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PERSONAL COMPETITION.

Its Place in the Social Order and Effect upon Individ-
uals; with some Considerations on Success.



PERSONAL COMPETITION.

I propose to discuss Personal Competition with no
specjal reference to industry or commerce, but rather
with a view to the part that it plays in social life as 3
whole, and to the effect it has upon the character and
happiness of men. With this purpose I shall consider
its function, its intensity, its relation to association, the
conditions of personal success, the bearing of success
upon morality, the effect of competition as regards
sympathy, contentment and individuality ; and finally,
the standard of success. Of course the discussion of
these subjects is very far indeed from exhaustive: my
aim is to give a concise and connected view of principles
and to suggest, at least, their application to existing
social conditions.

Some of the matters treated are of a sort concerning
which many people feel strongly, uphelding conflicting
views with a common vehemence. ] cannot expect to
recopcile these differences, which rest as much upon
tem ' iew as upon intellectual

ounds; but I hope that discerning readers will imd 1
what I say evidence of a painstaking desire to see the
truth and to state it fairly.
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THE FUNCTION OF PERSOMAL COMPRETITION.

The function of personal competition, considered as a
part of the social system, is to assign to each individual
his place in that system. If “all the world's a stage,”
this is a process that distributes the parts among the
players. It may do it well or ill, but, after some fashion,
it doesit. Some may be cast in parts unsuited to them ;
good actors may be discharged altogether and worse
ones retained; but nevertheless the thing is arranged in
some way and the play goes on.

That such a process must exist can hardly, it seems
to me, admit of question: in fact I believe that those
who speak of doing away with competition use the word
in another sense than is here intended. Within the
course of the longest human life there is necessarily a
complete renewal of the persons whose communication
and codperation make up the life of society. The new
members come into the world without any legible sign
to indicate what they are fit for, a mystery to others
from the first and to themselves as soon as they are
capable of reflection : the young man does not know for
what he is adapted, and no one else can tell him. The
only possible way to get light upon the matter is to
adopt the method of experiment. By trying one thing
and another and by reflecting upon his experience, he
begins to find out about himself, and the world begins
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to find out about him. His field of investigation is of
course restricted, and his own judgment and that of
others liable to error, but the tendency of it all can
hardly be other than to guide his choice to that one of
the available careers in which he is best adapted to held
his own. I may say this much, perhaps, without assum-
ing anything regarding the efficiency or justice of com-
petition as a distributor of social functions, a matter re-
garding which I shall offer some suggestions later. All
I wish te say here is that the necessity of some selective
process is inherent in the conditions of social life.

It will be apparent that, in the sense in which I use
the term, competition is not necessarily a hostile conten-
tion, nor even something of which the competing indi-
wvidual is always conscious. From our infancy onward
throughout life judgments are daily forming regarding
us of which we are unaware, but which go to determine
our careers. “‘The world is full of judgment days.”
A and B, for instance, are under consideration for
some appointment: the experience and personal quali-
fications of each are duly weighed by those having
the appointment to make, and A, we will say, is chosen,
Neither of the two need know anything about the
matter until the selection is made. [t is eligibility to
perform some social function that makes a man a com-
petitor, and he may or may not be aware of it, or, if
aware of it, he may or may not be consciously opposed
to others. I trust that the reader will bear in mind that

I always use the word competition in the sense here ex-
plained. :
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There is but one alternative to competition as a means
of determining the place of the individual in the social
system, and that is some form of sfafus, some fixed,
mechanieal rule, usually a rule of inheritance, which
decides the function of the individual withont reference
to his personal traits, and thus dispenses with any pro-
cess of comparison.' It is possible to conceive of a
society® organized entirely upon the basis of the inherit.
ance of functions, and indeed zocieties exist which may
be said to approach this condition. In India, for ex-
ample, the prevalent idea regarding the social function
of the individual is that it is unalterably determined by
his parentage, and the village blacksmith, shoemaker,
accountant or priest has his place assipned to him by a
rule of descent as rigid as that which governs the trans-
mission of one of the erowns of Europe. If all func-
tions were handed down in this way, if there were never
any deficiency or surplus of children to take the place of
their parents, if there were no progress or decay in the
social system, making necessary new activities or dis-
pensing with old ones; then, there would be no use for
a selective process. But precisely in the measure that a
society departs from this condition, that individual traits
are recognized and made available, or social change of

! The principle of length of service, so widely recognized in making

promotious, is an example of a formn of staius unconpected with in-
heritance.

" Ag there has been much discussion concerning the meaning of this
word it may be weil to say that I use it, with conscious vagueness, to
mean & totality of social relations. I also use the terms ‘' social
order ! and ‘' social system ' in the same sense,



