
Competition Wins

Let’s assume for the sake of argument that competition is a sound 

strategy that has produced measurable results in the marketplace. 

Let’s assume that the various near-monopolies in the United States 

such as too-big-to-fail banks, telecommunications, computing, 

heavy manufacturing etc., are anomalous in the nearly 40 years since 

neoliberal policies have dominated political imaginations, and the cure 

for the massive upward drain of resources is more competition not less. 

Let’s assume (contradictorily), that when the competition argument 

is used to explain away near monopolies as winners who are winning 

because they offer superior products that create maximum value for 

the consumer, that they are acting in line with the natural inclinations 

of the market to reward merit. Let’s continue and assume that the 

best, highest value products are consistently available to consumers in 

countries with the least regulation of the markets.  Let’s also assume that 

citizens of countries where forced competition is legislated are happier, 

healthier, and wiser. Let’s also assume here just for fun that climate 

change is a myth, and that it will not effect the ruling elite because the 

market will develop tech that allows them to breathe the air, and robots 

to make their espresso. 

Even if all these assumptions were true, this simply does not explain 

the insistence of forcing competition via business and marketing 

strategies upon radically opposed fields where other objectives drive 

participation. What exactly are the objectives of science, art, education 

and other similar fields and how are these evaluated? It is a conceptual 

stretch to determine what competitive victory looks like in these fields. 

Rationalizing metaphors related to football or the laws of the jungle 

aside, is winning the golden lion at the Venice Biennial like winning the 

World Cup? What exactly is the effect of winning such an award other 

than fame? Is the art market more efficient and thus more productive 

for humanity because artists and scientists compete like footballers 

and reality TV chefs? The “art market” is not concerned with sales 

exclusively: the art market is the field where fame is gamed. In art as a 

quantified and competitive field, fame moves from the side effect to the 

goal in itself. 

Winning is not the main motive of the doctors looking to cure cancer: 

however, the motive of management is to boost shareholder value and 

“compete” with other hospitals and eventually to overtake and buy 

them out. It becomes grotesque, and highly problematic to locate the 

“vendor”, the “product”, and the “consumers”, in these fields, but that 

has become the norm in the United States. (International neoliberals 

are fighting to implement the U.S. style “healthcare” system on their 

own countries.) Education likewise moves from public good to market 

goods, because after all, freely available knowledge is the enemy of a 

competitive market, according to Hayek’s above statement. The only 

explanation of why competition is forced upon these fields is that it is a 

highly efficient system to control resources, and thus to control people.

The quantification of results such as testing, reputation, attention, 

fame, citation indices, and other ill defined and basically faith-based 

descriptions of “quality” in fields such as art, poetry, education, and 

science are the routes to “win” in these fields. The primary strategy 

quickly becomes to game the system itself. “Juking the Stats”, and other 

strategies to game quantification have become the main activity, over 

and above any actual content or internal goals of the field itself. 

Academic Capitalism

As reputation, respect and prestige are increasingly connected to 

success in the competitions set up to access resources, (increasingly 

from private foundations set up to replace public funding for science 

in order to “increase competitiveness”) professional scientists find 
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on the fence

more of their work and careers caught up in competitive arenas. Olov 

Hallonsten calls this “academic capitalism” stating that: “As academic 

capitalism spreads, universities abandon traditional meritocratic and 

collegial governance to hunt money, prestige and a stronger brand.”  

In academic and professional research science, competition is seen as 

advantageous for the ecosystem: fighting for limited grants, research 

posts and teaching positions guarantee that the best come out on top, 

right? This faith-based belief, unfortunately, is also not backed by 

science. What legislated competition and competitiveness guarantees 

is the scientist with the most gamesmanship wins, not the scientist 

with the soundest science. Scientists must write catchy proposals 

following fickle topics using language that impresses juries of various 

merits. Scientists who embark on ambiguous adventures towards 

potentially wonderful discoveries for humanity, over the long-term, 

will be marginalized in the competitive science markets, public and 

private. If a topic is unattractive for the market of patents, grants 

or other immediate competitive incentives, that both corporations 

and corporatized universities demand, then the scientist does not 

get resources, and cannot devote necessary time on anything other 

than survival. Nobel-winner Randy Schekman on what he calls the 

“luxury journals” of science: “The prevailing structures of personal 

reputation and career advancement mean the biggest rewards often 

follow the flashiest work, not the best.” Schekman is also critical of the 

competition for scientific “impact”. “A paper can become highly cited 

because it is good science – or because it is eye-catching, provocative or 

wrong.” 

Furthermore, competitive science necessitates that scientists must hide 

and protect their data because sharing it may assist their “competitors” 

(other scientists = the enemy) and cost them grants and their way 

up the tenure track to stability and more resources to do busy-ness 

science and live well in freedom. Withholding data is obviously against 

one of the main principles of the scientific method that has brought 

humankind atom shattering advancements of knowledge. Science is 

built on science. But neoliberal science is built on the weak foundations 

of competition and control.

A study by David Blumenthal and colleagues concludes: “Forty-four 

percent of geneticists and 32% of OLS (other life scientists) reported 

participating in any one of 13 forms of data withholding in the three 

previous years.”   In another study, researchers Anderson, Ronning, De 

Vries and Martinson described the effects of competition on science 

as “perverse”.  They write: “Faced with this bleak view of the dynamics 

and environment of science, researchers respond with self-protective 

and self-promoting behaviors. If these behaviors were aligned with the 

progress of science and with the public trust that is embodied in public 

funding of research and universities, competition would prove salutary. 
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