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The 2020 Summer Olympics will be remembered as the games that came in a 

year late and 5 million fans and $30 billion short. But it will also be remembered as the 
Olympics in which gymnast Simone Biles redrew the competitive landscape. She landed 
on the covers of Vogue, TIME, Glamour, and Wall Street Journal magazines — and not 
because of her medals. 

As reported by the Wall Street Journal, Biles had been presented as one of the 
pillars of the Tokyo Olympics — even its face and voice. Her presence was crucial not 
only to the medal prospects of USA Gymnastics, but also to the commercial fortunes of 
NBCUniversal, which had paid more than $1 billion for broadcast rights.  

Biles carried one of the heaviest burdens of any individual athlete in recent 
memory. Routinely touted as the greatest gymnast of all time, she had been unbeaten in 
all-around competition since 2013. She was also suing USA Gymnastics over sexual 
abuse by former national team physician Larry Nassar — even as she continued to 
compete for USA Gymnastics. As the only self-identified victim of Nasser still competing 
at the highest level of gymnastics, she faced added pressure.  

Before the team finals, Biles alluded to the pressure she and the team were under, 
saying in a post-qualification interview that the U.S. team aimed to finish “top three” — 
a previously unthinkable scenario. She added on social media, “I truly do feel like I have 
the weight of the world on my shoulders at times.” 

For the most part, Biles’ decision to withdraw from individual competition was 
well received by other competitors and fans alike. The episode elicited a much-needed 
spate of articles about the importance of mental health in sports. But nothing changed 
in terms of the Olympic competition — not the pressure under which the athletes 
competed, not the standards by which they were judged, not the hierarchy in which the 
finalists ended up. Nothing changed.  

I’m reminded of a moment in comedian Jerry Seinfeld’s 1999 Broadway show 
titled “I’m Telling You for the Last Time.” He says, “I think if I was an Olympic athlete, I 
would rather come in last than win the silver, if you think about it. You know, you win 
the gold, you feel good. You win the bronze, you think, well, at least I got something. But 
you win that silver, that’s like — congratulations, you almost won. Of all the losers, you 
came in first of that group. You’re the number one loser. No one lost ahead of you.” 

Seinfeld goes on to riff on the infinitesimally small margin between the winner 
and the number one loser, especially in a competition like the 100-meter dash. In a 
photo finish, the difference can be a nose or even a fraction of a nose. Imagine going 
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through life, he says, knowing that if you had a pimple on your nose, you might have 
won. First place: everyone knows your name. Second place: no one’s ever heard of you.  

The countervailing maxim, of course, is that “it’s not whether you win or lose, it’s 
how you play the game.” This maxim often appears not to be true in our culture. Attend 
a Little League baseball game sometime. But don’t watch the kids on the field; watch the 
parents in the stands. Then tell me it’s how you play the game.  

Or talk to the Houston Astros, who are headed to the World Series for the third 
time in five years. Two years ago, the Astros were found guilty of conspiring as a team to 
steal signs from opposing catchers. Then they signaled to Astros batters what kind of 
pitch was coming. This gave the Astros a distinct though illegal competitive advantage. 
Most of the team knew about the conspiracy, and many of them participated in the sign-
stealing.  

When the conspiracy came to light, nothing substantive happened as a result. 
Major League Baseball did some window dressing around the scandal (a $5 million fine 
for an organization that had a $170 million payroll), and the manager and general 
manager of the Astros ended up losing their jobs. But none of the players were fined or 
lost their jobs, nor was the Astros’ World Series championship in 2017 taken away. It 
wasn’t how they played the game, it’s whether they won or lost. 

It’s true that winning and losing is built into the very structure of sports, but 
competition also pervades nearly every other aspect of life in our culture. Talk to a 
guidance counselor at a prep school or an admissions officer at an Ivy. Talk with 
someone in a publicly held company who is responsible for the quarterly bottom line. 
For most people most of the time, it’s whether you win or lose. 

Which is not surprising, given that competition fuels both the political and 
economic engines of our nation. Politicians run races to win elections. If two candidates 
tie, a run-off election is held. The rules of this democratic game dictate that the winning 
team gets to govern. This doesn’t mean that the best team wins, of course, which is why 
it angers us when the majority decides against a politician or policy we find morally 
superior. When it comes to seeking office or making laws, it’s whether you win or lose. 
That’s the nature of the game. 

Free enterprise brings this competitive approach into the economic arena. Since 
the means of production are privately owned, capital can freely flow to those sectors of 
the economy that bring maximum return to its owners. Those who position their capital 
skillfully will see it grow, as will their ability to influence the overall economic game. 
Those who play ineptly will lose capital and eventually even their ability to field a team.  

The good news is that free enterprise is not a zero-sum game. One person or 
company’s win need not come at the expense of another’s loss. The size of the economic 
pie can increase, and in theory lots of people can win at the same time. Even so, in the 
economic game, it’s usually winning big or losing big that ends up mattering most. 

Here’s the problem: the talents and abilities necessary to compete in the various 
arenas of human endeavor are not equally distributed. No matter how talented you are, 
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there will almost always be others with superior talent. No matter how skilled you 
become, there will almost always be others who possess superior skills. To be sure, 
where unequal outcomes result from preferential treatment, or prejudicial practices, or 
unjust laws, we need to do our best to right the balance, so everyone has equal access to 
the possibility of a good outcome. 

That said, here’s the question: should you be dissatisfied with your own talents 
and skills, and therefore the outcomes you can achieve, simply because someone else 
can do better? Is your sense of satisfaction driven by whether you have done your best 
with the skills and talents you have, or is it driven by envy you feel toward others who 
may be able to achieve more? If others set the terms, you will always end up feeling like 
a loser. 

The fundamental issue, it seems to me, is whether we set our own standards for 
performance and achievement or let the people and culture around us set standards for 
us. If we set our own standards and thus compete with ourselves, we will always win. If 
we let the competitive pressure of our culture set standards for us, we will always lose, 
even if we turn out to be the number one loser. 

On these terms, my favorite number one loser wasn’t a loser at all. Lou Gehrig 
played first base for the New York Yankees from 1925 to 1939. In that role, he set 
benchmark standards for both endurance and performance. His record of 2,130 
consecutive starts stood for more than half a century. He still holds the American 
League season record for runs batted in. “He just went out and did his job every day,” 
said his teammate, catcher Bill Dickey. 

Gehrig may have played first base, but he also played second fiddle to baseball’s 
ultimate superstar, Babe Ruth, as David Von Drehle recently put it in the Washington 
Post. Drehle says, “You might say Ruth put the ‘roar’ in the Roaring ’20s, reflecting a 
world-beating, hard-partying America back to itself. Radio and film together created a 
nation besotted by celebrity, and Ruth was the prototype.” Ruth oozed a magnetic 
quality which, when combined with his superhuman feats on the baseball diamond (60 
home runs in 1927), made him seem almost godlike. 

Asked how he felt about playing in Ruth’s shadow, Gehrig replied, “It’s a pretty 
big shadow. It gives me lots of room to spread myself.” After Gehrig was diagnosed with 
ALS in 1939, he was honored by his teammates and a packed Yankee Stadium on the 
fourth of July. He told the assembled multitude, “Today, I consider myself the luckiest 
man on the face of the Earth.” Within two years, Gehrig was dead at the age of 37. 

The generosity of life in its gifts to others, whether in time, or talent, or treasure, 
should not prompt us to cast an envious eye upon them. Instead, we should find in their 
shadows lots of room to spread ourselves. We need to set our own standards, based on 
whatever talents live in our minds and bodies, and whatever possibilities thereby exist 
for what we can achieve. If we compete in the game of life on our own terms, we will 
always end up winning. 
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As reported by Vogue magazine, Simon Biles said her mental health was suffering 
from pressure to deliver gold and the weight of being the gymnast widely considered the 
greatest of all time. “This Olympic Games,” she said, “I wanted it to be for myself when I 
came in — and I felt like I was still doing it for other people. That hurts my heart 
because doing what I love has been kind of taken away from me to please other people.” 
She added, “At the end of the day, we’re human too, so we have to protect our mind and 
our body, rather than just go out there and do what the world wants us to do.” 

We need to set our own standards for performance and achievement, and thereby 
focus our energies on doing what we can with what we have. The contemporary 
American poet Mark Nepo emphasizes this approach in his poem titled “Accepting 
This.” He writes: 

 
Stripped of causes and plans 
and things to strive for, 
I have discovered everything 
I could need or ask for 
is right here— 
in flawed abundance. 
 
We cannot eliminate hunger, 
but we can feed each other. 
We cannot eliminate loneliness, 
but we can hold each other. 
We cannot eliminate pain, 
but we can live a life 
of compassion. 
 
Ultimately, 
we are small living things 
awakened in the stream, 
not gods who carve out rivers… 
 
There is nothing to do 
and nowhere to go. 
Accepting this, 
we can do everything 
and go anywhere. 
 

There are lots of people in our culture, spread throughout all areas of human 
endeavor, who cast large shadows. If we spend our time looking only at them, we will 
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miss seeing that there is lots of room left for the rest of us — lots of room to learn, to 
grow, to accomplish.  

Once we strip away the standards others set for us, and the plans others make for 
us, and the goals others create for us, we discover that we have what we need. We can 
feed each other, we can hold each other, we can live lives of compassion. Accepting who 
we are and what we have not as problem but as possibility, we can do everything and go 
anywhere. 


