketing across hardwood tables. Enormous wealth. Devastation of existing corporate governments. Exultation among those who manage money. Confusion and terror among those who just have to earn it.


Today, the pace of deals has slowed, since most industries have been consolidated down to just a few players. Thats not to say that dementia is ever very far away. Right now, if you have a good idea about how the gigantic digital collective mind can be advanced in some way, its possible that in a year, maybe less, the guys at Google will acquire your entire operation for billions of dollars. Do those deals make sense? The other day, Google, of which YouTube is now part, reported a 75 percent increase in quarterly profits and its stock rose thirty bucks.


In the new century, the big dudes wear sweaters and lab coats. But while styles may change, however, the crazy core remains the same. Some of the great carriers of mass insanity remain with us for decades. Today, a whole bunch of formerly crazy bosses have turned into major philanthropistsdefinitely a trend right now, as big, in its own way, as Excellence was in the last century. Theres a long history of this kind of thing.











	
PHILANTHROPIST

	
BEFORE

	
AFTER







	
Andrew Carnegie

	
Ordered Frick to crush workers

	
Colleges, museums, concert halls, etc.



	
Henry Frick

	
Shot striking workers

	
Beautiful art museum



	
Henry Ford

	
Made Mel Gibson look like David Ben Gurion

	
Ford Foundation



	
Michael Milken

	
Scourge of corporate  culture
 
	
Hospitals, schools, other good things



	
Bono

	
Self-righteous rock star
 
	
Ubiquitous voice for everything good in all of us



	
Jerry Lewis

	
Inane, hysterical comedian almost  impossible to watch today by anyone not French or ironic

	
Inane, hysterical  annual telethon



	
Bill Gates

	
Genius and Vegas party animal, predatory Moloch devouring any living entity in his  path

	
Quiet visionary who has passed beyond this everyday plane



	
Bill Clinton

	
Pudgy liberal sex maniac

	
Gentle force for moral goodness








Consider another terrific current philanthropist of this nature: Carl Icahn, who has been kicking around to kick other people for longer than many of you now reading this book, providing a generation of insane background noise for the meta-culture.


On January 3, 1986, Carl C. Icahn changed his spots, Barrons reported. That was the day he took over as chairman of Trans Word Airlines, and, suddenly, the corporate raider became a manager. The periodical continued:





On the surface, as intimated, he has pulled the airline out of its nosedive and, in a relatively short span, turned a financially ailing company into a healthy and growing enterprise. However, careful inspection reveals that what Icahn has really done is to restructure the airline into a hollow shell filled with debt, and assure that much of the cash and stocks bought with the proceeds of the debt will wind up in his hands.




We all know what became of TWA. And for a while, Icahn went away. Then, suddenly, in 2004, bang, here he is back again.




NEW YORK (CNNMoney.com)Carl Icahn, the activist shareholder who leads a group of investors owning about 3 percent of Time Warner, unveiled his plan Tuesday to break up the worlds largest media company.



while only controllingnot even owning himself!a scant 3 percent! What a player! And note what title the house organ of Time Warner, CNN, gives the rapacious invader. Hes an activist! Like, you know, Nelson Mandela, right?



Icahn called for Time Warner to split into four companies, AOL, networks and film, publishing, and cable, and for a $20 billion buyback of stock. Time Warner CEO Dick Parsons faces a challenge from activist shareholder Carl Icahn, who unveiled his plans to shake up the media giant on Tuesday.



In one of the weirdest press conferences in media history, Icahn rambled on about his plan to dismantle Rome.



According to the plan, which was detailed in a voluminous report that weighed in at nearly 350 pages, the breakup value of Time Warner is $23.30 to $26.57 a share, versus a current stock price of about $18.50. The investor unveiled the plan at a news conference in New York and made it available on a new Web site, enhance timewarner.com.



(Despite the whorish investment bankers and analysts nattering on about metrics, the whole thing wouldnt fly, perhaps because were a little bit wiser than we were back in the twentieth century. I doubt that, though.)


But you dont have to look at the great generational superstars like Icahn and Perelman to find guys who make tons of money manipulating assets as if they were servings of dim sum on the big lazy Susan of international capital. Deals, how we love them and the men who make them! There are whole magazines devoted to nothing but The Daily Deal. Donald Trump continues to be celebrated as an artist of the deal. The business press subsists on them. Investment bankers build their livelihoods consolidating and deconsolidating entire industries. And we who work live inside these buildings that are constantly under reconstruction and deconstruction, going nuts working for guys who have perfected the status. As we do, the business intellectual establishment, if that is not too much of an oxymoron, gets priapic about the whole thing, and personally, I blame them more than anybody else, because theyre supposed to be smarter.


History cannot provide many episodes as exciting as the last decade in the capital markets of America, wrote George J. Stigler, 1982 Nobel Prize winner in economics, in Forbes. Stigler was also director of the Center for the Study of the Economy and the State at that yeasty home of neoconservative wisdom, the University of Chicago. The man barely contains his enthusiasm for the constant, disruptive dealmeistering.



Corporations as rich as many nations have been conquered. Ancient protected cartels have not been able to stave off powerful new invaders. The New York Stock Exchange, the commercial or savings banks; the old-line investment bankers all face new competition. No feat of financial legerdemain has seemed impossible



Phooey on this nonsense! And on the liars who try to make it sound like a good thing for people who work inside, the consultants and bankers and spreadsheet jockeys, the security analysts and strategic planners and greedy little guys in power suits and hipsters in open collars and sculptors of leverage and grand acquisitors and Quality champions and scary visionaries with creative destruction on their minds and their toady running dogs in the business media. Fie, I say. Fie on you every one, you demented bastards, for you have made us crazy, and our bosses most of all.


The ubiquity of obnoxious, self-interested change agents has produced perpetual terror in the bosoms of those who have the most to loseand its a fear that has nothing to do with economics. Its personal. Whats at stake, simply, are the elaborately constructed lives of people who make too much money, own and owe too much. People who have bought into the big dream with debt and are still waiting for their equity to catch up. In short, the guys you work for and, probably, you.


The developing dementia has marched inexorably across the face of our national institutions, and ramped up to takeoff speed with the arrival of the moral idiot MBAs who are willing to do anything for a buck and rationalize it with the kind of skill that only a graduate education can supply.


MBAs didnt create the environment single-handedly. But they thrive in the bushiest branches of the Tree of Greed. And at the heart of that growth is the empirical professional, analyzing, thinking, generating business, much of which need not be done. As Bobby Kennedy once said of the main edifice of the academy: The Wharton alumni dont look at the world as it is and ask, Why? They see the world as it could be and ask, Can I make a buck at that?


And where do these Whartonites go when
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