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Introduction

I

n October 2013, a slick cartoon video of mysterious provenance
went viral, with more than ten million viewings in two weeks.1 The
video, released at the time of the U.S federal government shutdown, contrasts the selection of leaders in different countries. It depicts
the meteoric rise of President Barack Obama, aided by hundreds of
millions of dollars in campaign financing, with victory coming in the
form of a countrywide national election on the basis of one person, one
vote. This process is labeled “democracy.” It also depicts President Xi
Jinping’s decades-long ascent to the pinnacle of Chinese power: his
promotions from leadership in a primary-level office to the township
level, the county division, department levels, the province-ministry
level, the Central Committee, the Politburo, and then the leading spot
in the Standing Committee of the Politburo, with rigorous and ultracompetitive evaluations at each stage meant to test his political leadership abilities. This process is labeled “meritocracy.” The clear implication of the video is that Chinese-style political meritocracy is a morally
legitimate way of selecting top political leaders, perhaps even better
than democratic elections.
The video was likely produced and distributed by a Chinese Communist Party (CCP) organ, but if political meritocracy is so good, why
can’t the CCP take responsibility for the video? More generally, why
can’t the CCP officially embrace political meritocracy and openly take
pride in its meritocratic system? The main reason is that Chinese-style
political meritocracy is imperfect in practice. But this leads to the question of what should be the moral standards for evaluating political
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progress (and regress) in a regime that aspires to be a political meritocracy? More questions come to mind. The video suggests that political
meritocracy and electoral democracy are fundamentally incompatible
political systems. But is it possible to reconcile the best of meritocratic
and democratic practices, and if so, how? The video says nothing about
China’s harsh treatment of political opponents. If the system is so great,
why is there a need to crack down on political dissent? Is it really possible to structure political meritocracy so that it is seen as legitimate by
the people and avoids the abuses of authoritarian rule? My book is an
attempt to answer such questions.
Political meritocracy is perhaps the most studied and the least studied topic in political theory. The idea that a political system should aim
to select and promote leaders with superior ability and virtue is central
to both Chinese and Western political theory and practice. The reason
seems obvious: we demand trained and qualified persons in leadership
positions in science, law, and corporations; why not also in the most
important institution of all? As the distinguished American sociologist
Daniel Bell (1919–2011) put it, “one wants men in political office who
can govern well. The quality of life in any society is determined, in
considerable measure, by the quality of leadership. A society that does
not have its best men at the head of its leading institutions is a sociological and moral absurdity.”2 Hence, political thinkers—from Confucius, Plato, and Zhu Xi to John Stuart Mill, Sun Yat-sen, and Walter
Lippmann—struggled to identify the ways of selecting the best possible
leaders capable of making intelligent, morally informed political judgments on a wide range of issues.
But such debates largely stopped in the post–World War II era. In
China, they stopped because Maoism valued the political contributions of warriors, workers, and farmers over those of intellectuals and
educators. Whatever the top-down political reality, revolutionary leaders claimed they were building a new form of participatory socialist
democracy from the ground up, and defenders of political elitism were
nowhere to be seen (or publicly heard from) in mainland China. In the
West, they stopped largely because of the intellectual hegemony of
electoral democracy.3 A democracy demands only that the people select
their leaders; it is up to the voters to judge the merits of the candidates.
If voters are rational and do a good job choosing leaders, there is no
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need to agonize too much over what ought to be the qualities of good
leaders and which mechanisms can best select such leaders. Political
theorists therefore shifted their interests to questions such as how to
deepen democracy in politics and other spheres of social life and how
to promote fair forms of wealth distribution in the nation and the world
at large.
The debates over political meritocracy were revived in the tiny city-
state of Singapore. Starting from the 1960s, the country’s leaders advocated the institutionalization of mechanisms aimed at selecting leaders
who were best qualified to lead, even if doing so meant imposing constraints on the democratic process. They argued that political leaders
should take a long-term view rather than cater to electoral cycles, and
the political system can and should be structured to prevent the exercise of power by short-term-minded “populist” political leaders. But
Singapore’s discourse on political meritocracy failed to gain much traction abroad, largely because it was not presented as a universal ideal.
Rather, Singapore’s leaders emphasized that the need to select and promote the most capable and upright people is particularly pressing in a
tiny city-state with a small population, limited resource base, and potentially hostile neighbors. Hence, why debate the exportability of an
ideal that is meant to fit only a highly unusual city-state?
But two recent developments put debates about political meritocracy
back on the global map. For one thing, the crisis of governance in
Western democracies has undermined blind faith in electoral democracy and opened the normative space for political alternatives. The
problem is not just that democratic theorists came to realize the difficulties of implementing democratic practices outside the Western
world; the deeper problem is that actually existing democracy in the
Western world no longer sets a clear-cut positive model for other countries. In difficult economic times, for example, voters often select populist leaders who advocate policies inimical to the long-term good of the
country, not to mention the rest of the world. Hence, innovative political thinkers argue that governance in Western democracies can be improved by incorporating more meritocratic institutions and practices.4
Equally important, the theory of political meritocracy has been re
invigorated by the rise of China. Since the early 1990s, China’s political system has evolved a sophisticated and comprehensive system for
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selecting and promoting political talent that seems to have underpinned China’s stunning economic success. Like earlier practices in
imperial China, the political system aims to select and promote public
servants by means of examinations and assessments of performance at
lower levels of government. Chinese-style meritocracy is plagued with
imperfections, but few would deny that the system has performed relatively well compared to democratic regimes of comparable size and
level of economic development, not to mention family-run dictatorships in the Middle East and elsewhere. And the world is watching
China’s experiment with meritocracy. China, unlike Singapore, can
“shake the world.” In the early 1990s, nobody predicted that China’s
economy would rise so fast to become the world’s second largest economy. In twenty years’ time, perhaps we will be debating Chinese-style
political meritocracy as an alternative model—and a challenge—to
Western-style democracy.
Before saying more, let me clarify some terminology. My book is a
defense of political meritocracy. Liberal democracies empower meritocratically selected experts in administrative and judicial positions, but
they are accountable, if only indirectly, to democratically elected leaders.5 They are meant to exercise power in a narrowly defined domain
and should try to remain politically neutral to the extent possible. For
example, British civil servants are meant to serve elected politicians
and may need to set aside their own political views as they do so.6 In
contrast, political leaders in meritocracies such as China are meant to
exercise political judgment in a wide range of domains. They hold the
ultimate power in the political community (including control over the
instruments of violence), like elected leaders in democracies. And there
is no clear institutional distinction between civil servants and political
leaders in a political meritocracy. In short, meritocratically selected
public servants in democratic countries are not meant to be political,
whereas meritocratically selected public servants in political meritocracies are meant to exercise political power.
It is also important to distinguish between political and economic
meritocracy. In English, the term meritocracy can refer to a principle
governing the distribution of economic resources:7 meritocracy is a system that distributes wealth according to ability and effort rather than
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class or family background. Karl Marx criticized capitalism because it
tends to distribute resources according to class background, notwithstanding the myth that people are rewarded mainly according to ability
and effort. Communism aims to abolish class differences, and the distribution of resources in the immediate postcapitalist period (“lower
communism”) will translate capitalist rhetoric into reality: economic
resources will be distributed according to the principle “from each according to his ability, to each according to his contribution.” Although
this seemingly meritocratic principle recognizes no class differences, it
is still flawed because “it tacitly recognizes unequal individual endowment and thus productive capacity as natural privileges.” That is, people should not benefit from unearned natural talent and it is unfair to
penalize those who are less productive through no fault of their own.
Hence, society should move on to “higher communism” so resources
can be distributed according to the principle “from each according to
his ability, to each according to his needs.”8
John Rawls, the most influential political philosopher in the twentieth century, similarly recognized the danger that seemingly fair opportunity could lead to “a callous meritocratic society.”9 Being born with
ability confers no moral right to wealth because what one is born with,
or without, is not of one’s own doing. Instead of distributing wealth on
the basis of productive contribution, Rawls defends the “difference
principle” that inequalities are allowed only if they benefit the least
well-off. More surprisingly, perhaps, the world’s most powerful central
banker, then–Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke, expressed a
similar critique of meritocracy in a graduate address at Princeton University in 2013:
A meritocracy is a system in which the people who are the
luckiest in terms of their health and genetic endowment; luckiest in terms of family support, encouragement, and, probably,
income; luckiest in terms of educational and career opportunities; and luckiest in so many ways difficult to enumerate: these
are the people who reap the largest rewards. The only way for
even a putative meritocracy to hope to pass ethical muster, to
be considered fair, is if those who are the luckiest in all of those
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respects also have the greatest responsibility to work hard, to
contribute to the betterment of the world, and to share their
luck with others.10
I am sympathetic to these critiques of “meritocracy” as an economic
system, but my aim here is not to defend a particular theory governing
the distribution of material goods. My concern, to repeat, is to defend
political meritocracy—the idea that political power should be distributed in accordance with ability and virtue—and I invoke arguments
about the distribution of economic resources only insofar as they bear
on the issue of how to establish a morally desirable and politically realistic form of political meritocracy (see chapter 1, section 2 and chapter
3, section 2).11

1. Outline of the Book
The idea that political leaders should be chosen according to one person, one vote is taken for granted in so many societies that any attempt
to defend political meritocracy should begin with a critique of electoral
democracy: most readers in Western societies won’t even be willing to
contemplate the possibility of morally justifiable alternatives to one person, one vote as a means of selecting political leaders, so a book arguing in favor of an alternative must at least raise some questions about
democratic elections. Some philosophers have defended the rights to
vote and run for office on the grounds that political liberties are intrinsically valuable for individuals whether or not they lead to collectively
desirable consequences. These arguments, however, have been vigorously contested. And if the aim is to promote electoral democracy in
China, arguments for democracy appealing to the intrinsic value of
voting will not be very effective because political surveys consistently
show that citizens in East Asian societies understand democracy in substantive rather than procedural terms: that is, they tend to value democracy because of its positive consequences rather than valuing democratic procedures per se. So the politically relevant question is whether
democratic elections lead to good consequences. Democracy has had a
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good track record over the past few decades: rich, stable, and free countries are all democratic. But democracies also have key flaws that may
spell political trouble in the future, and it is at least arguable that political meritocracies can minimize such problems.
Chapter 1 discusses four key flaws of democracy understood in the
minimal sense of free and fair elections for the country’s top rulers, and
each flaw is followed by a discussion of theoretical and real meritocratic alternatives. The first flaw is “the tyranny of the majority”: irrational and self-interested majorities acting through the democratic process can use their power to oppress minorities and enact bad policies.
Examinations that test for voter competence can help to remedy this
flaw in theory, and Singapore’s political meritocracy is a practicable alternative. The second flaw is “the tyranny of the minority”: small
groups with economic power exert disproportionate influence on the
political process, either blocking change that’s in the common interest
or lobbying for policies that benefit only their own interest. In theory,
this flaw can be remedied by means of a citizen body that excludes
wealthy elites, and China’s political system is a practicable alternative.
The third flaw is “the tyranny of the voting community”: if there is a
serious conflict of interest between the needs of voters and the needs of
nonvoters affected by the policies of government such as future generations and foreigners, the former will almost always have priority. One
theoretical remedy is a government office charged with the task of representing the interests of future generations, and Singapore’s institution
of a president with the power to veto attempts by politicians to enact
policies that harm the interests of future generations is a practicable
alternative. The fourth flaw is “the tyranny of competitive individualists”: electoral democracy can exacerbate rather than alleviate social
conflict and disadvantage those who prefer harmonious ways of resolving social conflict. A system based on consensus as a decision-making
procedure can help to remedy this flaw, and China’s political model
has some practical advantages in terms of reducing social conflict.
In short, there may be morally desirable and political feasible alternatives to electoral democracy that help to remedy the major disadvantages of electoral democracy. If the aim is to argue for political meritocracy in a Chinese context, however, we do not need to defend the

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu

Bell.indb 7

3/31/2015 9:36:19 AM

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

8

Introduction

strong claim that political meritocracy consistently leads to better consequences than electoral democracy. We can simply assume that China’s one-party political system is not about to collapse and argue for
improvements on that basis.12 Chapter 2 proceeds on the following assumptions: (1) it is good for a political community to be governed by
high-quality rulers; (2) China’s one (ruling) party political system is not
about to collapse;13 (3) the meritocratic aspect of the system is partly
good; and (4) it can be improved. On the basis of these assumptions, I
draw on social science, history, and philosophy to put forward suggestions about which qualities matter most for political leaders in the context of large, peaceful, and modernizing (nondemocratic) meritocratic
states, followed by suggestions about mechanisms that increase the
likelihood of selecting leaders with such qualities. My findings about
which abilities, social skills, and virtues matter most for political leaders in the context of a large, peaceful, and modernizing political meritocracy are then used as a standard for evaluating China’s actually existing meritocratic system. My conclusion is that China can and should
improve its meritocratic system: it needs exams that more effectively
test for politically relevant intellectual abilities, more women in leadership positions to increase the likelihood that leaders have the social
skills required for effective policy making, and more systematic use of a
peer-review system to promote political officials motivated by the desire
to serve the public.
Any defense of political meritocracy needs to address not only the
question of how to maximize the advantages of the system but also how
to minimize its disadvantages. Chapter 3 discusses three key problems
associated with any attempt to implement political meritocracy: (1) rulers chosen on the basis of their superior ability are likely to abuse their
power; (2) political hierarchies may become frozen and undermine social mobility; and (3) it is difficult to legitimize the system to those
outside the power structure. Given that electoral democracy at the top
is not politically realistic in China, I ask if it is possible to address these
problems without democratic elections. The problem of corruption
can be addressed by mechanisms such as independent supervisory institutions, higher salaries, and improved moral education. The problem of ossification of hierarchies can be addressed by means of a hum-
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ble political discourse, opening the ruling party to diverse social groups,
and allowing for the possibility of different kinds of political leaders selected according to new ideas of political merit. The problem of legitimacy, however, can be addressed only by means of more opportunities
for political participation, including some form of explicit consent by
the people. The question, therefore, is how to reconcile political meritocracy and democracy. Can it be done in morally desirable ways without multiparty competition and free and fair elections for top leaders?
Chapter 4 discusses the pros and cons of different models of “democratic meritocracy”: more specifically, models that aim to reconcile a
meritocratic mechanism designed to select superior political leaders
with a democratic mechanism designed to let the people choose their
leaders. The first model combines democracy and meritocracy at the
level of the voter (e.g., allocating extra votes to educated voters), but
such proposals, whatever their philosophical merit, are not politically
realistic. The second (horizontal) model aims to reconcile democracy
and meritocracy at the level of central political institutions, but such a
model will be almost impossible to implement and sustain even in a
political culture (such as China’s) that strongly values political meritocracy. The third (vertical) model aims to combine political meritocracy
at the level of the central government and democracy at the local level.
This model is not a radical departure from the political reality in China
and it can also be defended on philosophical grounds.
The political model in China, however, is not simply democracy at
the bottom and meritocracy at the top: it is also based on extensive and
systematic experimentation in between the lowest and highest levels of
government. The concluding chapter sketches out three basic planks of
the China model and shows how political reform in the post-Mao era
has been guided by the principles of “democracy at the bottom, experimentation in the middle, and meritocracy at the top.” There remains a
large gap between the ideal and the reality, however, and I suggest ways
of closing that gap. The legitimacy problem is perhaps the most serious
threat to the meritocratic system. At some point, the Chinese government may need to secure the people’s consent to the Chinese adaptation of vertical democratic meritocracy by means such as a referendum.
The chapter ends with remarks about the exportability of the China
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model: while the model as a whole cannot readily be adopted by countries with a different history and culture, different planks of the model
can be selectively adopted and the Chinese government can play a
more active role promoting its model abroad.
This book’s central area of concern is the question of how to maximize the advantages and minimize the disadvantages of a political system that aims to select and promote political leaders of superior virtue
and ability, particularly in the contemporary Chinese context. Other
than arguing for the need to enact policies that benefit the people, I
have been deliberately vague about what those leaders should do:
China is a large, complex country with different needs and priorities in
different times and places, and any informed answer needs to be partly
based on what the Chinese people actually want. That said, some general guidance may be helpful and the book includes two appendixes
published online at http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10418.html. The
first appendix is a Harmony Index that ranks countries according to
how well they do at promoting four different types of social relations
characterized by peaceful order and respect for diversity. This kind of
index, either in part or in whole, can be used to judge social progress
(and regress) in China and elsewhere. Another possible use of the Harmony Index more specific to the Chinese context is that it can be considered as a standard to judge the performance of political officials for
purposes of promotion (or demotion), especially given the widespread
consensus that economic growth can no longer be used as the sole indicator of good performance.
The second appendix is a real political dialogue (carried out in person and via email) with a political official in the CCP. My own ethical
commitments are largely inspired by Confucian values, but I do not
think that Confucianism is the only way to justify political meritocracy,
so I have not been too explicit about the empirical and normative relevance of Confucianism in this book. Still, Confucianism can influence
how one thinks about political meritocracy, and the second appendix
focuses more directly on the role of Confucianism in shaping China’s
political meritocracy. The dialogue is a rare window into the views of
an erudite CCP official who is speaking in a private capacity. The appendix is titled “A Conversation between a Confucian and a Communist,” but by the end of the dialogue it will not be clear who’s who.
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2. A Note on Method
Notwithstanding the importance of the topic, there is a dearth of contemporary political theorizing about political meritocracy (in contrast,
there are thousands of books about democratic theory). So the main
research for this book involved extensive reading in the social sciences, philosophy, and history (in English, Chinese, and French), and
trying to put together a book out of material that does not always (or
even usually) bear directly on the topic. Equally if not more important, I have benefitted from exchanges with people who helped me to
make sense of the theory and practice of political meritocracy. In a
(selfish?) effort to help further my own thinking, I coorganized two
conferences with leading philosophers, historians, and social scientists
that examined the rise (or revival) of political meritocracy and what it
will mean for political developments in China and the rest of the
language) conference, coorganized with
world. The first (English-
Chenyang Li, took place at Nanyang Technological University (Singapore) in January 2012 and led to the publication of an edited volume
(coedited with Chenyang Li) titled The East Asian Challenge for Democracy: Political Meritocracy in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013). The second (Chinese-language)
conference, coorganized with the Department of Philosophy at Tsinghua University and the Equinox (Chunqiu) Institute in Shanghai, took
place at Tsinghua University in October 2012 and led to the publication of a special issue of Wenshizhe in March 2013. I have benefitted
tremendously from the intellectual exchanges at these two conferences. I have also benefitted from interviews with political leaders in
China and Singapore. I am grateful to several academic friends who
generously took time to comment on earlier drafts of this book. Last
but not least, I have assigned readings on political meritocracy (including, I confess, my own half-worked-out ideas) to students at Tsinghua University (Beijing), Shanghai Jiaotong University, and the National University of Singapore over the past few years and have
benefitted much from their criticisms and suggestions for improvement. I am particularly grateful to graduate students in the Department of Philosophy at the National University of Singapore who organized an informal reading group to comment on an earlier draft of
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this book: I hope you will judge this book to have been improved as a
result of your critiques!

3. A Note on Motivation
Why do I care about this topic? I developed an interest in political meritocracy as a result of engagement with the Confucian tradition, and
my earlier writings on political meritocracy tended to be inspired more
by Confucian philosophy than by actual politics. Over the past few
years, I came to realize that China’s political system has meritocratic
characteristics, if only because my own high-achieving students at
Tsinghua University were being increasingly recruited in the CCP.
Clearly it made sense to relate philosophizing about political meritocracy more directly to the political reality of China. I realized that I had
stumbled onto something of political importance and wrote some op-
eds in leading media outlets in China and the West. However, I was
ruthlessly savaged by critics, accused of being everything from an apologist for the CCP to an agent for Goldman Sachs (my wife’s employer).14
Hence, I realized the need to write a book with more detailed and nuanced argumentation, filled with the usual academic qualifications
and notes (all the while trying to write in as accessible a manner as
possible). I’m not sure if I’ve succeeded, but I’ve done my best during
the course of a self-imposed five-year plan.
It’s also worth asking why I’m publishing a book that seems mainly
about China with an American academic publisher. One reason is that
I write in English.15 But this book will likely be translated into Chinese
and I hope that it will have an impact in China; the mechanics of how
the political system works will be familiar to Chinese readers, but the
book may contribute to more discussion of appropriate standards for
judging political progress (and regress). I also hope the book can be
read in English-speaking countries to promote better understanding of
political meritocracy as an ideal and the Chinese political system as a
reality, and perhaps even to inspire meritocratic reform in democratic
countries.16 At the very least, Western readers may benefit by being
given Chinese perspectives on topics they usually take for granted: I
would not have written this book without a decade’s experience living
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and teaching in Beijing, and perhaps I would have been shocked by
some of my own arguments had I read them two decades ago. But the
truth is that my political views are quite middle-of-the-road among academics living and working in China.17 This book is not meant to be
provocative or contrarian, even if it may be viewed as such by Western
readers. Notwithstanding more legally protected freedom of speech in
Western countries, there is much better understanding of Western-
style democracy in China than of Chinese-style meritocracy in the
West, and my book is meant provide some symmetry. I look forward to
the day when Westerners and Chinese can have informed debates
about politics without deep ideological fissures or cultural misunderstandings, and if I can contribute a tiny bit to making that day a reality,
I can go to bed a happy man.
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