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Why care about BIG business? 
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(it doesn’t seem to care about to us) 



Because big business is more wasteful.. 
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..and damaging… 
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..and polluting... 
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…and callous… 
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…and destructive than small business. 
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Our analysis of why business has become 
big requires some philosophy of ‘bigness’ 
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• The history of life and businesses reveals a little about the types 
of ‘bigness’ 

• Gigantism is not necessary and may only be a phase 

 4.5 billion years ago 
First life on Earth 
(small organisms, but big in number) 

230 million years ago 
First dinosaurs  
(and uniquely gigantic animals)   

66 million years ago 
Extinction of dinosaurs 
(the end of gigantic land animals) 

1710 AD 
“First life” in industrial capitalism  
(Newcommen beam engine) 

1811 AD 
Start of big corporations 
(first limited company in New York) 

1910 AD 
Milestone in efforts to curb big business 
(enforced break up of monopolistic Standard Oil) 



Intuitively we may think of getting 
bigger as a universal fact of life 
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These assumptions about business are common: 

 1. Growth is normal and healthy 

2. Economies in Scale are necessary 

3. Big-business solutions solve big problems  

4. Big Production is essential 



1. Growth in itself is not healthy. But 
we do know that size is fatal. 
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• Prof. Geoffrey West has shown how 
businesses are like animals - they grow, slow 
and then die. 

 

 

 

 

 

• And cities are not. 
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• Allometric scaling shows how the framework to 
support large systems is costly 

– Bone thickness equates to bureaucracy and overhead 

2. Economies of Scale : There are more 
diseconomies with scale than there 

are economies 
 



 
3. Big problems need big solutions not 

big-business solutions 
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• Agile networks 
and diverse 
populations 
are best at 
finding big 
solutions 

• Not monolithic 
structures 

 

“Network of trust” for communities in Charlotte, North Carolina, USA. 
Source: Mark Campbell, UNC Charlotte Urban Institute, 2012. 



4. Big production: Does not require 
production by big companies 
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This work could be done by multiple groups on a more human scale. 
 



Since businesses are not getting bigger 
for fundamental reasons, there must 

be another force at work. 

16 

• What force could overcome these restrictions on 
growth? 

 

Assumptions Restrictions on Growth 

Growth is normal and 
healthy 

Only to a appoint. Then it is 
inefficiency and death. 

Economies in Scale are 
necessary 

Allometric scaling is important 
in most businesses. Economy of 
scale plays a part in high-volume 
manufacturer. 

Big-business solutions solve 
big problems  

That requires a diverse 
population, not big business. 

Big Production is essential Why not deliver it with many 
businesses? 



Not all growth is inevitable. But not all 
that is big is bad. 
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• We must make the distinction between types 
of BIG: 

 BIG 

Fat 

Waste 
Destruction 
Power 

Connected 

Smart money 
Innovation 
Democracy 



Example of good big business: 
 Large scale solar energy production 
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• Renault’s solar 
roofing project 
required big 
investment 

• Such a large 
investment  could 
equally come from 
multiple sources 
(like in 1811) 

• Crowdfunding 
with Mosaic has 
funded the 
generation of 15.7 
GW of power to-
date 
(source: 
https://joinmosaic.com/) 

Renault’s promised solar roofing project required big investment 



EVOLUTION IN ECONOMICS:  
THE FORCE THAT OVERCOMES THE 
NATURAL RESTRICTIONS ON GROWTH 
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Solutions in our man-made world have 
evolved and are not created 
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This solar cell manufacturing machine is a beast: 
• It has evolved, formed from a combination of 

technology solution ‘building blocks’ 
• Including 2 eyes, 4 legs and a ‘brain’ with the 

capacity of a thousand snails (i.e. a PC) 
 
 

Designer, Thomas Thwaites’s toaster 
• His 9 month Toaster Project tested the ease 

of manufacture from raw materials instead of 
‘building blocks’ 

• Illustrates the difficulty in producing solutions 
without evolving or using evolved supply 
chains 
(source: http://www.thomasthwaites.com/the-toaster-project) 



We know how evolution finds its way 
through difficult problem landscapes 
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• Computational evolution is used to create 
these types of solution: 



Evolution uniquely navigates rugged 
fitness landscapes… 
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• …utilising building blocks of partial solutions  
• And searching within spaces of 10’s or 100’s of dimensions 

– The illustration shows a 2-dimensional problem while producing or 
designing an electric toaster or other product could require 100’s of 
dimensions 

Problem solved at the 
best (most fit) solution 

Evolution, uniquely, can navigate  
up through rugged landscapes 

Wikimedia Commons. Thomas Shafee  
(Epistasis and landscapes.png) 



Evolution can be easy to start, but it is 
harder to ensure it is successful 
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• Given these 3 conditions a population will evolve: 
– Diversity:  

    A population with differences 
– Copying:  

    Reproduction of things, ideas or processes 
– Competition:  

    Rewards given to the fittest individuals that make 
copying more likely 

• Getting populations to evolve the desired way 
requires the right balance of life and death 
pressures 



Evolution is a form of Emergent 
Behaviour as is Smith’s ‘Invisible Hand’ 
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• Adam Smith pre-dates Charles 
Darwin by 60 years so never 
knew of evolution 

• Nevertheless, modern 
capitalism worships the 
competition part of evolution 
– But often neglects diversity 

• Neoliberalism assumes that all 
will be good so long as 
competition is free 

 

Adam Smith - 1723 to 1790  
(Darwin was born in 1809) 



Neoliberalism does not lead to 
effective evolution for many reasons 
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Diverse populations of firms are disappearing fast 

1850: 500 clearing banks in the UK 1950: 5 clearing banks in the UK 



The key cause of our economic evolution 
problems is having >1 population 
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Population of Firms 

• Has diversity 

• Copy the best 

• Rewarded by profit 

 

Population of Folks 

• Has diversity 

• Copy the best 

• Rewarded by pay 

 
This Symbiotic Evolution could work fine 

But it is complicated and problems arise… 



THE PROBLEMS WITH SYMBIOTIC 
ECONOMICS 
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The conclusions of Symbiotic Economics 
(SE) due to the confusion of firms and folks 
economies 
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(SE Finding 1: We 
already covered) 

SE Finding 2: Evolved 
solution networks will 
balance inequality of 
reward with inequality 
of opportunity 



SE Finding 3: Hierarchies in the 
enterprise are the product of optimal 

evolution and suboptimal culture 
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A small enterprise organised optimally. 
Nodes are the building blocks that evolve and 

do not necessarily correspond to status. 
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SE Finding 3: Hierarchies in the 
enterprise are the product of optimal 

evolution and suboptimal culture 
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A small enterprise organised optimally. 
Nodes are the building blocks that evolve and 

do not necessarily correspond to status. 
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The same enterprise subjected to a  
hierarchical culture. Leaders of building  

blocks are often elite and superior. 



3 other Symbiotic Economics findings 
ensure that gigantic monsters evolve  
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exaggerated castes of workers. 
 
5.    Rewarding independently across 
castes leads to dominating upper 
echelons. 

- Current enterprises are not 
like a colony of bees 

- Rewards are not shared and 
castes are independent 

 
6.    Dominating castes will create 
gigantism. 

 

4.    An evolved environment that is hierarchically organised has 



WHAT WE CAN DO ABOUT IT 
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Let’s stop confusing the economics of 
firms with the economics of folks 
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• Some systems need separating. E.g. the Executive and Judiciary 
• By economists’ definitions, even Money differs significantly for folks and 

firms 
 

£65.00 – Quite an expensive item  
for the average household 

c.£10,000,000.00 – Quite an expensive  
item for the average oil company 

Oil well 
drill 

Power 
drill 



The proposal is to split the economies 
to “SLIM” fat capitalism 
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SLIM is a framework for specific policies for a radically 
changed economic system that will evolve healthily 

Separate Limit 

Diverge the unnaturally mated and 
convolved economies of people and of 
businesses 

To enforce intra-enterprise equality to 
counter the damaging price pressures 
on rewards for the elite 

A new separate currency for folks Changing personal taxes within the 
existing tax system 

Intern Mutualise 

Elevate the status of the peoples’ 
economy and protect it from 
contamination by business interests 

To allow new businesses to innovate, 
grow and prosper without violating the 
Limit Principle 

Policies to support ‘Separate’ Supports ‘Limit’ and capital recycling 



Conclusion and Questions 
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• Neoliberal philosophy is fatally flawed as it relies on emergent 
behaviour, such as evolution, but ignores symbiotic evolution 

• Better economic systems are possible which would: 
– increase equality 
– deliver on a “small is beautiful” green ideal  
– and make society less money oriented 

• SLIM is designed to provide healthy evolution 
 

• Suggestions for discussion / future work 
– What are the main risks with separation? 
– What would be the obstacles to transition? 
– If such a new system is conceivable what other post-neoliberal 

alternatives are there? 

 



More detail and 
discussion is in 
“Beyond Survival of 
the Fattest” 
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• Publishing July 2014, available on 
Amazon 

• The book uses fiction, prediction 
and evolutionary science to present 
the analysis and argue for change 

• Reviewers are very welcome 
• Reviews before 20th July may be 

included in the Kindle and eBook 
versions 
 

For comment and discussion: 
www.utternomics.com 
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37 

THANK YOU! 



APPENDIX 
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The milestones in the history of industrial 
capitalism illustrate types of bigness 
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• Gigantism is not necessary and may only be a phase 

 
Date Milestone Types of Bigness 

1710 AD 
“First life” in industrial capitalism  
(Newcommen beam engine) 

Big solution: Power generating power 
would rapidly evolve by copying itself. 

1811 AD 
Start of big corporations 
(first limited company in New York) 

Cooperation: Large projects such as 
railway infrastructure can be financed by 
many investors. 

1910 AD 
Milestone in efforts to curb big business 
(enforced break up of monopolistic 
Standard Oil) 

Concentrated power: S.O. (Standard Oil) 
would lead to Esso and the oligopolies 
and monopolies go on. 

2010 AD 
In Tunisia, Facebook kick starts the Arab 
Spring (a big network playing its part) 

Democratising power: In the internet 
age networked cooperation  is a game-
changing force. 


