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Abstract


As a social institution, franchising appears to be a modern form of feudalism.  This is not so surprising as franchising can trace its origins, social function, structure, and, even its name to medieval Europe and the founding of the feudal system by the Frankish monarchy.  By using the gestalt of the feudal system as a metaphor for contemporary franchising, subtle, yet significant, system attributes are exposed for analytic consideration.  The practice of employing historical precedence to better understand current problems has a tradition dating back over two millennia and includes such advocates as Sun-Tzu, Niccolo Machiavelli, John Mackay, and Antony Jay.  


When viewed through the historical “lens” of Western Europe in the ninth century, franchising reveals itself to be a valuable competitive strategy for enterprises both large and small, and a potential incubator for entrepreneurial initiative.  It facilitates achieving scale economies, risk- and resource-sharing, symbiosis, and rapid geo-expansion,  In its public form, it creates utility while simultaneously eliminating learning-curves, and community expense and risk.  In its private form, it provides shelter and support for the nascent entrepreneur.  An unanticipated outcome of this study was the insight it provided into functional strategies that might be applied in modern franchise systems.  The same factors that promoted the rise and fall of the feudal and manorial systems affect franchise systems in similar fashion.  In essence, feudalism provides a template for franchise structure, governance, participation, and contractual arrangements that increases success potential.  It implies best practices for task and role specialization, human resources management, and stimulating innovation and warns of potential succession problems.  Finally, the study reaffirms the value of historical precedence as a potent research method.

Background


A franchise is a bilateral agreement in which the owner of a proprietary right (the franchiser) grants those rights for conditional use by another, the franchisee, in exchange for some consideration.  When the right is confined to intellectual property, the conditional use is for the benefit of an independent enterprise, and the consideration is limited to royalty payments, the arrangement is a license.   In the latter case, the owner of the technology, process, trade secret, or tradename is the "owner" and the recipient of the right for use is the "licensee."  Licenses generally constitute a direct-benefit transaction (e.g. payment for use), whereas franchises are more bilateral relationships that yield both direct and indirect benefits for the parties involved.   As an institution, therefore,  franchising is a a system of symbiotic contracts:  a system built on mutual rights and obligations for the purpose of mutual  gain.


Another such system can be found in the Middle Ages.   A combination of ancient Roman custom, ecclesiastical necessity, and Germanic tribal “topspin,” feudalism dominated the social-economic structure of Western Europe from the 9th to the 14th century.  Franchising, representing one of twelve U.S. business enterprises, half the United States’ retail sales, and $1 trillion in annual revenues (IFA, 2000) is clearly a preeminent contemporary social-economic institution.  Its pivotal role in rapid geo-expansion, cost leadership, risk-hedging, and achieving scale economies (Desman, 2001), exemplifies its significant strategic potential.  Its social and political implications have yet to be explored.  


The connection between the institutions of feudalism and franchising does not stop with their respective attributes.  The term franchise can trace its origins to the Latin francus, to the Old French franc meaning “free.”  The Franks (literally “free man”), the ruling class of Gaul,  derive their name from the same origin.  It was the Frankish Kings, specifically Charlemagne , who are credited by the majority of historians with founding the feudal system as it existed in the late medieval period.  And, seminal forms of public franchising are found to emerge in the same time frame.  The historical, etymological and practical links between feudalism and franchising are simply too compelling to ignore.

Methodology and Purpose


Long before there was preventive maintenance, there was “a stitch in time saves nine” and “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”  Before there was multiple sourcing, there was “don’t put all your eggs in one basket.”  “That’s water under  the bridge (or over the dam)”  prefaced the concept of sunk cost, and “don’t put the cart before the horse” predated the primacy of planning principle.  


People knew how to conduct research and derive reasonable conclusions well-in-advance of linear programming and electronic data processing, business was conducted before there were business schools, and rational economic thought was practiced for millennia before Adam Smith wrote the Wealth of Nations in 1776.  Farmers learned from the successes and failures of earlier farmers, militarists from the successes and failures of earlier militarists, and statesmen, attorneys, physicians, physicists, educators, engineers, and craftsmen developed their acumen in likewise fashion. “A precedent embalms a principle,” noted British Prime Minister and wit Benjamin Disraeli (1848).  And, many of these precedents were captured in folklore and homilies to guide scores of generations that followed.


Niccolo Machiavelli understood the process.  Upon finding himself unemployed do to a hostile takeover, the Medicis displaced the Borgeas, he wrote the most comprehensive and enduring resume ever submitted to gain the attention of the new management and to get his old job back.  Il Principe (The Prince, 1532) was a detailed blueprint for what every ruler needed to know about conducting the affairs of a state.  It is unfortunate that Machiavelli’s contributions have become associated with unscrupulousness and malevolence because, as Sir Francis Bacon (1597-1625) pointed out, “He set forth openly what men are wont to do and not what they ought to do.”  His treatise was not based on shoulds, but rather, was steeped in what had been found to work in the past.  His subtle message, apparently too subtle for many, was “history is a great laboratory and teacher. . . learn from it.”


Machiavelli was neither the first nor the last to unravel the fabric of temporal events in the pursuit of pragmatic truths.  Seventeen hundred years earlier, Sun-Tzu used a similar technique to develop his Art of War during the Han Dynasty in China (2 B.C.).  Although many of the strategies and tactics described in The Art of War surpass those advanced in The Prince in their ruthlessness, Sun-Tzu’s contributions escaped the negative stigma often associated with Machiavelli.  The reason, 

perhaps, is also a function of history.  From its first printing and ever since, critics have read The Prince and moralized about its “dark side.”  The Art of War, in its entirety, was lost for a thousand years or more and really did not receive much attention until the 1970s; even then, it was still relatively unknown in the West until the 1980s (Sawyer,1994).  It emerged in an era of corporate warfare and its practical implications were inescapable.  The lens of morality  used to scrutinize The Prince had experienced a considerable metamorphosis by the time the Art of War re-materialized.


In 1841, John Mackay wrote Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions and in 1852 followed it with Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds.  In the 1980 reprint, historian Andrew Tobias references a 1932 edition where financier Bernard Baruch wrote in the foreword that reading the book saved him millions of dollars in the market crash of 1929.  So what kernels of wisdom did the 19th Century barrister Mackay plant?  He told tales of the crusades, witch-hunting,  the 17th Century tulip market, and hairstyles.  Although he claimed his writings were “more a miscellany of delusions than a history (preface to the 1841 and 1852 editions),” they were, by any reckoning, a history of delusions that demonstrated those who did not learn from history were doomed to repeat it.  In his 1852 preface, Mackay shared an observation that could have easily been made yesterday.  “Money . . . has often been a cause of the delusions of multitudes.  Sober nations have all at once become desperate gamblers, and risked almost their existence upon the turn of a piece of paper.”  Against a backdrop of day trading, Tyco, Enron, and Worldcom, with a touch of Barrings Bank thrown in, Mackay’s miscellany could easily be mistaken for prophesy.


Of the more recent “there is nothing new under the sun” contributions, is Antony Jay’s Management and Machiavelli (1967).  Jay, a former BBC executive, sub-titled his book An Inquiry Into the Politics of Corporate Life.  In his introduction to the book, Jay presents a poignant quote from Walter Bagehot’s The English Constitution (1864) that neatly sums up the value of understanding precedence.  “Those who live on one mountain,” he observed, “believe that their mountain is wholly unlike all others.”  Bagehot, it should be noted was the second editor of the Economist, which was founded by his father-in-law, and no slouch himself when it came to comparative analysis.  In 1875 he wrote the last of his four major crossover works, Physics and Politics, which examined the relationship between natural and social science.  


Jay is noteworthy in that he actually gives credit to Machiavelli for “telling it like it is” and for breaking-ground on on the historical precedence paradigm.  His book is not about Machiavelli, rather it follows Machiavelli’s model for divining that which works and that which does not from history.  In his words, “I have called this book Management and Machiavelli not because it is based on Machiavelli’s arguments but because it is based on his method, the method of taking a current problem and then examining it in a practical way in the light of the experiences of others who have faced a similar problem in the past (p.95).”  He goes on to examine creativity from the perspective of animal husbandry, leadership through the eyes of Shakespeare’s kings and notable thespians, and issues of succession in parallel to sailing and the Roman Empire.  He concludes his presentation with

A history of the world (if written by the wrong man) can be trivial and boring, a history of a local parish church (if written by the right man) can be a penetrating and absorbing account of England’s transition from the Middle Ages to modern times.  If management study is regarded as academically trivial and unworthy, the fault does not lie in the nature of management, but in the nature of the study.  If this book has done no more than cut a small channel to link the rising lake of management theory with the broad ocean of history, and let the waters of each flow into the other, then it has done all that was hoped for it (p. 236).


One purpose of this paper is to revitalize interest in historical precedence as a valuable instrument for management research.  Another, is to explore the institution of franchising as an application of the logic upon which the feudal system was constructed.  The nexus between these two purposes reflects Jay’s assessment of Machiavelli’s method . . . “the method of taking a current problem and then examining it in a practical way in the light of the experiences of others who have faced a similar problem in the past.”

It all Started With a Horse


Up through the middle of the eighth century, in northern and western Europe, civil defense was a matter of assembling farmer/soldiers to repel enemy incursions.  Their weaponry was fairly simple:  a sword and shield, dagger, a lance or bow, axe, club, perhaps a leather helmet.  The majority of arms were  everyday farming implements and hunting equipment.  Victory or defeat depended upon advance warning and timely response, sheer manpower, and tactics well-suited to the terrain.  The populations of the French bois and German walds consisted, in the main, of scattered tribal communes that shuffled between the battlefield and the cornfield.  This was life in the Kingdom of the Franks:  an area that roughly comprised present-day France (Neustria and Aquitania); Germany (Saxonia and Austrasia); Switzerland and Austria (Lombardy) (Burns,1963).


Quite typically, warrior societies emerge as a response to the natural conditions extant in their home territory.  The more harsh their living conditions, the more likely the culture will place a high value on bravery and valor.  Such qualities are critical for the survival of a society living in such severe surroundings.  Status is showered upon those who best exemplify these values, consequently, the community embarks upon a path to teach and test the courage of its members to the extreme.  From here, it is a short distance to becoming an  adventurous, aggressive and warlike society.  Acts of heroism and great deeds dominate the folklore, special rights accrue to those who have “wet their spears” in battle, and religion favors those who lose their lives advancing or defending the 

society and its values.   This pattern is certainly evident among the Norsemen, the Saracens, and the Magyars of the early ninth century. 


Societies living in more forgiving environments, like the Franks, tend to be more benign and quiescent than their counterparts and agrarian in their enterprise.  Their values reflect the perseverance, parsimony, and humility necessary to successfully live off the soil.  The almost-plodding stability and consistency of these cultures provides time and incentive for creativity and innovation and a work ethic that promotes prosperity.  Herein lies the “rub.”  Those who are fortunate enough to occupy fertile lands with temperate climates will create wealth.  Those not so fortunate, will plunder it.  The former will be compelled to use their wealth to defend their wealth or they will be despoiled by the latter.


By the mid-9th century, the demands of war in western Europe had undergone considerable change.  Norsemen controlled or occupied an area extending from, what is now, the southern halves of England and Scandinavia, through the coastal regions of western France and northern Germany,  to the Baltic states and western Russia down to the Black Sea.  From their North Sea bases, they raided and plundered coastlines from the British Isles to north Africa and Turkey.  In the south, the Saracens controlled the mid-east up to the Black and Caspian Seas, north Africa, and the whole of the Spanish peninsula.  From here, they ravaged  north and east across a swath that extended from just south of Paris to the outskirts of Vienna.  To the east were the great Magyar horsemen from the Caucuses and Carpathian Basin (Burns,1963).  


No longer were the aggressors marauding bands of skirmishers who traveled on foot to do their business.  The new enemies were disciplined troops who struck from the sea without warning or raided on horseback in flash assaults.  A rag-tag citizen guard was simply no match for them.  What was needed was a well-trained, well-equipped, standing army.  Moreover, the army had to have an equally well-trained and well-equipped cavalry because infantry could not effectively combat the mounted and swift-moving Saracen and Magyar raiders (Tierney, 1974).  


Raising and supporting an effective army required a socioeconomic system that could afford such an initiative.  Owning and maintaining a horse was an expensive undertaking.  Equipping, training, and maintaining the readiness of the knight who rode it was even more expensive.  Aside from the direct expense, there was the matter of sustaining a knight so he would have the time and resources to train and to be available when called upon.  The solution led to the founding of the Feudal system (Richter, 1973).

The Feudal Structure


The linchpin of Feudalism was a contract that detailed the rights and obligations of the nobility.  The sanctity and basic provisions of the contract, derived from precedence and “divine guidance.”  A description of the roles of noble, clergy, and peasant are captured in the Capitulary of Charlemagne (802).  In essence, the resulting socioeconomic structure was a system of interlocking contracts between suzerains and their vassals that sought to secure their mutual welfare.


A suzerain was any noble who had the authority to grant a benefice or feif.  A feif was an economic right that included such things as holding property or office, collecting tolls, coining money, or establishing markets.  The recipient of the feif was a vassal.  The nobility consisted of a hierarchy that devolved upon feif-granting authority (exhibit 1).
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Exhibit 1.  The Feudal Hierarchy


As noted in the exhibit above, all suzerains, with the exception of the sovereigns, were vassals, and all vassals, with the exception of the knights, were suzerains.  The entire system was governed by a set of basic tenets and bilateral contracts that detailed the specific rights and obligations of all parties.  Among the basic tents were: 1) the right to govern was a privilege belonging to any feif holder, 2) a feif  was held in perpetuity by a feif holder and his heirs, 3) law is a product of custom, not authority — rulers must govern justly in accordance with laws both human and divine, 4) rulers cannot make laws, they can only issue administrative decrees to carry the law into effect, and 5)  subjects must pledge to obey, so long as they are justly governed. The latter provision was reinforced by commendation, a ceremony wherein the vassals swore homage to their respective suzerain.


Suzerains had the right to:  1) grant a feif and to confiscate it for violation of the contract, 2) escheat — the right to reclaim a feif if the holder died without heirs, 3) to serve as legal guardian if a feif is inherited by a minor, and 4) to collect taxes on the sale or inheritance of a feif.  In return, they had the responsibility to:  1) render military assistance to their vassals in time of need, 2) assist their vassals in righting grievances, and 3) govern fairly and justly.  Vassals were obliged to:  1) render military service for a specified number of days per year, 2) attend their lord’s court, 3) ransom their lord if captured, 4) pay taxes on the sale or inheritance of a feif, 5) govern fairly and justly, and 6) ensure the welfare of their peasants.  Simultaneously, a vassal had the right to:  1) be judged by his peers, 2) repudiate his lord for injustice or failure to provide adequate protection, and 3) collect taxes.   A suzerain was lord to his vassals and a vassal was lord over his feif.  Obligatory military service and taxation were the core provisions of the system and the devices that enabled the kingdom to defend itself from its powerful adversaries and to subjugate its weaker neighbors. 


Taxation was no small enterprise.  The range of taxes included: 1)  the Capitatio—a head tax on serfs [paid to a suzerain by his vassals], 2)  the Cent—rent paid by villeins and freemen [to their lord], 3) the Taille— an ad valorum tax paid  on all production by serfs and villeins alike, 4) the  Banalities—a use-tax for the village mill, oven, wine press, brewery and, sometimes, the village well, 5)  the Presentations —enforced hospitality up to three times per year for the lord and his entourage when they traveled around the feif, and 6) the Corvée—the requirement of villeins and serfs to provide labor to cultivate lands and maintain the infrastructure of the lord’s demesne (manor).  


Villeins were, essentially,  tenant farmers who were free to move about and conduct their affairs as they saw fit.  Their tenancy was irrevocable and hereditary so long as they paid their taxes and lived up to their contractual obligations.  Like all freemen, they could be conscripted for military service and they were the wealthiest of the peasant class.  The serfs and their progeny, on the other hand, were bound to the land they occupied and were bought and sold with it.  As part of the land, they could not be put off of it nor were they subject to conscription.  As chattel, their lives were not easy, but they were secure.  They were afforded the protection of their lord; had sixty holidays and all Sundays free from their duties; were provided a feast by their lord at planting, harvest time, and principal holidays; and, they were supported by their lord when they were forced to retire as a result of old age or injury (Burns,1963; Tierney, 1974).

The Manorial System


The economic core of the feudal system was the manorial estate.  Every land title associated with a feif was a manor, and every manor existed for the sole purpose of supporting its lord.  High ranking nobles might own hundreds of manors while knights held the smallest, and indivisible, estates.  The meanest of these parcels are estimated to have ranged from three hundred  to five hundred acres.  


The typical manor consisted of one or more villages; the lord’s demense (the manor house, outbuildings, and the most prime farmlands); the parish church lands; the spring and autumn planting grounds and the fallows (worked by the peasants); and, the common forest and pasture lands.  Each serf was allotted an acre or so in each of the planting areas and any residual lands were leased to the villeins.  The taxes from the peasants and produce from the lord’s demense were used to support the lord and pay for his weapons, training, equipment, mount, military retainers, and to the pay the capitatio owed to his lord.  Each manor, therefore, supported at least one knight and a small military contingent that could be called upon as the need arose (Burns1963; Knox, 2000).  


Once they take to the path of war, nations quickly learn that they  can achieve prosperity by domination.  Further, conquering other men is often easier and more straight forward than conquering nature.  What started as defense became a vehicle for subjugation once it was found to be effective.  The entire feudal economy supported a military that, in turn, protected the economic system.  The more external intrusion could be halted or buffered by the military, the more prosperous the economy became.  The more prosperous the economy, the more adventurous the military became.  The military class was comprised of the nobility thus they were motivated to pursue militarism to increase their wealth.  The peasant class continued in its traditional role and was motivated to participate in the system to preserve its security. The logic of this symbiotic model enabled it to endure for five hundred years until it was ultimately displaced by capitalism in the fourteenth century.

A Closer Look


Beyond its manifest competitive attributes (e.g. economies of scale, geo-expansion, risk-sharing, etc.), the feudal system also incorporated a variety of functional strategies.  Nobles fought and peasants farmed, thus the benefits of task specialization were realized on a system-wide scale.  Suzerains could macro manage and leave the details to their vassals.  This, in turn, yielded a secondary advantage of having those most familiar with local conditions making decisions about matters in which they had the greatest expertise.  This also allowed the system to respond very quickly to shifts in local conditions.  Suzerains could benefit from the council of of vassals who had as large a stake in the success of the system as they.  The quality of inputs and the dedication to the accomplishment of goals harnessed far more deliberation and commitment than might be expected from professional advisors.  The fate of the vassals rested on the fate of the kingdom, or at least the fate of their lord, and vicé versa.


The system enabled promising young talents to be identified early-on and given the necessary developmental experiences to make them more valuable in the future.  Higher ranking nobles could recruit from the personnel of lower ranking nobles.  The sovereign could glean the best talent in the kingdom for his personal service by drawing from his pool of nobles and their retainers.  That which was not stipulated by contract was dictated  by custom.  Role ambiguity was nonexistent. authority and responsibility were in parity, capriciousness by those in power was held in check; justice and equity could be pursued in a court of one’s peers.


In the agro-military complex of feudalism, the success of each element depended upon the success of all other elements.  The crucial role played by the serfs in this scheme was not overlooked by the nobles.  While a peasant’s life may not have been easy, it was predictable and secure.  They had the protection of their lord and the law, did not have to concern themselves with military service, could not be put off the land they occupied, and could look forward to being pensioned off at the end of their working lives.  The collective benefits of the manor system served to sustain the nobility and peasantry in similar fashion.  With each party doing his or her part, the system fed, clothed, housed, and protected each of them.  Suzerains could only be protected and prosper if their vassals were protected and prospered.  The vassals, in turn, could only be protected and prosper if their peasants were protected and cared for.  And the peasants would live at the mercy of foreign invaders if they did not sustain the needs of their lord.


An additional point is worthy of consideration.  In earlier times, the comitatus, a Germanic warrior band, was structured around a chieftain who provided horses and weapons to his men in return for their oaths of loyalty and protection.  Both chief and warrior were bound only by their mutual commitments.  In this arrangement, the warrior was neither a mercenary nor a subject, but a cohort who, along with his chieftain, would share equally in the trials of battle and the glory and plunder that followed success (a similar system can be found among the Norsemen).  Chieftains would try to engage the most skilled and promising recruits and the warriors would seek service with the most powerful and successful chieftains (Burns, 1963).


In the initial stages of the development of the feudal system, vassalage was the product of these same two factors.  From the perspective of the suzerain, the ideal vassal was a consummate warrior who would be both loyal and dependable.  From the  perspective of the vassal, the model suzerain was rich, powerful, and able to dispense the most attractive feifs in return for his fealty (the commendation, mentioned earlier, was a carryover from the comitatus).  Bargaining power in the granting or or acquisition of a feif, therefore, devolved upon mutual perceptions of the suzerain’s and vassal’s relative values to each other.  A vassal might accept a smaller feif to serve a more powerful suzerain and a suzerain might grant a more valuable feif to a warrior who had a proven reputation.  Once hereditary possession of a feif became part of the system, the process of negotiated value exchange ceased to exist and suzerain and vassal alike had to accept the arrangement into which each was born.  Consequently, capable knights found themselves vassals of incompetent suzerains and adroit suzerains found themselves saddled with mediocre vassals.   As the system gained more wealth, the inequities became more apparent and, thus, disrupted the stability of the system with political intrigue.  Exacerbating the problem was the dynamic that the wealth and security provided by the system disposed those in power to languish in the former and leave the latter to their underlings.

Analysis
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The structure of the institution of franchising follows closely that of the feudal system.  Franchise systems, owners of the property rights, occupy much the same position as the kings and emperors in the feudal system.  Master franchisers, those who have secured territorial rights, operate in the same manner as the middle-nobility.  They are both suzerains and vassals; franchisers and franchisees.  At the lowest level of the franchising institution is the ultimate franchisee who operates in similar fashion to the feudal knight (exhibit 2).

Exhibit 2.  The Feudal and Franchise Hierarchies

 
A franchise is an economic benefit not unlike a feif.  The parties to a franchise contract rely on mutual commitment and contribution for their mutual welfare as did suzerains and vassals.  Reflective of the manor is the franchise unit.  It is here that the economic activity necessary to support the entire system takes place.  Fealty has been replaced by the franchise fee, the taille is collected as royalties, and the banalitiés are paid by franchisees for goods and services provided by the franchiser.


An independent enterprise (SME) might seek security and protection from its larger rivals by joining a franchise system, converting its operations to conform to franchise requirements, and by paying the necessary fees.  This practice is prevalent among hostelries, real estate brokerages, and specialty retailers.  The conversion franchise differs little from the independent land holder (villein) who sought the protection of some feudal lord, swore fealty to him, and ceded his holdings on the condition that he held hereditary rights to their control so long as he fulfilled his obligations.


Other similarities between feudalism and franchising notwithstanding, the sociopolitical dimension of the feudal system holds some profound implications for structuring a successful franchise operation.  The feudal template clearly suggests that governance will be most effective when: 1) the rights and responsibilities of the parties are carefully fashioned and detailed in the franchise agreement, 2) neither party can benefit at the expense of the other, 3) a fair an impartial grievance handling system is incorporated into the agreement, 4) a mechanism exists for the parties to exchange and benefit from their respective expertise and experiences,  and 5) the franchiser listens to the reasonable concerns and strategic inputs of franchisees and is disposed to act upon them.  The system will be most efficient when the franchiser provides policy and procedural direction and infrastructure support (insurance programs, systems and software, training. purchasing, advertising, customer service, etc.) and the franchisee is free to manage unit operations at his or her discretion within the broader framework established by the franchiser.


For the firm aspiring to foreign geo-expansion, franchising extra-national operations brings with it local connections and expertise along with shared commitment, risk, and financing.  This, in turn, may lead to qualifying new vendors that would otherwise go unnoticed and innovative improvements that were formerly obscured by cultural norms.  Further, each franchise represents a labor pool that can be developed and recruited from if the mechanisms for doing so are in place.  


Anthropologist Margaret Mead (1937) found that one of the benefits of collaboration is its inherent ability to facilitate defense against larger competitors and exploitation smaller ones.  And, collaboration is a characteristic advantage of both feudalism and franchising.  Generations of wealth makers followed by generations of wealth takers ultimately led to the demise of feudalism and herein lies a proviso for franchising.  What starts as a system built on mutual benefit in the face of threat can, over time, become a system of avarice and internal competition if its initial purpose should succeed.  Successors may  harbor intentions and values quite disparate from those of founders.  Consequently, issues of succession should not be taken lightly when structuring a franchise agreement.   The term of the franchise agreement should be such that the parties have the opportunity to separate if either should fail to perform as expected.

Conclusions


The origins of franchising can be traced to the middle-ages when sovereigns granted feifs to hold markets and fairs, operate bridges and ferrys, and exclusively provide products and services (e.g. brewing, cheese-making, road building, minting, etc.) (Bassuk, 2000).  Not unlike the contemporary public franchise, this practice enabled the community to acquire greater utility without having to develop the necessary expertise, dedicate the resources, or assume the risk for such enterprises.  Vassalage, in such instances, epitomizes the entrepreneurial dimension of franchising (Desman, 2002).


When viewed from the broader perspective of the system that bred such arrangements, one can begin to understand the competitive and functional advantages of franchising with greater clarity.  The feudal model demonstrates how the private franchise can be invoked to achieve rapid critical mass and economic efficiency for competitive purposes.  Its greatest strength, however, lies, perhaps, in its more subtle implications for developing effective functional strategies.  The manorial system provides a practical template for successful franchise governance, structure, endurance, and succession.  The issue of franchise succession appears to be sufficiently substantial to warrant further investigation.


An equally significant outcome of this study relates to the methodology employed.  Contemporary researchers pursue the null hypothesis in much the same way as a ravenous pack of coyotes chases a wily rabbit.  The upshot of this energy expenditure is that which cannot be proven false may be assumed, subject to a set of conditions, with a certain degree of confidence.  There is a significant difference between A and B and variable X cannot be ruled out as the cause.  Academic journals proliferate to disseminate the results.


There is no intention here to demean logical positivism and its methods, but one is compelled to wonder if the pendulum has not swung so far into the realm of scientific empiricism that all other paths to truth and insight have been obviated.  The difference between science and technology is philosophy . . . logical positivism is philosophic . . . a preoccupation with quantitative methodology is technologic.  In interviews with statesmen and top executives around the world, one never hears that the interviewee has modeled his or her career to emulate some eminent statistician.  The most-often-mentioned heroes are warriors, politicians, humanists, and captains of industry who had a distinctive style . . . and a distinctive philosophy.  


The same holds true in the classroom.  Discuss a research contribution and watch student’s eyes roll up into their heads as their bodies sink ever-more-deeply into their chairs.  Relate a salient bit of history or the application of a research result and watch them focus and lean forward.  Text authors have caught onto this phenomenon to the extent that it is often difficult to pluck any content from within the stream of anecdotes presented in their offerings.


The point here is that conceptual research is as philosophic and estimable as the experiment and the survey and it has the potential to be far more entertaining.  For the bulk of civilization’s tenure on the planet, little aphorisms, steeped in experience, guided human thought and accomplishment . . . quantitative methods, at best, runs a distant second.  For a notion to become a cliche, it must first demonstrate sufficient robustness to endure time and situational diversity.  The laboratory and field study have revealed great wonders, but so has the crucible of history.


There is no ambition here to re-validate the merits of historical case study.  Rather, the intent is to encourage researchers to consider the metaphorical case as an avenue to insight.  Historical precedence, unfortunately, does not always come neatly packaged to match a particular concern or research question.  Its greatest potential lies in the researcher’s ability to divine similarities in patterns and to extract the meaningful substance.  The reward, hopefully as demonstrated here, is well-worth the effort.
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