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The “Number One” Obsession

Life for us has become an endless succession of contests. From the moment the alarm clock rings until sleep overtakes us again, from the time we are toddlers until the day we die, we are busy struggling to outdo others. This is our posture at work and at school, on the playing field and back at home. It is the common denominator of American life.

Precisely because we are so immersed in it, competition can easily escape our notice. A fish does not reflect on the nature of water, Walker Percy once remarked, “he cannot imagine its absence, so he cannot consider its presence.”1 Even those who think and write for a living have paid surprisingly little attention to the subject. In the last fifty years, for example, no one has written a book that explores the very idea of competition and the way it plays itself out in all the varied arenas of human life. I do not mean a lament about what has happened to sports today or a recipe for being a winner in business or a statistical operation performed on abstractions that issue from experimental games. These roll off the presses regularly. I mean a look at what it really means to try to beat other people, a careful investigation of this arrangement that requires some people to fail in order that others can succeed.

If such an analysis is long past due, the need for it is nowhere more urgent than in this country. Different cultures depend on competition to different degrees in structuring their economic system or 
schooling or recreation. At one end of the spectrum are societies that function without any competition at all. At the other end is the United States. Here is social psychologist Elliot Aronson:

 


  From the Little League ball player who bursts into tears after his team loses, to the college students in the football stadium chanting “We’re number one!”; from Lyndon Johnson, whose judgment was almost certainly distorted by his oft-stated desire not to be the first American President to lose a war, to the third grader who despises his classmate for a superior performance on an arithmetic test; we manifest a staggering cultural obsession with victory.2



 

Others have used similar language. “Competition is almost our state religion,” says one observer.3 It is “an American cultural addiction,” remarks another.4 “Resistance to competition is viewed as suspiciously un-American,” notes a third.5

This does not mean that competition is found only in the United States. The examples offered in this book will likely seem familiar to readers elsewhere. But what may be merely familiar in other places has reached exaggerated, often ludicrous, proportions in this country. We can see this both in the pervasiveness of competitive activities and in the fervor with which we approach them. Our economic system is predicated on competition, while our schooling, from the earliest grades, trains us not only to triumph over others but to regard them as obstacles to our own success. Our leisure time is filled with highly structured games in which one individual or team must defeat another. Even within the family there is rivalry—a muted but often desperate struggle that treats approval as a scarce commodity and turns love into a kind of trophy.

Not only do we get carried away with competitive activities, but we turn almost everything else into a contest. Our collective creativity seems to be tied up in devising new ways to produce winners and losers. It is not enough that we struggle against our colleagues at work to be more productive; we also must compete for the title of Friendliest Employee. The only way we can think of to socialize with the people who work for another company is to try to beat them in a competitive game. If we want to escape all of this by, say, going out dancing, we find that even here we are involved in a contest. No corner of our lives is too trivial—or too important—to be exempted from the compulsion to rank ourselves against one another. Even where no explicit contest has been set up, we tend to construe the world in competitive terms. Several years ago, to cite one small illustration, the New York Times Magazine featured a profile of Plácido Domingo that declared he had “challenged Luciano Pavarotti—and, many say, surpassed him—for the title of the world’s leading tenor.”6 Opera, too, cannot be enjoyed without our thinking in terms of who is number one.

Thus it is that Vince Lombardi’s famous comment—“Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing”—must be understood not merely as the expression of one football coach’s fanaticism, but as a capsule description of our entire culture.7 Our lives are not merely affected by, but structured upon, the need to be “better than.” We seem to have reached a point where doing our jobs, educating our children, and even relaxing on the weekends have to take place in the context of a struggle where some must lose. That there might be other ways to do these things is hard for us to imagine—or, rather, it would be hard if we were sufficiently reflective about our competitiveness to think about alternatives in the first place. Mostly we just accept it as “the way life is.”

The current celebration of business competition makes these issues particularly timely. Bookstores have been deluged with guides to winning in the marketplace largely because of the rhetoric spilling out of Washington over the last few years. The competition that has been indiscriminately encouraged actually has the effect of shifting power from elected representatives to private corporations, from those who are theoretically accountable to all citizens to those who are, at best, accountable to only the tiny fraction of people who stand to make a profit. (Half of all corporate stock is owned by one percent of the population, while 81 percent of all families own no stock at all.)8 But even if the mystique of corporate success becomes less fashionable after a few years—even if public officials no longer see themselves chiefly as cheerleaders for private industry—our economic system is fundamentally grounded in competition, and an exploration of the subject will continue to be relevant. Moreover, I am concerned in this book with far more than the machinations of the business world. Competition is a deeply ingrained, profoundly enduring, part of our lives, and it is time to look more closely at what it does to us.

…

Let us begin with a more precise formulation of the topic. I think it is useful to distinguish between what might be called structural competition and intentional competition. The former refers to a situation; the 
latter, to an attitude. Whereas structural competition has to do with the win/lose framework, which is external, intentional competition is internal; it concerns the desire on the part of an individual to he number one.

To say that an activity is structurally competitive is to say that it is characterized by what I will call mutually exclusive goal attainment (“MEGA,” for short). This means, very simply, that my success requires your failure. Our fates are negatively linked. If one of us must lose exactly as much as the other wins, as in poker, then we are talking about a “zero-sum game.” But in any MEGA arrangement, two or more individuals are trying to achieve a goal that cannot be achieved by all of them. This is the essence of competition, as several social scientists have observed.9

The same phenomenon sometimes has been described as a situation of scarcity. This does not explain competition but simply restates it. If I must try to defeat you in order to get what I want, then what I want is scarce by definition. We need to be careful not to confuse this sort of scarcity with the kind that refers to an objective shortage of some commodity. It is possible, of course, for two hungry people to compete for a single bowl of stew. But in most contests, the goal is simply a prized status. Structural competition usually involves the comparison of several individuals in such a way that only one of them can be the best. The competition itself sets the goal, which is to win; scarcity is thereby created out of nothing.

Structural competitions can be distinguished according to several criteria. Competitions vary, for instance, with respect to how many winners there will be. Not everyone who applies for admission to a given college will be accepted, but my acceptance does not necessarily preclude yours (although it will make it somewhat less likely). On the other hand, only one woman in a bathing suit will be crowned Miss America each year, and if Miss Montana wins, Miss New Jersey cannot. In both of these competitions, notice that winning is the result of someone’s subjective judgment. In other cases, such as arm wrestling, pre-established and reasonably straightforward criteria determine who wins.

Beauty contests and college admissions also share another feature: neither requires any direct interaction among the contestants. The success of one simply rules out or reduces the chances for success of another. There is a stronger version of structural competition in which one contestant must make the other(s) fail in order to succeed 
himself. War is one example. Tennis is another. Whereas two bowlers competing for a trophy take turns doing the same thing and do not interfere with each other, two tennis players actively work at defeating each other. Which of these postures is in evidence depends on the rules of the game, the type of structural competition that is involved.

Intentional competition is much easier to define—although its nuances are quite complex indeed, as we shall see later. Here we are simply talking about an individual’s competitiveness, his or her proclivity for besting others. This can take place in the absence of structural competition, as all of us have observed: someone may arrive at a party and be concerned to prove he is the most intelligent or attractive person in the room even though no prizes are offered and no one else has given any thought to the matter. The psychoanalyst Karen Horney described as neurotic someone who “constantly measures himself against others, even in situations which do not call for it.”10

The reverse situation—structural competition without intentional competition—is also possible. You may be concerned simply to do the best you can (without any special interest in being better than others), yet find yourself in a situation where this entails competing. Here it is the structure rather than your intention that defines success as victory. Perhaps you are even averse to competing but find yourself unable to avoid it—an unhappy and stressful state of affairs known to many of us. The most extreme case of structural competition without intentional competition is a circumstance in which individuals are ranked and rewarded without even being aware of it. Students may be sorted on the basis of their grades even if they are not trying to defeat each other. (The distinction between the two varieties of competition is especially useful in allowing us to make sense of such a scenario.)

Finally, let us take note of the rather obvious fact that competition can exist among individuals or among groups. The latter does not rule out the former: even as two corporations or nations or basketball teams are competing with each other, it is possible that the people within these groups can be vying for money or status. Competition among groups is known as intergroup competition, while competition among individuals within a group is called intragroup competition. These distinctions will prove important in later chapters.

…

Competition is not the only way to organize a classroom or a workplace. This is hardly a controversial observation, but because we have 
come to take competition for granted, we rarely think about alternatives. In this book, following the lead of most social psychologists, I will be considering three ways of achieving one’s goals: competitively, which means working against others; cooperatively, which means working with others; and independently, which means working without regard to others. Although we sometimes speak of an individual or a culture as being both competitive and individualistic, it is important to realize that they are not the same. There is a difference between allowing one person to succeed only if someone else does not, on the one hand, and allowing that person to succeed irrespective of the other’s success or failure, on the other. Your success and mine are related in both competition and cooperation (though in opposite ways); they are unrelated if we work independently.

We sometimes assume that working toward a goal and setting standards for oneself can take place only if we compete against others. This is simply false. One can both accomplish a task and measure one’s progress in the absence of competition. A weightlifter may try to press ten pounds more than he did yesterday, for example. This is sometimes referred to as “competing with oneself,” which seems to me a rather unhelpful and even misleading phrase. A comparison of performance with one’s own previous record or with objective standards is in no way an instance of competition and it should not be confused with it. Competition is fundamentally an interactive word, like kissing, and it stretches the term beyond usefulness to speak of competing with oneself. Moreover, such sloppy usage is sometimes employed in order to argue that competition is either inevitable or benign: since nobody loses when you try to beat your own best time, and since this is a kind of competition, then competition is really not so bad. This, of course, is just a semantic trick rather than a substantive defense of competition.

The third alternative, cooperation, will play a more important role in the pages that follow. The word refers to an arrangement that is not merely noncompetitive but requires us to work together in order to achieve our goals. Structural cooperation means that we have to coordinate our efforts because I can succeed only if you succeed, and vice versa. Reward is based on collective performance. Thus, a cooperative classroom is not simply one in which students sit together or talk with each other or even share materials. It means that successful completion of a task depends on each student and therefore that each has an incentive to want the other(s) to succeed.


When we think about cooperation at all, we tend to associate the concept with fuzzy-minded idealism or, at best, to see it as workable only in a very small number of situations. This may result from confusing cooperation with altruism. It is not at all true that competition is more successful because it relies on the tendency to “look out for number one” while cooperation assumes that we primarily want to help each other. Structural cooperation defies the usual egoism/altruism dichotomy. It sets things up so that by helping you I am helping myself at the same time. Even if my motive initially may have been selfish, our fates now are linked. We sink or swim together. Cooperation is a shrewd and highly successful strategy—a pragmatic choice that gets things done at work and at school even more effectively than competition does (as I will show in chapter 3) and can serve as a basis for creating challenging and enjoyable games that do not require us to compete against one another (as I will show in chapter 4). There is also good evidence that cooperation is more conducive to psychological health and to liking one another.

Even in a competitive culture there are aspects of cooperative and independent work. In fact, a single day at the office can include all three models. The most common mix consists of intragroup cooperation and intergroup competition: working with others in a group in order to defeat other groups. Football players cooperate in order to win and employees pull together in order that their company can earn higher profits than another company. It should be clear, however, that these orientations do not appear with the same frequency. Notice how often cooperation in our society is in the service of competition—and how often we must compete without being able to cooperate at all. As Robert Bellah and his colleagues put it, “The world of individualistic competition is experienced every day; the world of harmonious unanimity is fully realized only in sporadic flashes of togetherness, glimpses of what might be if only people would cooperate and their purposes reinforce, rather than undercut, one another.”11

…

That most of us consistently fail to consider the alternatives to competition is a testament to the effectiveness of our socialization. We have been trained not only to compete but to believe in competition. If we are asked about it, we unthinkingly repeat what we have been told. Unfortunately, the case for competition, as most of us have learned it, 
does not stand up under close scrutiny. It is a case that relies on rhetorical gambits, such as the insinuation that people who oppose competition are simply afraid of it, or on a lack of conceptual precision, such as the confusion of competition with conflict or with success. It is a case that sometimes misrepresents itself, such as by disguising the impulse to compete as a simple need to survive. Long ago, Bertrand Russell pointed out that what is often meant by “the struggle for life is really the [competitive] struggle for success. What people fear when they engage in the struggle is not that they will fail to get their breakfast next morning, but that they will fail to outshine their neighbors.”12

Most of all, the case for competition is based on a great deal of misinformation. Specifically, it has been constructed on four central myths, and these myths, in the order of their popularity, form the basis of the next four chapters. The first myth is that competition is an unavoidable fact of life, part of “human nature.” Although this assumption is made casually (and without evidence), it demands a considered response; if it were true, arguments about competition’s desirability would be beside the point since there is nothing we can do about our nature. The second myth is that competition motivates us to do our best—or, in stronger form, that we would cease being productive if we did not compete. This assumption is invoked to explain everything from grades to capitalism. Third, it is sometimes asserted that contests provide the best, if not the only, way to have a good time. All the joys of play are said to hinge on competitive games. The last myth is that competition builds character, that it is good for self-confidence. This claim is not heard quite so often as the others—probably because it contradicts not only empirical evidence but our own experience of the psychological impact of competition.

I mean to refute each of these myths by looking at all the arenas of human life where competition is present and by reviewing the relevant evidence from such diverse fields as education, social psychology, sociology, psychoanalysis, leisure studies, evolutionary biology, and cultural anthropology. Contributions from philosophy and literature will be included for good measure. Investigating a topic like competition really seems to require this kind of interdisciplinary approach; the territorial inclinations of most scholars have often limited their effectiveness at exploring this and other important questions. These questions sprawl rudely across the boundaries that divide academic specialties.


Beginning with a definition of terms, as I have done, is fairly standard. But in this case, being clear about what competition means not only helps to keep the issue in sharper focus; it actually forms the basis of a critique. Strip away all the assumptions about what competition is supposed to do, all the claims in its behalf that we accept and repeat reflexively. What you have left is the essence of the concept: mutually exclusive goal attainment (MEGA). One person succeeds only if another does not. From this uncluttered perspective, it seems clear right away that something is drastically wrong with such an arrangement. How can we do our best when we are spending our energies trying to make others lose—and fearing that they will make us lose? Can this sort of struggle really be the best way to have a good time? What happens to our self-esteem when it becomes dependent on how much better we do than the next person? Most striking of all is the impact of this arrangement on human relationship: a structural incentive to see other people Jose cannot help but drive a wedge between us and invite hostility.

Again, all of these conclusions seem to flow from the very nature of competition. As it happens, they also are corroborated by the evidence—what we see around us and what scores of studies have been finding. One may not be inclined to consider this evidence, though, until the elemental question has been asked: What do we mean when we speak of competing?

The more closely I have examined the topic, the more firmly I have become convinced that competition is an inherently undesirable arrangement, that the phrase healthy competition is actually a contradiction in terms. This is nothing short of heresy because only two positions on the question are normally recognized: enthusiastic support and qualified support. Broadly speaking, the former can be called the conservative position and the latter, liberal. Conservatives champion competition of all kinds, often coming close to Lombardi’s dictum about winning’s being the only thing. Liberals are typically more restrained, granting that excessive competition is to be avoided and lamenting that our culture now encourages winning at all costs. Competition itself, however, if it is kept in its “proper perspective,” can be productive, enjoyable, stimulating, and so on.

The latter is the view of most of the critics of competition whom I will be quoting throughout this book. It seems to me, however, that they are unwilling to see their intuitions—and, in some cases, their data—through to their logical conclusion. Perhaps this is because 
these writers assume that they would lose all credibility if they took the extreme position that competition simply makes no sense, and thus they feel compelled to say that the problem is not with competition, per se, but only with the way we compete or the extent of our competitiveness. Despite the fact that such moderation confers respectability, my conviction that the problem lies with competition itself (and that the extent of this problem is in direct proportion to the degree of competitiveness in a given activity) has been strengthened as I have looked at each of the spheres where it appears. I believe the case against competition is so compelling that parenthetical qualifications to the effect that competing can sometimes be constructive would be incongruous and unwarranted.

What follows is an elaboration of this radical critique. After addressing the four central myths of competition—that it is inevitable, more productive, more enjoyable, and likely to build character—I examine its interpersonal consequences in chapter 6. This is followed in chapter 7 by a discussion of whether such ugly things as cheating and violence represent the corruption of true competition or its very consummation. Chapter 8 considers the current movement on the part of many women toward becoming competitive in the same way men are, chapter 9 reviews the prospects for replacing competition with cooperative alternatives, and the final chapter, new to this edition, focuses on one particularly promising such alternative that allows schoolchildren to learn with each other instead of against or apart from each other. Finally, in an afterword added in 1992, I describe how this book has been received and offer some reflections on signs of change (and of stasis) in our culture since the first edition was published.
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Is Competition Inevitable?


  
    THE “HUMAN NATURE” MYTH
  


 


  Of all the vulgar modes of escaping from the consideration of the effect of social and moral influence on the human mind, the most vulgar is that of attributing the diversities of conduct and character to inherent natural differences.




  —John Stuart Mill,

Principles of Political Economy



 


  PLAYING THE “HUMAN NATURE” CARD


 

Those who argue most vigorously that competition is desirable are often the same people who assert that it is part of human nature: it is not only good that we try to best each other; it is inevitable. Strictly speaking, of course, the second contention cancels out the first. There is little point to debating whether we should be what we unavoidably are. From the perspective of a critic of competition, though, it is necessary to demonstrate that we do not have to be competitive before showing why we ought not to be.

This chapter’s task, then, is to scrutinize the widely accepted but rarely defended claim that competition is inevitable. In doing so, it makes sense to begin with the larger issue of inevitability itself. What is involved in the claim that a given attribute is part of “human nature”? Can such a claim be substantiated? Who benefits from this position? After addressing these questions, we can go on to consider the particular issue of competition.

There are two versions of the human nature argument. The first claims that differences among particular groups of humans are innate. For instance, if women and men (or whites and nonwhites) are treated differently in a particular society, this is said to be a function 
of biology. This position purports to show that various findings in evolutionary biology and genetics prove that sexist and racist practices are unavoidable if not positively adaptive.

The second kind of human nature argument—the one with which this chapter is concerned—says that particular characteristics are an unavoidable part of being human. These characteristics are said to be inborn rather than learned, part of “nature” rather than “nurture.” This debate has been going on for some time, and in each generation a new crop of scientists arises to carry the torch for biological determinism. A generation ago, Cyril Burt offered “proof” that intelligence was chiefly a function of genes. His evidence turned out to be fabricated, but it is interesting to note how long he was able to get away with his claims and how many of his conclusions continue to be accepted long after his data were proved worthless.1 Today, biological determinism is championed primarily by certain neurobiologists and psychiatrists on the one hand, and by the school of sociobiology that has grown up around Edward O. Wilson, on the other.

Most often, though, “human nature” is invoked in a casual way to account for various behaviors we encounter. Almost anything that we regularly come across is assumed with a shrug to describe the human condition. Interestingly, the characteristics that we explain away in this fashion are almost always unsavory; an act of generosity is rarely dismissed on the grounds that it is “just human nature.”* Apart from the empirical grounds for defending such claims, though, it is important to remember that the burden of proof falls heavily on someone who asserts that a given characteristic is part of our nature. It is he or she who must provide compelling evidence to substantiate such a belief, and not the rest of us who must prove it is not so. Anyone who offers an assertion for our consideration has such a burden, but it is that much more formidable when the claim is absolute: to say that a given characteristic is in our nature is to assert that it is a feature of all human beings, across all cultures and throughout human history. Moreover, it is to propose its inescapability for all humans in the future.




Has the human nature argument actually been proved? It is hard to tell because there is no single argument. “Human nature” really is an expression of commonality among many different schools of thought as applied to many different characteristics. It is a full-time undertaking to determine whether even a single attribute is an inescapable feature of human life. It would appear that the empirical evidence does not begin to support most such claims, but I cannot hope to rehearse this evidence here. Fortunately, others have done so and have shown the weaknesses of biological determinism in its many incarnations.2

In fact, it is difficult to know how one could ever prove decisively that something is part of human nature, given the theoretical complexity of such disputes. Many of us assume that all questions to which scientists address themselves admit of a definitive answer once the evidence has been assembled. If we want to know whether schizophrenia has a genetic basis, for example, we assume we can simply collect the data, see what they say, and move on to the next question. This commonsense view of how science works probably comes from high school science courses, which represent the field about as well as civics courses represent what actually goes on in politics. We were never taught about controversies over how a scientific dispute is to be framed, the various uses to which certain terms are put, the debates over the applicability and significance of particular findings. Data are not simply collected but interpreted, and how they are interpreted depends on what is counted as evidence as well as one’s positions on other theoretical questions.

If in contemporary physics—the hardest of sciences—one rarely settles a question to everyone’s satisfaction by performing an experiment, this is all the more true when humans are the subject matter. Even the sociobiologists admit that the idea that there are certain genes which determine our behavior is merely fanciful speculation at this point. (Critics ask whether such genes in principle could ever be found; if human behavior results from a complicated interrelationship among genes—and then again between genes and social forces—the enterprise of sociobiology is misconceived from the start.)* Let 
us say, for example, that someone sought to demonstrate that it is “human nature” to be aggressive.4 How could this be done? Providing evidence that aggression is universal would be a necessary, but not sufficient, step in such a proof. Even here, moreover, people of good faith might well disagree about what constitutes aggression and whether it really exists in a given culture.


These considerations have to do with the truth or falsity of claims about human nature. But we should not ignore the uses to which such claims are put. It is true that an empirical dispute is not resolved by illuminating the functions served by one argument or the other. Still, it is altogether appropriate to ask of any argument: Cui bono? (Who benefits?)

Arguments to the effect that something is unavoidable—and claims about human nature, in particular—are typically offered in defense of the status quo.* Now one may question whether advocates of biological inevitability intend to retard change; one may even question whether findings in support of this position enjoy acceptance largely because of their political implications. What is beyond dispute, however, is the practical consequence of such a perspective. Who benefits from the belief that unregulated capitalism is “natural”—or the belief that any feature of the status quo follows from something intrinsic to our make-up? Clearly it is those who are well served by that status quo.


The human nature argument has the effect of blunting change and it is played for all its rhetorical advantages. Ideals and reforms are opposed on the ground that they are impossible to attain, that they fly in the face of the “givens” of life. “Your idea is charming, but unfortunately It’s Just Human Nature To Be greedy/aggressive/competitive/territorial/lazy/stubborn, so it hasn’t much chance to succeed.” While undesirability (a matter of value) is debatable, impossibility (a matter 
of fact) is not. In the name of realism, uncounted ideas have been dismissed and their creators along with them—a phenomenon that we will consider again in the last chapter.

Finally, I should observe that the human nature position is also an appealing one for psychological reasons. When we are criticized for an attitude we hold, it is tempting to respond, “Look, this is the way I was brought up.” This is sometimes an appeal to cultural relativism, whose subtext is: “Who are you to judge?” but it is more often an appeal to determinism that argues, “I cannot choose to believe otherwise.” If I cannot change, there is no point in arguing that I should.5 There is no shortage of putative causes for our behavior (or values) that can be used to deflect criticism. The almost limitless range of behaviors currently being tied to neurotransmitters offers a new set of excuses to supplant those provided by psychoanalysis. “[People] used to say: ‘It’s not my fault. My parents did it to me . . .’ Now they say: ‘It’s not me. It’s a biochemical disorder in my brain.’”6 Far more attractive than such rationalizations, however, is the claim that no human could be expected to act otherwise.

Even when we are not directly challenged to defend our behavior, the prospect that our actions or attitudes may be inevitable is attractive. Freedom can be unsettling if not positively terrifying7—and scientific determinisms are, psychologically speaking, the contemporary counterpart to theological doctrines of predestination. To be relieved of responsibility can, paradoxically, be experienced as freeing. Finally, the discomfort contemporary Americans have with value judgments can create a strong incentive to resort to arguments that certain things must be. In several respects, then, the human nature argument—which is virtually impossible to substantiate—is very seductive indeed: it fortifies social arrangements, offers a rhetorical advantage in disputes, and makes life easier psychologically. These are considerations well worth keeping in mind as we proceed to consider the specific issue of competition.

 


  ON ARGUMENTS FOR THE INEVITABILITY OF COMPETITION


 

Competition is cited as part of “human nature” as often as any other characteristic, so one might expect that there is quite a bit of argument and evidence to substantiate this claim. Amazingly, a careful examination of the literature turns up virtually nothing. The inevitability of competition is either tacitly assumed or simply asserted as if it were obvious. I want to examine these assertions in the writings of people who are favorably inclined toward competition before going on to review the evidence against its inevitability.

Among those thinkers who believe competition is unavoidable are the authors of two of the classic works on play: Roger Caillois and Johan Huizinga. Both take it for granted that we are unavoidably competitive creatures. “Games discipline instincts and institutionalize them,” Caillois wrote;8 that these competitive tendencies merit the status of instincts he did not bother to defend. For his part, Huizinga treated play and competition as virtually interchangeable. The possibility of noncompetitive play literally would not occur to someone who believes competition is part of our nature.

In their 1917 essay on the subject, John Harvey and his co-authors observed that, for many people, “in games the pleasure comes from the competition itself . . . and not from success.” From this they quickly concluded that “there is therefore in human nature an instinct of pure competition which finds satisfaction in the very act of striving to do something better than other people, even though the attempt is not successful.”9 This is rather like claiming that because many people prefer the car ride to the arrival at their destination, humans must have an instinctive attraction to automobile travel. The sociologist James S. Coleman, in his investigation of American high schools twenty-five years ago, employed equally dubious logic. He declared, “The removal of scholastic achievement as a basis of comparison does not lessen the amount of competition among adolescents; it only shifts the arena from academic matters to non-academic ones.” He illustrates the latter with “the competition between two girls for the attention of a boy.”10 That competition is not restricted to the academic arena is surely true, but this hardly substantiates Coleman’s implicit assumption that a set level of competitiveness exists in us willy-nilly and the best we can do is to rechannel (displace) it to this object or that.

One of the very few recent book-length treatments of competition is Harvey Ruben’s self-help manual, Competing, the first sentence of which is, “Competition is an inescapable fact of life.”11 This, we later learn, is because “we indeed have a competitive ‘code’ in our chromosomes”12—an astonishing claim that is not substantiated or even 
explained. Ruben evidently believes we are genetically programmed to compete on the grounds that competition is very widespread and that we begin competing very early in life.

Although they are not defended, these, at least, are reasons one might suppose competition is part of human nature. Somewhat more common, however, are rhetorical tricks and even name-calling as a way of justifying this assumption. Ruben’s chief modus operandi is to define a wide range of behaviors as indirectly competitive and thus effectively define a noncompetitive orientation out of existence. For example, “Whether the child realizes it or not, learning to wait for a feeding while mother attends to another sibling is one of the first competitive lessons.”13 And again, people who “seem the least competitive of all types actually have only adopted more circuitous strategies to get what the others strive for more obviously.”14 In subsequent chapters, we are told that all acts of comparison, as well as the act of joining a group, are intrinsically competitive behaviors. This model tells us more about its creator than about the world he purports to describe.15 It also sets up an unfalsifiable argument. Whereas any example of a noncompetitive individual or culture should be sufficient to disprove the idea that competition is part of human nature, Ruben has arranged things so that even many such examples will not suffice: He has denied the very possibility of acting noncompetitively and so “proved” its inevitability.

Because Ruben frames his argument at such length, it is easy to see what he is doing. More commonly, though, a writer will make a brief comment about competition that seems persuasive but actually rests on the same conceptual sleight of hand. “Sometimes people are inclined to hide their competitive instincts and drives,” writes Harold J. Vanderzwaag, “but when they participate in sport, their competitive nature is usually revealed.”16 Translation: People are competitive on some occasions and not on other occasions; therefore, the former is real and the latter is an instance of disguise. Here, too, the argument is laid out so no amount of empirical evidence can possibly disprove the hypothesis that competition is inevitable.

Some writers have resorted to ad hominem attacks on those who question the naturalness of competition. “I think we’re all scared to face the competitive side of our nature,” comments Mary Ann O’Roark in an article entitled, “‘Competition’ Isn’t a Dirty Word.”17 This neatly puts anyone who challenges the inevitability of competition in the position of being frightened, of lacking the courage to 
grasp a difficult but obvious truth. The well-known biologist Garrett Hardin goes further, becoming rather snide, in fact:

 


  We are not surprised to note that young people whose needs are taken care of by their elders often fail to appreciate the inevitability of competition. What is surprising is that adults whose specialty is the behavior of human beings in groups—sociologists—should hold competition in such low esteem.18



 

Besides blurring the issues of inevitability and desirability, Hardin pronounces himself unwilling to consider that these upstart social scientists may be on to something. The slam at privileged youth, however, is actually more interesting than it first appears. Put plainly, Hardin’s point is that people who have not had to compete believe that competition is avoidable. But what if such people are correct? If we generalize the meaning of having one’s “needs . . . taken care of,” we are left with the provocative suggestion that competition exists not because it is in our nature but because of economic or psychological deficits that are, in principle, remediable.

I have not carefully selected these examples of unjustified assertion, rhetorical trickery, and name-calling as straw men. They virtually exhaust the available literature. I have not been able to discover any other explicit arguments for the inevitability of human competition.19 Let me therefore turn to the opposing position. There are, broadly speaking, two general responses to the claim that competition is an inevitable feature of human life: (1) cooperation is at least as integral to human life as competition, and (2) competition is a learned phenomenon. I will begin with the first and return to the second later in this chapter.

The respects in which other species (and “nature” as a whole) are cooperative will be examined in the next section. But there is a good case to be made that we regularly underestimate the role that cooperation plays in human life. We attend instead to the far more visible instances of struggle. “The truth is that the vast majority of human interaction, in our society as well as in all other societies, is not competitive but cooperative interaction,” according to educational psychologists David and Roger Johnson.20 Ashley Montagu has been arguing this for quite some time: “Without the cooperation of its members society cannot survive, and the society of man has survived because the cooperativeness of its members made survival possible . . .”21 Arguably, the ubiquity of cooperative interactions even in a 
relatively competitive society is powerful evidence against the generalization that humans are naturally competitive. Our lives are “promotively interdependent,” to use Morton Deutsch’s language, by the very fact of living and working together. This is true in every society; it is inherent in the very idea of society. If not simply false, the claim that we are unavoidably competitive is therefore a truth so partial as to be utterly misleading.

This tendency to cooperate, to work actively with rather than against others, has been found among toddlers and even infants. So-called “prosocial behaviors”—cooperating, helping, sharing, comforting, and so on—occur in almost every child, even though research in this area has been practically nonexistent until very recently.22 Regular examples of children under three years of age giving their toys to playmates, spontaneously taking turns in games, and so on must give pause to anyone who assumes competitiveness is the natural state of the human.23 I am not trying to suggest by this that it is “human nature” to help others. The problems with such claims have been raised earlier, and what is good for the competitive goose is good for the cooperative gander. One pair of researchers explicitly disavows this conclusion, in fact, arguing that “prosocial behaviors result from experience; they are learned.”24 But from wherever such inclination to help derives, it exists literally from the beginning of life. While we may not be unavoidably cooperative, we are, at worst, not unavoidably anything at all.

 


  THE REAL STATE OF NATURE


 

In considering the relative prevalence of competition and cooperation, we now turn to the natural world. In doing so, we find ourselves in what seems unfriendly territory. In fact, competition in the animal world is often cited as powerful evidence that competition is part of our nature, too. Before looking more closely at the evidence, however, we need to challenge the assumption that the proper study of mankind is animals. Even if other species were as competitive as some people think, this, like any fact about other species, has at best a very limited relevance to ourselves. As Marshall Sahlins, Richard Lewontin, and other critics of sociobiology have shown—and it should not be necessary to rehearse here—the mediating force of culture puts our species in a class by itself. Only humankind manipulates symbols, 
reflects upon the fact of its reflecting, questions, makes value judgments, appreciates absurdity, creates institutions and then considers their limitations. Because of this, the historian Richard Hofstadter was absolutely correct to insist that “judgments as to the value of competition between men or enterprises or nations must be based upon social and not allegedly biological consequences.”25

But let us, for the sake of the argument, grant some relevance to the question How does nature operate? From my own exposure to documentaries and popular conception, a series of images has lodged itself in my mind. Two powerful and deliberate males of an uncertain species are locked in mortal combat while the feminine prize coolly sits on the sidelines. A huge fish swims up behind a smaller version of itself, jaws wide open. A fierce feline gracefully turns its less swiftfooted cousin into steak. Some ignominiously vanquished species lies collectively rotting, while the victors are just off camera having lunch. This, I had always assumed, was the real state of nature: somewhere just beyond the tranquil loveliness of a spring day in the forest, all was red in tooth and claw. At this very moment, animals from paramecia to hippopotami are vigorously organizing themselves into winners and losers.

As a humanist (in one sense of the word) I was dismayed at this picture of the natural world; as a humanist (in another sense) I was in no position to challenge its accuracy. Of course, the picture is not without its element of truth. Obviously the scenes I saw on television actually happened; I was not, after all, watching highly paid stunt wolves. Still, as some biologists have been pointing out since the turn of the century, the animal world is not what many of us assume.

To understand why this is so, let us consider the idea of “natural selection,” one of the greatest conceptual advances in the history of human thought. This theory states that the better adapted a species is to its environment—and, specifically, to changes in that environment—the greater the probability of its being around in the future. To adapt is to be able to procreate; to procreate is to survive. So much is uncontroversial. For many years, though, some biologists and ethologists have encouraged the widespread conception that natural selection is tantamount to competition. “Survival of the fittest” (to use the term coined not by Darwin but by Herbert Spencer) seemed to connote a struggle. Winners live to fight another day.

In fact, there is no necessary relationship between natural selection and competitive struggle. As Stephen Jay Gould put it recently:



 


  The equation of competition with success in natural selection is merely a cultural prejudice. . . .  Success defined as leaving more offspring can . . . be attained by a large variety of strategies—including mutualism and symbiosis—that we could call cooperative. There is no a priori preference in the general statement of natural selection for either competitive or cooperative behavior.26



 

Gould’s point is that there is nothing about evolution that requires competition. And, indeed, Darwin himself made clear that he was using the term “struggle for existence” in a “large and metaphorical sense, including dependence of one being upon another.”27 But what do we find in practice? Surprisingly, natural selection usually occurs without any discernible struggle, those exciting documentaries notwithstanding. According to the late George Gaylord Simpson,

 


  Struggle is sometimes involved, but it usually is not, and when it is, it may even work against rather than toward natural selection. Advantage in differential reproduction is usually a peaceful process in which the concept of struggle is really irrelevant. It more often involves such things as better integration into the ecological situation, maintenance of a balance of nature, more efficient utilization of available food, better care of the young, elimination of intragroup discords (struggles) that might hamper reproduction, exploitation of environmental possibilities that are not the objects of competition or are less effectively exploited by others.28



 

Natural selection does not require competition; on the contrary, it discourages it. Survival generally demands that individuals work with rather than against each other—and this includes others of the same species as well as those from different species. If this is true, and if natural selection is the engine of evolution—the central theme of “nature,” as it were—then we should expect to find animals cooperating with each other in great numbers. And so we do.

It was Petr Kropotkin, in his 1902 book Mutual Aid, who first detailed the ubiquity of cooperation among animals. After reviewing the habits of species ranging from ants to bison, he concluded that.

 


  competition . . . is limited among animals to exceptional periods. . . .  Better conditions are created by the elimination of competition by means of mutual aid and mutual support. . . .  “Don’t compete!—competition is always injurious to the species, and you have plenty of resources to avoid it!” That is the tendency of nature, not always realized in full, but always present. That is the watchword which comes to us from the bush, 
the forest, the river, the ocean. “Therefore combine—practise mutual aid! . . .” That is what Nature teaches us.29



 

Fifty years later, W. C. Allee reaffirmed this principle in his book Cooperation Among Animals,30 Montagu, meanwhile, accumulated an impressive bibliography of other scientists who were coming to the same conclusion.31 Zoologist Marvin Bates is representative of these writers: “This competition, this ‘struggle,’ is a superficial thing, superimposed on an essential mutual dependence. The basic theme in nature is cooperation rather than competition—a cooperation that has become so all-pervasive, so completely integrated, that it is difficult to untwine and follow out the separate strands.”32 It is in the interest of both individuals (or species) if they do not compete over, say, a watering hole; migration is one of many strategies that will allow both parties to survive. Notice, though, that these writers are saying not only that animals tend to avoid competition, but that their behavior is overwhelmingly characterized by its opposite—cooperation.

A question suggests itself at this point. If the accuracy of this view is so widely accepted in the scientific community, if Kropotkin wrote so early and is still recognized as having been on the right track, what accounts for the widespread acceptance of the Hobbesian-Spencerian picture? Why does the idea of a cooperative nature seem surprising to so many of us?

There are several answers. First, cooperation is “not always plain to the eye, whereas competition . . . can readily be observed,” as Allee put it.33 Lapwings protect other birds from predators; baboons and gazelles work together to sense danger (the former watching, the latter listening and smelling); chimpanzees hunt cooperatively and share the spoils; pelicans fish cooperatively. Indeed, the production of oxygen by plants and carbon dioxide by animals could be said to represent a prototype for the cooperative interaction that becomes more pronounced and deliberate in the higher species. None of this, however, makes good television. It is easy to ignore an arrangement that does not call attention to itself.

Second, there is some ambiguity about the language involved. Following Darwin, some biologists and zoologists34 use “competition” in its metaphorical sense, referring to nothing more than natural selection. If we find only one species remaining in a given area where there once were several, we might describe the winnowing process as “competition.” In itself, this is unobjectionable, provided that we keep in 
mind that this is not a matter of observation or even inference, but rather of definition: we are using the word in such a way that this scenario is competition. But this becomes problematic when we confuse the two meanings of competition—this broad, almost trivial sense, which describes all living things, and the narrower sense that refers to an intentional attempt to best another. Such a confusion can be exploited, as I suspect Garrett Hardin does, to argue for the inevitability of competition in human life. It’s an ingenious syllogism, of a type that often has been used to draw fallacious conclusions:

1.    The natural world is inherently competitive (sense one).

2.    Humans are competitive (sense two).

3.    Therefore, human competition is also inherent.35

There is a third explanation for why we consistently regard nature as competitive and overlook the compelling evidence of mutual aid. This lies in the common tendency of the observer to project himself onto the observed, a tendency that explains the remarkable similarities between gods (Hebraic, Hellenic, and otherwise) and the people who wrote about them. John A. Wiens, a biologist, lays out considerable evidence to suggest that “competition is not the ubiquitous force that many ecologists have believed” and asks, “Why, then, have [they] been so preoccupied with competition?” His answer: “Competition . . . occupies a central position in Western culture—witness its expression in sports, economics, space exploration, international politics, or warfare. Little wonder, then, that community ecologists expected . . . that the primary factor organizing communities would be competition.”36 The very transmutation of natural selection into competition, of differential reproduction into exploitation, reflects a tendency to shape biological theories according to socioeconomic biases. (Unconsciously, we understand nature to be just like ourselves.) Then these biological theories—congealed into an account of how the natural world really is—are used to legitimate cultural practices. (Consciously, we use nature to justify ourselves.) Several thinkers have caught on to this,37 but the clearest statement was offered in 1875 by Frederick Engels:

 


  The whole Darwinist teaching of the struggle for existence is simply a transference from society to living nature of Hobbes’s doctrine of bellum omnium contra omnes [a war of all against all] and of the bourgeois-economic doctrine of competition together with Malthus’s theory of population. When this conjurer’s trick has been performed . . . the same theories are transferred back again from organic nature into history 
and it is now claimed that their validity as eternal laws of human society has been proved.38



 

I began this section by noting that data concerning animals have a limited relevance for humans. Let me close with this qualification: if we are concerned about our own collective survival, the natural world may have something to teach us after all. Its lesson is that cooperation generally has far more survival value than competition. This, as Darwin recognized, is particularly true for human beings. Montagu summed up the case:

 


  In so far as man is concerned, if competition, in its aggressive combative sense, ever had any adaptive value among men, which is greatly to be doubted, it is quite clear that it has no adaptive value whatever in the modern world. . . .  Perhaps never before in the history of man has there been so high a premium upon the adaptive value of cooperative behavior.39



 

Such a prescription, however, anticipates later chapters simply by virtue of being a prescription. Here our task is only to consider whether competition is inevitable in human life, and the very idea that we ought to minimize it rests on the assumption that we can—hence, that it is not inevitable.

 


  LEARNING COMPETITION OR COOPERATION


 

From the prevalence of cooperation, we turn now to the other major argument against claims of inevitability: the contention that competition is learned. A tour of the literature through many disciplines makes it clear that the great majority of theorists and researchers who have investigated competition have concluded that the competitive orientation is indeed learned. Theoretically (and, as we shall soon see, practically, too) what is learned can be unlearned.

The first comprehensive investigation of the topic was the 1937 study sponsored by the Social Science Research Council. Mark A. May and Leonard Doob reported 24 specific findings based on “the existing knowledge represented by the survey of the literature of the field,” the first of which was this: “Human beings by original nature 
strive for goals, but striving with others (co-operation) or against others (competition) are learned forms of behavior.”40 Neither of these two, they continued, “can be said to be the more genetically basic, fundamental or [primordial].”41

This conclusion has withstood half a century of study across several fields. The father of modern research on competition in social psychology, Morton Deutsch, of Columbia University, wrote in 1973 that “it would be unreasonable to assume there is an innately determined human tendency for everyone to want to be ‘top dog.’”42 Sports psychologists Thomas Tutko and William Bruns agreed, basing their opinion on considerable experience with athletes of all ages:

 


  Competition is a learned phenomenon . . . people are not born with a motivation to win or to be competitive. We inherit a potential for a degree of activity, and we all have the instinct to survive. But the will to win comes through training and the influences of one’s family and environment. As the song in South Pacific says, “you’ve got to be carefully taught.”43



 

In the United States, we are carefully taught, and the result is that, excepting the kind of invisible cooperation that is required for any society to run, Americans appear to be uniquely uncooperative as a people. David Riesman, the eminent sociologist, found an interesting irony in “the paradoxical belief of Americans that competition is natural—but only if it is constantly re-created by artificial systems of social roles that direct energies into it.”44 First we are systematically socialized to compete—and to want to compete—and then the results are cited as evidence of competition’s inevitability.

Consider the dimensions of that socialization:

 


  For two centuries [writes psychologist Elliot Aronson] our educational system has been based upon competitiveness. . . .  If you are a student who knows the correct answer and the teacher calls on one of the other kids, it is likely that you will sit there hoping and praying the kid will come up with the wrong answer so that you will have a chance to show the teacher how smart you are. . . .  Indeed, [children’s] peers are their enemies—to be beaten.45



 

The message that competition is appropriate, desirable, required, and even unavoidable is drummed into us from nursery school to graduate school; it is the subtext of every lesson. The late Jules 
Henry, who turned his keen anthropologist’s eye to our own culture, made this strikingly clear:

 


  Boris had trouble reducing “12/16” to the lowest terms, and could only get as far as “6/8.” The teacher asked him quietly if that was as far as he could reduce it. She suggested he “think.” Much heaving up and down and waving of hands by the other children, all frantic to correct him. Boris pretty unhappy, probably mentally paralyzed. . . .  She then turns to the class and says, “Well, who can tell Boris what the number is?” A forest of hands appears, and the teacher calls Peggy. Peggy says that four may be divided into the numerator and the denominator. Thus Boris’ failure has made it possible for Peggy to succeed; his depression is the price of her exhilaration; his misery the occasion for her rejoicing. This is the standard condition of the American elementary school. . . .  To a Zuni, Hopi, or Dakota Indian, Peggy’s performance would seem cruel beyond belief.46



 

Something far more significant and lasting than fractions is being taught here. Boris will likely grow up despising the Peggys he encounters, perhaps fanning that wrath until it takes in all women or some other group that seems to include too many winners. Perhaps he will be unequal to the demands of active rage and will simply slink through life a confirmed failure. In any case, he and Peggy will take from this classroom a common lesson: other people are not partners but opponents, not potential friends but rivals.

In a hypercompetitive society, it is never too early to begin such training. Most recently, “readiness programs” have appeared to prepare infants for “the feverish competition at the better nursery schools.”47 By the time of elementary school, the pressure to be number one is nothing new, but it has just begun to be codified and quantified. A first grader may be crushed, for instance, if her homework assignment is stamped with a smile face while others receive a smile face and a “VERY GOOD.” Eventually this ranking takes the form of grades. “Educational achievement,” writes Morton Deutsch, “is measured so as to conform to an assumed underlying distribution. The social context of most educational measurement is that of a contest in which students are measured primarily in comparison with one another rather than in terms of objective criteria of accomplishment.”48 Where in this carefully designed laboratory of competition can a child even sample cooperative achievement? In fact, most teachers misunderstand the very word cooperation; they use it to refer 
to obedience. To “cooperate” is to follow instructions.49 We have another word for genuine cooperative effort, as several writers have pointed out: It is cheating.*


When class is over, the lesson continues. Children are taught that all games must have a winner and a loser. As Peter and Brigitte Berger have written, “It is only very young children who sometimes wish, wistfully, that ‘everyone should win’; they soon learn that this is ‘impossible’—in American society, that is, for there are other societies in which children actually play games in which ‘everyone wins.’”50 The idea that everyone can win evokes condescending smiles, and it doesn’t take long before these children come to accept the naturalness of competition. Here is Jean Piaget, in his classic work The Moral Judgment of the Child, questioning six-year-old Mar: “‘Who has won?’ ‘We’ve both won.’ ‘But who has won most?’”51 Piaget is not only learning from his young informant, but also teaching him.

The inculcation of competition in the classroom and on the playing field is a source of unending frustration to some parents. Fathers and mothers who would prefer that their children learn to work with rather than against others can do only so much to foster this value since they do not raise their children in a vacuum. Even determinedly liberated parents must contend with an elaborate competitive structure outside the home that will frustrate their best efforts at education. “Out there,” doing one’s best means triumphing over others. (This is the same struggle that defines parents’ attempts to steer their children away from sexism or violence or mindless obedience or unhealthful foods or any number of other things sanctioned by our society.)

Such a clash between the parents and the rest of the culture is exceptional, however. The family generally is an efficient vehicle by which societal norms are transmitted, not a holdout against these norms. Most parents raise children according to the values by which they were raised, and this process perpetuates the larger culture in which it occurs. From our very earliest days, we are busily absorbing an uncritical acceptance of competition. We are being primed for the classroom and the workplace. As we grow, the socialization in the home continues to work hand in glove with the socialization outside 
the home. There is pressure to make our parents proud—by being not merely good, but better than others, at schoolwork, sports, and almost any other activity in which we take part. If Dad, in his day, had the highest batting average in school, then we must do likewise. If Dad was not a superlative athlete, then we must distinguish ourselves anyway: our task is to provide vicarious gratification. If our parents never got very far in school, we must not merely take advantage of the chances they never had—we must be the very best of students. Examples of such pressure can be multiplied indefinitely. Of course some parents, who sport newly raised consciousnesses, may proudly declare to any who will listen that they “ask of Bobby only that he do his best.” But this official posture surely does not fool Bobby. He is fully aware that “doing his best” is a code that means beating his peers. As a result of their own training, most parents, even if sincere, still communicate subliminal messages of disappointment with anything other than victory.

But the family does not merely encourage and sustain competition in the outside world—it manufactures its very own brand. This is particularly true in the nuclear family, which, let us remember, is not the only possible arrangement for child-rearing. One series of field studies in the South Pacific found that “greater rivalrous responses . . . occurred in children brought up in Western-type small nuclear families rather than the traditional extended families.”52 How does this happen? First, many parents carefully (though often unconsciously) direct a drama of sibling rivalry on the stage of their own homes. Even
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