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The year in which I wrote the first draft of this book is also important for another 
reason; it is the 50th anniversary of the discovery of the double-helix DNA 
mechanism. Seriously though, scientists and pundits alike have been claiming that 
the uncovering of the genome is the greatest of all scientific discoveries, and I don’t 
suppose they are far wrong. Manipulating the mechanisms out of which all living 
things are constructed - the very blueprint of life itself - has implications both 
profound and disturbing. Consequently, opinions have become extremely polarised, 
as society struggles to understand what this new power means, and how it will be 
applied. As with all science, there is nothing inherently good or bad about genetics; 
it’s a matter of what we use it for and, in particular, how cautiously we proceed. 

Science is driven by many motives, some rather more noble than others. This was 
illustrated by an unusual occurrence in the scientific research of the human genome; 
the creation of an adversarial system. Science, like all human endeavour, has multiple 
motives; a desire to know, to know first, to bring benefit to mankind and a desire 
to make a profit, and not necessarily in that order. When scientists first considered 
mapping the human genome, they faced a staggering project of enormous complexity, 
likely duration and cost. Sensible of the profound nature of the project, it was 
logically divided into many parts, allocated across numerous laboratories in countries 
all over the world. It must have seemed both fair and fitting to distribute the task of 
sequencing the genome to everybody who was built from it.  Better still, there was a 
worthy democratic concept at work; as the work was distributed, so too would be the 
results. No single lab or country could end up claiming, and possibly manipulating, 
rights to the process of creation. That was the idea, anyway.

The work went slowly at first. Observers were impatient, for any number of reasons. 
Eventually, one entrepreneur did the unthinkable, and started to map the genome in 
competition with the public effort. While the collaborative venture was founded on 
the basis that the resulting map of the genome would be placed in the public domain 
and made freely available, what made the competition intense was that the private 
consortium, using the latest, more powerful technologies, announced their intention 
to patent their discoveries, effectively placing the human genome under lock and key. 
To this day, the founder of the company at the heart of this debate still claims not to 
understand why he was so roundly condemned for his rapacity. 
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In a curious and ironic twist, capitalism was its own undoing. The company making 
the automatic sequencing equipment – who also owned the private company doing 
the work – was approached by the public initiative, and had no qualms in selling 
them sizeable numbers of the new machines, proving yet again the profitability of 
arming both sides in a dispute. With matching technology, the race became so intense 
that it took the intervention of the then US president Bill Clinton to bring both 
sides to an agreement, in which the data was combined, the whole process greatly 
accelerated, and the map of the human genome remained the joint property of us 
all. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the genome’s component sequences. 
Someone, somewhere, holds a patent on you – or at least a bit of you, anyway.

Adversarial systems are antithetical to scientific progress. Scientists fight hard for the 
right to share and compare data, because it is to everyone’s benefit to do so. Only 
where military interests or the profit motive have overriding authority does science 
become secretive; the pursuits of war and business – especially in medicine – are 
always achieved to the detriment of society at large. It is apparent that science is 
becoming ever more furtive, as a result of the relentless assimilation by commerce 
of all human activity, but it’s still fairly healthy at the moment. That said, adversity 
must trouble scientists, because in any field your erstwhile competitor may make 
discoveries that, if shared, would greatly speed up the rate of progress. A lot of science 
is drudgery, years of mind-numbing toil; the vital and significant result infrequent. 
Anything that cuts down on the slog must surely be welcome, making it frustrating 
to think you may be doing a load of work unnecessarily, time and effort that could 
be redirected if only you had access to the proprietary research of others. It’s this kind 
of thinking that reveals the wastefulness of commercial logic and the imperatives of 
business that it serves. 

�
It is this improvidence, inherent in adversarial systems, with which I take issue. I 
recoil instinctively from duplication of effort and waste of energy. At the individual 
level, the urge to compete can be productive, spurring us on to greater heights. Each 
person is at liberty to decide against what, or whom, you are competing, and how 
much energy you want to put into it. As soon as you institutionalise competition, 
your adversaries are pre-selected; your survival predicated on matching the effort of 
your competitors.   

In my business life, I have found it useful to look at companies as a reservoir of 
energy that is used well or wasted on various tasks. The assessment of efficient energy 
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usage provides a fitting measure of how well a system, or person, is suited to its task. 
Neither individuals nor businesses have an unlimited amount of available energy, 
so being efficient and minimising waste are important disciplines. I have not found 
adversarial methods to be efficient, for what advantages there are to be gained from 
being competitive seem to be outweighed by the demands of the competition itself. 
In the earlier example, two teams of scientists expended huge budgets and duplicated 
considerable work, using energy and resources necessary only to support the 
competition they were engaged in, not the work they were doing. 

We do appear to need adversaries in some bizarre way, none the less. If we don’t have 
one readily available, all too often we create one. We make adversaries out of parts 
of our own behaviour. Sloth, greed and ignorance, violence and apathy; we all find 
attributes in ourselves we would prefer to contain, cure or oppose. We don’t always 
succeed, but it always seems worth a try. Hope springs eternal: can you tell me 
you never, ever made a New Year’s resolution?  Still, we can be surprisingly flexible 
creatures, especially where good intentions are concerned, so I don’t find too much 
energy wasted in the combustion chamber of inner turmoil. For the most part, and 
most of us, all the energy we can get is needed just to cope with the running battle 
that is our daily lives.  

Business too has a soft centre and a hard shell. Rarely in business, except perhaps 
at the very largest scale, do you find companies sponsoring adversarial operations 
internally; you won’t find two design teams working competitively on a product, 
any more than those products would be delivered by teams of competing lorries or 
audited by multiple accounts departments, each with its own ideological method 
of calculating costs and profit. Within a single organisation, businesses tend 
towards co-operation, of trying to connect people and information rather than 
make adversaries of them, because it is more profitable in both senses than to do 
otherwise. This logic is violently reversed the second you step out of the office. All 
research and development, all production techniques and technical innovations, 
which could be pooled in an ideal world – the utopian ideal I’m promoting here 
– is duplicated instead, over and over again. In cost-efficiency terms, this is criminal 
waste on a global scale. The adversarial business ethos requires all companies to divert 
considerable resources to the phoney war of marketing, brands, claim and counter-
claim, and all that advertising, delivered by the cubic kilometre and paid for entirely 
out of the consumer’s pocket. The costs of marketing and advertising are like a tax 
on the buyer, quite a heavy tax if you bear in mind how much money you see being 
spent on advertising, everywhere you look, every day of your life. All that energy 
spent competing; the war may be phoney, but the wasted resources are all too real. 

I do recognise that competition in business clearly brings about increases in quality, 
because I still remember what cars, motorbikes and consumer electronics were like 
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in the UK before the Japanese turned their manufacturing from third-class to world-
class. Recognition of the effect is not to sponsor the cause, however. Because the 
profit motive drives companies to produce the least expensive solution rather than the 
optimum design, they will always try to sell us the minimum standard of product that 
the market will accept. Without competition, quality always decreases proportional to 
the loss of choice. Companies get lazy if they have a captive market, and seem ready 
at any moment to pass off shoddy goods where the consumer can’t get anything else. 
Without reflexive recourse to inferiority whenever it seems possible to get away with 
it, we would not need to be goaded into pursuit of excellence by the cattle-prod of 
competition. Excellence would be the point of the exercise, not a by-product of it.

 

�
Adversarial political systems have a venerable tradition which can be traced back 
to the infancy of civilisation, leading me to wonder if adversarial politics isn’t a 
bit childish itself. As a process, watching the British government in debate has the 
smell of the school playground about it: taunts, jeering, small sniggering groups 
making obscene gestures behind the back of the school bully, all coming to respectful 
attention when the head comes in, but rather less so to the rank and file. This parody 
of civic responsibility in action has been commented on so many times throughout 
history, I do wonder how the system can be so resolutely impervious to criticism.

Unlike their commercial counterparts, adversarial governments are not subject to 
the annual appraisal of their profit and loss accounts. They are obliged, in a rather 
tenuous fashion, to balance the nation’s books, but their idea of balance is so arcane, 
no-one really knows if they succeed or not. Governments have so many criteria to 
which they aspire, where business has only one: make a profit. It is simple to tell 
if a business is succeeding, but governments cater for such a bewildering array of 
expectation, over a wide variety of timescales, that judging their actions is rendered a 
rather specious, visceral affair, subject to highly individualistic interpretations. 

While it may be hard to tell, in an auditing sense, quite how well a government is 
discharging its duties, we can certainly see how much energy is being put into the 
process, and how well it is being expended. We can observe that party politics is 
divisive in a literal sense; the body of government split into opposing factions, the 
public obliged to follow suit (as if we didn’t already have enough ways to discriminate 
against each other). Because the promotion of adversarial politics requires sharp 
delineation between factions, they have a tendency to polarise and become extreme. 
(The clearly drawn battle-lines are needed so the voters can tell the difference; 
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confusion and apathy predominate in a polity whose choices are near-identical, as 
with New Labour and Conservatives in the UK) This in turn has a debilitating effect 
on the participants – mere humans, when all said and done – who are politicised 
in accordance with the ideological divides. Not only does this suppress balance in 
favour of partisanship, but if you repeat a thing enough times, you end up believing 
it. Young idealistic politicians grow into cynical, entrenched old ones. The so-called 
dinosaurs of political life are like robots, speaking only the set phrases they have 
repeated their whole lives. They are doomed by their doctrinal entrenchment, for they 
oppose the flexibility of life itself.

The decisions that governments make, and the energy used up making them, must 
be compromised by a system in which party ideology must come before individual 
judgement. Parties spend a great deal of time keeping rank and file in place and on 
message; parties who display internal dissent are considered far less appealing to the 
electorate. Suppressing dissent is a dangerous tactic at the best of times, but there’s 
clearly something wrong with a system that depends on telling people what to think. 
There is no ideological reason for demanding conformity in this way; party loyalty 
is actually fostered in order to build a power base, while continuity of doctrine is 
required to maintain it. In a system of opposing doctrines, the individual doesn’t 
count for much; it’s the collective might of the party that prevails. Negotiation is 
everything in adversarial politics, the back-room deal the most expedient way to get 
business done, and perhaps the only way. Where the individual voice is invalidated, 
there is only clamour and sophistry, the principle tools of all opposition governments. 
The energies of so many people, selected on merit by the voters, are spent fruitlessly 
debating not issues, but ideologies, opposing motions not because they disagree, but 
because they have to disagree, out of loyalty to the party. 

The result: politicians not doing what is best, or right, but aligning their decisions 
with predetermined doctrine. What price does one pay for betrayal of principle? Our 
politicians work within a system in which the most important principle is to serve the 
party. How is voting against the party line more inappropriate than voting against the 
best interests of the country? Is a coercive system, in which you can lose your seat if 
you uncompromisingly follow the dictates of your own intelligence and conscience, 
the best way to govern a country, to decide how best the electorate may be served? Is 
fixity of doctrine not more damaging to the process than flexibility and adaptability 
amongst our representatives? Adaptation is the key to all evolutionary strategies, so it 
is strange to find so little of it in our systems of government.

I think we might best be served by a party of one: the nation. Without ideological 
division, each motion is debated honestly by our representatives. Local issues can 
be fairly treated, debate centred round the issues. There should be no down side to 
voting in the best interests of society, whatever the motion. Governments should learn 
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by example from the business world whose organisation and efficiency they appear 
to admire so inordinately, given the rush to privatise everything from health services 
to cleaning the drains. Division is a strategy you employ against an enemy – divide 
and conquer – and it seems foolish that a large percentage of our representation is 
effectively neutered, like prisoners of war, playing little part in decision making for 
years on end. Any opposition contains good, talented and experienced people, but 
the country gets no value from their election to government, because the adversarial 
system turns parliament into a glorified dole office for everyone on the losing side 
of an election. The opposition just turn up each session to qualify for their cheques 
and irritate the government of the day. It’s a wasteful and stupid way of doing things, 
depending on an equilibrium rarely found – where the difference in the number 
of votes between government and opposition are small – for it to work at all, a 
qualification that renders decision-making all the more precarious if met. Businesses 
have learned that working together is more effective than not doing so. The military 
would never for one moment consider adversarial command structures. Science 
knows that co-operation is the fastest and most economical route to success. Why is 
this such a hard lesson for governments to learn?

 

�
One reason might be familiarity; we all find comfort in what we know. There are 
a disproportionate number of legal professionals in politics, the law being the only 
other institutionalised adversarial system I can think of.

Contrary to the image portrayed in courtroom drama, the legal process is anything 
but dramatic. It is largely like watching paint dry, with only the occasional retouch 
of a patchy bit for excitement. The process regarded as justice is a long, drawn-out 
game of chess, with each adversary revealing, hiding or losing a piece in the next 
move. Considering how involved and torturous the legal system can be, it seems a bit 
unreasonable to expect a jury of lay people to follow everything that is going on, and 
still stay awake, leading me to wonder at the quality of their judgements. The whole 
process is, of course, staggeringly expensive, meaning that justice is made dependent 
on how much money the accused can spend on an advocate, which isn’t justice at all.

In criminal justice as it stands, adversarial systems are necessary because the state is 
not seeking to help the asocial criminal, but to exact revenge. Instead of regarding 
asocial crime as a kind of illness or ignorance, to be treated or educated, we display 
the same moral indignation that the aristocracy had towards an errant worker, for 
which the only fitting response can be punishment. In the UK, criminal actions 
are brought by the Crown against the individual. In this way, the Crown is seen by 
the victims of crime as their advocate, seeking revenge for the wrong done them, 
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for victims regard justice as done only when someone – even the wrong person – is 
punished. On their behalf, charges are brought, based on statute, for which there are 
penalties if we are found guilty. Since the individual, even when said to be innocent 
until proven guilty, is from the outset being attacked rather than diagnosed, the 
victim must necessarily be defended from an over-zealous state, a protection we do 
not need against a doctor who is trying to examine us. So the accused must employ 
learned council – the defence – to speak well on the individual’s behalf, make good 
argument from the facts of the case, contest those facts that are inconvenient and 
employ all manner of sophistry, conjuring tricks and deceptions where necessary in 
order to influence the jury. The prosecution will, naturally, employ exactly the same 
methods. Essentially, the jury is told the same story twice by advocates known to 
be entirely partisan. Neither side can be readily believed and both may employ any 
and all methods (weapons?) they are allowed, and some they aren’t, to support their 
arguments. The jury is expected to pick the truth out of the rubble of this conflict, 
which doesn’t sound particularly efficient to me.

In civil law, where jury trials are employed they suffer in the same way as criminal 
proceedings. Where the jury is dispensed with, the adversarial process – where 
opposing parties are responsible for defining the issues in dispute and advancing them 
in argument – may be superseded by an inquisitorial one, where the judge decides 
what dispute is really about. In this traditional system of litigation, the judge is rather 
flatteringly elevated to Solomon’s throne, much to the dissatisfaction of those who 
end up with half a baby. The legal system itself is aware that such a process places 
too much responsibility on the judge, in some debates considering it more fitting to 
arbitrate between the parties than pronounce judgement on the merits of adversarial 
representation. In this way, it is incumbent on the parties in dispute to sort out their 
problems, rather than have a solution imposed on them. To aid this conciliatory 
process, in Germany for example lawyers are financially rewarded for bringing about 
settlement.

There are options, then, which don’t require artificial enmity, theatrics and 
dissimulation. All adversarial systems lead their proponents to competition and 
hostility. They cannot help but be biased, and the temptation to use unfair tactics 
overpowers many. The most common metaphors for both government and legal 
process are war, battle, engagement, conflict, fighting, which can’t be a good thing. 
If our common sense cannot prevail simply by identifying a better way to do things, 
then perhaps an account of how wasteful adversarial systems are might be more 
convincing. I am certain we have run out of time for such indulgences; the world is 
a volatile cauldron, the pot bubbling far too rapidly for us to be fighting over who’s 
turn it is to stir, or the ideologically correct way to hold the spoon.


