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INTRODUCTION


My manager


Aren’t we humans clever!


If we measure cleverness of a species by how much it can spread into every nook and cranny on Earth, however cold, hot, dry or sticky; can exploit every animal, vegetable and mineral it finds there; can create light when it’s dark and heat when it’s cold; can invent a device the size of a chocolate bar and use it to talk to someone on the other side of the world; can explore other galaxies while contemplating the meaning of existence, then the human species is by far the most imaginative, enterprising and brilliant the world has ever seen.


So why is my manager such a dork? How much time does he spend advancing the glorious species, and how much in pointless list-making, useless meetings and petty acts of sabotage on everyone around him? Doing the wrong deals with the wrong companies in the wrong countries at the wrong time, taking wrong advice from wrong people. Why is everything over-hyped, overdue and over budget? It’s chaos here. It just won’t do. I’m a brilliant jewel of evolution, get me out of here!


Other animals


Two and a half thousand years ago Aesop, a Greek slave1, told tales about animals, designed to tell us a little about ourselves. He is credited with a number of fables now collectively known as Aesop’s Fables. A satirist, he used animals as a mask for his jibes against the cheats, freeloaders, bullies and snake-oil salesmen who were his real targets. Now we have scientific evidence that Aesop was right: animals aren’t just simple bags of blind reflexes, as we thought. It turns out the animal kingdom is as full of cheats, freeloaders, bullies and snake-oil salesmen as our own. We evolved from them, after all, so why not? But also their subtle minds feel sorrow, remorse, love, compassion, scorn, can read each other’s intentions, make plans, invent tools . . . In fact, just about everything we can do they can do except, possibly, cryptic crosswords.


We don’t like to hear this. Our brains are our pride and joy. They are what sets us apart from lesser animals. (Lesser animals, aside from their brains, are almost all stronger, cuter, neater, more practical or better dressed than we are). Willingly we go through the pain of giving birth to such a huge brain and the unforgiving skull around it because we treasure it. It can do such amazing things. It invented central heating and aeroplanes, for instance, which no other animal has.


In 2009, researchers at Cambridge tested one of the best known of Aesop’s fables directly.


A crow, half dead with thirst, came upon a pitcher which had once been full of water; but when the crow put its beak into the mouth of the pitcher he found that only very little water was left in it, and that he could not reach far enough down to get at it. He tried, and he tried, but at last had to give up in despair. Then a thought came to him, and he took a pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. Then he took another pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. Then he took another, and another, and so on. At last, at last, he saw the water mount up near him, and after casting in a few more pebbles he was able to quench his thirst and save his life. (Aesop)


In a laboratory, the appropriately named Christopher Bird gave some Caledonian crows the same problem – in their cage was a glass tube (the ‘pitcher’) with a little water in, and a grub floating on the top. The grub was too far down in the tube for the crow to reach with its beak, but a small pile of stones was nearby. After a few tries the crow worked out what to do, and dropped the stones into the tube until the water was the right height to pick out the grub. Even more remarkable, it learned to pick the larger stones first to get the quickest result. So an animal with a brain no bigger than a walnut managed to solve a problem which would have defeated some of those around me at work.2


Our tour of the animal kingdom will give choice examples of ‘human’ traits. But most importantly it will come back to a special pair of animals again and again – the ant and the ape – because they symbolize two particular character traits that create the chaos of our lives: firstly the deep desire to flock together with everyone else, like ants, secondly the compulsion to argue with everyone once we get there, like apes. We need both of these impulses to work together in antagonistic harmony. (‘Antagonistic harmony’ is a phrase used to describe how muscles – the biceps and triceps, for instance – work together to make a limb such as the arm function, with one pulling to bend it, while the other is needed to flex it).


Antagonistic harmony


Antagonism is the watchword in the workplace nowadays. Business analysts see work through the eyes of apes. The office jungle throbs with rivalry. Young apes challenge the alpha ape for dominance and compete against each other for promotion. It’s nature red in tooth and claw as we bite and scratch our way up the pecking order. And we don’t do it for anyone but ourselves. It’s Me Me Me. Me beating the other applicants to a job. Me fighting my corner at work. Me hitting my targets. Me getting promoted to another department, where Me finds new rivals to fight. In fact, evolutionary biologists say, our lives are ruled by ‘selfish genes’, which calculate the benefits to Me before Me does anything for anyone else.


Harmony is the opposite; an instinct for joining and cooperating. It makes us help our colleagues rather than put one over on them, listen to them rather than boss them, empathise with them rather than brush them aside. This is the spirit of ants, who are such compulsive harmonizers that they can’t function on their own, and need a cluster of at least a hundred to get the slightest thing done.*


These two, antagonism and harmony, were big on the day years ago when I was working for a design company. The boss was off ill, bequeathing his team a deadline for a brochure, but left no more instructions than that. We needed to decide together on text, pictures, fonts and layout. And soon. The boss’s choice team handily comprised a designer, writer and graphics specialist, though in the course of a hectic day we found that the writer had no idea about spelling, grammar or syntax. Fortunately we discovered the artist was a bit of a whizz at writing, which was just as well, since she couldn’t draw, a skill which the designer excelled at. The team thus inverted its skill set and just about squeezed the brochure out on time, each one of us pleased to be using a skill other than the one we were being specifically paid to do, and quietly wondering why we had never been asked before. The actual brochure-related work took minutes; the arguing filled the rest of the day. It was friendly arguing, because we knew where we needed to get to in the end; it was intense, because we all had opinions on how to get there. The end was harmonious, the path was antagonistic, but as a result of the struggle we bonded in a way we couldn’t have if we had gone the easy path.


Section 1 shows that the ant is big in us. The forces of harmony bring us all together in ant-like swarms. We are built to cooperate.


Section 2 sets out in contrary style to establish the opposite; that we are antagonistic, aggressive, hierarchical and just generally cussed, like apes. Having proved that both are true, we will then see how they collide, as collide they must. We find that pure antagonism doesn’t work on its own, but neither does pure harmony. The only way forward is with both working together in antagonistic harmony. We’ll be looking at the chaos this creates and seeing why chaos is actually a good idea.


Section 3 helps you negotiate the cultural rapids at work. Antagonistic harmony may be the answer, but it produces some pretty crazy questions along the way. Understanding the causes of dysfunctional organizations can help one to negotiate the chaos calmly.


Section 4 raises the paradox, that antagonistic harmony, though it is chaotic, is the path to the future, because it is the source of creativity.


Section 5 concludes that since we live on a chaotic planet in a chaotic universe, being able to cope with it is pretty important. In fact, as you may have already observed, we are experts in chaos.





__________________


* Richard Dawkins, geneticist and author of The Selfish Gene, points out that cooperative behaviour may well originate from selfish intentions, deep down in the genome. My genes want to be protected, and if behaving altruistically helps, this is what I’ll do. Whatever the merits of that argument, the outward appearance is cooperative behaviour.
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SECTION 1


HARMONY




CHAPTER 1


THE EVOLUTION OF HARMONY


The history of harmony


Bacteria


To discover why togetherness is a good idea, we must travel back in time, way back four billion years to when the freshly formed Earth was in the middle of what is known as the Hadean Age; in other words, like Hades, with fire and brimstone, meteorite bombardments and cataclysms being delivered with the regularity of the postman. From that hell emerged the organized chaos which was life, in the very simplest form – bacteria. Right from the off, bacteria discovered that sticking together meant they were going to be winners. By ‘sticking together’ I mean just that: they secreted a polysaccharide ‘glue’ which bound them to each other and to the rocks they sat upon. By being bonded together they were protected from predation and there, stuck to the rocks, the nutrients in the ocean bathed them in everlasting lunch. The next generation set up home on top of their parents. Each generation built on the heads of the last. The rock grew slowly bigger, layer by layer. They are still doing it today in some parts of the world. They are called stromatolites. In Shark Bay, Australia, the shallow, nutrient-rich sea is crowded with both them and tourists who gaze in awe at archaean life, still vibrant after four thousand million years.


If you want to see for yourself how biofilm works you don’t have to go back four billion years, or even to Australia. Take a look in the mirror. Smile. The ‘plaque’ which coats your teeth is biofilm. Oral bacteria have evolved to stick to your teeth so they can never be far away from the sugar they love so dearly. They are so successful that a whole industry has been created to try to hold them back. Modern dentistry shows us that the old saying, ‘United we stand, divided we fall’ has a four-billion-year provenance.


Starlings


Harmonizing is hard-wired. Out in the wild it’s ‘harmonize or die’. Later on we’ll see how starlings ‘worked out’ that to try to reach the centre of the flock is a good idea, since those who didn’t care, who flew blithely to one side, flitting prettily and showing off their barrel roll, were skilfully snatched by the peregrine falcon flying alongside looking for lunch. Only those who felt an irresistible urge to cluster in the centre survived to the next generation.


Humans


The same is true for humans. In the past, when times were tougher than today, people who decided to live outside the tribe, or who were expelled, were in danger from not just wolves and bandits, but disease and parasites, with nobody to help deal with them. As they were picked off, the ones that remained were the fraternizers, the ones who evolved a yearning to be part of the tribe.


Our ancestors clustered together in towns that could defend themselves against invaders (as well as clustering together at other times to launch invasions of their own). The towns grew into cities. In which groups of businesses hung out together. As long as 5,000 years ago, clusters of shops could be found in the centre of Uruk, the world’s first city, on the banks of the Euphrates. In London before the sixteenth century, the clustering had gone one stage further; a single trade could take over entire streets. Although the Great Fire of 1666 swept the shops away, the street names are still there: Ironmonger Row, Haymarket, Fish Street Hill, Baker Street and Pudding Lane (where the Great Fire of London began, perhaps in an oven full of puddings). Nowadays the clustering goes on, though in different streets. You won’t find bonds in Bond Street, but you will find art galleries, lots of them. Go to Hatton Garden today for jewellery (but not hats). No needles or thread in Threadneedle Street, but if you want, you can get stitched up by one of the many finance houses that have clustered there.


In spite of the higgledy-piggledy growth of these places, great things can happen very fast. Between 1700 and 1850, Manchester grew from a large village to be the powerhouse of the British Empire, with a population of 300,000, and all without more than the most vague attempts at central coordination. It wasn’t even recognized as a city by central government until 1853. Everything was done through local deals and arguments, weaving among those of the wider neighbourhood.
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Nowadays, corporation headquarters cluster in city business centres. We can see instinctive clustering in their marketing, too. They sprout names in harmony. In the 1920s there was a fad for giving products names ending in ‘-o’, thus Aspro, Glaxo, Oxo, Omo, Zippo, Vimto. Brasso, Bisto; everybody did it. More recently the clustering was around Latinate names. Look at some of our big multinationals; Invensys, Unisys, Infosys, Novartis or Inventis. When a company spends millions of pounds on researching a distinctive new name, then opts for one which sounds like all the others, you have to believe in the strength of the harmonizing instinct.


Through history we find humanity is a reassuringly cooperative species when there is a crisis. We have survived disaster after disaster. When tragedy strikes we all stop what we’re doing and cluster together to cope with it. After an earthquake neighbourhoods gather round to dig through collapsed buildings and rescue the injured. Everyone finds a useful job to do in coordination with the rest. They form chains to clear the rubble; they run off to find stretchers, bandages or water; they all stop everything together to listen for signs of life in the rubble. It’s chaotic when you’re in the middle of it, yet sure enough the combined effect is survival and continuity. Here are some examples of disasters from the past:


One third of Europe died during the Black Death in the fourteenth century. Europe recovered. The only remaining sign of it is a paragraph in the history books.


The Great Fire of London destroyed one of the biggest cities in the world in 1666. You wouldn’t notice today. Everyone scurried around to rebuild it.


After being flattened by allied bombing in 1944, Dresden’s residents built it all over again. If you visited Dresden tomorrow you wouldn’t think anything had happened.


A quarter of a million people died in a single day in 2004 when the Asian Tsunami struck. Towns were destroyed and millions of square miles of land disappeared. The whole world chipped in to help put everything back. Within five years it was business as usual. I don’t want to belittle the enormity of the individual tragedies that befall us, but to praise humanity’s ability to recover in the long run, thanks to our instinct for cooperative teamwork.


Wikipedia


Here is the great revelation of our day: the internet’s ability to create unmanaged magic. It must have seemed like the ultimate folly when Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger thought of Wikipedia in 2001; an encyclopaedia written by anyone and edited by anyone else. No managers, no commissioning editors; an entirely bottom-up knowledge base (Wikipedia employs one person). By contrast, Encyclopaedia Britannica is an ancient and august institution whose structure is the purest of human pyramids. When Nature magazine compared the two in 2005, they found an average of four errors per article in Wikipedia. Startlingly, though, they found an average of three errors per article in Encyclopaedia Britannica. So the two match up very well. The internet has opened our eyes to the extraordinary self-organizing abilities of humans. Wales and Sanger grasped the opportunity firmly with both hands – or rather with no hands. It just runs itself.*





__________________


* When a large group of people work to compile information on a given topic, disputes may arise. To resolve a dispute on Wikipedia, the editors will share their points of view on the article’s talk page. They will attempt to reach consensus so that all valid perspectives can be fairly represented. This allows the site to be a place not only of information but of collaboration. Many users of Wikipedia consult the page history of an article in order to assess the number, and the perspective, of people who contributed to the article.




CHAPTER 2


THE SCIENCE OF HARMONIZING


To harmonize effectively you need to send and receive signals and act on them. Ants communicate, urgently and continuously. Every step they take, they drop chemical signal molecules – pheromones – on the ground behind them. Ants have at least twenty chemical pheromones they can blend in different ways to give composite signals, like letters of a chemical alphabet joining to form pheromone words. The ‘words’ are spread over the ground where they walk, like a combined newspaper and to-do list, though they are not read but smelt, like a dog smells a lamppost, to give them a notion of what everyone else is doing, what needs doing next, how much and where.


Human communication systems are different. Ants do a lot with smell and touch. We’re rubbish at both of those. We have a lousy sense of smell and there are laws against uninvited physical contact. But we have good eyesight and pretty good hearing, so these have evolved to become our main ways of communicating. With them we communicate without knowing – we empathise.


We always knew we could empathise. We easily share our mates’ sorrows and joys, or even feel a sympathetic twinge of pain when they bump their head. What we didn’t know before is just how much we empathise, how much we can’t stop ourselves and what a huge effect it has. The latest research has revealed the hidden signals we send and receive and how we adjust our behaviour unconsciously in response.


Mirror neurons


Kim was a manager in a busy stables. She had known her staff and their families since she was a child; she even went to the same school as many of them. When they were in difficulties, whether personal or professional, they came to Kim, knowing she would empathize with them. She admitted that she became exhausted when one of her staff was in emotional upheaval, as if she were going through it at the same time.


There could be a good scientific reason why Kim couldn’t stop empathizing – mirror neurons.


In 1998, Giacomo Rizzolatti and others at the University of Parma, Italy, were investigating the age-old problem among philosophers and psychologists: which part of the brain is used to understand the thoughts of others? Rizzolatti was studying macaques (it might just as well have been MacKirks or Maclarens, since we have discovered humans show the same responses). When a macaque was performing an action – picking something up, for example – the experimenter could display on a screen the pattern of neuronal firing in the motor cortex. The instruments were so precisely tuned that slight differences in the muscles the macaque used between picking up a peanut and picking up a pencil caused differences in the firing pattern. The shock surprise of the experiment came when at one point the experimenter picked up a peanut to rearrange it. The watching macaque’s neurons fired off in exactly the same way, as if he, (the macaque), was actually doing it. The macaque’s mind mirrored the experimenter’s. Further experiments proved that large areas of the brain fire off in this way.1


With what we know already about empathy and mimicry in our daily lives, we should hardly be surprised about this, but here might be the proof. Mirroring is compulsory. We automatically create in our minds the neural pattern of the person we are communicating with, whether or not we decide to consciously copy them. This reverses the traditional view of mimicry. We used to think that copying another person was something we could choose to do. We can now reckon that copying comes so naturally that not to imitate each other is an effort. This is our natural, inbuilt, on-board empathy machine.


Body language


Everybody has heard of ‘body language’ now, and there are teach-yourself books, dictionaries and checklists available everywhere that map out the signals we transmit by gesture or the way we sit. But with or without guide books, we seem to read each other’s body language with great skill. Now, thanks to video technology, scientists have been able to study body language in detail. They show mirroring to be pretty rampant. When people chat, gestures can be reflected around at the rate of two or three a second. No guide book can help you here; it’s a language you learn unconsciously. The teach-yourself books will tell about the big stuff; whether a hand is open showing the palm or closed into a fist, eyes are wide open or half closed, gazes are direct or out of the corner of the eye, and so on. But those gestures are like the notes on a piano – all very well, but what counts is the tune you play on them. A good conversation is accompanied by an unconscious body-language boogie.


We can reach a much deeper level yet. Careful analysis of people having a conversation reveals tiny sprites – movements which are too subtle to spot without watching the video frame by frame. They are so small that many psychologists deny we could possibly detect them, but when we speak of ‘something funny’ about somebody it may be that we are dimly aware of a micro-gesture communication below our normal threshold of perception. Is this what we mean by a ‘sixth sense’?


As part of a research project, I studied video footage of a CEO visiting one of his company departments. He talked with everyone there and was utterly warm, charming and full of praise. As he turned from talking to the manager I thought I caught something on the recording. For one moment I glimpsed a different man. I had to slow the video right down, but the gesture was as clear as it was completely out of keeping: for two frames his eyes cast upwards and his face said ‘What an idiot!’, before he carried on turning in his utterly charming and disarming way to the next person. The micro-gesture lasted for no more than a tenth of a second, too quick to be consciously noticed by anyone. But unconsciously? Who knows.
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What we do know is that if you don’t have verbal language you depend on body language and grunts. So that covers all the other animals. They read each other and they do it rather well. Starlings in their murmuration avoid bumping into each other while flying at death-defying speeds; gorillas read signals delivered with no more than an eye-blink; zebras share water holes with lions if their body language says they aren’t hungry. Anything that helps the survival of the species will be evolved, including deep psychological insight.


Non-verbal verbal language


Another shock: what we say counts for very little. The research is clear. Our fond belief that language is humanity’s crowning glory crumbles to dust in the spotlight of scientific analysis.
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