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  FOREWORD

  We live in the age of the compromiser. We know we need to change, but we can’t because we fear we have too much to lose, so we compromise. This is a fundamental paradox facing human society. Comfortable compromisers often control the most significant power bases, meaning any attempt to argue for change in an area of personal or public life is met with a barrage of familiar excuses. Since the current situation serves them well, they have little interest or incentive to listen to arguments for change. They can see both sides of the argument, but since the assignment of benefits is currently stacked in their favour, they don’t wish to meddle. Political, business and personal life all echo with the sound of compromise.

  Having identified our subject of study, we can observe their traits and habits. Through careful observation we observe nine distinct and identifiable calls of the compromiser, their common excuses and objections which are always at hand. The common excuses and resistance to change flow from common human frailties, or the tendency to place too much weight on the importance of certain ideas. In our filed guide to the common excuses of the compromiser we deal with the excuses in three rough categories. First, we explore those psychological and behavioural traits which lead us down blind alleys, and to repeating our mistakes. Then we look at our over-reliance on certain concepts and ideas which similarly give the illusion of sense while blinding us to other possibilities. Finally, we explore more societal issues, including our feeling of personal responsibility, and the notion of timing of decisions.

  Throughout, we reflect on the ways in which these weaknesses and fears are played upon, amplified and used by the compromisers who seek to avoid the change society as a whole needs. We extrapolate personal observations into insights into our ‘corporate life’ - a term I shall use to mean the arena in which human beings interact as groups with distinct and overlapping groups. This includes the political sphere and policy debate, but also the many other areas of life in which we find ourselves playing advocate or defendant, victim or perpetrator. I refer to work life, community life in leisure or philanthropic institutions, but also domestic life. In each chapter we explore the common excuse in some detail, seeking to understand just what it is that makes us behave the way we do, such that we can be exploited in arguments and debates.

  We face great floods of negativity from those pre-disposed by their material or social position to oppose things and make excuses for difficult situations. It is this negative state of mind which we seek to understand and deal with. The obstacles can seem insurmountable; but many an objection has an appearance of menace masking a conformity to currently ideology, defeat-able once recognised. This book serves as a general ‘primer’ for anyone involved in the process of campaigning or driving change, but should also be read by anyone puzzled or confused at their own lack of consistency, and failure to deliver the changes in your own sphere of influence that you know are needed. You will find yourself identifying with both compromiser and advocate for change, and gain a fresh insight into the need for innovative and pristine ideas on which to base our interactions as a society.


  INSPIRATION

  “We have to gird ourselves against the unholy trinity of reactionary rhetoric identified by the great development economist Albert Hirschman. He noted that every new idea for constructive change is met with three attacks. The first is futility; the course of reform cannot work because the problem is insolvable. The second is perversity; any attempt at solving the problem will make matters worse. The third is jeopardy; attempting to solve the problem will take attention and resources away from something even more important. This negativism is a state of mind, not a view based on facts. Vigorous debate over the methods of change is, of course, healthy and vital, but relentless acceptance of the status quo is not acceptable in the face of the challenges we confront.” Jeffery Sachs
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  CHAPTER 1

  BUT IT COULD BE WORSE

  Our first excuse should be familiar to anyone who’s ever tried to change anything. Whatever the shortcomings of the current situation, the compromiser sees that things could always be worse. Much of modern politics relies on this uneasy accord, preferring to deal with the known shortcomings of the familiar rather than risk opening up to a whole suite of scary, unfamiliar issues. Rarely will an issue be black and white, a choice between unadulterated wickedness and purest virtue. Instead, an issue will be presented in a kaleidoscope of shades of grey, in which the current situation rests easy because there are darker, blacker options seemingly equally as likely. A fundamental bias exists here, since we will always know more about what we have been doing for years than is possible for us to know about suggested actions that have yet to be taken. The change agent therefore needs to carefully consider how best to make his case, bearing in mind this fundamental ‘inequality of information’ that exists between the past and the future, and our preference for dealing with problems that are familiar to us.

  A necessary ‘Evil’

  In an effort to refine our views on world issues, my colleagues and I once embarked on a noble project; the wall of good and evil. Taking our cue from the popular BBC TV Show Top Gear and their ‘cool wall’ (in which new cars are presented to the crowd by the team, who then debate whether the car is cool or not; cue banter), we endeavoured to rank technologies, people and companies on a sliding scale of good and evil. I would reproduce a photograph of the wall in its latest incarnation, but the former law student in me fears being sued for character assassination at best, and treason at worst.

  The fun came in calibrating the wall. We couldn’t just place the companies and technologies randomly on the wall - we needed to know what counted as ‘very’ good and ‘very’ evil. So we embarked on a process of calibration - nominating great figures from history and current political figureheads, and gradually we arrived at a useable scale. [1] Every week on Friday once the day’s work was done, and before weekend drinks, people could nominate additions to the wall of good and evil.

  It was a fantastic source of office comedy and bonding on one hand - but on another was a pretty serious indicator of the diversity of opinions even within a semi-social enterprise. After a few months the wall became full on nominees, but was also the subject of vandalism. People who disagreed with the location of certain historical figures would, in dead of night, unilaterally move their political hero or villain left or right. If memory serves, Margaret Thatcher was the most moved figure on the wall. Oil companies and arms companies were the second most moved and the most debated. The most common argument? “We need x, y or z”.

  I proposed adding another axis - that of necessity. It may be evil - it may be dirty, and unappetising, but this can be excused because ‘we’ need it. A case in point is the mining industry. A difficult activity to manage and regulate, with a full suite of accompanying social and environmental issues. However, modern life - be it your house, your car, or even the laptop I write on - depends on the extraction of energy sources, metals or rare earth elements for electronics.

  The ‘necessity’ question comes down to weighing up the benefits against the costs. For example, the social contract surrounding medical animal testing rests on necessity; we need medicine to protect human life, therefore it is excusable to test the potentially beneficial drugs on animals who may be harmed in the process. This is a simplification of a very complex debate, but it makes the point - sometimes the end justifies the means.

  But can you sacrifice everything at the altar of necessity? Isn’t everything capable of being described as vital, depending on what different people would regard as being impossible to do without? There are some things most of us could agree on as being vital - the use of animals to test vaccines which save the lives of thousands, for example - but what of mining mentioned above? We may enjoy our smart-phones and our laptops, but is it necessary to our health and wellbeing; in fact, could it be argued that overuse of technology is detrimental to our health?

  Assessing Risk

  This excuse is interesting because it does not seek to defend the status quo on the basis of its inherent benefits. Nobody is suggesting that the way we do things now is “the best”; instead, it is the “least worst” of all the options available to us. The current abortion rules in the UK could be seen in this light. It is a very difficult and highly emotive subject, with many convincing arguments on all sides. Balancing protection of the mother versus that of the unborn child, the law makes several distinctions which are difficult for many to grasp. But however queasy one might feel, the reality is that the weakest and the most vulnerable were being harmed by back-street abortion. Things have undoubtedly moved further towards ‘lifestyle’ choice abortion in recent years, but the core trade off remains the same. Harm was being done while this activity was illegal, hence we had to do something. Sometimes, a risky course of action will be preferred because the risks, though real, are known quantities.

  Nearly all human activities involve some trade off between risk and benefit. The situations we face are uncertain, and the options we have available to us are numerous, one of which is usually more undesirable than the others. We judge some risks to be acceptable due to the benefits we derive, such as driving a car despite the risk of an accident. The easiest cases to object to, and hence to argue against their change, are those where risks are run with no discernible benefit to anyone. But these cases are very rare, and most of us must deal with the balancing of different risks and rewards on a daily basis.

  Assessing risk is something we all do every day, even something basic as assessing the risk of being caught. I live in a large shared house with 20 other people. We should all replace the milk from the stores when it runs out. This involves a short walk to the basement, and a minute’s inconvenience. If there are others in the kitchen, we will change the milk, because we run the risk of being called on our behaviour if someone else is there. If no-one’s there, there is no enforcement likely and so we run the risk of making the selfish choice. Countless choices present themselves every hour. Every time we use medication we are submitting to the risk of side-effects identified in the packaging we never read. Every time we drive a car we are submitting to the risk of an accident for the sake of the benefits of private transportation.

  Risk assessment for the big issues facing society is more problematic than these more common situations, since people do not really understand the problems with assessing risk in a meaningful way. Let’s consider how we can assess risk, and the various factors we must look at. Firstly, consequences; some are reversible, others are not. Generally, people think it more appropriate to run the risk of a relatively reversible harm than an irreversible one. This links with a second factor, that of the severity of the impact. Running a small risk of a small harm may be acceptable; running a small risk of a devastating catastrophe may not. Or we may just not know how harmful something is, while we may know exactly what risk we run of encountering it. Finally, the full effects of some risked impacts will be felt at different timescales. We may feel very differently about the probability of a medium sized harm occurring once in a year, against once in a lifetime.

  Most uneasy compromises will be justified in some way consistent with this analysis. Usually supported by dodgy stats, or at least very generously interpreted trends and data, they will present the risks as manageable, defined and clearly worth risking for the private and public benefit.

  Sadly, for something we do every day, we are pretty poor assessors of risk. Studies show that we rarely hit the nail on the head, and tend to under or over estimate risk compared with the observable statistical relationship [2] . At a basic level, we consider those everyday, familiar hazards to be much less risky than they actually are. But there is more going on here than a cold calculation of my risk of injury from a particular product or activity; it is much more idiosyncratic. Our feelings about something will inform our value judgement about the likelihood of a risk, and our perception of its severity. Our past experiences will affect our feelings, as will our level of information and capacity to understand that information. Those risks which we generally consider to be faced voluntarily are usually judged as less serious than those which are imposed upon us.

  Those risks with which we are familiar appear to us to be better managed, better controlled and more worth running. This helps us understand the power of this excuse even further. Its effect is even more powerful when the “Evil” we prefer is something we have chosen, something which we voluntarily expose ourselves to, compared with any number of potential more serious consequences which may be imposed on us from the outside.

  But how much harm is allowable in pursuit of the good? If we return to animal testing, we might easily justify the saving of a few hundred thousand children’s lives for the sake of 2,000 mice. If the numbers are changed, we may see problems, leading our argument down a cul-de-sac. If we were to kill exactly the same number of mice per human saved, what then? What if the ratio was 2:1?

  If someone asks you where you draw the line, do not cave in immediately. If your opposer has evidence to support his premise, listen. Perhaps the questioner has evidence that the number of mice being used is increasing, or procedures are becoming more harmful, meaning that the balance of harm and benefits needs to be reassessed. The point is that issues of scale can always be drawn out, for every issue. Rarely are the issues that generic; they are usually specific. With the mice, we are not talking about a procedure which would kill animals and save humans on a 1:1 basis, but a much better ratio. The specific context is important.

  The disjunction tactic

  The manifestation of this excuse has a defining characteristic that of contrast. The problems of the present can be made to feel less serious when contrasted with an imagined future which is unspeakably awful. Things are a mixture of good and bad, but could be worse, so it’s best to stick with what we’ve got. Any compromise looks more attractive when compared to a fictional doomsday scenario. Rather than addressing the actual debate on an established practice, a comparison is made to the worst case, however fanciful and unrealistic it may be. Reducing a debate to two options, one of which is manifestly a terrible option is characterised by those who study such things as ‘binaries’ or ‘disjunctions’.

  Social scientists suggest that these ‘binaries’ or dichotomies constitute a good deal of public discourse. Going beyond the simple use of disjunctions, such binary representations of issues come loaded with a number of assumptions. Consider such debates as nature/nurture, legalise/criminalise, uncivilised/ civilised; these depictions assume an exclusion - an either / or. What is on one side a debate cannot be on another, and if you try and argue from a more nuanced point of view, you are vulnerable to attack.

  Understanding this aspect of our compromisers’ first general excuse is aided by analysis of argument which has been conducted by academics such as Richard Feldman. Direct comparisons are described by Feldman as simple “or” statements. The argument is one of elimination - “it’s either this or that, and no-one in their right mind believes THAT will work, so it must be this”.

  The argument is valid, in its own terms, since it makes superficial sense. It is the premise that is false - the idea that there are only two options available to us. According to Feldman:

  “...There are many realistic arguments that do follow this pattern ... one context in which this occurs is reasoning about social policies, as when someone says “Either you support the BX missile or you are for a strong defense (sic). There may well be another alternative; you are for a strong defense, but you think there are better ways to achieve (it) than through the BX missile.” [3]

  The pattern is to compare your preferred option with some ‘ridiculous premise which can easily be disproved’ - ‘the argument seems to establish the preferred alternative by ruling out the ridiculous option’ [4] .. We might say the preferred alternative is ‘excused’ by the mythical option to which it is compared.

  Of course, in the real world you will likely not encounter this form of argument in quite as clear a light as presented here. It may be hidden in paragraph after paragraph of data and opinion, but it might still boil down to the simple argument with a flawed premise; its either X, or Y, and the alternative is so unthinkably awful that we must do X. This appeals to most of us who long for simplicity and brevity, but masks deeper and more complicated issues.

  The Sound of the Underground

  The common argument that ‘Things that could be worse’ in fact consists of many common sub-arguments, specific and general ways in which most things could be worse. Especially in the realm of social policy, where we seek to regulate behaviours which entail a mixture of harm and benefits, there is usually some debate over the legality of a behaviour. More often than not it will argued that a controversial activity is better legalised and out in the open than criminalised and forced underground.

  Exploring the American experiment with prohibition of alcohol reveals many of the problems associate with driving an activity underground, and illustrates the effect of another ghost which haunts the change-agent - unintended consequences. Prior to prohibition, social drinking in a gathered context had generally been something enjoyed by men. In the Prohibition era, women came to the party. Many of our now classic cocktail recipes hark back to the days when the operators of speakeasies concocted new ways of masking the often unpalatable moonshine for the female palate. But there were more serious consequences of driving the industry underground, consequences which the well-meaning reformers failed to predict.

  Making alcohol is not straightforward, as any young man who has endured a disaster with a home-brew kit will inform you. [5] Basic brewing is relatively easy, but still carries risks. Further distilling this alcohol involves high temperatures and pressures. Modern brewing and distilling operations are complex industrial processes, tightly regulated and constrained by health legislation. Moonshiners are subject to no such scrutiny, nor are they traceable once poor product is discovered. Injured people have no legal cause to pursue against those who have caused them harm.

  In cases such as this, the activity is illegal, and yet being pursued underground, providing unscrupulous individuals with the opportunity to exploit others. When debating such issues there can be very compelling arguments on both sides of the debate. The choice of policy makers in such cases in unenviable. Passionate people with good arguments on both sides will vie for your attention, but in the mean time innocent people are being hurt. Better to choose one, compromise now to avoid further harm. - or so the excuse goes.

  Brinksmanship

  How might this excuse show itself in business life? In negotiation theory, this use of the disjunction as an excuse would be classified as brinksmanship. As a last resort, a negotiator may reduce the argument down to a ‘binary’, a disjunction, in order to force someone’s hand. An opposition party will try and push you to the brink, in order to extract greater concessions from you. Fans of 1950’s American youth culture might also recognise a link with playing ‘chicken’; two drivers hurtle towards a ravine, the first one to pull up loses his car. It’s a gamble, with a big downside, a question of who blinks first. As a tactic, its strength is also its weakness, since it turns negotiation into a serious game in which one or both of the parties find it difficult to distinguish reality from postured negotiation positions.

  Brinksmanship has parallels with what is termed “playing hardball” - that is, making aggressive and pressuring moves in order to short-circuit debate to get what you want, pushing people into agreements they would rather not make. Hardball tactics take two main forms, firstly showing your own position in a more favourable light, or secondly making your other options seem less suitable. Either way, we observe once again the pattern of reductionism, taking the complex and making it appear simple.

  Our fear of everything

  Stating “it could be worse” can have an effect which is subtly different from the binary / disjunction argument tactic above, but one which still rests on forcing people to make decisions based on false choices. Instead, it can seek to manipulate our fears for the future, introducing not one but numerous horrific alternatives, adding complexity and an overwhelming negativity which may force people into abiding by the status quo. Basing your future strategy on your numerous fears about what might be round the corner is an easy trap to fall into. We all do some basic theorising about what risks may befall us, and we seek to minimise their potential impact. But what’s true and sensible at a personal level can be inefficient and dumb at a more corporate level. In decision making at the personal level, we can arrive at a set of value judgements of the alternatives before us, based on our values and our subjective assessment of the likelihood and desirability of the options before us. Doing this in a group involves adding up all of these subjective preferences into one entity - a difficult task. In fact, it’s so difficult as to be impossible. There is no way you will be able to include every variable into your model for making a decision. Such rational choices, for groups, are inherently incomplete. This leaves rooms for creative suggestions of fears.

  Especially in the realm of public security, people can take a doomsday approach to risk management which can lead to inefficient systems which are nonetheless defended and entrenched. Policy is too often based on “what if?” scenarios, fictional conceptions of dangers which might befall you. The problem is that these scenarios develop not from scientific enquiry and careful observation, but fear and imagination. Hence they are limitless, and each one needs only to be thought of as plausible, not probable, to get acted upon.

  Airline security is one such area best with this problem. With the horrific security failures of 9/11 still fresh in the memory, policy is being made in an ad hoc and sporadic manner, as the regulators are desperate to prevent any implication in any further security failings. Despite the fact they are a known group, subject to more prescribed and effective constraints on their behaviour, airline staff undergo the same security checks as passengers. You might be able to demonstrate that such a group are a much lower risk, but the answer comes back - “what if?” What if a pilot’s brother was killed in Afghanistan and the pilot, filled with rage against established Christianity, converted to Islam, was radicalised, became an Al Qaeda operative and crashed the 0900 from JFK into the statue of Liberty? No-one’s denying that it could happen - and with the wounds of 9/11 still raw, there is no real argument with someone in this situation. But the more sensible question is whether it is statistically likely to happen, and whether effective controls exist to stop it happening among the limited number of people who would have access to the opportunity repeat the act.

  Exploring a real world compromise

  We’ve seen how debates are reduced into black and whites, and how the compromisers manipulate our fear of the future to force into false choices in theory, and given some isolated examples. Now we need to consider how this excuse behaves in a real-world compromise.

  Those profiting from apparel industry love to tell you how things ‘could be worse’. In the old Western economies, globalisation has benefitted our wardrobes with cheap fashion. However, of late there has been a great awakening in awareness of the poor conditions suffered by those at the dirty, back street, sweatshop end of clothing manufacture. Since the compromisers -those making money out of the situation, and those benefitting from the cheap clothing - have been presented with the negative aspects of the trade in recent years, there has been a corresponding growth in the use of disjunctions in the discourse surrounding the industry.

  High-profile companies have faced campaigns from Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) exposing poor working conditions, low wages and denial of basic human rights. The companies respond in various ways to these accusations. If they do not take the route of denial (either denying a problem entirely, or recognising a problem with the entire industry, while maintaining that they are whiter than white), then the route of pragmatism is the most popular. They may admit that things look bad on the surface, but assert the relative benefits of the existence of their trading relationship compared with no industry at all. Low wages are an issue - but unemployment is a bigger one. In essence, the disjunction is also brinksmanship in action. Who will blink first - the employee who faces termination from his role if he continues to complain, or the company who threatens to withdraw all investment in an area if they are pursued too vigorously?

  All of this makes an easy compromise for the company. They recognise to some degree that there is a problem - but a follow it up with a collective shrug of the shoulders, somehow suggesting that the meagre benefits derived from the the current situation be appreciated by those at the bottom of the pile. How convenient. Those exploited should be grateful, and the company can rest easy, having removed any compulsion to raise standards.

  Raising the spectre of a withdrawal of investment is closely related to another element of the excuse that ‘things could be worse’. In this case, it is not just the absence of activity that is scary, but the risk of who might step into the gap should the company in question withdraw. Classically, this has been used by companies operating in weak-governance zones, or those with lower standards of regulation. A company from a relatively well-regulated home state, with strong policies on employment rights, environmental management and stakeholder relations is criticised for conducting a controversial project in a geopolitical context where enforcement of such rules, if they exist at all, is

  weak. NGOs and concerned stakeholders complain that the project tarnishes the company’s otherwise sound reputation. The company’s response goes something like this;

  “We hear you. We know there are problems on the ground in country X. We have difficulty recruiting the right people, and retaining them, and further difficulty overseeing them. We, just like you, want the highest standards to be met in our operations, since we a good citizen. However, there are forces outside of our control, and we have to manage with what we can achieve. If conditions cannot be improved, then you insist that we pull out. But that will create a void to be filled by a much less scrupulous operator. We’re listening and talking, and doing a best. But if we pull out, the companies that will take our place won’t give a damn, and wont even answer the phone to you. So what do you want to do? Criticise us so we pull out, and deal with the “devil”? Or do you want to work with us to solve the problem?”

  On a superficial level this has validity - but only if the threat is real. If it is imaginary, then you can attack at for what it is, a disguise for compromise. Most projects like this are profitable, otherwise the company wouldn’t be risking the approbation of society is pursuing their goals. How likely is it that such a company would up sticks, abandon its investment in infrastructure and relationships with powerful institutions and leave a competitor to benefit?

  Dealing with the “Devil”

  Confronting the argument is best achieved by pointing out the reductionist duality on which your opponent is resting his case (Although going round accusing people of being reductionist dualists is unlikely to add many folk to your Christmas card list). Reducing a complicated issued down to a black and white choice is immature, shallow and unhelpful. Pointing this out in careful language makes you look like the adult, and the more reasoned partner. You can sympathise with your opponent in a slightly condescending way - “well, I wish it really were that simple, then we could all live in happiness”. The other option is rather obvious, and that is to mention the other options that exist. But that is time consuming, and the more elements you introduce into your argument, the harder it is to understand, which is precisely why the simple disjunction wins so much superficial support.

  The social scientists Lewicki, Saunders and Barry offer some options for dealing with such excuses when they are used as negotiation tactics. Firstly, you can just ignore them. In public debate, not responding to a threat can be a powerful way of defusing the situation. The other party is feeling challenged , and hence has moved on to hardball tactics, in which case you can feel more confident in your underlying case. Stay calm, and try and change the subject. Better still, reduce the adversarial feeling by getting other parties involved in the debate.

  A second way of dealing with hardball is to discuss them “that is, label the tactic and indicate to the other party that you know what he/she is doing” [6] This is less about discussing the specifics of the Faustian choice offered you, as much as it is recognising that the tactic is being used against you. Shift the discussion to focus on the very method of discussion to be used. You may recognise the other person is being ‘hard’, and politely remind them that you can be ‘hard’ as well. But you would much rather move away from such adversarial confrontations and seek better, more productive ways forward for both parties. This is similar to the negotiating technique of ‘flagging up’ points of contention.

  Thirdly, should these polite reminders fall on deaf, compromised ears, you can fight fire with fire, and escalate the situation with your own hardball tactics. This may earn you the respect of some ‘strong’ opponents, who may have simply begun with hardball tactics because they suspect you are weak and are testing your resolve. However, this is a risky strategy, as it can result in chaos, produce hard feelings, and be counterproductive, according to Lewicki et al.

  There are countless more such techniques catalogued in social science volumes. Learning from these situations gives us some really useful insights into how to deal with the “Devil”. In short, the ‘binary’ is not serious comment on the issues, but a means to an end, a powerful tactic which is designed to win short term support. It can be met with similar negotiation tactics, as above. If you’ve successfully defused the disjunction, what then? Now you can attempt to shape the debate by introducing more reasoned argument.

  Controlling the issues

  Arguments and debates can escalate when the parties throw all kinds of extraneous issues into the ring. Typically, as conflicts intensify, the size, number and complexity of the issues being discussed expands. [7] The larger the conflict, the harder it will be to resolve. This is why using the ‘fear of everything that could be worse’ is an effective tool, since it adds layer upon layer of complexity on already difficult issues, exacerbating our human tendency towards despondency when faced with hardship or trial as we’ve noted above.

  The skilled negotiator will therefore have a number of techniques for controlling the extent of the discussion, keeping ‘issue proliferation’ under control. In public discourse this is problematic, since anyone who has an opinion can voice it through whichever media they have available to them. In private discourse, the core technique involves ‘fractioning’ [8] . This involves splitting and separating out the issues and the parties. For example, you may agree before hand exactly who you will meet with, and keep the number of extra parties to a minimum, or agree what the substantive issues, and agree their definition.

  In dialogue with companies, reducing the number of parties is an oft-repeated battle. Frequently, the company will try and outnumber you. If you haven’t been sidelined already by a representative from the corporate communications or community relations teams, then you will be introduced at the last minute to members from the legal, finance or compliance teams, or a consultant. The wider the discussion, the less likely a useful substantive outcome. Agreeing the parties beforehand can keep things manageable, or at least prepare you for a wider discussion.

  Offering hope

  If we’ve come this far, and managed to make the opponent see the downside of the current uneasy compromise, we will need to suggest better interventions than the choices being presented to us. This can be a major stumbling block in any debate, if we are not prepared for it. We need to dedicate research onto closing the gap between the vast amount of information we have on the way we currently do things and the relative lack of information on the effects of what we might do differently. On the spectrum of possible interventions between legalisation and prohibition, calls for repeal of restrictions often face one large and important mountain to climb. Yes, we know the current system has flaws; but what else can we do?

  If you’re pushing for repeal, it is important to have a viable alternative [9] lined up so you can’t be easily sidelined as someone shouting from the edges of a debate with no solutions. However, it is not vital to have solved the problem. Last week my lawn mower had hit a rock and bent the blade, meaning it was more rotary cultivator than lawn mower. My gardening colleague didn’t know the first thing about motorised lawn mowers and how to fix them, but he was dead right to shout at me and tell me to stop. A criticism of an existing problem is still valid even if you don’t know exactly how to fix it!
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