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			Introduction

			Competition Is the Thief of Joy

			Nadya and I started our job at the magazine on the very same day. She’d had a nontraditional route through customer service to land the job, whereas I had dreamed of being a journalist for years. On our first day, our boss told us how much this team valued collaboration and kinship, and that office socials were a big part of the culture. Nadya and I ramped up together, bouncing ideas off each other and cheering each other on—being on the launch team of a brand-new magazine for an established organization was no small feat. I was excited to have a “work wife” well before the term became trendy, and we shared personal and professional wins and grouses with each other.

			But as the weeks went on, I started noticing that Nadya would often meet with my boss and colleagues alone, and also leave me out of emails. When I entered our meetings, she would switch over to Mandarin, a language that everyone else on the team spoke but I didn’t, for the pre-meeting banter. One day, my boss called me over to share a cool new idea that Nadya had impressed the team with—an advice column where people could write in for career solutions. It was a smart idea that focus groups were already showing would increase readership. It would be a fun column with great visuals, one that would help transform the bureaucratic, boring perception of the organization.

			The only problem? That idea was mine.

			Over two decades have passed since that incident and that job. In that time, I’ve learned a heck of a lot about how competition and rivalry show up in our professional and personal lives. We’ve all strategized about how to get promoted by beating out our rivals. We’ve rooted for our favorite Kardashian on reality TV as they throw a member of their family under the proverbial bus so that they emerge as more popular. We’ve secretly relished when a friend who always seems to be winning at life confesses she’s going through a rough patch because that somehow makes us feel like we’re better.

			Incidents like these are so common and acceptable that we rarely give them a second thought. In fact, we’re deeply suspicious of people who aren’t constantly striving to improve themselves and get a leg up against others. It’s not enough to have gotten a new job—the natural next step is to already be planning when and how to get promoted. It doesn’t matter that we trained hard to run a marathon; we’ll immediately be asked when our next one is. The next time, we’ll not only be trying to beat our last running time; maybe we could also qualify for one of the famous city marathons and compete against others as well? On and on it goes.

			Even if it’s crossed our minds briefly to question this narrative, we still fall back on the idea that there simply isn’t another way to live, advance, and succeed. Competition is a fact of life, an unspoken rule that most of us don’t even think to challenge, no matter where in the world we live, who we are, who we love. It’s in the air that we breathe and the water we swim in: We’re paddling so hard that we don’t even have the bandwidth to understand how strong the tides are and what’s at stake. It surrounds us in every facet of our lives, and we automatically believe that staying competitive is the surest way to succeed. So pervasive is this narrative that we’ve simply accepted the validity of long-held beliefs like these: Competition makes me better, smarter, more innovative. If I don’t compete, others will get ahead. I can’t escape it anyway; humans are biologically hardwired to compete.

			But what if this isn’t true? What if the cost of trying to constantly get ahead is far too high? What if competition isn’t the best way or the only way to progress? And most of all, what if we started questioning who really wins when we compete? We don’t leave behind competition and rankings when we graduate from school or college. A competition mindset and approach not only follow us all our lives but also become more insidious, harmful, and toxic as we age. I know this because I long upheld the idea of pushing myself hard to be the very best to get ahead, no matter the cost—mental, physical, financial, spiritual. That is, until a series of eye-opening incidents occurred in my life to show me not only how flawed the idea that outcompeting others would get me ahead was but that it was also irrevocably burning me out.

			In economics we’re taught that there’s a scarcity of opportunities and resources, so we must compete for them. From wealth to opportunities to educational advancement to status, recognition, and power, we’ve been indoctrinated to be in constant rivalry with others, to believe that the only way to win is to ensure that your opponent loses. We’re taught to believe that we must cajole, elbow, fight, and ultimately take down our opponent at all costs and that winning justifies all means. Win a race, the ranking of “best of,” the contract, the promotion, the unspoken contest in society to be most attractive, have the bigger home and paycheck, have the most brilliant kids…you can see that the competition is nonstop.

			But we rarely admit that this mindset has serious downsides. That competition is making us sick, anxious, exhausted, isolated, and worse off in every way. Sure, sometimes there’s a short-term gain to being competitive: Maybe a new product is created or someone works tremendously hard to qualify for a marathon. But in the long term, always-and-at-all-costs competition depletes us instead of giving us the purported upsides we’re conditioned to believe in. As you’ll learn through data, stories, and my own experiences, almost no one truly wins in a competitive system.

			The deleterious impact of competition is far-reaching on the individual, the community, the society, and the environment. For women and people of color, competition is exploited to divide us, and its impact proliferates significantly more harm in our lives compared with our dominant-group peers. In any society built on competition, rather than supporting humans as they navigate very human experiences such as childbirth, caregiving, disability, and chronic illness, we literally shut them out for not being “hardworking” enough. If they raise the alarm about experiencing sexism, racism, ableism, or any other form of bias in the workplace, we write them off for being timid and therefore not wanting to win badly enough to ignore what ends up being even egregious harm. We’re often pitted against one another to compete for scraps, which has us competing against the very people we should be building coalitions and solidarity with.

			And it doesn’t end in the workplace, either. Societally, competition has been particularly harmful for those of us most disenfranchised by racism, patriarchy, and oppression, all of which are thriving as functions of the hypercompetitive, late-stage capitalist societies that we find ourselves in. Competition has had disastrous consequences on a personal, organizational, and societal level, and the myths that uphold it pose significant challenges to creating a more just, equal, and antiracist world. We are living in a deeply polarized world where a winner-take-all competitive political system has given rise to charlatans, demagogues, and oppressive dictators. Add to this the fact that far too many of us are too overwhelmed trying to keep up in a hypercompetitive system and consequently are unable to fully participate in our civic duties, which has contributed to the steady erosion of our democracy. All these factors have also ravaged the environment—profit over planet has created and exacerbated a climate crisis.

			If you’re wondering, I didn’t come to this work by chance. My interest in competition is deeply influenced by my role as a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) practitioner. I’ve advised organizations big and small—many are household names—on how to create a culture that supports and empowers women, people of color, and people from other historically excluded backgrounds, often at the intersection of multiples of these. My company does this through data collection and through awareness and education regarding how bias and exclusion have long-lasting impacts on the hiring, retention, and advancement of nondominant groups of people.

			In my practice, one of the consistent lines of pushback I hear from corporate leaders, no matter how well-intentioned they are, is that DEI interventions mustn’t ruffle the feathers of people already established within the organization: typically, white men. “We believe in the importance of women, people of color, and all marginalized groups making gains,” I hear. And then, invariably, “But…we fear that a women’s sponsorship initiative or trying to hire more people of color would be seen as unfair for the white men who’ve worked so hard to get here.” Never mind that any modest gains made by historically marginalized communities would come nowhere close to overturning centuries of systemic oppression. What we’re seeing now—a pernicious, vicious attack on corporate and educational DEI programs across the United States—is basically a turbocharged version of this belief. In my practice, I’m constantly being reminded how pervasive the belief is that one community’s gains can come only through another’s losses—that even equality is a zero-sum game.

			In my own way, I also bought into that narrative for a long time; I had my sharp elbows out earlier in my career to succeed as an ambitious woman. I’m often asked why women don’t support one another or are often perceived as being maliciously competitive with one another. Are women just naturally more competitive than men? The data shows that we’re not. But we are exponentially more harmed by competition in the context of a sexist, racist, and biased society. In a gender-imbalanced environment, women are signaled that they should make rivals of other women to succeed for that one coveted spot. So they do, sometimes viciously and devastatingly. And to uphold the power dynamics fostered by racism and competition, we often see white women isolating women of color. In all my work, I’ve looked at how systems of oppression create challenges to inclusive, equitable, and diverse workplaces, rather than individuals being to blame.

			Personally, I believe we are seeing the worst of this kind of competition, exacerbated by the comparison fueled by new digital technologies and social media platforms. Particularly for humans socialized as girls and women, a patriarchal system that has pitted us against one another continues to fan the flames of a competitive mindset and perpetuate an endless cycle of comparison. These kinds of behaviors are especially toxic in a world where social media algorithms depend on us competing against one another and comparing our regular lives with other people’s “highlight reels.” Constant competition can spread wide-ranging feelings of sadness, pain, and trauma on a global level. Why are we so likely to compare ourselves to another person? Why are we always looking over to the proverbial grass on the other side to see if it is indeed greener? Where do these cycles of competition come from?

			Our minds have long been colonized by systems of oppression—the idea that the “best” person will win, that meritocracy is real and competition is natural. This book intends to carefully dismantle these long-held beliefs. There is another way to live, and when we actively choose this other way, individual happiness, joyous communities, and a society where suffering isn’t a measure of success are possible.

			To Compete—Or Not—Is a Choice

			

			I was born into a household of modest privilege that eventually grew to one of financial abundance as I got older. My father was an entrepreneur who moved from India to Singapore and was able to enjoy many of the economic successes of a nation that had recovered relatively quickly from the ravages of colonialism. My parents had an arranged marriage, and my mother moved to Singapore from India at the age of twenty-one. Both of my parents had grown up in lower- to middle-class families in India characterized by varying degrees of financial scarcity. Whether it was scarcity in education, resources, or not being able to spend time doing leisure activities, my parents’ worldviews were affected by living in these environments. But they each took a very different approach toward life.

			My father was a greedy capitalist who constantly believed that the way to get ahead was to undercut others. His approach to life was about sizing other people up and constantly worrying: How do they compare against me? Are they wealthier than me? Are they better looking than me? Are they more sophisticated than me? Do they have a better life than me? He believed that success was incumbent upon elbowing others out of the way, that power had to be fought for, and that any means justified the ends for amassing personal financial gains.

			My mother showed me an opposite path in every single encounter. Although our culture in the Indian diaspora, like so many others, rewards competition and comparison, my mum would actively advocate for other women and would never have an unkind thing to say about others in our community no matter how much they tried to denigrate her. My mother always approached life with the belief that a healthy society is one where everyone thrives, believing that an abundant community was worth celebrating much more than the financial wealth that my father tried to amass. For her, success meant peace of mind for herself and joy for others. She would discourage my younger siblings and me from competing with other children or even with each other. We were encouraged to celebrate one another’s unique strengths and prioritize our long-term relationships over point-in-time rivalries of the type that often end up corroding sibling relationships in adulthood. She met new people with an open-minded outlook, and I remember her frequently asking people “How can I help?” or making connections without even asking.

			I could see over the years that my father’s constant stack ranking and wealth hoarding were incredibly damaging to his relationships both in and out of our home and that these habits created challenges for him, including later falling into debt and financial crime. That doesn’t even account for the emotional havoc it wreaked on me, my siblings, my mother, and, I’m sure, many other people past and present in his life. His winner-take-all approach to life left a path of destruction for almost everyone he was in contact with. In the years we lived with him, he created intense emotional dysregulation and fear in my mother, my siblings, and me that we are only now starting to understand and work to undo. It is what led me to writing this book, which is equal parts a cautionary tale and a manifesto for choosing a radically different way of being.

			As I began my own journey into adulthood, I came to understand that you can compete all you want, but when you regularly push people out of the way, all you find is loneliness at the top—if you even make it to some version of “the top.” The reality is that many of us have been denied an idealized state of “making it” or achieving our version of the American dream yet were blamed for this as an individual failure without looking at how our systems make it so hard to prosper. And living a life ranking yourself in relation to others is simply ensuring that you will never be satisfied: There will always be someone who is more fill in the blank than you. Most of all, though, growing up with these two drastically different approaches seeded in me the idea that engaging in competition is a choice.

			Introducing Uncompete

			

			Uncompete is built on the unyielding belief that there’s more than enough room for all of us to succeed. If competition tells us that two or more parties who want the same thing need to fight it out for one to be declared the winner, to uncompete tells us the exact opposite. It requires us to intentionally push back on the idea that in every situation there are only finite opportunities and just one winner. To choose collaboration over competition, abundance over scarcity, long-term gains over short-term wins. To know that success must be measured on the gains of a community over individual wins.

			To uncompete doesn’t mean never taking a job or forgoing ambition or a desire to build wealth. On the contrary, when we uncompete, we often find more wealth and opportunities come our way, as my own story and those of others will illustrate in these pages. But it does mean opting out of competition that rests on a zero-sum, scarcity, winner-take-all, any-means-necessary approach. We must deliberately resist the many beliefs about success we’ve been conditioned with so that there can be a path to liberation, opportunity, and peace for all that has long evaded us.

			This book is structured into three parts to guide you: Choice, Action, and Resistance. Only when we understand how a competitive system has been designed to fail us can we begin to make choices and take actions that ultimately allow us to resist this system. When we uncompete, we intentionally:

			
					
					Choose what’s best for the group and environment as well as (not instead of) the individual.

				

					
					Act in the spirit of collaboration, curiosity, and consideration.

				

					
					Resist cultural norms that are rooted in the domination and exploitation of others, especially marginalized communities.

				

			

			I’ll outline some of the most prevalent myths about competition that we often take for granted, then show you how I’m rewriting them in my bid to uncompete. When we can decolonize our mind from the “truths” we’ve believed for so long, we begin the work of thinking differently and behaving differently. That’s where the five principles of uncompete come in. Each guides us on a tangible way to approach our lives: collaboration, an abundance mindset, radical generosity, inclusion, and solidarity. I truly believe that if people in my society are hungry, poor, and sick, that is the yardstick I should be using to measure my (lack of) success. In a thriving society, we are responsible for one another. We work to uplift one another so that none of us are without basic needs and care.

			To uncompete is to redefine what success means, on our own terms, for ourselves. And constantly, doggedly pushing back against the idea that there’s only room for one person (or a few) to win. Although the existing narrative tells us “competition is the only way,” the reality is that in every facet of life—nature, business, social, and even sports—success is usually predicated on collaboration. In fact, the more hairy and audacious the goal, the more we need to be in sync with one another.

			The hardest part of practicing what it means to uncompete is making daily choices to opt out of competition and build collaboratively. This is where the real work begins. To uncompete is about agency and building collective power. It can range from choosing to behave joyfully toward someone who actually makes you feel envious, to revealing your salary to a coworker instead of believing that if you do, she’ll somehow get an edge over you. To uncompete can range from choosing not to undercut your biggest competitor in the office to actively advocating for an often-overlooked colleague to lead a big project at work, rather than viewing success as simply your individual career progression. It essentially means thinking, believing, and behaving with the core premise that dismantling larger systems of competition and scarcity requires us to act on a multitude of small, daily choices. To take the long view of the society we want to create, rather than the short-term behaviors that we often cycle through on autopilot.

			To uncompete, we must make intentional choices that require us to step away from the belief that “competition is the only way.” Although it’s bold and revolutionary in theory, it’s also deeply practical. Here are the eight practices of uncompete that I’ll detail in this book:

			
					
					Reset Our Mindset

				

					
					Reframe Comparison

				

					
					Choose Joy

				

					
					Create an Abundant Community

				

					
					Build Collective Power

				

					
					Liberate Our Bodies

				

					
					Redefine Success on Our Own Terms

				

					
					Seek Peace

				

			

			As you can imagine, none of this is the default or made easy in our current system. To uncompete requires us to courageously choose a different path than many laid out in our Western paradigms, although there is evidence of its wisdom in many Native, Indigenous, and Eastern traditions, and in many more traditions that have been lost in the annals of history within cultures and communities that were wiped out by settler colonialism, slavery, and genocide.

			Many of us may find that we’re actively met with opposition or suspicion when we undertake this journey. We’ve all been taken hostage by the seductive pull of competition—particularly the idea that there’s no harm in constantly advancing yourself. That’s precisely why we must be so deliberate, and we have to do it together, taking turns to hold space for one another as we begin this work in community.

			In any of the series of early actions I took in my own life to uncompete—from choosing to leave a lucrative corporate job, to prioritizing rest, to building power collectively instead of individually—I have often been questioned, ridiculed, ignored, and even actively blocked. Sometimes, even people I loved and trusted second-guessed me. But as there became clear evidence of how much I gained from this new approach, the naysayers fell to the wayside, one by one.

			I’ve noticed time and again that the leaders I have worked with who deliberately moved away from a competitive mindset have constantly been more successful than their peers—in creating innovative organizations, new products, and work cultures that employees actually want to be a part of. I learn time and again that to uncompete is the only way to create a win-win scenario.

			What Can This Look Like in Practice?

			

			When I was putting together the proposal for my last book, Inclusion on Purpose, I heard (both subtly and explicitly) from literary agents, editors, and industry experts alike that books by women of color were not saleable. That there wasn’t a market for our stories. Many would apologetically say that even though they believed in the need for stories from a diversity of authors, they couldn’t argue with the fact that book sales mattered more. Indeed, a report published in The New York Times found that close to 90 percent of books published by traditional publishers are by white authors.

			Although my book proposal attracted multiple bidders, it did not command a high advance. Even then, the advice was to keep my cards close to the vest—to be grateful for this opportunity that’s so rare for people like me and to jealously guard all my lessons, contacts, and book ideas. But rather than view other books by women of color as my competition (for that coveted “one spot”), I took a different approach. I wished (and fervently continue to) that there were plenty more authors like me that the industry could have turned to as proof that we can write successful books. I didn’t fiercely guard my ideas or keep my work secret, as many authors are advised to do. I celebrate the wins of other aspiring authors of color when they get book deals, believing that their successes mean there is more proof for my book’s existence, not less.

			Inclusion on Purpose went on to exceed all expectations when it published. It became the number-one bestselling book for my publisher for the year it was published, earned back its advance within three months, and spurred several aspiring authors who have since contacted me to let me know that the success of my book has allowed them to secure higher advances and book deals. I’ve liberally sent my book proposal to women of color who are aspiring authors in sincere hopes it can help guide their proposals, too. Not only for altruistic purposes, but because I truly believe that having stories from more of us out in the world expands the pool, not narrows it. It means that there’s less of a burden on people from underestimated identities to prove there’s a “market” for our work.

			I’ve seen this hold true in other spaces, including the corporate world; current systems of oppression tell us that the prize is in being the first: the first in class, the first female CEO, the first Indian woman to break barriers. But when I interview the “first” or “only” of any kind, what I’ve often heard is stories of pain, loneliness, and exhaustion from needing to constantly prove you belong. Many leave, broken down and disillusioned.

			A book by my friend Deepa Purushothaman, The First, the Few, the Only: How Women of Color Can Redefine Power in Corporate America, highlights these stories well. Deepa and I have also done for each other what any traditional industry would tell us not to—rather than see each other as rivals, as Indian women in America “fighting” for the same book audience, we’ve deliberately championed each other, recommended the other’s books to our audience, steered each other toward huge opportunities, and generally refused to give in to the idea that there’s only one spot for one winner. Because like so many more women of color, I’m tired of it all. Of being told to compete against people I would most benefit from collaborating with. I’m exhausted from being the “first” or “one of the few.” I’m devastated that my “wins” should come at the expense of others losing. And not when the stakes are low, like at my fourth grader’s recreational soccer games, but in life-changing circumstances, such as making other women feel bad about themselves when I share only big wins on social media, undercutting my “rival” at work so that I get the promotion, and raising or strategizing against someone else to bolster myself up. I’ve seen how much that scarcity thinking harms me and others, and I want a different way. I know you do, too.

			What We Win by Choosing to Uncompete

			

			In these pages you will learn from incredible leaders, particularly women of color at various intersections (they may be part of the LGBTQ+ community, disabled, caregivers, socioeconomically diverse) who are leading the way on how to uncompete because we’ve long had to imagine, dream, and create our own worlds as we navigate systems that are not built for us or are even actively trying to harm us. In finding community care and a world in which we don’t stack-rank others or leave anyone behind, we begin the possibility of healing. By refusing to see opportunities, advancement, and even joy as zero-sum issues, we begin to walk toward redemption and justice. I no longer believe that we must suffer to be considered worthy. It’s taken me decades to unlearn the idea that my body is worthy only when it’s producing. I think the hustle culture that competition imposes on us takes so much more away from us than it imparts to us.

			The good news is we already have some guidance on what it looks like to uncompete. It’s Jamie Lee Curtis jumping out of her seat to cheer on Michelle Yeoh (the first Asian woman to win the Oscar for best actress) rather than being threatened by a fellow actor’s win. It’s the solidarity that Oprah Winfrey demonstrated when she looked at Meghan Markle on national TV and asked, with deep empathy, “Were you silent, or were you silenced?” In a culture where the “Queen Bee” trope of older women undercutting younger ones is commonplace, which I’ll explore in chapter 2, Oprah showed us what it meant to publicly stand up for Meghan—against the British royal family, no less! It’s the way that Michelle Obama amplified Beyoncé’s daring new album Homecoming by using her star power as First Lady of the United States to call her a “queen” and tell her she was so proud of her in a public video. We can do this for others—not just people with our shared identities, but particularly those who have been most harmed by racism, sexism, and systemic oppression. In solidarity, in collaboration, with unapologetically radical generosity.

			Why I Hope You’ll Join Me

			

			The first person who inspired me to put these ideas together was my mother. I saw her doing naturally so much of what I’ve managed to finally capture in these pages. Seeing what it means to uncompete play out over the nearly four decades I’ve known her, I believe she embodies a type of magic that we can all learn from. It’s not easy, nor is it the default. But it is worth it.

			I saw it modeled most in the courage she found to move from a hypercompetitive community that berated her for breaking traditional norms by divorcing her husband at fifty and building an abundant community around her. My mum suffered financially by leaving her marriage, and she lost many friends and family members who didn’t want to be associated with a divorced woman or her kids. Slowly, however, she sought out friends who celebrated her courage and single status, people who believed that women deserved to be joyous. Her new community exemplifies what it means to uncompete and has mutually flourished with her. What I see as I reflect on her life now: Joy comes from belonging authentically to a community. Her form of resistance was leaving a toxic marriage built on patriarchy, competition, and capitalism. And what she won wasn’t the “financial half” promised by a competitive system: Anyone who knows the law will know it’s not set up to support the vulnerable.

			But what she gained was far greater: mental peace. She has since coached dozens of women in our traditional Indian diasporic community who are leaving toxic marriages or are facing major health issues and other challenges. I’ve seen unleashed in her an opportunity to catalyze a community of immigrant women who show up for one another, celebrate and uplift one another. Inspired by her, I’m trying to do the same among a community of diverse women of color I’m building in person in Seattle and, thanks to digital technology, all over the world. My approach is simple: I want them to win, too. My joy is intrinsically linked to their joy.

			After all, I learned that my mum was right all along. When you uncompete, you live up to the promise of a world where everyone wins. And not just you, but your community, your society, and the world. I’m so ready for a radical new way to live my life away from fear, stress, and scarcity. Won’t you join me?

		

	
		
			

			Part One

			Choice

			

		

	
		
			Chapter one

			Competition Is the Water We Swim In

			I grew up in Singapore—it’s a city, a state, an island, and a country of just 275 square miles. My home country prides itself on becoming a competitive financial juggernaut, “from third world to first within three and a half decades,” according to its first prime minister, after navigating postcolonial independence from Malaysia in 1965. As in much of the world, Singaporeans are taught from a young age—through societal messaging, education, and workplace norms—that the only way to get ahead is to work hard or risk falling behind. It was, and remains, well understood that if you didn’t outwork everyone around you, there wasn’t room for you to succeed. In a high-pressure environment of grades and examinations, against the backdrop of a rapidly modernizing country that experienced monumental economic growth only won by sheer grit, we didn’t even think twice about whether competition was a good thing or not: It was just the only way. The message was reinforced as I went on to obtain elite college degrees and work as a professional journalist and DEI strategist in places like London, New York, Mumbai, Atlanta, and Seattle.

			Now, as the mother of an elementary schooler, I’m finding that the cycle is repeating. Rankings, tests, and stress about which college my son will “beat out” others to get into a decade later are a normal part of conversations I have with my family, friends, and even strangers. With other parent friends—including ones who don’t live in the same country—there’s an omnipresent “sizing up” of who is doing better in ensuring that their kids have a leg up: How many extracurricular activities does your child do? How many languages do they speak? Is your child reading at above grade level? How many countries have they traveled to?

			It’s not an exaggeration to say it feels like competition touches every facet of our lives: as professionals, as caregivers, as people.

			But we didn’t become competitive by happenstance. A variety of economic, political, and social factors coalesced to ensure that we were in constant competition with one another in school and then in the workplace, ultimately conditioning us to compare our wealth and status in society with our peers. This isn’t who we innately are, but it is the way we’re taught to navigate the waters we swim in.

			I have come to realize that it’s not a personal failing or an issue that affects some of us and not others. Competition is everywhere, every time, with and within everyone. It is simply the default mode we’re socialized to operate in to advance.

			Below are five widespread beliefs about competition that we rarely consider or question, yet are ubiquitous in our lives. They seem benign and even positive in many cases. It’s only when you slow down and begin to unpack them that you realize how insidious and harmful they can be.

			Belief 1: We’re Hardwired to Compete

			Like most, I learned about Charles Darwin and the survival of the fittest theory in school. From the dawn of time, our earliest ancestors were built with a primal instinct that can be best described as “Eat or be eaten.” To put it another way, if you aren’t the predator, stalking your next kill, then you’ll be preyed upon and meet your demise. This battle for dominance isn’t about just staying alive. Darwin asserted that natural selection is what forces creatures to evolve and thrive. When one species defeats another, the victor’s offspring gains new traits that will help keep it powerful and secure. Although this ideology was formulated in the 1800s, we still see it alive and well in our modern world.

			We’re taught that those primal instincts are baked into our DNA. They just show up differently now that we’ve made it into the twenty-first century. Our way of life and the road to success seem fundamentally dependent on our competitive instincts. On whether we can outwit and outlast those who are weaker than us—in our workplaces and in our personal lives—to survive and thrive. Our history textbooks have given us countless examples which prove that our winner-take-all nature is what drives us to learn, invent, accomplish, and flourish. There is no shortage of stories that show how our innate need to outwit and outlast is what breeds survival, ingenuity, and excellence.

			Belief 2: Competition Brings Out the Best in Us and the World

			In seventh grade I learned about a remarkable, Earth-defying feat born from one of the most intense competitions in history. The United States succeeded in putting men on the moon during the Cold War, after a five-decades-long space race for world dominance with Russia. After World War II, the two countries were trying to prove their global superiority through physical and technological battles. They then set their sights on the universe, where each nation spent billions of dollars to further advance into space. Russians, Americans, and the rest of the world watched with bated breath as the two nations competed to see who could put a man (yes, only men) into space, then to orbit the Earth, and finally to land on the moon. To win this competition, teams at NASA worked round the clock and eventually achieved the unlikely goal of a moon landing. The pressure that led to innovation of this magnitude was possible only with fierce competition. As a person born in Southeast Asia, in a nation formed in 1965, I was unequivocally taught that America had to win the competition so our nation and others in our region could thrive. The Soviets’ dominance would mean the end of the free world. In July 1969, when US astronauts Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins made a lunar landing, more than half a billion people around the world watched the historic moment on television. Americans definitively “won” the space race.

			See? Competition was, and is, necessary for democracy, innovation, and world peace! Throughout history, contests have been known to spur innovation. In 1795 Napoleon offered a 12,000-franc prize to drive innovation in food preservation, which led to the invention of canning to prevent food spoilage. As I crack open a can of garbanzo beans for weekly dinners to save me precious time, I’m reminded that competition made it possible.

			Even in more contemporary examples, we’ve been sold on the idea that competition can bring out the best ideas. Challenge.gov lists federally funded contests to innovate for public betterment, and companies like Amazon, Tesla, and Uber all cite outwitting their competitors as a key factor of their business success. Competition = innovation.

			Belief 3: There’s Only Limited Success to Go Around

			Sia Singh had been a publicist for a decade. She was the only South Asian woman in her organization and prided herself on bringing clients from marginalized backgrounds to diversify the overwhelmingly white roster of clients they worked with.

			One day her manager, Marc, called a meeting with Sia and two other senior publicists in the company, Henry and Tess. The three of them made a solid team, and up until now they’d all been collaborative and supportive of one another. At the meeting, Marc told the group that he intended to promote one of them to a senior publicist position that would report up to him but that he would make that decision based on who performed the best over the next quarter. A little healthy competition would encourage everyone to bring their A-game, right? Everyone nodded along, strategizing how they would win.

			For months, Sia worked her fingers to the bone, doing everything she could to dazzle Marc and outshine Henry and Tess. At every turn, Henry and Tess were on Sia’s heels. Their client list was more robust than ever, but the camaraderie that had previously existed among them was beginning to vanish. Meetings that were once constructive were becoming more like gladiator-type battles where they’d try to destroy one another’s prospects with harsh criticism. They stopped having lunches where they’d brainstorm how to bring in new business and instead ate at their desks while they hustled away. Sia was particularly tormented by how her burgeoning relationship with Tess was being destroyed. She was so excited to work with another woman of color when Tess was hired, and she envisioned them becoming close friends and cheering each other on. That was clearly impossible now.

			At the next company-wide meeting, an exhausted, burned-out Sia tried to stay awake in her chair.

			“I am really happy with the contributions everyone has made. Our sales revenues have almost tripled. The stakeholders couldn’t be more excited about our performance,” said Marc, beaming.

			But she had this nagging feeling, like the other shoe was about to drop.

			And it did.

			Their recent success proved to Marc that he didn’t have to promote any of them to get the business results he wanted. All he had to do was pit his staff against one another and reap the rewards of their productivity without having to give them anything but a bit of (false) incentive.

			It’s safe to say that we’ve all been in Sia’s shoes at some point in our careers. Whether or not our manager has thrown down the gauntlet like Marc, we’ve elbowed our way through the crowd so we could ascend the corporate ladder with little interference. Like Sia, I’ve bought into the idea that success isn’t widely available—it must be fought for to be earned. It feels innocuous, benign, just the way of a world where there’s limited resources.

			Belief 4: When Someone Else Wins, I’m Losing by Comparison

			We are conditioned to believe that if another person achieves or accesses something valuable—a raise in salary, a corner office, an ambitious project, a leadership position, a merit bonus, a service award—then that comes directly or indirectly at the cost of another’s loss.

			People will fiercely compete to protect and hold on to the things they’ve worked so hard to achieve. And, in doing so, try to ensure others don’t get a “leg up” on them. If we believe there’s a limited pie to be divided up, then when someone else gets a “big piece,” we’ve automatically got the smaller piece. Of course, we see this most clearly in the way hierarchies are structured. At school, there can only be one class valedictorian. Companies have only one CEO, a person who was chosen above all others to lead. There can be only one president or prime minister of
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