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BIG-PICTURE: SAMPLE


This is a sample of the content from the Tetradian Big-Picture anthology.


This anthology from the Tetradian weblog explores how enterprise-architecture and other related disciplines can apply at the ‘really-big-picture’ scale - not just within a single organisation at the present, but all the way out to the entire planet over any period of time.


This sample contains around one-tenth of the content from the full anthology. The complete book includes about 40 posts and 50 images from the weblog. Those posts are split into six sections:



  	
Big-Picture: The Big-Picture - presents some of the defining themes in RBPEA (‘Really-Big-Picture Enterprise-Architecture’).

  	
Big-Picture: Principles and Fundamentals - introduces fundamental concepts and guiding-principles for use in exploring big-picture issues.

  	
Big-Picture: Methods - focusses on methods that we can use or adapt to work on the big-picture.

  	
Big-Picture: Society - reviews examples of social challenges at a broader, big-picture scope and scale.

  	
Big-Picture: Rights and Responsibilities - uses the big-picture view to guide a rethink about relationships between rights and responsibilities.

  	
Big-Picture: Possession - explores the large-scale and long-term damage caused by concepts of possession.







For further information on enterprise-architectures and more, visit the Tetradian weblog at weblog.tetradian.com. The weblog currently includes some 1400 posts and more than a thousand images, and is at present the world’s primary source on whole-enterprise architecture - methods, principles and practices for architectures that extend beyond IT to the whole enterprise.


For more ebooks and anthologies on enterprise-architecture and more, visit the Tetradian website on Leanpub at leanpub.com/u/tetradian. (Each anthology contains around 30-40 posts from the weblog.)


Some books are also available in print format, from all regular book-retailers. For more details, see the ‘Books’ section on the main Tetradian website at tetradian.com/books/.



  Unless otherwise stated, all text, images and other materials in this anthology are Copyright © Tom Graves / Tetradian 2006-2022.









The Really Big Picture for enterprise-architecture


The ‘Really Big Picture’ for enterprise-architecture is a sustainable world that works well for everyone.


Okay, that’s a bit of a bald statement. Let’s step back a bit.


To me, every enterprise-architecture is anchored in a vision of some kind – a descriptor for the aims of the overall enterprise. (One classic example of an enterprise-vision is the one used by the TED conferences: “ideas worth spreading”.) To achieve what I regard as the core aim of enterprise-architecture – that everything works better when they work together, on purpose – we use the vision as a stable reference-point to which everything in the enterprise can align. All fairly straightforward, both in principle and in practice.


Yet enterprises intersect and nest within each other: each enterprise that we might work on in EA also depends on the enterprises ‘above’ it in terms of scope. Those ‘higher-level’ enterprises provide part of the context for ‘our’ enterprise and its enterprise-architecture. So what is the highest-level enterprise-scope? And what is the implied vision for that enterprise – the Really Big Picture for our own enterprise-architecture? It seems to me that that tag-line above is about the closest we would find to a vision-descriptor for that highest-level enterprise: a sustainable world that works well for everyone.


(We could quibble about some aspects of that enterprise-descriptor: for example, it implies a human-oriented scope. But remember, we always develop an enterprise-architecture about an enterprise but for an organisation – and the ‘organisation’ in context at present is probably no broader in scope than ‘all humans, through all time’… :-) )


That’s the enterprise-architecture at the Really Big Picture level: technically speaking, everything else is a kind of ‘solution-architecture’, building on constraints that are imposed upon us by Reality Department, and other relatively-arbitrary constraints that we ourselves impose on the solution-design.


At that Really Big Picture level, the kind of constraints imposed by Reality Department include the fact that we live on a single very small ball of a planet with limited resources and a fragile overall ecosystem, and there aren’t any spare planets that we could plunder or run away to within conceivable reach at the present time. At the same Really Big Picture level, the self-imposed constraints mainly arise from what in causal layered analysis would be described as the ‘deep-myth’ layer: largely-unconscious assumptions and assertions about ‘how the world really works’. We see these latter constraints as the underpinnings of economics and politics – which combine and merge, for example, in the notion of ‘rights of possession’.


In principle, the enterprise-architecture discipline is a decision-support function, not a decision-making one. Yet it always ends up being somewhat normative, not least because that there are consequences that increase enterprise-risk every time we implement something that points away from the enterprise-vision. (My colleague Kevin Smith would describe that misalignment as increasing the ‘Enterprise Debt’ – and too much Enterprise Debt can kill the whole enterprise, or at the very least the organisation’s place within that enterprise.) So we need to advise our clients and stakeholders of those consequences, and research and explore alternatives that will still fit all of the unavoidable constraints, yet will also help to minimise – and preferably reduce – the overall long-term Enterprise Debt.


The hard part, for enterprise-architects, is that that process of research will often involve challenging some deep-seated myths and assumptions… which can make us very unpopular if we’re not very careful…


At the Really Big Picture level, what we have to face right now is that probably the core assumption of our entire mainstream economics – the concept of ‘right of possession’ – simply does not work. In an all too literal sense, we’re possessed by possession. (I’m not saying that possession is ‘wrong’, or ‘immoral’, or ‘evil’, or whatever: all I’m saying is that it doesn’t work – it doesn’t and cannot align with the survival-imperative of that Really Big Picture enterprise-vision – and therefore puts everyone at ever-increasing risk.) And if it’s clear that that doesn’t work, we face a literally fundamental re-architecting and redesign of just about everything that we currently think of as ‘normal’ in our economics, politics and pretty much everything else as well. Not an easy fact to face: to be blunt, it’s a very scary picture indeed. Yet to also be blunt, we don’t have much time in which to do it: the morass of indicators on key concerns such as resource-availabilities all tell us that we have perhaps only a few decades at most – if we’re lucky – in which to make that change. Which means that right now, whether we want to or not, we need to be taking that Really Big Picture into account in every aspect of our current everyday enterprise-architecture.


It’s urgent. Really urgent. Yet the scale is so huge, and the scale of change is so huge, that there’s no way we can do it all at once. Instead, like most other aspects of real-world architectures, it’s iterative, tens and hundreds and thousands and millions upon millions of small steps all slowly yet steadily converging on the same overall Really Big Picture vision, yet all happening in the small details of the everyday. In that sense, it’s just like any other form of enterprise-architecture: “challenging, confronting, and intensely political”. :wry-grin: But we do need to do it; and we do need to get started now.


So over the next few days I’ll write a series of posts summarising where I think we are now in terms of that Really Big Picture, various thought-experiments that we could explore to build a better sense of the implications, and how we can apply those understandings in our everyday work in enterprise-architectures and the like. (I’ll prefix each of these posts with ‘RBP-EA’ – Really Big Picture enterprise-architecture.) In reality this is about a fundamental shift in paradigm or worldview – the ways we think, the ways we interact with others, the ways we act on the world – but in practice it’s not that big a change, because we apply it in small adjustments to how we think and what we do in our enterprise-architectures and the like. Even at the end of this, everyday life will go on, much as before – because that is the way that things work. But those small tweaks will all help to re-align to the overall human enterprise, and help to reduce the overall human Enterprise Debt. And in the meantime, it should also lead to everyday enterprise-architectures that are more efficient and effective – which means that our existing architecture-clients will be happy, too. Everyone wins. :-)


That’s what we’re aiming for here, anyway.





Where did this start? In reality, I’ve been working on this for years – as you’ll see if you scroll back through the earlier posts in this weblog, for example. But this particular exercise was triggered off after trying to explain yet again on one of the LinkedIn enterprise-architecture lists that we need to think more broadly than monetary terms alone when developing even the business-oriented layers of an enterprise-architecture. For some reason, US folks in particular seem really to struggle with the idea that there can be any other form of value than money – perhaps because US corporate law all but enforces this sadly lethal form of mercantile myopia. This time, though, it was one of the more annoying British-based ‘enterprise-architecture’ trolls who laid into me about this, gleefully launching into mockery and petty personal put-downs as a shallow pseudo-substitute for any form of analysis or thought. (The pointless persistence of those pathetic trolls is one of the reasons I’ve all but abandoned LinkedIn these days. Oh well.) There’s never any point in trying to argue with a troll, of course: everyone on the net has learnt that lesson the hard way. But in any case the responses to those questions would take a lot more space than LinkedIn allows: hence bringing the discussion back to here, where we do also have some means to keep the trolls at bay.


There’s a lot of work to do, to make sense of the Really Big Picture level and its implications for enterprise-architectures. I certainly don’t claim to have ‘all the answers’: the best I can offer is some of the perhaps more useful questions, and some themes and thought-experiments around which new ideas and new options might start to coalesce. And as always, the devil will be in the details – and there’ll be a lot of detail here. But it should be a start, at the least. And constructive comments and suggestions would be very welcome, too.


More later, anyway: Watch This Space?
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The gift of a world


It’s heavy - that’s all I can tell at first. Slowly, carefully, I unwrap the present my great-niece has given me. It’s a small wooden box, with brass hinges and fastener, and with my name inlaid on top in green and white felt. Made it herself, she did, in woodwork class at school. Very proud of it, she is - and I’m proud of her skill, too. Not quite sure what I’ll do with it, though…


Today is the last of the ‘twelve days of Christmas’: the season of the gift. Yet there’s always much more to the gift than just the thing itself: as with every system, we pull on one part, and a whole other world turns out to be attached to it - family, culture, society, economics, relationships, responsibilities, the rest…


Which, when we scale it up all the way, brings me to this question:


– Collectively, we’ve been given a world. What should we do with it?


This has been highlighted for me several ways over the past few days. One was a reminder of the iconic ‘Earthrise’ images from the Apollo missions, such as this one from the Apollo 8 mission:
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A small blue pearl, all but invisible in the greater scheme of things - and yet, apart from those few stumbling steps into the blackness of space, every moment of human history has happened there. Every hope, every fear, every drive, every empire, every fleeting ‘possession’, every fleeting life - all encapsulated in that one tiny gift of a world.


Another view on this came up for me on Christmas morning, in a brief stream of tweets from my colleague Stuart Boardman (@ArtBourbon): 



  	
ArtBourbon: I applaud pope Franciscus 2.0: “we also have to say “thou shalt not” to an economy of exclusion and inequality. Such an economy kills.”

  	
ArtBourbon: The world according to Milton Friedman has long been bankrupt. And was only ever an ideology.

  	
ArtBourbon: I don’t have to accept neo-liberal claptrap that would deny me the responsibility to choose something better.

  	
ArtBourbon: There are no moral absolutes. That doesn’t rob us of the right and responsibility to choose. We decide for ourselves when enough is enough.




A bit harsh in some ways, perhaps, yet overall I do strongly agree with him there. At the very least, it should be clear to everyone by now that we can’t keep on going as we are - not for much longer, at any rate. As warned about, in fact, in a well-known if variously-attributed quote: 



  Only when the last tree has been cut down; only when the last fish has been eaten; only when the last stream has been poisoned… only then will you realize that you cannot eat money.




Given that, one word really jumps out for me from what Stuart said in those tweets above: responsibility. That’s the other side of the gift - because to respect the gift, and the giver, we need to be responsible about it, responsible for it, responsible with it.



  
    World as gift: what responsibilities does that imply, for each and every one of us?
  



For some people, it’s maybe even a matter of religion, a religious duty. And even if that means nothing to us, there’s still a human responsibility here: at the very least, we’ve been given this world by our forebears, and there’s a real sense in which we do need to respect their hopes and fears, their joys and their struggles, as they did what they could to make it ‘a better world’, as they best understood it, before passing the baton on to us. And likewise, we hold it in trust for future generations: what will they say if all we bequeath to them is a ruined world - which is where we’re headed right now?


It’s a gift, sure; but it’s not a gift in the sense of a short-term ‘possession’, a throwaway toy. Instead, it’s more a gift to all of us, from all of us: it belongs to humanity as a whole, and more, throughout all time. That responsibility does need to be remembered here - and all that that responsibility implies.


It’s a world: the gift of a world. It’s the only one we have. It’s our home. It’s also our responsibility.


And it’s also where all human enterprise takes place. Which, in turn, implies an architecture for that enterprise - a Really-Big-Picture Enterprise-Architecture, at a literally global scale. The architecture for all enterprise in that gift of a world - and, in time, maybe beyond as well. Everything: all human endeavour, and more, at every scope, every scale, every timescale, all interweaving through every person, every place, every time.


That’s what I mean by the term ‘enterprise-architecture’.


Everything less is just detail, really… :-)
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RBP-EA: From ‘Really Big Picture’ into real-world practice


This continues the themes of the previous posts, ‘The Really Big Picture for enterprise-architecture’ and RBP-EA: The dangers of business-centric ‘enterprise’-architecture.


Much like strategy, enterprise-architecture is one of the few business-disciplines that explicitly focusses on the mid- to longer-term future. As such, one of the unfortunate side-effects is that much of what we do is at risk of being labelled ‘ivory-tower thinking’ – and especially so when we talk about the Really Big Picture, the huge changes that, whether we like them or not, are going to come up over the next few years and decades.


So what I want to do here is show that even the Really Big Picture ideas and concerns are really important to all of us not just somewhere in the indefinite (and ignorable?) future, but for everyday EA-practice right now.


A bit of background


Right now I’m just short of sixty years old. Before I moved fully into enterprise-architecture almost a decade ago, I worked as a professional futurist; I’d spent most of the previous ten years or so working in aircraft research, and before that had, in essence, ‘careered’ from place to place and industry to industry for a couple of decades or more. I actually started out as a graphic designer; my first published work was as an illustrator in child-development. To many people, I’m best known for my work on skills-research, eventually using the somewhat peculiar disciplines of dowsing as my main test-case. I came into computing via the pre-press industry, eventually creating and running one of the first true desktop-publishing operations in Britain – and writing most of the software for it, too – several years before even the first Macintosh hit the streets. Most of what I’ve worked on has had wildly different timescales: from the instant perishability of ‘news’, right through to the literal lifetime and more of medical records and large-scale infrastructure. I’ve never yet been an employee: always either a contractor, an independent consultant, or an entrepreneur in my own right. And I’ve had homes on three distinct continents, worked in one way or another in at least a dozen different countries, and in well over a dozen different industries. In other words, I’ve been around for a while, seen a few things, learnt a bit in my time. Always learning; always something new.


To me, that’s a fairly typical background for an enterprise-architect. (It isn’t a common background for many people who happen to call themselves ‘enterprise-architects’ – many of them have never placed a foot outside of IT in their entire working lives. But to be blunt I don’t and can’t regard them as enterprise-architects anyway: at best, they’re indulging in a ‘term-hijack’ that creates enormous risks and doesn’t help anyone at all.) Quite a lot of us are older folks – in our 40s, 50s or more – but there’s also an exciting new generation of younger enterprise-architects (such as Bas van Gils, Gerold Kathan, Ondrej Galik, Iyigun Cevik and Sinan Si Alhir, to perhaps-unfairly select out a few of them) who tend to come from backgrounds other than solely IT and seem to have made a strong effort to cover as broad a space as possible in a very short time.


We may all come from different backgrounds, different cultures, different experiences, different disciplines. But what we all have in common is an emphasis on breadth, and an ability to make connections across any parts of that breadth, and beyond. And help to put those connections into real everyday practice, in support of the respective organisation’s aims.


In short, enterprise-architects show how go from the Big Picture to the practical detail – “linking strategy to execution”, as one colleague put it.


But I suggest we also need to take more care to link back to the Really Big Picture – and that’s what this series of posts will be about.


The Really Big Picture


What I’m calling ‘the Really Big Picture’ is a set of fundamental shifts that will start to impact fairly soon at every conceivable scale. These shifts will be forced on us by the confluence of a number of distinct yet interrelated strands – in particular, increasing complexity, increasing global-scale interdependency, increasing resource-constraints, and several serious sustainability issues.


The point here is that many of the assumptions of current Business As Usual – such as the notion of continuous growth, embedded right into the core of most current economic theories and models – simply will not work under the conditions imposed by this shift. If we want architectures that will continue to work up to and through that transition, we need to be starting to embed those new principles into our current architecture-work.


This is going to be made a lot harder for two key reasons:



  	most of the shifts at the Really Big Picture level are taking place over the medium- to longer-term – years to decades – but most of the people we work with, and work for, prefer only to understand things in terms of the relatively short-term – usually measured in months at most;

  	for most people, most of the themes of the shift at the Really Big Picture level are, to put it bluntly, scary-as-hell – which means that if we can even introduce these themes into our architecture at all, we’ll usually have to do so in a quiet way, through the back-door, often almost by stealth.




And, of course, there’s the beloved ‘ivory-tower’ accusation – when in fact facing these many of these concerns right now will turn out, over the longer term, to have been literally life-or-death choices. I’m not joking: everything I can see, from a futurist’s perspective, makes that point perfectly plain.


All of which makes this t-r-i-c-k-y, to say the least…  :-(


What I’ll do here, over this series of posts, is tackle these themes through what I sometimes call the business-anarchist taglines:



  	
There’s gonna be a revolution – but one that’s both sudden and slow, all at the same time

  	
There are no rules – so what we need is a roadmap for chaos

  	
There are no rights – only responsibilities are real

  	
From possession to responsibility – the practical meaning of property

  	
Money doesn’t matter – but value and values do

  	
Everything adapts, everything changes – the role of agility, stability and vision




(I’ll edit this list above to include the links when the respective posts are up on the site.)


Putting this into practice


If we only explore the Really Big Picture on its own, it wouldn’t be of much use: it would indeed be an ‘ivory-tower’ exercise. But in each of the posts I’ll include a section about what to look for right now in our existing architecture-work, how we can help our clients and organisations improve their effectiveness right now by incorporating at least some aspects of those themes from the Really Big Picture, and what we can do right now do to reduce the otherwise-unnoticed Enterprise Debt and short-, medium- and longer-term kurtosis-risk within the organisation’s architectures and business-practices. That’s real and often immediate ‘bottom-line’ stuff – whichever way the organisation happens to measure its ‘bottom’ line.


In other words, taking these perhaps abstract-seeming ideas, and making them real, in the everyday world, for everyone’s benefit. Which is probably a good idea, wouldn’t you think? :-)


Anyway, more to come over the next few days: Watch This Space?
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May Day, and a mayday for our world


And yeah, this is where it gets seriously scary. Not just for me: for just about everyone.


I mentioned in the previous post that “I hate the money-economy”. It might be useful if I explained why?





Yes, this is May Day. Beltane, in the old pagan calendar. The day of the Lord of Misrule. The day of revolutions and all that.


Okay, I’ll admit there’s an element of that in what I’ll say here. My Quaker-style somewhat-anarchist approach does show through at times.


But much more, though, it’s about the other version of May Day. As mayday!, m’aidez!, and how we recognise and respond to such calls for help.


Because the real point here is that there’s a huge mayday! going on, with all kinds of warning-klaxons sounding all around us - and yet no-one seems to be noticing.


Which is kinda worrying.


Especially when it’s the ship we’re standing on that’s sounding the alarm.


Oops…



  Mayday!






What follows might kinda panic a few folks, so I’d best put up this sign to start with:
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…because what follows isn’t about politics. It’s about raw facts. The politics comes later. But that politics ain’t goin’ nowhere - or nowhere useful / survivable - unless we stop pretending that a whole bunch of very real, painfully-unavoidable facts are other than indeed facts, and that we can’t continue to ignore them for much longer if we’ve to have any chance of getting out of this mess.


Arguing about who gets to sit in one deckchair on the Titanic ain’t exactly much help for navigating our way around a whole shoal of icebergs - but that’s about all that’s happening in global politics right now…





Where this starts is a straightforward bit of whole-enterprise architecture. I’m working on a slidedeck for an upcoming IASA conference. What I want to focus on for there is a simple seven-point checklist for architecture-work: 



  	
purpose and story - do we have clarity about what the aims are for this, and how we’re describing those aims? (use vision/values-mapping techniques and suchlike for this)

  	
scope - do we have clarity on scope and stakeholders? (typically use the holomap to explore at least three layers further outward from the nominal context)

  	
scale and scaling - do we have clarity on the applicable scale(s), and how we manage increasing and/or decreasing scale? (test at extremes of very-small and very-large - for example, Agile methods may be great for prototypes, but often poor for large-scale)

  	
full-cycle governance - do we have clarity about how we’re going to guide not just initial change, but the entire life-cycle? (include commissioning / decommissioning, development and maintenance of required skillsets, and more)

  	
constraints - do we have clarity on all constraints that may apply in the context? (this applies especially to non-negotiable constraints, such as those from physics or limits to scaling)

  	
structural flaws - do we have clarity on inherent structural-flaws in the context that need to be resolved for ongoing viability? (take care not to replicate existing structural-flaws in future designs)

  	
resistance to change - do we have clarity on any resistance to the required change, the factors that drive that resistance, and how to resolve them? (include vested-interests in maintaining dysfunctionalities in any current system)




The purpose of a checklist is to remind us of concerns and options within the context that we would otherwise tend to forget.


A point that turns out to be rather important - scarily important, in fact - when we start to look at concerns that go all the way out to a global scope and scale…



  Mayday!






Time and again I see architecture-folks and others failing to take much, if any, notice of any of those items - or, in particular, any of these three themes: 



  	non-negotiable constraints

  	existing structural-flaws

  	vested-interests - even where such resistance presents major risks of large-scope/large-scale failure





Let’s take a simple physics-based example. Imagine that we’re building an internet-based high-speed trading-system for global banking. It’s really easy to forget that there’s a non-negotiable constraint in this context: the speed of light.


What? Why the heck would that matter?


A lot, is the short answer. Admiral Grace Hopper once did a beautiful demonstration of this on a TV show: she pulled out a piece of string about a foot long, and said “That’s a nanosecond”. That’s the maximum distance that light can travel in a nanosecond - about thirty centimetres. So if you’re going to send a signal halfway around the world, then by definition it’s going to take an absolute minimum of about 3 milliseconds to get there, by the fastest possible route, assuming no delays at all. With the internet, you have no control over routing, so it could go via geostationary satellites - and for that route, the absolute minimum is more like 50 milliseconds.


Throw in a few propagation-delays, bits of processing-time and so on. At best we’re looking at somewhere like a non-negotiable constraint of 10-100 milliseconds.


Each way.


Every time.


Establish the connection. That’ll be 10-100 milliseconds.


Establish the protocol. That’s 10-100 milliseconds too.


Establish identities. That’s another 10-100 milliseconds.


Do crosschecks on identities. Another 10-100 milliseconds.


A few more like that, at 10-100 milliseconds each, and you might just be ready to do the core transaction.


And then roll back the whole thing, closing off each of the connections - each of those costing another 10-100 milliseconds each as well.


Kinda adds up quick.


Which hurts if you’re trying to run something really fast.


Hurts even if you’re trying to run something that’s a whole lot simpler, too. If you’re reading a web-page in Australia in a server from the US, it isn’t just the bit-rate that slows you down. What really slows you down is all those cumulative delays from all those darn links to secure-protocols and web-trackers and advertisers’-crap and Ajax-calls for fragments-within-fragments of web-pages that are all fighting against the non-negotiable constraints of physics. But web-designers don’t seem to think much about that. If at all. And then wonder why everything seems so s-l-o-o-o-w. Oops…



  Mayday!






But let’s crank this up a notch or two.


Use the same checklist to look not just at the design of a single web-app, but an entire global economy. Because yes, the exact same principles do apply, even there. Particularly around non-negotiable constraints, structural-flaws, and vested-interests.


Our global-economy is what would technically be known as a ‘possession-economy’. All of it is built around concepts of personal and/or collective/corporate ‘right’ to exclusive-possession - or, to quote the 18th century English jurist William Blackstone: 



  There is nothing which so generally strikes the imagination, and engages the affections of mankind, as the right of property; or that sole and despotic dominion which one man claims and exercises over the external things of the world, in total exclusion of the right of any other individual in the universe. And yet there are very few, that will give themselves the trouble to consider the original and foundation of this right.




Everything else that we think of as ‘the economy’ then builds outward and upward from that ‘sole and despotic dominion’ of personal-possession.


The reality, though, is that that’s actually itself an overlay on top of a more ‘traditional’ and longer-lasting model known as a ‘responsibility-economy’:
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(That distinction gets kinda important, as we’ll see in a moment…)


Which is where we hit those constraints, flaws and vested-interests.


On non-negotiable constraints, here’s a doozie. A possession-economy naturally defaults to a pyramid-game (or, more accurately, a Ponzi-scheme of ‘winner-steals-all’, as we’ll see in a moment). The point here is that a pyramid-game can only be made to seem viable only as long as it continues to grow - but you can’t have infinite growth on a finite planet.


Yet once the ‘game’ stops growing, it cannibalises itself into oblivion, starting from the bottom. That’s why we have this whole obsession with ‘growth’ in the economy: it’s mandatory, because without it, the whole ‘game’ falls apart.


The reality, though, is that we started hitting up against absolute non-negotiable limits perhaps half a century ago. Resource-usage and a whole lot more. In the physical world, we’re now well into overshoot, worse and worse each year. Yep: ‘cannibalise into oblivion’ and all that. Oops…


In which case, how does the economy seem to keep on growing? Ah: there’s a neat little trick here, called ‘deregulation’. Back in the 1980s, the money-system was disconnected from anything physical - which means that yes, that now can keep on growing forever, to infinity.


(Just like Tulipmania and the like, all held together by belief and wishful-thinking. Oops…)


After all, money’s just a bunch of numbers - and there’s no limit to those, is there. BUT those imaginary numbers still supposedly assign ‘rights’ in the physical- world - because it’s money, right? So whoever controls the money can just keep on assigning themselves an ever larger and larger slice of what is, now, a steadily-shrinking pie (because of that little overshoot-problem). Ever wondered why inequality in ‘developed’ economies started growing steeply in the 1980s, and getting worse and worse ever since? Yep, that’s why. Oops…


What about structural-flaws? Well, at least two rather serious biggies: access to resources, and debt-based finance.


On access to resources, what I mean is that in a possession-economy, resources tend naturally to migrate to where they are least needed. Let’s illustrate this with the stereotype life-sequence: 



  	
teenager at home: low income, low resource-needs

  	
first leaving home: low income, high resource-needs

  	
moving in with partner: higher income, low resource-needs

  	
children arrive: lower shared-income, higher resource-needs

  	
children at school: higher shared-income, (somewhat) lower resource-needs

  	
illness: lower shared-income, higher resource-needs

  	
children leave home: higher shared-income, lower resource-needs

  	
retirement: reducing shared-income, increasing resource-needs




In other words, what we think of as ‘normal’ is actually the worst system we could possibly devise: we’re most likely to have resources when we don’t need them, and least likely to have them when we most need them. The only way round this mess is to try to time-shift all those resources through a huge superstructure of banks, insurances, pensions, savings and the rest - which adds up to a huge overhead that arises only in a possession-economy. Oops…


(In a responsibility-based economy, by the way, we get rid of the entirety of that overhead with just one question: “What do you need?”)


Which brings us to debt-based finance, because in a money-based possession-economy, it’s one of the relatively-few permitted ways to do that time-shifting of resources. When you need resources, and you don’t have the income, you go to a bank or equivalent, and borrow the money. In other words, create a debt. Which you have to repay. At interest. On the bank’s terms. There’s a very good reason why the literal translation of ‘mortgage’ is ‘death-pledge’…


But wait a moment - where does the bank get the money from, to lend to you? Courtesy of deregulation, the short-answer is ‘nowhere’. The longer-answer is ‘from you’. They lend you the money for your mortgage, and, over the period of the mortgage, you pay back typically three to five times what you borrowed. Which, as ‘indebtedness’, they can then use as collateral to lend to someone else - even though the money doesn’t ever actually ‘exist’. And they then use that invented-money to drag in the next sucker - and on, and on, and on. Do that to a few million suckers each year, as a bank, and you’ve just invented a vast pile of money and resources for yourself - from nothing at all, other than other people’s lives and work.


The catch for the lender in that kind of ‘game’, of course, is that it risks falling apart if people don’t or can’t pay the invented ‘money’. But that’s held at bay as long as the economy appears to be continuing to ‘grow’; and even if it does all fall apart, hey, you’ve got everyone’s money anyway, so you have all the ‘rights’ to a nice big slice of all those supposedly-shared resources. Debt is a ‘nice little earner’, yes? Nice for some, at any rate…


Which brings us to a third structural flaw that’s a little bit deeper, and that ultimately drives the whole mess: 



  	the physics definition of ‘power’ is ‘the ability to do work’

  	most social definitions of ‘power’ are ‘the ability to avoid work’, or to entrap others into doing that work for us




Therein lie rather a lot of social problems - and the myth of ‘possession’ is one of them. Oops…


And here’s the real challenge: there is no way to make a possession-based economy sustainable. Courtesy of those non-negotiable constraints and structural-flaws, it cannot be done - and there is no way around that fact.


To be blunt about it, a possession-based economy is inherently incompatible with human survival. That particularly applies if we attempt to apply it over the longer term at a global scale - which, in essence, is what we’re still trying to do right now. Oops…


The alternative is a responsibility-based economy. It’s how all ‘traditional’ societies operate - those that have survived, anyway. We already know exactly how to do it at smaller scale, the scale of a village or a smaller town; we don’t yet how to make it work at larger-scale, the scale of a city or more. But we need to find out, and fast - because if we don’t manage to do it, and fast, at fully global scale, we’re dead. Oops…


But that, of course, is where we hit up against resistance to change. Lots of it. Particularly from the vested-interests of those who think they ‘win’ from the current mess. (In relative terms, yes, they might look like ‘winners’. But when ‘winning’ means living a little bit longer when nothing works any more and there’s no-one else left to entrap into tidying their mess, perhaps that kind of ‘winning’ is more like an even worse form of ‘losing’?)


So, in short, we have to find a way to defuse those vested-interests. Because if we don’t, then we’re all dead. Including the supposed ‘winners’. Oops…



  Mayday!






So how does this affect everyday enterprise-architects and the like? Well, the simplest way to illustrate it is with this little diagram:
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Whatever we’re working on, it must somehow help to lead us towards dismantling this mess of a possession-based economy, as soon as we possibly can. Because if it doesn’t, we’re dead.


And the further away we get from tackling that deeper challenge, the worse it’s going to get.


So if you’re working right now on some fancy new form of fintech or whatever, the blunt fact is that in real terms it’s probable that all you’re doing is making things worse. For everyone. Including you.


If you’re helping a bank or whatever develop some shiny new way to leverage other people’s lives as debt, the blunt fact is that you’re probably making your own life less survivable. As well as everyone else’s.


If you’re futzing around with yet another form of so-called ‘alternative currency’, it’s not helping. If it doesn’t tackle the possession-problem, then by definition it will only make things worse.


Go back to barter? That doesn’t change anything - it just makes a bad system even more unworkable.


Playing with property-rights, ‘intellectual-property’, all those kinds of fancy games? It’s not gonna help - in fact it will only makes things worse.


Anything that supports the expansion of the possession-economy, in any way at all, is only driving us further and further, faster and faster, towards that non-survivable cliff.


Those are non-negotiable constraints: by definition, there is no way round them.


Those are the real facts here. Anything else is a delusion.



  Mayday!






As architects of the human enterprise, we have one simple question, and one simple choice, everywhere, everywhen. The question: 



  	Is what I’m doing right now helping towards dismantling the possession-economy, and replacing it with something real? - something grounded in interlocking mutual-responsibilities?




The choice, in every moment, every action: 



  	Push towards a responsibility-based economy, and help us all survive




or 



  	Push towards expansion of the existing possession-economy, and get us all killed




Kinda important choice, perhaps? Your choice…
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RBPEA: Where’s the plan?


This one came through from a colleague on the Twitterstream a couple days back, presumably somewhat channeling John Lennon: 



  	Imagine no possessions, we’d all love to see the plan




And yeah, it’s a concern (complaint?) I get a lot about where I’ve gotten to so far in RBPEA (Really-Big-Picture Enterprise-Architecture): all this talk about ‘no possessions’ and suchlike, but where’s the plan?


Short answer: it’s way too early yet for anything resembling a ‘plan’. I’ll admit it gets a bit frustrating for me at times: people assume that because I’m talking about major social change, I must therefore have some kind of ‘perfect plan’ already to go. I don’t - and, to be blunt, I wouldn’t be so arrogant as to claim that I have (although, sadly, many seem to claim that they do…).


I see my role as that of an enterprise-architect. Nothing more than that. My job is that of decision-advisor, not decision-maker. I don’t have any ‘right’ (there’s that word again) to define plans: that’s the responsibility of all of the stakeholders in an architecture, working together - which, in this case, is pretty much everyone, everywhere across the globe, which isn’t happening much as yet. What I do have the authority to work an, as an enterprise-architect, is identifying concerns and constraints that would and must apply to any viable plan at this Really-Big-Picture scale. Hence that’s all I’ve done so far.


It’s a bit like the relationship between business-plan and business-model: it’s premature to define a plan when there’s not enough clarity around the business-model. That’s exactly how many businesses fail: they leap off to execute a plan before they understand their own business-model. Or, in many cases, even have a business-model on which to base a viable plan.


In the same way, it’s premature to define a business-model when there’s not enough clarity on the factors that feed into the business-model, or the capabilities to support a business-model. That’s why so many start-ups are forced to do a pivot on their business-model: Reality Department has a way of making it clear what factors they’ve missed in their previous assessments for their business-model.


Architecture alone is not the answer (and, even less, ‘The Answer’). Whatever the scale, Big Design Up Front rarely works well: it tends to give us the worst of both worlds, a Grand Plan that may look great in theory, but in practice is riddled with untested or unacknowledged assumptions. At the RBPEA scale, history is way too littered with such Grand Plans that turned out to be Great Disasters. Not A Good Idea…


The alternative to Big Design Up Front is experimentation to identify real-world concerns and constraints that might have been missed - hence the value of and necessity for pivots on business-models. The catch here, at the RBPEA scale, is that it’s kinda difficult to do a pivot across an entire globe. And we also don’t have much time to set up a literally fundamental change to our business-model (aka ‘politics and economics’) at a literally global scale: current estimates would suggest that it needs to be fully complete, world-wide, within not much more than a century, if what we know as ‘human civilisation’ has much of a chance of survival at all. 


(If a century sounds like a ‘No Worries’ kind of timescale, bear in mind that current possessionist economics developed slowly from a handful of localised mistakes to the current dominant ‘globalisation’-economics over a period of around 10,000 years: in other words, one hundred times slower than the timescale we’re looking at here. At global scales, this is about as Agile as it’s possible to get… with literally life-or-death stakes in play if we don’t get it done in time.)


In short, we whilst there will no doubt be many, many local variations, we simply don’t have time or budget (in any sense of the term) for much in the way of pivots: we need to get the core constraints and concerns pretty much right first time. And it is possible to do that with a lot of careful (and fast!) thought-experiments, cross-disciplinary studies and cross-checks about what we know of the respective context - which, in this case, is human development and human interaction. Hence using architectural assessment to identify concerns and constraints is not ‘Big Design Up Front’: it’s merely a necessary precursor to identifying categories or classes of human interaction that are know to be viable and sustainable over indefinite timescales at any scale, and thence for viable and sustainable ‘business-models’ at large scale. Other than for a localised experiment, specifically to test some hypothesis about a concern or constraint, ‘Show Me The Plan’ is a long way down the track from there…


What’s come up from all of the RBPEA work so far is that there is no way to make a possession-based economics sustainable. It can’t be done: to simulate sustainability, its structure mandates a ‘pyramid-game’ of infinite-growth - which, on a finite planet, is by definition neither sustainable nor, eventually, viable. To put it bluntly, if we try to keep much longer on what we have as our current global ‘economics’, we’re dead.


Right now, there are lots and lots and lots of people tweaking away at the detail-layers of current economics and politics, hoping that that alone will be enough. Blunt fact is that it won’t, because it’s not the details of the economics that need to change: the problem is that its deepest foundations don’t work. Or, in visual form: 




  
    [image: ]
    
  




So let’s go over it once again: 



  	the actual core of viable human interactions and interrelationships is mutual interlocking responsibilities

  	key aspects and constraints, especially at a global scale, indicate that many of those mutual responsibilities will involve unknown strangers over indefinite periods of time, with many inherent non-linearities and non-point-to-point connections - in other words, inherently complex and ‘chaotic’

  	in terms of child-development, the awareness needed to understand these complexities does not typically begin to arise until at least three years old

  	prior to that stage, in what’s often called ‘the terrible twos’, the child adopts a possessionist approach to economics: everything is ‘mine!’, interactions are always linear, direct, point-to-point, and self-centric, without regard to others either in the present or elsewhen

  	possessionism is highly addictive, since it delivers greater short-term, localised self-centred rewards (‘What’s In It For Me?’) - but only at the expense of the longer-term, the broader-scope, and all others than the Self


  	possessionism, as an economics, can be made to seem viable as long as there is an elsewhen, an elsewhere and/or an Other from whom to steal - hence, for example present-centred ‘resource-extraction’ (aka ‘stealing from the future’), colonialisation, and slavery

  	in any context with finite limits - such as a finite planet with finite resources - possessionism is inherently unsustainable: once it runs out of elsewhen, elsewhere and/or Other to steal from, it will and must inevitably implode towards self-oblivion in a spiralling, ever-accelerating self-cannibalisation

  	possessionism is the fundamental base for almost all current politics and economics, especially at larger scales

  	to appear ‘fair’ (to some groups of parties, at least), possessionism requires rules to identify who has initial ‘rights’ to possess and exploit specific exchangeable resources (aka ‘rights of possession’)

  	barter is built on top of ‘possession-rights’, to manage exchange of possessed resources and use of possessed service-capabilities

  	currency is built on top of barter, to manage the point-to-point limitations of barter via an abstract means of exchange

  	debt-based finance is built on top of currency, to provide a means for managing the financial aspects of opportunity

  	financial-derivatives are built on top of debt-based finance, to provide a means for deriving possessionist advantage from manipulating the abstractions of currency etc alone




The common factor here is that all of those concerns that people most usually focus on - financial-derivatives, debt-based finance, currency, barter and ‘rights of possession’ - are built on top of possessionism.


Which is a two-year-old’s view of the world.


Which is is non-sustainable and non-viable in the real world.


Which is why - we hope - we can help two-year-olds to grow out of it.


But which, unfortunately, is exactly what doesn’t happen in a possessionist-economics: instead, we actively reward people for behaving like two-year-olds, and actively penalise people for behaving like adults. And then wonder why things don’t seem to work so well, especially at a global scale…


So if we ask ‘Where’s the plan’ in terms of RBPEA and the like, there are a few things we need to understand, that Reality Department makes clear are inherent, inevitable and non-negotiable: 



  	if your plan consists of tweaking some aspect of financial-derivatives - for example, a ‘Tobin tax’ - it may perhaps be useful in the shorter-term, but it is inherently incapable of making any significant difference to the real problems we face

  	if your plan consists of tweaking some aspect of debt-based finance - for example, a ‘People’s Bank’ - it may be useful in the shorter-term, but it is inherently incapable of making any significant difference

  	if your plan consists of tweaking some aspect of currency - for example, a ‘community-currency’ - it may be useful locally in the short-term, but it is inherently incapable of making any significant difference

  	if your plan consists of tweaking some aspect of possession-based exchange - for example, a call to ‘go back to barter!’ - it may be useful locally and/or in the short-term, but it is inherently incapable of making any significant difference

  	if your plan consists of tweaking ‘possession-rights’ - for example, switching back and forth between state-capitalism and state-communism - it just possibly may be useful in some ways, but it is inherently incapable of making any difference

  	a plan for RBPEA can only create significant difference, relative to the problems we face, if it directly addresses the fundamental dysfunctions of possessionism




Or, to put it the other way round, at RBPEA scale any plan that fails to address and resolve the dysfunctions of possessionism is merely futzing-around with deckchairs on the Titanic.


Tackling possessionism, and reframing global economics and politics around non-possessionist mutual interlocking responsibilities, is going to be non-trivial. (Understatement of the year?)


But we don’t have any choice, because anything that includes possessionist assumptions - such as financial-derivatives, debt-based finance, currency, barter or ‘property-rights’ in the sense that they’re usually understand at present - will inevitably lead us back to posessionism, which is inherently non-sustainable, and hence inevitably non-viable over the longer-term.


And we don’t have much time to address this.


Especially as it must be total, at a literally global scale, with no exceptions at all - otherwise, once again, possessionism is infective and addictive, hence allowing it in any form inevitably leads us back to possessionist-economics, which is inherently unsustainable and inherently non-viable.


Hence if your plan is to be viable and sustainable, it cannot include any possessionist assumptions. Period.


To make a plan viable, it must drop the possessionist assumptions. Period.


Which, given that possessionist assumptions pervade pretty much everything we know, is likely to be kinda hard…


The alternative is to go one step deeper, below possessionism, to the root-level interlocking mutual responsibilities. For a viable, sustainable RBPEA, we literally have no choice but to reframe every possessionist assumption in terms of the mutual interlocking responsibilities that actually make that interaction work, across an entire globe, and across all time. And make it all work, easily, smoothly, pretty much without any kind of pivot, because we don’t have much time left for anything else.


Kinda non-trivial, then. And you tell me you’re expecting just one person - me, on my own - to come up, right here right now, with a ready-made ready-to-go-for-everywhere plan for all of this?


Hmm…
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