Is Small Still Beautiful? Questions of Scale

Small is Beautiful: a study of economics as if people mattered, the seminal work by E.F. Schumacher, was first published 30 years ago. It captured the imagination of a generation and has been cited as one of the most influential books of the 20th century.

The book is a collection of essays, mostly written in the 1960s, that covers an extraordinary range of questions concerned with the interplay between technology, society and the economy. As the subtitle suggests, it argued that economic thinking had lost connection with any value system. It challenged the limitless pursuit of material wealth, cautioned against over-exploitation of natural resources, and questioned the relationship of modern society with the natural world. It provided an explanation of intermediate technology and called for a rethinking of approaches and priorities in Third World development.

At the heart of the book "was the idea that modern technological society was headed for disaster because of its obsession with an economics ignorant of natural processes and limits, heedless of basic human values, that regarded big (and by extension fast, expensive, complex, powerful and aggressive) as better, and biggest as best." (Kirkpatrick Sale, writing on the 25th anniversary)

The title has now passed into common usage, though it was not the title Schumacher would have chosen himself. It provided a useful shorthand but for one aspect of his message, the shorthand hides the complexity and moral nature of Schumacher’s argument, and for some, the focus on small-scale became the message.

The first part of Small is Beautiful was headed 'The Modern World’. Thirty years on, the world is clearly quite different from the one Schumacher was describing. We have had the end of the Cold War and the collapse of centrally-planned economies; globalisation is the new dogma, and the state is retreating from the direct provision of services; information technology is everywhere, and climate change affects everyone. For the new generation Schumacher is unknown and Small is Beautiful is no more than good advertising copy.

Yet public debate about technology and society is perhaps greater now than three decades ago. Scarcely a day goes by without media coverage of the advantages or disadvantages of genetic engineering, cloning, nanotechnology, nuclear power and microelectronics. It is timely therefore, on the 30th anniversary of its publication, to revisit the questions asked by Small is Beautiful and understand their relevance to today’s world.



Technology

	
	"a technology where you can start becoming productive when you are not already rich and powerful"

	
	


One of Schumacher’s greatest contributions was the concept of ‘intermediate technology’, which in turn laid the foundations for the appropriate technology movement. Intermediate technology would be more productive than traditional technologies but still labour-intensive. It would be cheaper and less sophisticated than the capital-intensive technology of modern industry. It would be technology that lends itself to 'small-scale establishments' - or, as Ghandi said, "not mass production but production by the masses".

Schumacher’s focus on technology arose from his identification of unemployment as the major development problem. The pressing need was - and is - to create workplaces and at the same time enable people to be more productive; for this, changes in the technologies they use are needed. Whilst recognising that economic development was essential, the emphasis was on ‘economics as if people matter’; on meaningful employment and improvements to productivity which start (and end) with people.

	
	"Whether a given industrial activity is appropriate to the conditions of a developing district does not directly depend on 'scale,' but on the technology employed."

	
	


For modern industry today, small-scale technology means something altogether different to intermediate technology. When we talk about small-scale and technology in the same sentence now, it is likely to be micro-electronics, biotechnology or nanotechnology. Small-scale means microscopic - and with quite a powerful microscope.

Contemporary public policy debate about technology is about these new small-scale technologies, about their uses and their effects upon society and the environment. The question for developing countries is whether these new small-scale technologies are, or can be, appropriate for the needs of poor women and men. Can they address the challenge of poverty and inequality? Are they, indeed, needed for poverty reduction and achievement of the Millennium Development Goals?

While intermediate technology was envisaged as more attuned to the natural world (‘non-violent’ was Schumacher’s phrase), the new small-scale technologies have been perceived by many as meddling with life itself. Public debate is also around the ethical questions they raise. Is it right to create new forms of life or new elemental materials? Should society be asked to take the risks that this human, and therefore avoidable, activity entails? Who should decide which technology can or cannot be developed? What kind of regulation is needed?



Economics

	
	"The idea of unlimited economic growth, more and more until everybody is saturated with wealth, needs to be seriously questioned."

	
	


Though a professional economist, Schumacher was quite critical of the ‘dismal science’ - though it is unlikely he would ever have called economics a science. When calling into question the emphasis in conventional economics of continuous growth, he highlighted the limits to growth placed by the Earth’s resources, and thus helped lay the foundations for the environmental movement. Rather than maximising consumption, economics should be about minimising resource use.

	
	"From an economic point of view, the central concept of wisdom is permanence."

	
	


Environmental economics itself has developed over the past three decades and become a recognised specialist field. However, the ability of economic policy to take account of environmental costs remains undeveloped. Though many policy makers recognise the need to internalise environmental costs and benefits, rarely is it done, despite the ingenious tools conceived to do so. In the globalised economy, international regulation remains firmly based on the conventions of economics found lacking by Schumacher. Does economic globalisation therefore present insurmountable barriers to internalising environment costs?

	
	"Production should be mainly from local materials and mainly for local use."

	
	


A second major element of Schumacher's economics as if people matter is the value placed on local economies. Indeed, one of the characteristics of appropriate technology would be the use of locally available raw materials and production for local markets. Though this concern for the local draws from Ghandi’s ideas for self-sufficiency, they also echo Keynes who said "let goods be homespun whenever it is reasonable and conveniently possible, and above all, let finance be primarily national".

	
	"Now what is the difficulty about large scale?"

	
	


The concern for local economies was not just for avoiding unnecessary resource use. The emphasis of conventional economics on maximisation results in aggressive international competition, which can lead to national rivalries and social disruption. Instead, in minimising the use of resources, we should focus on local markets and minimise imports. This clearly does not sit well with advocates of open economies and globalisation.

Economic globalisation and the power in national and international economies of very large corporations have proceeded apace since the 1960s and 1970s. They dominate the modern world and the focus for debate about its ills and how they might be addressed. In Small is Beautiful, Schumacher was already questioning whether organisations, and governments in particular, had become too big. Thirty years on, with the retreat of the state and rise of the corporation, the question of organisational scale has shifted from the public to the private sector.

Large-scale economies and organisations, argued Schumacher, rest on a principle of exclusion - "you can only become productive and do your own thing if you are already rich and powerful". The argument for small-scale organisation was also partly on grounds of efficiency and the resources large organisations must deploy on unproductive administration. Though information technology developments have undoubtedly reduced these costs, there is still a doubt that large corporations are economically more efficient. But the concern with large organisations was also one of power, and the effects they have on the ability of smaller communities to ‘do their own thing’.

In opposition to 'globalisation' and the idea that it is inevitable and too late to reverse, has emerged the growing 'localisation' movement. Localisation is a set of interrelated policies that actively discriminate in favour of the more local whenever it is reasonably possible. Proponents argue that localisation would enable developing countries to protect their industries and food production systems from competition with cheap imports. It would also eliminate the unnecessary transport of goods over long distances, and promote increased local control over the economy.

For Schumacher, one response to the question of organisational scale lay in the ability of economics and government to manage ‘a multiplicity of small-scale units’. Today we might call this a networked approach, made all the more feasible by modern information technology. But would this achieve localisation?

Critics argue that localisation could go the same way as centrally planned economies, restricting choice and opportunity while failing to satisfy the aspirations of many for material consumption and wealth. In the end, the challenge for localisation, as for reformed globalisation, will be whether it can reduce poverty.



The Human Scale

	
	"Man is small, and, therefore, small is beautiful."

	
	


Four characteristics described in Small is Beautiful came to define appropriate technology - simple, small-scale, low-cost and non-violent. These were regarded by many as the criteria for choosing the technologies suitable for poor communities. But, they were seen by Schumacher only as the likely characteristics of the technologies that would be of most benefit to people living in poverty, given their typical circumstances. Scale or size of itself was not the point.

By focusing on the question of scale, whether in terms of technology or economy, we can lose sight of the truly important questions of technology and human development. The question of the appropriateness of technology for the needs of a social group remains valid, but in answering it we must look not to size but to human beings, the women and men, young and old, able and disabled, and enable them to make the choices that they want and to have control over what happens to them.

Size doesn’t really matter. What does matters is whether technology and the economy, and decisions about technology and economics, place people first. The question of scale is thus whether things are 'human scale' or not - and ‘human scale’ is to be measured by a metaphysical and moral yardstick.



