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A PHOTOGRAPH of candidates taking
public service examinations in the Chi-
nese city of Changsha, which adorns
the cover of this book, provides a visu-
al commentary on the importance of
meritocracy in an ancient civilisation
that is also a rising world power.

Commendably, females feature
prominently in the photograph, taken
in 2008.

Of course, democratic systems,
too, such as in France and India, hold
competitive examinations. But the
power wielded by Chinese administra-
tors, selected through competitive
examinations, is immense in a country
without universal suffrage.

This fact leads to the book’s theme:
how political meritocracy, a means of
selecting leaders rooted in East Asian
history, challenges the ethos of liberal
democracy, a system led by elected
representatives of the people whose
provenance lies in the West.

The challenge emanates from the
different purposes of the two systems.
Democracy, as the introduction reiter-
ates, vests ultimate sovereignty in citi-
zens on the basis of one person, one
vote.

By contrast, political meritocracy is
the idea that “a political system
should aim to select and promote lead-
ers with superior ability and virtue”.

True, democracy and meritocracy
can co-exist, but that does not remove
the tension between them. Liberal de-
mocracy empowers the people; con-

fers political equality on them through
the exercise of the franchise; divides
the powers of the state among the ex-
ecutive, legislature and judiciary; and
protects the individual from arbitrary
state action through the rule of law.

Meritocracy, too, can be based on
the separation of powers and the rule
of law, but it empowers the elite and
restricts the scope of political partici-
pation, choice and representation by
narrowing the political field to those
deemed to be able and virtuous.

It is this fundamental difference be-
tween the goals of democracy and mer-
itocracy that weaves its way through
this book. In following that trail, Dan-
iel Bell, who teaches at Tsinghua Uni-
versity in Beijing and Jiaotong Univer-
sity in Shanghai, has teamed up with
Chenyang Li of Nanyang Technologi-
cal University (NTU) to co-edit a col-
lection of sophisticated, provocative
and readable essays by scholars from
East Asia and the West.

When systems function well, as Pro-
fessor Philip Pettit of Princeton Uni-
versity argues, meritocratic authori-
ties, like their elected counterparts,
can speak and act in the people’s name
in their area of expertise.

With an eye on the dysfunctional
nature of Western polities, he makes a
case for “embedding meritocratic
structures within an elected frame”.
Meritocratic and electoral representa-
tion, he says, guard against each oth-
er’s dangers.

By contrast, the book cites a propos-
al by Jiang Qing embedding democrat-
ic principles in a Confucian order in
the form of a tricameral legislature
consisting of a House of the People es-
tablished through universal suffrage
and by election through functional con-
stituencies, a House of the Nation that
is largely hereditary, and a House of
Scholars.

This formula would appear anachro-
nistic to Chinese who appreciate the

political development of their country
since the inauguration of post-imperi-
al and post-feudal Republican China
in 1911 and the democratic and ration-
alist May Fourth Movement of 1919.

It certainly will not appeal to citi-
zens elsewhere who trace the intellec-
tual origins of their political enfran-
chisement at least to the French Revo-
lution of 1789.

But this does not mean that liberal
democracy is necessarily superior to
meritocracy. Instead, as this book
makes clear, both systems are flawed.

Liberal democracies apotheosise
the individual; pander to the demands
of exclusive groups; and are captured
with ease by vested interests, organ-
ised lobbies and ethnic vote banks.

Democracies ignore the interests of
non-voters, ranging from the environ-
ment and animals to future genera-
tions, which they burden with budget
deficits incurred in placating voters to-
day.

Political meritocracies are hobbled
as well. If merit inheres in superior
ability and virtue, how and by whom
are these identified? Competitive na-
tional examinations, particularly for
entry to the civil service, might test ac-
ademic ability, but how could they
gauge virtue?

Indeed, since the very definition of
merit is controlled by those who are al-
ready in power, what is there to guar-
antee that they will not look for merit
selectively to build a self-perpetuating
system? What is there to prevent
them from believing themselves to be
immortal?

Two Singapore scholars home in
precisely on this issue.

Associate Professor Benjamin
Wong of the National Institute of Edu-
cation at NTU acknowledges that Sin-
gapore’s model of political meritocra-
cy has ensured a clean and efficient
government that has promoted eco-
nomic growth. But he warns that “hon-

est and competent leaders are not im-
mune to the seductions of an exagger-
ated sense of self and a distorted sense
of reality”.

Associate Professor Kenneth Paul
Tan of the National University of Sin-
gapore’s Lee Kuan Yew School of Pub-
lic Policy is more scathing, saying:
“What gets counted as merit in Singa-
pore is ultimately a reflection of the
high regard that the elite have for
themselves.”

That dismissive characterisation, of
what many would consider high stand-
ards of ethical rectitude in Singapore
politics, borders on the uncharitable,
not least because democratic elites,
too, as a class think of themselves as
the elect and indestructible.

Prof Tan is on firmer ground when
he says that Singapore’s entanglement
in neoliberal globalisation, which has
deepened economic disparities here,
has weakened the popular belief in the
equitable aspects of meritocracy. How-
ever, the same is true of Western coun-
tries where political elites preside dem-
ocratically over the economic fragmen-
tation of their societies.

The issue therefore is capitalism
and elitism rather than meritocracy
and democracy.

In the final analysis, the common
challenge for both liberal democracy
and political meritocracy is to prevent
atrophy. The longer any system contin-
ues, the more likely it is to ossify and
create oligarchies. Incumbency fosters
a delusory culture of entitlement and
infallibility. Politicians forget voters.
Leaders become rulers.

Democracy, like meritocracy, is nec-
essary but not sufficient for good gov-
ernance. In combination, the two polit-
ical philosophies may bring nations
closer to that goal.
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Liberal democracy empowers the people, conferring political equality on them through the exercise of the franchise, among other aspects. ST PHOTO: WANG HUI FEN

Book looks at how political meritocracy challenges the ethos of liberal democracy
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