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Abstract This paper draws on a literature in sociology, psychology and eco-

nomics that has extensively documented the unfulfilled promise of meritocracy in

education. I argue that the lesson learned from this literature is threefold: (1) edu-

cational institutions in practice significantly distort the ideal meritocratic process;

(2) opportunities for merit are themselves determined by non-meritocratic factors;

(3) any definition of merit must favor some groups in society while putting others at

a disadvantage. Taken together, these conclusions give reason to understand mer-

itocracy not just as an unfulfilled promise, but as an unfulfillable promise. Having

problematized meritocracy as an ideal worth striving for, I argue that the perva-

siveness of meritocratic policies in education threatens to crowd out as principles of

justice, need and equality. As such, it may pose a barrier rather than a route to

equality of opportunity. Furthermore, meritocratic discourse legitimates societal

inequalities as justly deserved such as when misfortune is understood as personal

failure. The paper concludes by setting a research agenda that asks how citizens

come to hold meritocratic beliefs; addresses the persistence of (unintended) mer-

itocratic imperfections in schools; analyzes the construction of a legitimizing dis-

course in educational policy; and investigates how education selects and labels

winners and losers.
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Introduction

mer�i�toc�ra�cy

1. An elite group of people whose progress is based on ability and talent rather

than on class privilege or wealth.

2. A system in which such persons are rewarded and advanced: The dean believes

the educational system should be a meritocracy.

3. Leadership by able and talented persons.

Evaluating the definition of meritocracy, one is inclined to nod in silent

agreement. At face value, it is a workable and just principle for allocating reward

and societal advancement. In the 56 years since Michael Young (1958) coined the

term in his The Rise of Meritocracy (hereafter TRoM), the principle has found

abundant support and now settles in a comfortable position in education, economics,

sports and other spheres of life. It underlies the prevalent belief that success in

school and work is and ought to be determined by one’s talents and efforts (Kluegel

& Smith, 1986; McCall, 2013). This is a reassuring thought for those with talent,

and perhaps a comforting one for those without—at least they were given a fair

chance (McCoy, Wellman, Cosley, Saslow, & Epel, 2013).

This article, however, takes a critical approach to the concept of meritocracy. It

problematizes the idea of meritocracy and lays bare the discomforts hidden within

its principles and practices. Extant empirical research on meritocracy in education

has focused on inequality of opportunity (Arrow, Bowles, & Durlauf, 2000);

social (im)mobility (Dench, 2006); or reproductive processes in schools (Calarco,

2014; Goldthorpe & Jackson, 2008). Such studies point to meritocratic imperfec-

tions and expose non-meritocratic elements within the practice of meritocratic

selection. Taken together, this body of work has shown the unfulfilled promise of

meritocracy. Another branch of work has analyzed the principles and philosoph-

ical roots of meritocracy (Allen, 2011; Panayotakis, 2014; Saunders, 2006). This

paper is an attempt to bridge these literatures by bringing empirical findings to

bear on a careful scrutiny of the notion of meritocracy. To that end, I offer a brief

history of the term meritocracy and its reception in academia and beyond; a re-

examination of the empirical literature on meritocracy in education; a discussion

on the implications of what research has taught us; and a look at the future of

meritocracy research.

In what follows, I will show, first, how Young’s TRoM has been welcomed in the

realm of policy and research as an appraisal rather than a dystopia of meritocracy,

and how this has led to overlook the problematic nature of the notion and its

practical manifestations. I will suggest that the positive reception should be seen in

light of the notion’s functional character and the legitimation it provides to social

inequality. By reference to the social science literature on educational inequality, I

will problematize the notion of meritocracy by showing that merit is itself

determined by non-meritocratic factors. Moreover, I will show that the practical

setup and organization of education introduce serious distortion to meritocratic
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ideals. Further, I will argue that any particular definition of merit is a construction

that must serve some groups of people, while disadvantaging others. My central

thesis: Meritocracy is not just an unfulfilled promise; meritocracy is an unfulfillable

promise.

Having problematized the notion of meritocracy as an ideal worth striving for,

I then discuss the pervasiveness of meritocracy in educational policy, which

threatens to crowd out need and equality as principles of justice, to the detriment

of equality of opportunity. I conclude by proposing a research agenda on

meritocracy in education. I suggest that future research asks how citizens come to

hold meritocratic beliefs; addresses the persistence of meritocratic imperfections;

scrutinizes the construction of a legitimizing discourse in schools and in

educational policy; and that it be more open to analyze how winners and losers

are selected and so-labeled.

The Reception of Meritocracy

The concept of meritocracy can be broken down into three constituent elements: (1)

careers open to talents; (2) educational opportunity matched to natural ability; (3)

achievement as the basis for social inequality in industrial society (Goldthorpe,

1996, pp. 255–256; Yair, 2007). The first element of meritocracy reflects the call to

open up positions to those who display competence, rather than award positions

through nepotism, bribery and the like—a call that was heard in the French

Revolution and has been a hallmark of modernity ever since.

The second element refers to the process of testing and selection that emerged

in tandem with systems of mass education in the nineteenth century across Europe

and the USA (Raftery & Hout, 1993), in order to ensure that those children who

show the greatest potential get the best possible education so that ‘talent does not

go to waste.’ This wasted talent argument was felt particularly strongly in the cold

war, on both sides of the iron curtain. A good illustration of this concern is

Stevenson and Stigler’s (1994) series of studies of Japan and Taiwan in the 1970s

and 1980s, and it has in recent times reentered both American policy (e.g., the

‘No Child Left Behind’ act of 2001) and European Union policy (e.g., the ‘Lisbon

Agenda’ of 2000).

The third element of meritocracy corresponds to the functionalist idea that

ascription needs to be replaced by achievement: For society to perform most

efficiently, differences in achievement should lead to different rewards. Davis and

Moore, early representatives of this tradition, formulate this principle as follows:

‘Social inequality is an unconsciously evolved device by which societies insure that

the most important positions are conscientiously filled by the most qualified

persons’ (Davis & Moore, 1945, p. 243). Meritocracy thus provides a basis for the

allocation of reward, namely achievement. Achievement, furthermore, should be a

function of natural ability and effort. Young, in TRoM, expressed this idea in the

formula M = I ? E, where M is merit, I is natural endowments (in particular IQ)

and E is effort.
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It should be noted that the word meritocracy, and its formula, was proposed by

Young in a dystopian work of fiction. Its reception, however, has not always been as

critical of the principles of meritocracy as Young was (as he himself observed and

lamented in Young (1994), and in Young (2001) where he directly addresses then

Prime Minister Tony Blair). Willetts makes this point in reflecting on TRoM:

‘Although some people in America have read it as a paean of praise for meritocracy,

it is really a deeply ironic critique of the whole idea. [Young] argues that to lose out

in a society because of bad luck is painful enough, but to lose out because you are

assessed as being without merit is far worse’ (Willetts, 2006, p. 237). Goldthorpe in

similar fashion states, ‘it is notable that in the liberal—and especially the American

liberal—reception of Young’s work, its satirical and critical quality was in fact

largely overlooked or, at all events, discounted (…) American enthusiasm for

meritocracy appeared largely to derive from its legitimatory potential. It allowed an

additional, moral gloss to be given to arguments that sought to justify the prevailing

form of social inequality (or something close to this) purely in terms of its

functional efficiency’ (Goldthorpe, 1996, pp. 279–280).

This is not to say that the reception of meritocracy has been completely

uncritical. As I will describe in the next section, discussion and reflection in the

scientific community have been critical and pervasive. None of these criticisms

have, however, kept educators, employers or politicians from adopting the principle

of meritocracy as the primary principle guiding the selection of candidates,

allocation of reward, and, most importantly, legitimation of difference. This I

suggest has to do with the fact that meritocracy serves two important purposes for

policymakers. First, it provides a moral basis for the allocation of scarce goods such

as monetary reward, status, or to put it more broadly ‘societal success.’ Miller

illustrates this point in writing of instrumental association: ‘Each person comes to

the association as a free agent with a set of skills and talents that he deploys to

advance its goals. Justice is done when he receives back by way of reward an

equivalent to the contribution he makes. A person’s deserts, in other words, are fixed

by the aims and purposes of the association to which she belongs; these provide the

measuring rod in terms of which relative contributions can be judged’ (Miller, 1999,

p. 28).

In other words, given clear objectives, meritocracy provides a principle of justice

for the allocation of reward: Whoever performs best justly deserves the highest

reward. From this example, follows the second purpose served by meritocracy: to

stimulate effort. Given that desert is a function of effort and ability, one is

incentivized to try hard. While this seems a trivial point, its relevance becomes clear

in light of the principles which meritocracy opposes. Ascription, for instance,

implies that reward is allocated independent of one’s achievement—i.e., by birth.

Likewise, the stronger the practice of nepotism and bribery, the less likely people

are to feel motivated to spend effort in trying to attain the impossible (Eccles &

Wigfield, 2002; Weiner, 1972). This second purpose of meritocracy—to incentivize

effort—reflects the functionalist or utilitarian element of meritocracy. It is the

combination of these two purposes that defines meritocracy’s appeal to policymak-

ers: It legitimates difference, stimulates effort, and in doing so, optimizes the

allocation of reward.
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Literature: Three Lessons Learned

A long line of research has critiqued the functionalist view of educational practices.

Scholars have addressed inequalities in access to education and have described how

the particular arrangement of educational systems de facto function, if not directly

serve, to further the interests of some groups in society over those of others

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Breen & Jonsson, 2005; and for a review of recent

work on cultural processes of exclusion and legitimation, see Lamont, Beljean, &

Clair, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). In particular, studies have

expressed concerns with the operation of institutions, have unmasked them as not

purely ‘functional,’ and have as such pointed to meritocratic imperfections, and

exposed non-meritocratic elements within the practice of meritocratic selection.

Taken together, these studies have shown the unfulfilled promise of meritocracy.1

The story that these studies tell is well known and has come to motivate ongoing

efforts by scholars and policy makers to ‘equalize opportunities’ (Liu, 2011), to

build more ‘inclusive schools’ (Halvorsen & Neary, 2001), and to ‘close the

achievement gap’ (Noguera & Wing, 2008). A close reading of extant research,

however, gives good reason to hold our enthusiasm and to question how successful

meritocratic policies could ever be given the problems inherent in the meritocratic

notion itself. The following revisits and re-examines what we have come to know

about meritocracy in order to present three lessons that directly bear on this

question. Together, I will argue, these lessons show that meritocracy is not just an

unfulfilled promise, but that it is an unfulfillable promise.

Lesson 1: Educational Institutions Distort the Meritocratic Process

No school is the same; in fact, most school systems are marked by large differences

in quality of instruction and in the population of students attending a school. While

some of these differences are random, there are strong and highly visible patterns of

difference between public and private schools and along the lines of school

segregation. Even within integrated public schools, however, the educational

experience of students varies as a result of (between-school) educational tracking in

ability groups and (within-school) streaming into vocationally and academically

oriented classes (LeTendre, Hofer, & Shimizu, 2003). Ability grouping directly

impinges on the quality of class instruction and the beneficial or harmful influence

of the peer group a student is embedded in. It affects dropout rates and accesses into

higher education and is indirectly associated with teacher quality, school violence,

and anxiety (Arum & Beattie, 1999; Oakes, 2005; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010).

The process that allocates students is thus enormously consequential for the kind

and quality of education they receive and, ultimately, for their chances of societal

success. Research shows that even where placement and selection processes are

meritocratically set up (e.g., based solely on test scores), a student’s ethnicity and

1 In fact, the entire oeuvre of the most widely cited social scientist, Pierre Bourdieu, can be read as

describing and confronting the broken promise of the French Revolution, its meritocratic ideals in

particular, as nepotism and aristocratic remnants of the Ancien Régime linger on today (Yair, 2007,

2008).
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social class bear heavily on what track or stream a student ends up in: Children of

more affluent and well-educated parents are significantly more likely to end up in

higher standard classrooms than are children of low-educated parents with

equivalent academic talents. The same pattern arises in major educational

transitions, such as finding a good preschool (Lareau, 2000), choosing whether or

not to stay in school beyond compulsory education (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2003)

and getting into college (Espenshade & Radford, 2009). Lucas (2001) shows how

even when educational opportunities expand and schools become more inclusive, a

student’s social class background remains an important predictor for the quality and

level of education (s)he gets within a tracked school system.

Part of these processes is driven by teacher bias, stereotype threat (Steele, 2011;

Walton, Spencer, & Erman, 2013) and by the design of examinations and selection

procedures (Fischer et al., 1996). Research suggests, however, that parents play such

an important role in these processes that even in the absence of bias, similarly

talented children from different social backgrounds would end up with different

quality education (Jackson, Erikson, Goldthorpe, & Yaish, 2007; Kloosterman,

Ruiter, De Graaf, & Kraaykamp, 2009). The primary and secondary effects of social

class literature describes parents’ twofold role in shaping their children’s education:

Directly, by endowing them with the genetic disposition, upbringing and social

context that shapes a child’s chances to do well in school (see next section), and

indirectly, through the motivation, support and pressure they do or do not provide

their child whenever (s)he is faced with an educational choice, e.g., to take AP

classes or not, to stay in school beyond compulsory education, or to seek enrollment

in a two- or in a four-year college (Jackson, 2013).

Lesson 2: Opportunities for Merit are Undeserved

Underlying the fact that parents weigh in on the educational selection process, as

described in the preceding, is a problem associated with the very principle of

meritocratic selection. Merit implies having to deserve one’s achievements.

Meritocracy accepts as just grounds for merit, a person’s efforts as well as ability.

For instance, a scholar who submits the best manuscript deserves the prestigious

publication; the athlete who crosses the finish line ahead of her competition deserves

the gold medal. But does a student who studies hard deserve a good grade? Not

necessarily so. Her efforts may have been great, but not good enough. Likewise, a

fellow student who is brighter, yet made little effort preparing, may from a

meritocratic point of view deserve a higher grade when her test score is greater.

Bearing heavily on these questions is the unequal allocation of natural

endowments: Natural ability, IQ, physical condition, attractiveness and other

well-identified factors for success in important spheres of life are not distributed

equally by the lottery of birth (Fischer et al., 1996). More to the point: The

distribution of children’s talents is not based on meritocratic principles; the

meritocratic race starts from unequal and non-meritocratic starting positions. In

accepting merit as the basis on which to allocate reward, we must thus violate the

very justness of that criterion.
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Lesson 3: There is No Neutral Definition of ‘Merit’

The research discussed so far suggests that meritocratic selection carries within it

non-meritocratic elements: An important source for merit is undeserved but decided

instead by the lottery of birth; and the assessment of merit is distorted through the

institutions that allocate reward, as well as through the influence of social class. A

final dimension to consider is how the standards for merit are set.

Table 1 describes sets of meritocratic traits across societies and over time.

Manliness, aggression, asceticism and (bi)sexuality, for instance, were considered

important traits for men to have in Sparta, 400 B.C., and display of such traits was

rewarded with social status (De Botton, 2005). In Western Europe anno 479, in

contrast, pacifism, vegetarianism and asexuality were considered meritocratic traits

(ibid.). Similarly, changes in meritocratic traits over time are described with regard

to the rise of court society (Elias, 1939), in the evaluation of American social

science and humanities scholarship (Tsay, Lamont, Abbott, & Guetzkow, 2003), as

well as between men and women today (Prentice & Carranza, 2002). These studies

serve to make the point that what constitutes merit is historically shaped and

institutionally specific (Baez, 2006; Liu, 2011; Rhoads, Saenz, & Carducci, 2005).

How merit is constructed will be illustrated through a closer examination of one of

the works referenced in Table 1.

Table 1 A selection of meritocratic traits throughout history

Meritocratic traits Place and time period

Manliness, aggression, asceticism, (bi)sexuality Sparta, 400 B.C.a

Pacifism, vegetarianism, asceticism, asexuality Western Europe, 479–1096a

Religiosity, honor, braveness Western Europe, 1096–1500a

Dancing skills, elegance, worldliness England, 1750–1890a

Silence, composure, hunting skills Brazil, 1600–1960a

Creativity, intelligence, stamina The West, todaya

Passion, resoluteness, violence, forwardness Western Europe, 1300–1600b

Self-discipline, self-restraint, emotional control, cunning Western Europe, 1600–1800b

Race (white), gender (male), intelligence American Ivy League universities,

1900–1920c

Race (white), gender (male), pedigree, character, leadership,

intelligence

American Ivy League universities,

1920–1950c

Athleticism, life experience, intelligence American Ivy League universities,

1950–2005c

Intellect, technical skills, sociability, morality, personality American academia, 1951–1955d

Intellect, technical skills American academia, 1967–1971d

Sensitivity, friendliness, cooperativeness, loyalty American women, todaye

Assertiveness, forcefulness, competitiveness, self-reliance American men, todaye

Source: De Botton (2005, pp. 175–179), Elias (1939), Karabel (2005), Prentice and Carranza (2002), Tsay

et al. (2003)
a De Botton; b Elias; c Karabel; d Tsay et al.; e Prentice & Carranza
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Karabel’s (2005) The Chosen shows how the definition of merit at Harvard, Yale

and Princeton developed throughout the twentieth century as a continuing

adaptation to external forces, considered by these institutions as threats to their

integrity, status, and prestige. In response to these perceived threats, the leaders of

these universities tweaked and changed their admission criteria—the definition of

merit—so as to be able to legitimately exclude unwanted outsiders: Catholics,

(Eastern-European) Jews, nonwhites and women. Karabel spent years in the

archives digging up minutes that described in detail the meetings at which such

criteria were shaped and refined so as to attain the desirable outcome: Keeping these

top universities the exclusive privilege of ‘our kind of people.’ His account of

university chancellors defining merit illustrates a broader point: ‘[T]hose who are

able to define ‘‘merit’’ will almost invariably possess more of it, and those with

greater resources—cultural, economic, and social—will generally be able to ensure

that the educational system will deem their children more meritorious’ (Karabel

2005: 550).

While Ivy League universities have become more inclusive over the years, in

particular with regard to racial diversity (Bowen, Bok, & Shulman, 1998; but see

Hoxby & Avery, 2013; Michaels, 2006), the socio-economically privileged are still

wildly overrepresented. For instance, of Harvard University’s freshmen today 15 %

reports an annual household income of $250,000 to $500,000; another 14 % comes

from a family making over $500,000 a year (Anasu & Ledecky, 2013). This puts

these students at the top 5 and top 1 percent of the US income distribution,

respectively, meaning that children of the (super) wealthy go to Harvard at a rate of

3 and 14 times as high as one would expect if family income and admission into

Harvard were unrelated.

Two recent studies by Castilla show that decision makers need not have bad

intentions for non-meritocratic practices to persist. Castilla (2008) examines a

company that adopted an explicit meritocratic policy to advance equal rights for

women and minorities. The adoption of that policy, however, introduced bias in

performance evaluation and in the link between these evaluations and outcomes

such as wage setting and promotion decisions. Castilla and Benard (2010) confirm

this finding and adopt a series of experiments to show the causal link between

meritocratic policy and a (non-meritocratic) gender bias: Paradoxically, in explicitly

meritocratic settings, persons in positions of power may feel more comfortable to

express prejudice toward minority groups.

These studies show the incorporation of (meritocratic) practices as forms of

symbolic ‘organizational myths’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) which, instead of

advance, may in fact hamper meritocratic selection (Dobbin, 2009). A further

illustration is Khan’s (2010) ethnography of the New Hampshire boarding school St.

Paul’s, which shows that organizations such as elite schools do not just recognize

and cultivate a person’s talents, but in important ways, make merit. Khan describes

how these students are taught to act meritoriously and to expect success, and how

colleges perceive and reward these acts accordingly. Khan invokes Durkheim’s

(1912) concept of consecration to make sense of his observations: ‘I am firmly

telling a Durkheimian story of how elite culture works through the elevation of a

small group not by their individual characters but by a social process of schooling,
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Students experience consecration each day on campus through the teachers that give

themselves to the students. These privileged students are made into elites by the

interactions that consecrate them, by the consistent, generous feedings they receive

of their own capacity and promise’ (Khan, 2010, p. 162).

Having problematized the notion of meritocracy and the definition of merit

allows for a consideration of meritocracy not just as an ideal worth striving for. In

the next two sections, I argue that meritocratic policies may have detrimental

effects. First, the meritocratic norm blames the victim. Second, merit threatens to

crowd ‘need’ and ‘equality’ from the realm of educational policy, with grave

consequences for equality of opportunity.

Implications

Blaming the Victim

The other side of the meritocratic medal, earned by those who work hard and do

well, reveals the credo that the individuals, not society is to blame for his or her

failings. Thus, whereas we have learned that, to use C. Wright Mills’ typology,

‘private troubles’ often in fact reflect ‘public issues,’ meritocratic policies lead us to

forget this important lesson: ‘When, in a city of 100,000, only one man is

unemployed, that is his personal trouble, and for its relief we properly look to the

character of the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. But when in a

nation of 50 million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, that is an issue,

and we may not hope to find its solution within the range of opportunities open to

any one individual’ (Mills, 1959, p. 9 emphasis added).

Man’s dependence on the individual economic pursuit of butchers and bakers, as

Adam Smith (1778) described it in his The Wealth of Nations, has in the last century

seen a global expansion. Modern man has only a vague notion of who his ‘butchers

and bakers’ are, less so of where they might be located or how exactly one’s daily

life is dependent on them. Financial institutions, interwoven into globe-spanning

networks, provide the backbone for many of our daily expenditures. Or fail to do so,

as we have experienced in the subprime mortgage crisis of the mid-2000s. Still,

international exchange and supranational agreements, on trade, energy, etc., set the

price for most of the products and services we use.

These global processes profoundly affect our daily lives. Beck (1992) described

these effects in his The Risk Society: Factors beyond our control have immediate

and often irreversible impact on our lives. The paradox is that while our grasp of

control is slipping, the stress on personal responsibility took a flight. In uncritically

taking meritocratic norms for meritocratic practice, we take the risk of blaming the

victim. This has been topic of research in the belief in a just world tradition, which

describes a human tendency to accept inequalities as deserved for this allows people

to maintain their belief that they live in a fair world rather than having to address

those inequities (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Lerner, 1980). Meritocracy justifies

this inclination and expands it to national-level policy.
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Meritocratic policy fosters the illusion of ‘manageable success’ and adds insult to

injury by providing the moral legitimation of failure: ‘Consequently, social crisis

phenomena such as structural unemployment can be shifted as a burden of risk onto

the shoulders of individuals. Social problems can be directly turned into

psychological dispositions: into guilt feelings, anxieties, conflicts and neuroses.

Paradoxically enough, a new immediacy develops in the relationship between the

individual and society, an immediacy of disorder such that social crises appear as

individual and are no longer—or only very indirectly—perceived in their social

dimensions’ (Beck & Beck-Gersheim, 2002, p. 24).

Carrying the banner for meritocracy, we accept its standards as the societal

standards on which to judge people’s actions. The strongest athletes are champions,

the best performing company is a best practice, and the toddler who received the

first prize in his school’s drawing competition is a winner. Recognizing success

necessarily implies too that we recognize failure. Meritocratic ideals imply that we

look upon school dropouts or the unemployed as failures. Apart from the effect this

has on a person’s self-esteem, the mark of personal failure removes the right to

protest, erodes the grounds for collective action, and thus effectively renders the

marked immobile. As Khan writes in his book’s closing paragraph, ‘The production

of privilege will continue to reproduce inequality while implying that ours is a just

world; the weapons of the weak are removed, and the blame for inequality is placed

on the shoulders of those whom our democratic promise has failed’ (Khan, 2010,

p. 192).

Crowding Out Equality and Need

Moral philosophers distinguish as principles of justice, merit from equality and need

(Nozick, 1974; Rawls, 1971; Sen, 2000).2 Political ideologies have placed emphasis

on different principles, and we all know the horrors of the extremes—e.g., that of

‘equality’ in communism. Modern democracies tend to hold in high regard all of

these principles of justice. The extent to which a particular principle is held to be

important is often related to the domain individuals interact in.

Equality, for instance, serves as the dominant principle in the political sphere

(e.g., voting rights are provided equally to all citizens, and each vote counts

equally). In the public sphere, people expect to be treated equally by civil servants,

as anonymous ‘cases’ in the bureaucratic system. Likewise, we respect the basic

needs of citizens as human rights. States have welfare provisions to guarantee that

all citizens can find shelter, food and medical attention when they need it. The

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (article 26) makes explicit reference to

these rights as well as to the right to education.

Miller develops this moral logic in his Principles of Social Justice. Instead of

arguing that one principle is dominant over the others, Miller proposes that the

mode of relationship should determine the principle it be governed by. He

2 Deutsch, in a long line of research, empirically studied how different justice principles come up in

group interactions as a result of the type of social relations that marks the group, i.e., cooperative or

competitive (Deutsch, 1985). The next section, pp. 22–24, suggests an alternative approach to a similar

question: Where do meritocratic beliefs come from?

Soc Just Res (2016) 29:14–34 23

123



distinguishes three ideal types. The first is solidaristic community, where people

‘who see themselves as bound together by common beliefs or culture as well as by

kinship or acquaintance’ (Miller, 1999, p. 26) come together. The second mode of

relationship is instrumental association where people interact in order to accomplish

things that can best be done in collaboration with others. Economic relations are the

‘paradigm case’: People relate to one another as buyer and seller of goods and

services. Third comes citizenship, as Miller explains: ‘Anyone who is a full member

of [a modern liberal democracy] is understood to be the bearer of a set of rights and

obligations that together define the status of citizen’ (Miller, 1999, p. 30). Moreover,

he stresses that citizenship entails both its legal status and a common social and

political status. Miller argues that instrumental association should be governed by

the principle of desert, solidaristic community by need and citizenship by equality.

Stressing the ideal–typical nature of his argument, Miller discusses the problems

associated with assigning actual domains of action to any particular mode of

relationship. Take education: ‘From an instrumental point of view, education is a

practice within which children with different talents work to acquire new concrete

skills that they then carry forward into the labor market; for the final distribution of

occupational rewards to correspond to desert, each child must have access to

educational resources according to his or her demonstrated capacity to make use of

them. If we start from citizenship, by contrast, education matters as the place where

children acquire the capacities that enable them to function as competent citizens

(…) in the sense that they learn to cooperate with others, to engage in political

discourse, and generally to participate in the various spheres of social life’ (Miller,

1999, pp. 37–38).

Contrary to these philosophical considerations, however, a preoccupation with

meritocracy in educational policymaking risks crowding out equality and need.

European Union debates on how to stimulate ‘excellence,’ cater for ‘honor’s

students,’ or win the ‘battle for brains,’ have one thing in common: A disregard of

the moral principles of equality and need, for all these policy issues focus

exhaustively on merit. US policy such as ‘No Child Left Behind,’ may by its title

signal more consideration to equality, but looking beyond the name, it is evident

that the justification for such a policy is to prevent ‘talent go to waste.’ Such

considerations become most evident in policy makers’ responses to internationally

comparative rankings of schools and countries; ‘nothing seems to spell doom in

American education quite like internationally inadequate mathematics and science

education. In fact, this is probably the case in most countries’ (Baker & LeTendre

2005, p. 154). Consider president Obama’s reaction to the Program for International

Student Assessment (PISA) 2010 study results: ‘‘‘Fifty years later, our generation’s

Sputnik moment is back,’ Mr. Obama said. With billions of people in India and

China ‘suddenly plugged into the world economy,’ he said, nations with the most

educated workers will prevail. ‘As it stands right now,’ he said, ‘America is in

danger of falling behind’’’ (Dillon, 2010).

As is true for EU educational policy, functionalist considerations underlie

American educational policy. It serves to legitimate difference, stimulate effort, and

in doing so optimize the allocation of reward. Analyses of educational policy

documents of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
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(OECD) similarly reveal a very narrow conception of fairness in education rooted in

economic rationality, which ignores or gives only cursory attention to equality and

need (Bøyum, 2014; Rizvi, 2013; Savage, Sellar, & Gorur, 2013).

The question that is rarely posed is why does a more apt student require a better

education. Why does aptitude guide the allocation of resources? An alternative to

extant ‘meritocratic’ education would be to compensate lower aptitude with a more

sizeable investment of educational resources (principle of need), or to offer students

the same educational opportunities independent of their abilities (principle of

equality). Much of contemporary thinking is explained by the metaphor of

investment (Becker, 1964, 1993; Mincer, 1958), which leads one to consider, if only

implicitly, the expected returns on investment. Such reasoning of course favors the

allocation of resources to those who show the greatest potential. Why this is more

just than compensating the less apt student, or treating both equally, is rarely

discussed if at all recognized as a legitimate point for discussion.

An exclusive focus on merit in education reduces schools to a mere training

ground for the labor market. It leads to disregard the important role of education in

building character and citizenship. As Rawls has it, ‘important is the role of

education in enabling a person to enjoy the culture of his society and to take part in

its affairs, and in this way to provide for each individual a secure sense of his own

worth’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 87). Need, too, is an important criterion that applies to

education for in order to provide for one’s basic needs in modern society, one

cannot realistically do without education—in the strict economic sense as well as in

understanding the role education plays in social and political emancipation. In this

light, entry into education as well as access to further education is to be unrestricted

if we care to give individual students a fair opportunity to be able to provide for

themselves in adulthood. But how to reconcile these various principles of justice in

the practice of educational selection?

Walzer’s (1983) elegant way out is to argue that a second and third principle of

justice can be applied in coherence with the first. Applying this to education, he

argues that in understanding the role that education plays in promoting citizenship,

it is essential to have some basic level of unrestricted and undifferentiated,

comprehensive, and compulsory education for all. Furthermore, in recognizing the

importance of education as a means for people to provide for their basic needs, we

would do well by promoting that individuals have access to any particular form and

degree of education that sufficiently equips them to do so. Finally, education beyond

a minimum level as defined by the principles of need and equality could then be

made available to individuals according to their merit.

There are two additional reasons not to disregard equality as a principle of

justice. One has to do with equality of opportunity. The principle of equal

opportunity, as we have seen, is coherent with the idea of meritocracy, yet not with

its practice. Recall that meritocratic selection should provide for each a chance to

deserve their reward. In practice, however, the unequal distribution of endowments,

the influence of family background, as well as institutional distortions, set up for

unequal starting points and opportunities. This leads to understand that equality of

opportunity is not served by meritocratic practice. In order to restore the principle,

we would need more equality as such—more equal outcomes. For equality of
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opportunity to be greater, that is, starting positions need be more equal. Hence,

either the factors that influence starting positions must be minimized or they must be

equalized. The first implies ‘fixing’ institutions to no longer affect people

differently, parents to be disallowed to interfere in their children’s education,

people to no longer marry homogamously, and of course that people be unaffected

by things beyond their control. While some steps could be made in this direction by

means of compulsory preschools and the expansion of comprehensive education, the

examples illustrate the very unattainability of such an approach.

Another approach is more feasible. It implies not that the effects of the factors of

influence be minimized, but that they be equalized. This idea approaches what

Rawls had in mind by his redress principle: ‘[S]ince inequalities of birth and natural

endowment are undeserved, these inequalities are to be somehow compensated for.

Thus (…) in order to treat all persons equally, to provide genuine equality of

opportunity, society must give more attention to those with fewer native assets and

to those born into the less favorable social positions. The idea is to redress the bias

of contingencies in the direction of equality’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 86).

This approach thus entails instituting compensatory mechanisms to approximate

equality, in order to increase equality of opportunity. One example has already been

given offered: Preschools that cater to the socially disadvantaged can serve to

reduce inequality. Comprehensive schooling, to take another, helps socialize the

advantaged and disadvantaged together so that the latter share the benefits of the

former’s (parental) resources. Furthermore, it increases the chance of inter-group

relation(ship)s and equalizes the effects of assortative mating. Ultimately, what

should be recognized is that perfect equality of opportunity does not exist without

equality of outcome. Hence, truly ‘meritocratic’ education policy cannot deal with

merit without addressing equality.

Conclusion: A Research Agenda

In this paper, I have argued that merit bears within it a hidden discomfort. While

meritocracy holds that merit is a function of effort and ability, much more is in fact

of influence on one’s chances of success. The contingencies of modern life pose

sizeable obstacles that effort and ability cannot always overcome. Furthermore,

societal institutions seriously distort the meritocratic process in increasing

inequalities rather than providing the level playing field that policy makers want

them to establish. At the same time, meritocracy stresses our personal responsibility

to work hard in order to make our own future. Promoting the illusion of M = I ? E,

then, implies not only that people are given false hope, it legitimates societal

inequalities as justly deserved, and misfortune becomes personal failure.

I argued too that people have unequal starting positions and that these positions

are undeserved. It matters, that is, which family you are born into, as well as how

attractive, bright and strong you are. None of these endowments, however, are

meritocratically deserved. Understanding their pivotal role in meritocratic selection

thus implies that we recognize that meritocracy in practice violates its own merit

principle. I argued, finally, that educational policy and discourse informed by
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meritocracy may neglect, at great costs, the principles of need and equality.

Moreover, disregarding equality implies abandoning our pursuit for equality of

opportunity.

While we have learned, and continue to learn more about meritocratic

imperfections, this article suggests that a complete understanding of meritocracy

requires us to recognize the problems inherent in the notion of meritocracy. This

concern informs a research agenda that incorporates four strands.

Where Do Meritocratic Beliefs Come From?

Whereas the majority of citizens across countries hold meritocratic beliefs, there are

strong patterns of variation in the strength of those beliefs. Figure 1 showsmeritocratic

and non-meritocratic beliefs for citizens of the 38 countries that are included in the

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP Research Group, 2012).

In addition to variation between countries of the world (Smith & Matějů, 2012;

Telles & Bailey, 2013), studies have described patterns of variation within countries

along the lines of social class, income, gender, race and education, among other

variables (Grayman & Godfrey, 2013; Hunt, 2007; Kluegel & Smith, 1986).

Scholars have struggled to explain these patterns of variation. Researchers in the

belief in a just world tradition have described meritocratic beliefs from a human

tendency to maintain a belief that the world they live in is fair and does not require

inequalities to be addressed (Jost et al., 2004; Lerner, 1980). Along the same lines,

scholars have posited that meritocratic beliefs serve individual or group interests,

i.e., those of successful societal elites or groups that have an interest in maintaining

their advantages more generally. These explanations, however, fail to account for

the observation that (1) many people in fact do not think they live in a just world

(Delhey & Dragolov, 2014; McCall, 2013), and, often, (2) meritocratic beliefs go

against a person’s interests, as when underprivileged societal groups explain

inequalities as resulting from differences in effort and ambition (Jost & Banaji,

1994; Kay et al., 2009; McCoy & Major, 2007) or when the privileged acknowledge

their own privilege (Croll, 2013).

Other scholars look at cultural factors, such as citizens’ socialization into their

national ideology—e.g., the American dream (Hochschild, 1996)—for the source of

stratification beliefs (Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Heine & Buchtel, 2009;

Huber & Form, 1973). Their explanation builds on findings of large ‘cultural

differences’ between citizens of the world—e.g., Japanese citizens hold vastly

different stratification beliefs from Americans, who in turn differ strongly from the

Danish. This cannot, however, account for similarly large differences within

countries and cultures, along the lines of social class, gender, race, and educational

attainment, as reported in the preceding.

Rather than try to explain meritocratic beliefs in terms of (universal) human

psychology, research might benefit from taking more seriously the different

socialization trajectories and institutional settings that citizens are exposed to in

upbringing and beyond. A possible starting point is Lareau (2011) who shows the

lasting impact of different patterns of upbringing on young people’s sense of self

and other, their aspirations and expectations and eventual societal success.
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How Do Meritocratic Imperfections Persist?

Second, we need to have a better understanding of the persistence of meritocratic

imperfections. We have much to gain from studies like that of Castilla (Castilla,

2008; Castilla & Benard, 2010), which have investigated in detail how the particular

institutionalization of meritocratic policy can lead to unforeseen and unwarranted

outcomes. Such research needs to take seriously the unfulfillable nature of the

meritocratic promise, lest it be blind to the undeserved factors that enter the

meritocratic race, and the subtle cultural processes (Lamont et al., 2014) that

exclude some (category of) people and legitimizes that exclusion on fundamentally

arbitrary and constructed grounds. A further illustration of this type of research is
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Stevens (2007) who describes the logic of inclusion and exclusion that admission

officers (sub)consciously draw on in creating an elite university cohort of students.

How is Merit Defined and Incorporated?

A further line of research would analyze the construction of meritocratic norms in

schools’ grading and selection practices, in foundations’ grant awards, etc. Karabel’s

(2005) analysis of Ivy universities’ admission criteria offers a starting point.

Statements and practices that define what is ‘good,’ or who is ‘better,’ should not be

taken for granted; these constructions of merit should be the explicit focus of

research (Dobbin, 2009). This requires treating as unfamiliar those distinctions and

differences we are so familiar with; to denaturalize ‘merit,’ ‘success,’ ‘talent,’ and

recognize their constructed nature. As Adam Smith recognized: ‘The difference of

natural talents in different men is, in reality, much less than we are aware of; and the

very different genius which appears to distinguish men of different professions, when

grown up to maturity, is not upon many occasions so much the cause, as the effect of

the division of labor. The difference between the most dissimilar characters, between

a philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise not so much

from nature, as from habit, custom, and education’ (Smith, 1776, p. 16).

An interesting further question in this light is whether meritocratic norms are a

driving force behind meritocratic practices or whether such are a symptom of

something else. A likely candidate is the investment logic advocated by human

capital theory (Becker, 1962) in particular, and the dominance of economic

calculation more generally (Centeno & Cohen, 2012). The emphasis that policy

makers place on merit, to the detriment of need and equality, suggests the

dominance of a productivity logic over one of maximizing happiness, solidarity, or

democratic participation—to name just a few alternatives. Alternatively, informing

meritocratic practice may be the liberal individualist conception of personal

responsibility, as studies suggest is particularly dominant in the USA (Hochschild,

1996; Shepelak, 1989; but see McCall, 2013).

What are the Psychosocial Consequences of Losing a ‘meritocratic’

Competition?

Last, research needs to be more open to analyze directly the formation of winners

and losers through meritocratic practices. What do these experiences of winning and

losing do to the individuals involved? We know of the importance of hope, and a

belief in the possibility of success, in motivating individuals to commit themselves

to their work, to spend effort, and resultantly, to their real chance of success

(Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Harris, 2008; O’Connor, 1999).

In education, the fact that many students believe they will be meritocratically

assessed and rewarded could be considered a good thing: Without this belief, it may

be hard to work up the motivation and effort to do well in school. Similarly, some

research suggests a ‘palliative effect’ of meritocratic beliefs on those who lose out

to the extent that those beliefs foster a sense of control over future outcomes

(McCoy et al., 2013). The same belief, however, justifies the formation of winners
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and losers: If we believe the system works, then those who fail do so by their own

fault. Consider the words of Friedrich Hayek in The Constitution of Liberty: ‘A

society in which it was generally presumed that a high income was proof of merit

and a low income of the lack of it, in which it was universally believed that position

and remuneration corresponded to merit (…) would probably be much more

unbearable to the unsuccessful ones than the one in which it was frankly recognized

that there was no necessary connection between merit and success. It would

probably contribute more to human happiness if, instead of trying to make

remuneration correspond to merit, we made clearer how uncertain is the connection

between value and merit. We are probably all much too ready to ascribe personal

merit where there is, in fact, only superior value’ (Hayek, 1960, pp. 98–99).

Adding to the ethical dimension of uncovering falsehood is a concern with the

meritocratic illusion’s effect on a person’s self-perception. How does one cope, not

just with being a loser, but believing that one is rightly called a loser? Moreover,

what does it mean on an interactional level that the successful regard the

unsuccessful as rightful losers? Coming to terms with the notion of meritocracy

means taking serious these uncomfortable questions, and designing the research to

address them.
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