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Introduction
1. This book is about competition, the reality of it and the way it is now perceived. During the past thirty to thirty five years it has become a distorting prism through which almost all public life is viewed. As a result it has increasingly corrupted our capacity to deal effectively with the promises and threats which should inform our personal, social and political life. We look at the evidence for this in some detail and analyse the consequences for our culture and self perception. Using the analysis as a backdrop we suggest a new political and social narrative more closely aligned with the realities which we face in the 21st century which takes account of the positive and negative impact of a much wider range of motivation and behaviour than competition alone.
2. Competition is of course a fact of life. It influences a lot of what we do and think and could be described as a biological imperative. But it is not the biological imperative; there are others equally important. Man is even more a social animal than a competitive one and expresses his self interest in that way too. Like all drives competition has to be managed, controlled and, at times, subdued.

3. But the dominant intellectual consensus of the moment is that competition is uniquely important in human affairs and all other drives are subordinate to it. This idea has been around for at least 150 years but has become dominant during the last thirty. In summary it is that the essence of all life is an eternal competition among all species, all tribes and all individuals, and a moment’s loss of vigilance allowing other emotions and drives to interfere leads to failure and collapse. It has taken root in the business and political world more insistently than ever before. An alternative view of what is valuable and important is regarded within the consensus as weak and contemptible. 

4. This notion, at its most strident during the Thatcher/Reagan era, is almost as powerful if somewhat more quietly and even regretfully expressed today. The simple “greed is good” philosophy has been waning for at least fifteen years but, though it is widely recognised that even personal satisfaction is much more complex than that, there has been no accompanying political and social narrative. Political action to address these wider needs has lacked coherence and context or, more often, has been justified within the mainstream context of the “competitive society”.
5. All policy measures are judged through the competitive prism. Schools are placed in league tables; policy initiatives are judged on “value for money” where “value” equals output rather than impact. The final measure of success is the Gross Domestic Product of each nation, in spite of the fact that the measure has little bearing on the welfare of a nation’s citizens and much less than is generally assumed on its economic performance.

6. Thirty years of this as the mainstream of social and political thought has had a significant effect on culture especially in those societies, notably Britain and America, where its impact has been least diluted by other challenges. At the public level the measures and measurements of the competitive society have come to be accepted as the benchmarks of success. One of the most difficult aspects of creating a more nuanced and realistic narrative is the problem of convincing people, so used to thinking of success in these terms, that a different paradigm for success related more  closely to reality is possible let alone necessary.
7. Popular culture and personal life have also been profoundly affected by this consensus. The political machine has now become detached and alienated from ordinary life and politicians have seldom been held in lower regard. Politics is now largely about marketing: “What we do to help you succeed and what they fail to do.” Success is defined in terms of competition; the winners are declared and the losers are, by implication, the great majority.
8. Though many people reject the political machine, its policy construct as represented by the media has had a profound effect on ordinary life. Among the those who are least secure and at ease with their lot, including many who are young and still searching for an identity, the normal routes to success are blocked. However skilful they become they know they will never acquire the megabucks which are the prerequisite. They must become a celebrity or win the lottery to stand any chance of real happiness; because happiness can only be achieved with great wealth. If that were not true why do we devote all our effort as a society to pursuing that aim at the expense of all others?
9. The most important consequence of undue stress on competition has  been the limits it has placed on effective political action. It is now abundantly evident that we must take serious steps to limit further environmental destruction and climate change and to become less reliant on oil and other fossil fuel as a depleting energy source. Internal and international inequality and the levels of poverty in our own countries are both a moral disgrace and a political failure of enormous proportions. Not only is the policy wrong it is ineffective in increasing welfare even among the “winners”. This is well researched and understood but cannot be addressed seriously because to do so would undermine our competitiveness.

10. Expectations have been so conditioned by thirty years of “no alternative” that government and business have become entirely about the efficient delivery of the given reality. We need a narrative which asks what sort of society we want for ourselves and our children. It must challenge the idea that it is self evident that merely getting richer and more “competitive” is all we require for the good life. My own perspective is that we need to make a strong commitment to much greater economic equality than we have ever done. We need to rebalance our now extremely authoritarian position in relation to social deviance. We need to reassess the real cost in liberty of our obsessions with crime and terrorism. We need to recognise that economic and social success is driven as strongly by effective collaboration as by competition and, in some fields of activity, competition is at best of little value.
11. Some of these ideas are already aired; all the mainstream political parties talk about fairness, social justice and opportunity. But they remain assertions. They are not translated into hard objectives to be balanced against one another and then translated into practical solutions. They always fail to compete.
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