the sense of fair play
The sense of fair play is the most human of human characteristics, as it seems to spring fully formed into the human mouth: ‘It’s not fair’ shoots out of some child a thousand times every second of every hour, day after day, and even in the tiny hopeless hours of the morning it continues unabated, being merely a statistical convenience averaged out from the inchoate mass of undifferentiated circumstance and presented in a manner calculated to be eye-catching. And if you must throw your eyes about in that cavalier manner it is just as well that someone should try to catch them.

The sense of fair play (sometimes referred to as ‘the British’ for no reason that I can think of – unless it might be that we are less capable and experienced cheats than the Australians, for example) the sense, as I was saying, of fair play has been detected in operation in the behaviour of Capuchin monkeys. Not (you may care to note) Capuchin monks, who are to all intents and purposes human beings, and who, after all, were instrumental in the development of a frothy beverage of almost universal popularity in the Western World, no, not them (the monks) but MONKEYS, who probably scarcely know how to prepare a simple cup of even instant coffee nevertheless display sufficient culture for an individual to refuse to accept cucumber when its companion gets grape, and this under laboratory conditions, what’s more. And you would certainly think it was some sort of tory conditions when the monkeys are supposed to put up with that sort of differential. Despite both having an absurdly high water content, cucumber and grape are incommensurate. They are not easily compared, let alone exchanged. 
Does this mean that monkeys are dangerous Marxist-inspired revolutionary terrorists? Or does it mean that the concept of equity is an evolutionary necessity? That it arises within complex social groups as a means of assisting in the survival of the group?
It shoots fully formed from a child’s mouth years before the child is able to enunciate any other moral or abstract principle, but even the instinctual understanding of equity inborn in humanity can be blunted and eventually obliterated by the random but obdurate and all-encompassing cruelty of the world of materials and the lure of self-interest. Cultures which engage in pointless and aggravated competition for over-abundant resources (such as ours) inevitably discourage and even penalise the natural, instinctive desire to act fairly. Or perhaps in all honesty that is going too far, ‘the ability to recognise what is fair’ might be more accurate. Because of course the fact of recognition does not mean that monkey or man will then act fairly on this basis of this innate understanding when in a position of grapedom, as it were. No, when the address is ‘Dizzy Heights’ then the urge to hold on to what we have becomes so intense that it generates social phenomena as bizarre and powerful as the Hindu caste system, the Monarchy, or the Daily Mail.
The sense of fair play turns men and women into dangerous revolutionary terrorists and turns monkeys into people. Beware, then, those who preach to us the benefits of competition and the survival of the fittest. (In any case, by ‘fittest’ Darwin meant ‘most suitable’, not ‘best conditioned’) The monkey is already surviving within and by means of culture, a development which contains competition within the bounds of a larger co-operation vital in the survival of the group, pack, family or herd. Species and societies can only be expected to survive through the instinctual strategy of co-operation, which ensures group cohesion far more effectively than coercion. Individuals, in extremis, have to have others they can rely on.
So, a couple of axes to grind. Coercion / cohesion could be one. Co-operation / competition another. Competition / compassion? no, this is too fanciful. Almost French. Oh dear, where am I going with this, or it with me? I suppose one is meant to have a plan, and I, certainly, do not. But I’m almost sure I did have an idea. The sense of fair play is often characterised as British, or as having something to do with cricket, though why these quite disparate concepts should be yoked together is beyond comprehension. Oh god now I’ve suddenly developed a ghastly colonialist theory that I must quickly suppress, that is, pass over rapidly, and now here I am all on my own with the ideal of fair play apparently promulgated in the English Public School, an institution created to develop the Colonial service. So ‘fair play’ could be seen as part and parcel of a colonialist whitewash, a brainwash, a colonisation of the mind, imposing alien values whilst simultaneously contravening those same ideals through its very presence, only, that this attack on fair play itself depends on an understanding of fair play. And it doesn’t explain the monkeys, who have yet to develop any social activity quite as baroque, time-consuming and pointless as cricket.
Perhaps I am merely trying to suggest that the belief in the principle of equity, whilst generally of greater interest to the downtrodden, is a positive and effective social force. Governments ignore it at their peril. It is a moral instinct. Of all the animals I have ever heard tell of, human beings have developed the most complicated forms of social interaction, forms which require the most intense, durable and complicated examples of co-operation. Although there are certainly still gross inequities in the trading relationships between different parts of the world, trade -almost always characterised exclusively in terms of competition- is the demonstration and embodiment of an indescribably complex world-wide network of trust and co-operation. Coercion cannot achieve these results, witness the inefficiency and eventual collapse of the soviet-style command economy. ‘The Market’ may be a site of competition, but it is also founded on and constantly engaged in making agreements. These agreements have their basis in a mutual concern for fairness and in a relationship of trust. It is only when trust is breached that the law is brought into play, and it is frequently asserted (on, it must be admitted inadequate and frequently contradicted evidence) that the rule of law applies equally to everyone.
So let’s look at that, for a moment. Law is promoted as an overarching and universally applied regulator and guarantor of human interaction. When all else fails, when reason, persuasion, threats and bribery have produced no result the only recourse is to law. Indeed, so powerfully confused are the concepts of fairness and legality that the law is often taken as a synonym for justice. And what is justice but fairness? Many claims almost equally unlikely are made on behalf of the law. The law is designed to protect the weak from the strong, for example. All are subject to the law. The law guarantees us rights and liberties. In fact, as any lawyer or legislator could tell us, the law is a byzantine maze of conflicting regulations within which almost any position can be defended and which is used to exploit and repress the powerless and needy by the wealthy and well-informed. Most law is dedicated to upholding the property and privilege of the powerful, since it is inevitably none other than the powerful who conceive, frame, operate and maintain it. No, the law has little or nothing to do with justice, just as legality has the merest nodding acquaintance with fairness. 
Yet the idea of fairness remains. It is the idea of fairness which is used to defend the rule of law. Fairness underlies the working conception of justice and of trade, regulates friendship and family, is used as the measure of the permissible in our most intimate and personal relationships. It is, as I have tried to show, instinctive, fundamental, basic, universal, it is a level of understanding that underlies the learnt and is a necessary condition of learning, it is the single most vital principle to be observed in human interaction and it is everywhere in our economic exchanges systematically ignored. 
