Small Really is Beautiful, or how did we lose our Innocence?
Introduction

With apologies to Milton Friedman, I have entitled this article deliberately with a view to exploring the ideal size of working relationships within Society.

Research has shown that we are at our best and can communicate effectively, achieve our goals, live happily within a ‘controlled’ environment when to a limit of 150 people, beyond that our Brain cant cope with the intricate network of ties/associations and relationships that make up our life. Sure we can get along with almost anyone, but research has told us that we only keep about 150 active names and addresses on our collective memory banks at any one time, people can come and go from this list, but our desires for interaction apparently don’t expand much beyond this magic number.

So why is this, and are there any lessons that can be drawn from this that can make us all get along any better, or in business speak produce sustainable profits or lasting happiness?

Hard Wiring

If , for the moment we accept there are parts of us that have an instinct for survival and that we see the world through a series of painful or pleasurable experiences, then somewhere in history there has  been prolonged exposure to events that have shaped our behaviour, such learned experiences enables us to flee from danger or fight as appropriate.

For a long time in our past we learnt to walk on two legs, roamed the plains, and hunted and gathered with the sole purpose of maintaining our existence and surviving ( what we might call attaining a sustainable lifestyle).

At it’s very basic the primitive collection of people ( sometimes called clans)  had no private property, , shared its resources amongst the group and no body owned the hunting grounds.

People did not work for money, they worked because they were socially interdependent, each member of the tribe had it’s collective responsibility for the particular role assigned to it, be it killing the beast, nurturing children, collecting water, whatever task there was was shared and held accountable.
The most important part of this lifestyle was that leadership or power usually lay with one dominant ( usually male) individual who was in charge by virtue of his physical capabilities rather than acquired wealth or education.

In extremis when the leader got it wrong, there would be revolts and possibly death, but a new leader would rise up and take charge, this constant refreshment of ideas meant that the existing leader always had to be on his toes and the position was there to be lost or gained dependant on environmental conditions.
So what was the motivation here for keeping the unit cohesive and inter dependant.

In some respects our old friend Maslow had it right, basic needs of food, warmth shelter, procreation, were the motivating factors.

Whilst Maslow has been much maligned, control  of groups and provision of basic human needs has led to some interesting control mechanisms within primitive societies, and history has taught us that managing the food supply is a good control mechanism.

The hard wiring that is our Brain or survival mechanism and our natural pre dispositions arise from a prolonged spell of living in these communities when life was a lot simpler and the basic rule was one of reciprocity.

Adding to the mix

The main advantage of these primitive societies is that everyone was more or less on the same level of economic and political power, and it was a very flat organizational structure, when deviant   behaviour occurred it was either sorted out through peer pressure or in extreme cases by the leader stamping his physical authority on the miscreant leading to exclusion or death.

What gets more complicated in later societies is then impact of ideology and why one Society is ‘better’ than another.

Once the group has attained it basic level of need and Economic activity is settled, i.e there is plenty of food to go round and no anxiety about where the next meal is coming from, then a whole new level of Social  and Political institutions kick in.

The key revolution was the change from our nomadic existence into animal herding and agrarian lifestyles.

This could be called the onset of ‘civilisation’ in it’s broadest sense and it’s main features are larger communities, public works, internal and external trade, organizations beyond the clan of specialist labour and the move into a more formal privileged /political ruling elite.  

Once this pastoral revolution got under way ( and here we are talking hundreds of years, as evidence has been found of such agararian based economies lasting for considerable periods of time in  Iran/Iraq (Mesopotamia), Peru and China) then the need for established bases and communities became evident, so towns sprung up in places where there was a good supply of natural resources, water/wood etc.

Exchange of Goods and services took place and the specialization of trade and exchange with other communities began to erode the collective societal model and the possession of property became part of life.

With the onset of property and property rights, a set of ideologies came into being, a a means of controlling property rights and if this starts to sound a bit like a Marxian perspective, then don’t forget that the control of the  mean of production was a crucial element in survival. The more bronze axes and arrowheads you could make, the better the chances of your survival.
Primarily, the possession of private property and control of the means of production meant that the clan system could retain as sense of unity, but as this ‘wealth’ began to accumulate, so too did political power and with politics came complexity, and life needed more regulation.

This led to some form of Government. In Ancient Egypt there would be ‘Government workers’ in charge of public works, distinct and separate from the clans for two reasons 
1 to carry out public projects ( pyramid building)

2  to safeguard private property. .

The beginnings of capitalism can be traced through to these two overarching principles which have there roots in  property rights.

The Class struggle or knowing your place in the Clan 
To go back to a Marxian perspective, the division of labour and the emergence of a hierachical class structure came about by economic forces. Although the emergence of a higher ‘class’ ( or at least a division of society that had the property rights) meant that these people no longer had direct connection to the physical act of production, for a time ideological thought prevailed and there came a series of rites/ritual or duties , some of which were beneficial to the way society regulated itself ( we could call this Religion ) . Such a system would not last very long if the majority did not share common values, and hence a whole set of regulations came into force which took man away fro a co-operative hunter gatherer and turned the social unit into an hierachical division of duties, even encouraging the ownership of slaves ( at it’s most extreme).

Again this social grouping sowed the seed of class warfare and Social unrest as the divide between the have and have nots became greater.

Lets not forget that our Hard wiring taught us to share and co operate, it is not surprising that the haves went to so great lengths to ensure that rules and regulations were in existence to keep Society coherent and manageable, and that everyone should know there place.

Ancient Greece and Rome were past masters at this, often extolling the virtues of natural beauty and ‘order’ whilst at the same time ensuring it’s slaves didn’t acquire an education or the means to revolt, hence the advancement in these Societies was limited and more concerned with preserving the status quo.  
The Divide and rule tactics adopted by the Romans has it’s roots in the small is beautiful mentality and there were a whole set of command and control systems which filtered into the Military machine which exploited the rule of small numbers, e.g legions were split into sub groups of 10s and 100s.

This economic model transformed itself into the feudal system , whereby small landowners ‘employed’ serfs, these landowners were protected by larger landowners who in turn were protected by the King, so the division of control was done an ever increasing subdivisions.

This led to more regulation and the ‘customs’ of the manor governerd.

What is interesting in this model of the Economy is that it marks a return to mutuality and that the Lord of the Manor was obligated to protect the serf as the serf was obligated to give portion of his crop or work on the landlords crop in return.
In this we have the beginnings of a Contract of Employment and the movement away from a Slave Class.

The role of the Church in these Middle Ages should not be underestimated as the largest Landowners, they had a vested interest in ensuring there was a stable system and that income/ harvest was maximized.

Hence there was a Christian Paternalist ethic  bought into the Economic thinking here, and not purely for Altruistic reasons.
Guilds

As manufacturing centres sprang up due to the demand for specialist goods and trade, more regulation was called for. 
The emergence of the Guild system became the dominant economic institution. If anyone wanted to specialize in a product or service, they had to join a professional association which became known as a Guild.

Guilds became involved in the Social and religious questions of the day.

In some respect they became cross border clans, again taking small numbers on members, having a defined hierarchy   ( Apprentice, Journeyman, Master and Elder) and ensuring that common knowledge was shared and professional standards were maintained.

This system became successful because it resonated with man’s baser instincts for mutual co operation within a defined Clan.
What is important  is that although the Guilds had very strong social controls and quality standards , they were less concerned with making profits, they were more concerned in bringing stability and quality to the Medieval town in which they operated.

That is why the progression of the member through it’s ranks was seen as a job for life, it took many years to attain the rank of master, and the rules, rituals and working practices that had to be learnt meant that progress was slow and Standards were maintained. Couple d with a close relationship with the Church meant that Medieval life stressed the virtures of hard work, obligations, the dangers of greed, love of material possessions and the accumulation of wealth. Those with special knowledge (Guild craftsemen) had a duty in the eyes of God to treat this as a gift to be used wisely for others .

The possession of Education was not bad per se, but there was a moral obligation to pass this on to others of your ‘Clan.

Clement of Alexandria’s writings  ‘The Rich man’s Salvation’ is typical of the prevailing spiritual and Economic thoughts at the time.
The survival instinct in Man has its sympathies with the Guild system . he continuity and Conservation of existing behaviours which are for the common good has it’s roots on the Savanna plain, especially the ones that emphasis standards of behaviour and mutual support.

Seeds of Capitalism

Where the Guilds had to adapt was in support of the beginnings of a Capitalist model of society. At this point in our History the writings of Thomas Aquinas deserve mentioning.

He understood the nature of continuity and conservation.

He asserted that the rich and educated must be willing to share and communicate however, this was at the expense of the poor knowing there place, so not quite a true egalitarian or Christian model, but certainly an attempt to but some control structures in place which would regulate the worst excesses of Societal behaviour

So although he was not anti capitalist he did at least try his hand at regulation and attempted to lay down some organisational structure to the various groupings within Society that were springing up and trying to diffuse overt competition and ultimately conflict was very much on the Agenda.

This account of medieval thought also viewed trade and commerce with suspicion. The prevailing business model was based on custom and tradition  ( what we may latterly attribute as ‘sustainability’.)
Crucial to this concept was the notion that everyone accepted their place and there were no extremes of behaviour, this is resonant with our forefathers in that deviant behaviour was discouraged and that custom and tradition where there for survival , not just for ritual.

The Capitalist model at it’s most extreme encouraged greed, , selfishness, covetousness and breaking most of the Ten Commandments. This was controlled by a price mechanism that  manifested itself in trade being at a ‘just price’ and the making of excessive profits or lust for wealth was wrong, what should be in place is a price mechanism that was a fair reward for effort, and such pricing mechanisms maintains the status quo rather than encourages the accumulation of wealth.

This is why Usury was frowned upon , excessive  interest  charges was the worst source of acquisitive behaviour as it was a gain made at the expense of another .

This is another example of the need for mutual co operation and Tribal trust, putting it in Clan speak, there is a closed society here, so my gain is your loss, thus I would like to share my gain with you rather than take it completely away).

The Christian Paternalistic ethic has it’s roots on the Plain, this particular Ethic has been drastically modified when we talk about latter day Capitalism and sustainability. 

The Spirit of Capitalism 
With the increases in trade and commerce and the increasing division of Capital ownership and labour , the worker no longer sold his finished product to the merchant, rather he sold his labour.

Capitalism flourished when the means of production became a commodity. The search for  cheap labour and money profits replaced custom and tradition and preservation of status quo. This meant the Capitalist model began to grow, and the self sufficiency model of the feudal landlord broke down as labour became more mobile.
This is part of human nature and a Maslow based consideration in that if we can get better food, shelter and warmth elsewhere and that there are better clans or mechanisms that will provide this, then the survival instinct kicks in, however, Capitalistic, or rather opportunistic behaviour is short term , and at tis stage in the Human Psyche, the need to better oneself becomes at variance with some of Maslow’s thoughts.

What is in the Human spirit that indicates there is a ‘better’ place’ , to some degree we can say also that this period in History marks the beginnings of consumerism and the need to find ‘better’ conditions for survival and that when people see labour and social mobility as the norm, then it becomes acceptable and Keynes ‘Animal Spirits ‘kick in, so if someone else has done it, then it must be OK, unfortunately this resonates with the Herd Instinct, although it stems equally from Leadership and those in search of excessive profits persuading people to come over to them where the ‘grass is greener.’

However, this is at variance with the biblical injunctions to promote the common good, so a whole host of philosophers came about concerning the rights and wrongs of Capitalism and Tawney’s Religion and the Role of Capitalism is as good an analysis  as any on this point.
The rise of Individualism meant that most Capitalists felt constrained by the moral teachings and also any attempt at Government intervention as the basic need of food, shelter, turned into the pursuit of profit ( sometimes at all costs).

This was best legitimized in the protestant work ethic and the notion that each man had to judge for himself and appeal to their own conscience. So the movement here was away fro the tribe into a more individual environment where you stood or fell by your own actions. These new thoughts meant that by doing ‘well’ you were pleasing God, the fact that you were doing well at the expense of others seems to have been forgotten.

This legitimized the more extreme ends of Capitalism and encouraged the disregard for fellow men which was endemic to tribal thinking.

Man’s ability to post rationalize his behaviour and reduce his anxieties tends to be at the forefront of such behaviour   profit seeking was legitimized through the protection of property rights and the enforcement of impersonal commitments 
Modern Capitalism 

This has again it’s roots in some deep seated hard wiring. People behaviour under stress can revert to 

Egotism

Calculating

Inertia

Atomistic

But the underpinning of these attributes are based on the pleasure and pain model within or Psyche. Human motivation and and individualism became prominent through the writings of Locke, Hobbs and Adam Smith, and man’s intellect, having evolved from the plains into a much more nobler beast enabled some men at least to rise above their station and become motivated by ambition .

This lead to a school of though called Classic Liberalism which meant Man should be free to behave as he wished without the intervention of checks and balances, a free market economy would maximize welfare and only the fittest would survive. However, this creed did lead to social protest and unrest as it allowed freedom of speech and movement at all levels, so there where some unintended consequences of this line of thinking, but the point remains that this stared to encourage excessive risk taking and the accumulation of Capital as an end in itself.
We have seen various attempts at control of Capitalistic excesses ranging from Free Market economics ( Laissez Faire) to calls for more regulation not less. What we have is a mixture of both and the question arises which has troubled man for a very long time, irrespective of the size of group it seeks to influence, just what sort of regulatory controls should we have to curb the worst excesses of the current capitalist model.?
Conclusion

 We stared out with the presumption that there is a limit to the amount of people over whom we can have a direct sphere of influence, and indeed with modern communications this number should in theory have enlarged as communication is easier and more accessible. The fact remains Man is a Social animal and there are more people on this planet than ever before. If Small really is beautiful than we should recognize Societal structures that have worked in the past. Families, Clubs/ Friendly Societies, informal and formal groupings with some common values and ethics. The issue has been that individuals have been allowed to behave at the extreme ends of what is socially acceptable and the we have lost a spirituality and principles based framework in which to operate and to continually reinforce within our peer group, be it at work or within our social peers. There is a school of thought that says companies have just gotten too big and that they are out of control, the leaders do not feel a sense of responsibility to the workforce and that recent events have shown the worst excesses of selfish and egotistical behaviour.

If this is the case Small really is beautiful and a return to the earlier systems mentioned above might be the order of the day,

However, I think also a return or a rethink of our Spiritual values and a review of our leadership principles might not go amiss. Even though we may be surrounded or work for organizations with more than 150 people, we should be thinking as if we don’t and that Small( or Small thinking) really is beautifuland that we should all follow the Golden rule and care for each other. 

More Love and Happiness would not go amiss either..
