
Introduction  
 
 What should we make of China¶V political meritocracy? The basic idea of political  
 
meritocracy in China is that high-level officials should be selected and promoted based on ability  
 
and virtue.1 Meritocracy in China is a tradition dating back millennia.2 Meritocracy was  
 
institutionalized in imperial China by means of an elaborate examination system that dates to the  
 
Sui dynasty in the sixth and seventh centuries. Today in China, aspiring government officials  
 
normally must pass public service examinations and they must perform well at lower levels of  
 
government, with more rigorous evaluations at every step to move up the chain of command.  
 
Top leaders must also accumulate decades of diverse administration experience, with only a few  
 
reaching the commanding heights of government. In this tradition, the state is expected to select,  
 
recruit and groom talented, Confucian-educated, and civic-minded citizens to take up the  
 
responsibility of governing. In this reading summary/critique, I want to explore the features,  
 
virtues and drawbacks RI�&KLQD¶V�PHULWRFUDWLF�SURFHVVes.  
 
 ,�ZDQW�WR�H[SORUH�LI�&KLQD¶V�PHULWRFUDWLF�IHDWXUHV�is one of the reasons for the countries  
 
strong economic performance and political institutions. &KLQD¶V�meritocratic system has helped  
 
bequeath a modern state with a centralized and uniform system of bureaucratic administration  
 
based on impersonal, merit-based bureaucratic recruitment. These meritocratic mechanisms  
 
create the ideal conditions for a strong state that can govern a huge population and territory under  
 
a uniform set of rules. China has developed strong political institutions ± and public 
 
administration has become more rule based. This begs the question��,V�&KLQD¶V meritocracy more  
 
desirable than meritocracy in the west? Perhaps not quite.  
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,Žǁ�ĚŽĞƐ��ŚŝŶĂ͛Ɛ�DĞƌŝƚŽĐƌĂĐǇ�ǁŽƌk and what are its fruits?  
 
 Xi Jinping, the current president of China, GLGQ¶W�MXVW�EHFRPH�DQ�DXWRFUDW�RXW�RI�QRZKHUH�� 
 
Xi is a product of the rigorous and cutthroat Chinese meritocracy that rewarded him. Like many  
 
top-ranking officials in China, Xi was groomed for governance��;L¶V�IRXU-decade-long ascent to  
 
the presidency involved 16 major promotions through country, city, and provincial levels. He  
 
then went through the Central Committee, the Politburo, and the top spot in the Standing  
 
Committee of the Politburo, with reviews at each stage to evaluate his leadership abilities.  
 
Because of these meticulous meritocratic mechanisms, scholars like Daniel Bell argue that the  
 
Chinese political system is the most competitive in the world today. Indeed, there is a lot to  
 
admire about Chinese political meritocracy. It produces the best and the brightest.  
 
 In a Chinese political meritocracy, once leaders reach the pinnacle of political power,  
 
they can plan for the long term and make decisions that consider the interests of all relevant  
 
stakeholders, including future generations and people living outside the country ± the argument  
 
goes. Leaders serve 10-years and guarantee that the same party will be in power decades into the  
 
future. &ROOHFWLYH�OHDGHUVKLS��LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�WKH�3ROLWEXUR¶V�VHYHQ-member Standing Committee,  
 
ensures that no one leader with outlandish and uninformed views can set misguided policies. The  
 
way Chinese political meritocracy is structured encourages administrative competence, service,  
 
professionalism and leadership. It also promotes civic duty, and the most competent are  
 
rewarded. Chinese political meritocracy is free of lobbyists and interest groups.  
 

This is quite different than how leaders in the U.S move up the ladder. $PHULFD¶V�PRUH� 
 
democratic system can elect a President with some experience in government that wants to join  
 
the Paris climate accords. Then eight years later, can opt to elect a businessman with no  
 
experience in government that will rip up this deal. This erratic shift in policy bequeaths a  
 



weakened nation on the international stage and a divided and confused body politic. By contrast,  
 
&KLQD¶V�OHDGHUs enjoy legitimacy and stability at home and are setting a consistent agenda on the  
 
world stage. This is because Chinese leaders go through similar governance training and are  
 
loyal to a technocratic and rational governance agenda curated by the CCP.  

 
If anything, the U.S has historically been an aristocracy, not a meritocracy. More than  

 
half the members of the House and Senate are millionaires.3 It is no secret that the U.S congress  
 
has lacked racial diversity. Throughout its history, the republic of merit contained powerful  
 
antimeritocratic countercurrents.4 Historically, America has been animated by a collection of  
 
hidden aristocracies that dominated various regions. The period after the First World War saw  
 
America buffeted by powerful anti-meritocratic forces. $PHULFD¶V�HOLWH�XQLYHUVLWLHV�FRPSHWHG� 
 
with Oxford and Cambridge in their anti-intellectual snobbery. Inequalities in who can be a  
 
lawmaker in America and other western countries may have yielded WRGD\¶V crisis of governance  
 
and a loss of faith in democracy all together. Elite politicians in western democracies have struck  
 
a nerve with the people and have bequeathed a populist backlash across the western world.  
 
  Electoral democracies do not guarantee the selection of quality leaders ± while the  
 
Chinese system usually churns out capable and experienced leaders. Indeed, once the four  
 
mobilizations (industrial, agricultural, science, technologies, and national defense) became top  
 
priority for the CCP after 1978, political meritocracy became the law of the land ± and  
 
competent administrators became experienced leaders. College entrance exams were restored,  
 
and civil service exams were reintroduced, resuming a millennium-long tradition of imperial  
 

 
3 /LSWRQ��(ULF��³+DOI�RI�&RQJUHVV�0HPEHUV�$UH�0LOOLRQDLUHV��5HSRUW�6D\V�´�7KH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV��7KH�1HZ�<RUN�

Times, January 9, 2014. https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/10/us/politics/more-than-half-the-members-of-
congress-are-millionaires-analysis-finds.html.  
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civil service disrupted by Mao. Today, a college education is the minimum requirement for  
 
promotion inside the party-state, DQG�&KLQD¶V�WRS�OHDGHUV� premier Li Keqiang and Xi himself ±  
 
both hold Ph.D. degrees. Sophisticated systems of cadre training (the word cadre refers to the  
 
staff that are tasked with the management of state and/or party affairs), evaluation, and  
 
promotion have been developed, and meritocracy is considered a core feature of what some call  
 
the China models.  
 
 Political meritocracy is central to post Mao China¶V�LQVWLWXWLRQDO design. Political  
 
meritocracy is part of what makes the China model so sustainable as opposed to the turbulence  
 
seen in western democracies recently. Chinese political meritocracy ensures that only the best  
 
and the brightest can govern ± and many Chinese people see their leaders as experienced and in  
 
positions of power for their competence and service. Competent leadership in China is why the  
 
country is on a quest for global climate leadership. ;L�XQGHUVWDQGV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�&KLQD¶V� 
 
political meritocracy and is going the extra mile to strengthen it. Xi plans to modernize  
 
governance systems and capabilities. He wants to upgrade the cadre corps and improve the cadre  
 
management system. These potential reforms include reforming cadre selection, promotion and  
 
review, performance assessment, the grooming of younger cadres, and incentivization. Cadres at  
 
each level are required to have specified training, expertise, experience, and aptitude for their  
 
positions. New indexes of performance evaluation and new criteria for promotion have been  
 
developed. 7KHUHIRUH��&KLQD¶V�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�FRPSHWLWLYH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��,W� 
 
rewards competence, order and celebrates the art of governance��&KLQD¶V�SROLWLFDO�PHULWRFUDF\� 
 
bequeaths competent leadership that yields sweeping public policy that lifts millions out of  
 
poverty and makes China a global leader on climate policy. Western democracies look static in  
 
comparison. They are riddled with clunky bureaucracies and unimaginative policymakers.  
 



Does Chinese Political Meritocracy yield good governance? 
 
 The post Mao Chinese political system is sophisticated and well designed. It promotes  
 
competent governance at every turn. For instance, WKH�&&3¶V�FHQWUDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�GHSDUWPHQW�has  
 
created key points of evaluation of local state leadership teams. The party assesses the  
 
performance of local leadership teams by utilizing data analysis based on annual targets. Teams  
 
that successfully facilitate economic, social, and sustainable development are considered  
 
successful. This is how real political meritocracy functions. These evaluations most likely  
 
encourage public servants to maximize their countries economic potential. Evaluations hold  
 
SXEOLF�VHUYDQW¶V�IHHW�WR�WKH�ILUH�DQG�SURPRWH�JRRG�JRYHUQDQFH��No such mechanisms exist in  
 
western democracies, and this leads to quality control issues in who can govern. In the U.S, an  
 
uninformed Marjorie Taylor Green can become a congresswoman and wreak havoc.   
 
 &KLQD¶V�SROLWLFDO�PHULWRFUDF\�LV�QRW�DV�HOLWLVW�DQG�DQWLGHPRFUDWLF�DV�LW�PD\�VHHP�RQ�WKH� 
 
surface. Indeed, far from being a tyrannical autocracy, &KLQD¶V�SDUW\�LQIXVHG�JRYHUQDQFH�KDV� 
 
incentives to make sound public policy and administrative decisions. Believe it or not, those who  
 
are qualified to govern have an incentive to make public policy and administration that is more  
 
responsive to society at large through a mechanism GXEEHG�³GRZQZDUG�SUHVVXUH-induced popular  
 
DFFRXQWDELOLW\�´�'HHSO\�HPEHGGHG�LQ�&KLQHVH�VRFLHW\��WKH�&&3¶V�URXJKO\����PLOOLRQ�PHPEHUV� 
 
and 4.5 million grassroots organizations provide dense linkages and constant interfaces with the  
 
people and keep the party informed of conditions in society. The existence of party organizations  
 
in the governance structure has injected a dose of populism into public policy and administration.  
 
The top leaderships concern with regime legitimacy and longevity has exerted tremendous  
 
pressure on lower-level cadres to stay alert to social change. Chinese meritocracy mixes  
 
democratic pressures with competent leadership, and this configuration yields good governance.  



A Balancing Act 

 Chinese political meritocracy is not without its weaknesses. Like all well-designed  

systems, the Chinese model has unintended consequences. For one, Chinese governance is  

constrained by the inherent limits of the rationalization of the party state or streamlining of  

public administration, as well as to the rule of law. Moreover, the excessive concentration of  

power in the hands of the party chiefs has made corruption run rampant, and systems of  

meritocracy instituted by the party have the potential to create a new privileged aristocracy ±  

where those loyal to the party have all the power and privileges that they need. These realties  

threaten and contradict the rational Chinese meritocracy outlined previously.  

Indeed, as Francis Fukuyama puts it, China has not solved the bad emperor problem.  

Although electoral democracy does not guarantee the selection of quality leaders, it is a fairly 

reliable mechanism for getting rid of the undesirable ones. The Chinese system usually  

bequeaths capable and experienced leaders but is often stuck with unpopular ones, especially at  

the top. The China model lacks adequate participation by the public. More innovativeness and  

better accountability could be achieved with broadened citizen participation and greater  

government transparency, EXW�WKH�UHJLPH¶V�UHFHQW�HIIRUWV�DW�VXSSUHVVLQJ�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DQG� 

utilizing greater ideological control may have long-term detrimental efIHFWV�RQ�&KLQD¶V�SROLWLFDO� 

development. This creates a meritocratic technocracy that does not always have the interests of  

the people at heart, and instead serves the party only.  
 
 $�SUREOHP�ZLWK�&KLQD¶V�DOO-knowing meritocracy is that it does not consider the core  
 
tenants of democratic theory. Policymakers and bureaucrats anywhere should work diligently to  
 
promote freedom of speech, freedom of assembly and freedom of religion ± they should work in  
 
a non-partisan fashion and preserve political institutions. Although the China model promotes  
 
competent leaders ± it only rewards those who are unwaveringly loyal to the party.  
 



 Although those who govern in China hold a wealth of expertise, they do not hold the  
 
humanity required to govern. Democratic societies truly represent the people because anyone can  
 
govern no matter what their cultural positioning is in space and time. Experience matters, but so  
 
does instinct. &KLQD¶V�Dll-knowing technocratic meritocracy only promotes an educated class that  
 
is often disconnected from what is happening on the streets. In the U.S, a low income and  
 
uneducated person can be elected to congress and represent low-income constituents.  
 
 In China, political meritocracy at the top is only desirable if leaders are selected and  
 
promoted based on superior ability and virtue. ,Q�SUDFWLFH��KRZHYHU��³SULQFHOLQJV´�often  
 
GRPLQDWH��VHYHUDO�RI�&KLQD¶V�OHDGHUV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�SUHVLGHQW��DUH�WKH�GHVFHndants of prominent  
 
and influential Communist officials. Perhaps the way to counter this is to allow people to elect  
 
government officials, but to qualify you must have administrative experience. Public servants  
 
anywhere should be nonpartisan. With all the fruits and poisons of Chinese meritocracy, the  
 
question should become: how do we balance Chinese meritocracy with modern democratic  
 
principles so that the Chinese people enjoy the best of both worlds? 
 
 Political meritocracy has deep roots in China, and public opinion polls consistently show  
 
majorities LQ�VXSSRUW�RI�³JXDUGLDQVKLS�GLVFRXUVH�´�RU�HPSRZHULQJ�FDSDEOH�SROLWLFLDQV�ZKR�ZLOO� 
 
assume responsibility for the good of society. That said, there is an equally strong demand in  
 
&KLQD�IRU�³:HVWHUQ´�YDOXHV�VXFK�DV�IUHHGRP�RI�VSHHFK��JRYHUQPHQW�WUDQVSDUHQF\��DQG�WKH�UXOH�Rf  
 
law. These necessary demands will only grow each second as China becomes more modern. In  
 
RUGHU�IRU�&KLQD¶V�GHVLUDEOH�SROLWLFDO�PHULWRFUDF\�WR�EH�YLDEOH��WKH�&&3�PXVW�PRYH�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\� 
 
and let the people decide on which non-partisan competent public servants that they want to  
 
fulfill their needs. China should build on its great cultural achievements in cuisine, martial arts  
 
and medicines ± while incorporating freedom of speech, assembly, and the rule of law.   
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