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The Rise and Fall of Business and Nations - Andrew Howell 

The Divide: American Injustice in the Age of 
the Wealth Gap, by Matt Taibbi, 2014 

Phenomenal book. Being a Wall Street guy, I'm 
usually skeptical of left-leaning journalists who lash 
out at "fat cats" in finance – such types tend to be 
driven more by jealousy and misunderstanding of a 
complex industry, rather than by a well-founded 
moral critique. But that's not the case here. Matt 
Taibbi – who I met when he was a hard-partying 
journalist in Moscow -- has done a lot of digging 
into stories of financial impropriety that, taken 
together, paint a damning portrait of widespread 
greed and malfeasance. I think his social critique is 
spot on. My personal favorite was the story of the 
hedge fund attack on Fairfax Financial and its 
CEO Prem Watsa – orchestrated by the likes of 
Dan Loeb and Steve Cohen -- the details of which 
seem too fantastical to be believed. But it seems 
that he's not making any of this stuff up. 

Conversely, Taibbi's investigation into the 
underbelly of the justice system, where the urban 
poor and undocumented immigrants languish, is 
also very powerful. What makes this book unique 
is the author’s ability to live in two very different 
worlds, providing insight into the wrongdoings 
taking place in both: the slap-on-the-wrist 
outcomes for financial criminals at the top, and the 
inescapable criminal cycle for so many at the 
bottom. The fact that the rich live better than the 
poor is not really a surprise... but Taibbi exposes 
the truly extreme nature of our social divide with 
great impact. I'd like to think that this is a book 
that will make many readers reassess some of the 
pernicious trade-offs taking place in our society. 
Perhaps some will get up and do something about 
them. 

Bitter Brew: The Rise and Fall of Anheuser-
Busch and America's Kings of Beer, by 
William Knoedelseder, 2014 

I was hoping to learn something about the beer 
industry, but this book's subtitle is misleading. It a 
biography of the Busch family, rather than a 
corporate history of Anheuser-Busch. The book 
devotes most of its pages to 3 men named August 

Busch: Jr ("Gussy"), the 3rd and the 4th, with a 
particular focus on the latter, his dissolute life and 
downfall. Indeed, the author's primary purpose 
seems to have been proving beyond a shadow of a 
doubt that August Busch IV is a good for nothing 
scoundrel... and I must say that he did convince 
me. But while August IV's tragic story is salacious 
enough to keep the pages turning, I'm not entirely 
sure why it deserves to be the focus of this book. 
Rich dynastic boy gone wrong. So what. 

I came away disappointed in my quest for industry 
insights. There is some interesting stuff about beer 
in here, but the author could have done much 
more to examine the explosive growth of the beer 
industry following the end of prohibition, how AB 
came out on top after decades of intense 
competition, and where it eventually stumbled. It 
sounds like Dethroning the King, which focuses 
specifically on Inbev’s takeover of AB in 2009, 
might be slightly better in this regard. 

King Leopold's Ghost: A Story of Greed, 
Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa, by 
Adam Hochschild, 1999 

This is a terrific book about colonial-era central 
Africa. Author Adam Hochschild has distinguished 
himself with a gripping and heart-wrenching story 
of the European exploitation of the Congo and the 
subsequent efforts by ED Morrell and others to 
expose the wrongs that were committed there. It is 
a rollicking tale, filled with heroic and demonic 
characters, extraordinary feats of adventure and 
cruelty... the author has done a lot of original 
scholarship as well as exposing the work of a 
handful of others whose efforts might otherwise 
have been forgotten. The deeds recounted in this 
book go a long way to explaining the subsequent 
tragedy that has befallen much of Africa in the 
postcolonial era. The fact that this history was 
nearly erased from the national consciousness of 
Belgians -- and Europeans, who committed similar 
misdeeds in neighboring colonies, is deeply 
unsettling. 
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Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, 
Prosperity, and Poverty, by Daron Acemoglu 
and James Robinson, 2012 

Although this book had received quite a few 
accolades, I was not impressed. For sure, the 
authors bravely take on perhaps the key question in 
developmental economics: what separates the 
wealthy countries from the poorer ones? Why have 
some nations gotten so much richer but others 
have been left behind? Unfortunately, after 
slogging through all 550 pages, I don't think Why 
Nations Fail succeeds in making many 
groundbreaking insights. Really, the arguments of 
the book can be summarized as: 1) superior 
economic performance comes from inclusive 
economic and political institutions; and 2) the 
development of such inclusive institutions is itself 
determined by a range of complex historical 
factors. 

That is it. A self-evident thesis. Still one worth 
making, perhaps... But unfortunately the authors 
felt compelled to fill their book with pages upon 
pages of meandering historical examples as 
"evidence" in favor of their thesis. These examples, 
covering snippets including Ancient Rome, the 
discovery of the Americas, the French Revolution, 
the Meiji Restoration and much more, are 
excessively long and detailed without necessarily 
speaking directly to the purpose of the book. It is 
almost as if the authors can't help showing off their 
detailed knowledge of world history. The resulting 
text is far too undisciplined to make it a 
recommended read. 

There is also a bothersome tone to the book, one 
that is unceasingly critical of rulers in the countries 
that failed to develop inclusive institutions over the 
course of history (which was, until recently, most 
of the world, excluding a few parts of Western 
Europe and their former colonies). But this 
implied criticism seems to miss the point that these 
rulers were themselves responding to the set of 
incentives that they inherited. To most people in 
power over the course of human history, 

supporting extractive institutions was the rational 
thing to do. It led to a higher living standard for 
them and their families. And indeed, introducing 
inclusive institutions could be the equivalent of 
political -- or in the case of Louis XVI or Nicolas 
II -- actual suicide. In this respect, the early pockets 
of inclusivity like Britain were historical 
aberrations, rather than the norm, emerging almost 
by accident. The real question to be addressed for 
economic development is how to establish the 
incentives to make elites want to introduce 
inclusivity; as the continued sputtering catch-up of 
many of the "failed nations" of the world 
illustrates, this is far easier said than done. 
(Competing economist Jeff Sachs has, incidentally, 
written a spot-on critique of this book in Foreign 
Affairs.). 

Steve Jobs, by Walter Isaacson, 2011 

Isaacson has carved out an enviable position as a 
biographer of some of history's most intriguing 
geniuses. And in this biography, he shows that he 
deserves this role: the book is dramatic, sweeping 
in scope and seemingly quite balanced in its 
portrayal of its difficult subject. For much of the 
book I found myself strongly disliking Steve Jobs 
and his "narcissistic personality disorder". 
However ultimately Isaacson won me over, as 
most were ultimately won over, by Jobs's brilliant 
intensity and significant contribution to human 
civilization over the past 30 decades. It is just an 
amazing story, and one that has affected the lives 
of anyone who has used a computer or a cell 
phone, or seen an computer animated movie (i.e. 
nearly everyone on the planet). At times I found 
myself wanting more: Isaacson does not delve too 
deeply into the technology or the business aspects 
of Jobs's achievements, and I would have 
appreciated a bit more of the story behind Apple 
Computer's near collapse when Jobs was away 
from the helm. But I understand his rationale for 
limiting the scope... and in the end the book should 
be judged as a triumph. (I can’t wait to read The 
Innovators!…). 

 

Andrew Howell, January 18, 2015 


