On Meritocracy
ngou:

- OFten doubt whe’cher gou’re good enough.
- Question the purpose of school. Note that this is different from "education.”
- Find 3ourse|1c stuck ina cgcle of comPetition.

~ Or more simplg, hcgou’ve ever felt:

What went wrong? Whg is our Politics S0 Polarized, and why do different groups of Pcoplc hate

each other?

Why is elitism so Prevalent? Haven’t you seen students from Prestigious universities secre’clg
sneer at most People, or encountered Pcoplc who are successful bg worlc”g standards but

extremcly narcissistic?

Why CIOCS the gaP }I)CtWCCI’I IOSCFS and winners seem to }DC growing? And Wl’“lg dO we alwags FCCI

like we're losing?
Then this note is for you.
Most of this content isjust notes (I don't have a singlc original thought), and the ideas come

from American Political Pl’xilosop"ler Michael Sandel. You rnigh’c be familiar with his

unclergradua’ce course onjustice at Harvard.



ngou're intercstecl, you can look up his book (anda TED tall) *The Tgrarmg of Merit* as well

as ePiso&e 205 of the Podcast *Philosophize This*.
So, what’s merit and meritocracy? Let's start bg asking ChatGPT:

"Merit refers to the c]ualitg of being Particularlg goocl or worthg, esPeciallg s0 as to deserve
Praisc or reward. It can Pertain toa person's skills, abilities, achievements, or any other c]ualitics

tha’cjusti% recognition or advancement.”

So your skills are your merit, but so are your achievements) certificates, and rePutation. In other
words, anything that can prove your abilities can be considered your merit. But since abilities
need to be measured, meritin a Practical sense is often almost synonymous with your track

FCCOI”CI) HOUF test scores, ancl HOUF resume.

"Meritocracy is a system, organization, or society in which Peoplc are selected, rewarded, and

advanced based on their individual merit.”

There doesn’t seem to be a Pro}:»lem) rig]ﬂt? Don’t we want a meritocratic society? After all, it
seems to Promisc Fairncss and ensures that your doctor and driver are sclec’ced based on their

abilities.

In a meritocratic system, factors like talent, effort, skills, and achievements are the Primarg

criteria for success, rather than wcalth, social status, or other non-merit-based factors.



These definitions aren’t wrong, But here’s the critique of meritocracy. The first Point is too
siml:)le to elaborate: A trulg meritocratic society can never exist. All non-merit-based factors will
influence how much merit you can attain, even with cqual effort and talent. More than 50% of
students at lvy League universities come from the top 1% of income families. We are simplg not

born equallg, and that’s a fact—not bcing bitter.

So, in an ideal situation (some mechanism ensures that when schools andjobs assess your merit,
theg can eliminate innate factors and onlg calculate your pure merit) , can meritocracy hold up

Phi!osophica”g?

The Problcm lies in the next natural belief:

“If everyone Is gjven equal oPPortunities, then the winners deserve their winnings."

50 the winners become arrogant, and the losers feel inferior. It evolves further: The poor resent
the rich because ’cl’meg recognize that much wealth doesn’t come from “ability” and “hard work.”
Or,toa lesser extent, less successful Peoplc feel that elites are alwags arrogant and look down
on them. Theg dor’t like you sitting in Starbucks with a Mac, makinga PowerPoint, and then
going out for omakase at night‘ Thcg dor't like you not breal(inga sweat but still complaining.

And oFtenJ they’re not wrong,

Elites often unintentiona”g look down on those less successful than them. “You should study
hard and work hard,” thcg say, without realizing the inherent insult in that statement. This

deepens the losers’ belief that “my situation is because I'm not working hard enough,” often



Ieacling them to overlook other equa”g important factors. The losers aren’t stupid. When tlﬂeg

realize this, they see the elites’ unintentional comments as contem[:)t.

Look at American Politics, and this contradiction seems irreconcilable.

The growing contradiction between the two groups is structural.

Merit needs to be measured to be seen, which is whg meritocracy is inhercntlg flawed.

So,in the real world, where does merit come from? It’s simPle and straighhcorwarcl: universities.
The vast majority of Politicians and entrePrencurs have one (or more) degrccs from Prestigious
universities. But we often Forge’c: Most People in China and most People inthe U.S. (to take

these two large countries as cxamplcs) dor’t have a co”egc degree——“most” mcaning about two-

thirds.

But now, having a co”ege degree isa Prercquisite for a decentlife and a resPectedjob‘
Nowaclags, even a bachelor’s degrce isn’t enough, and even a master’s dcgrec isn’t cnoug]ﬂ, and
even at’cendinga non-985 universitg isn't enough. This has to sto[:). We need to renew the dignitg
of work and rcsPcct for all. if our sgstem doesnt respect the majority of Pcoplc who haven’t
received an education from a 985 universi’cg, there will be great oPPosition among those Plaging
within this system. It’s not enough to OI’IIH pay attention to and report on them when tlﬂeg goon

strike. The streets, garbage) and sewage of Paris are evidence of this division.

China has the largest higlﬁcr education system, and it's commendable that millions can attend

universitg. For academics? Many do it for t]ﬂat, but more do it for the certificates and resumes



(this isa Fac’c, dor’t be as]'lamecb, because onlg then can theg have a decent life and a resPectecl
Job. i beinga Plumber were as respected as beinga Iawger, if a Plumber could earn as much as a
Iawycr (since | believe both are ncarly cqua”g important to our ever9d39 lives) though Plumbcrs

have much less merit), then how many People would choose not to pursue university and
certificates? But iFgou were a Plumber in real lif:e, goocl luck ﬁ'nding someone wi”ing to date you.

This again shows the sgstem is flawed.

So you migl'xt be stressed because you’rein this rat race for certificates and credentials, but in

realitg, we a”just want a little love, a clecentjob, and not to be despisecl.
The comPctition is sgstcmic. Let’s aPPrcciatc the role of luck in li)cc) stare into the mystery of
fate, and embrace the real chill—a sense of humili’cg that not everytlﬁing! have should be

attributed to my merits, instead of the bourgeois vibe we’re all familiar with.

ComPared to honor, we need decp humility even more.



