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Abstract

East Asia’s economy is leading the world into the new Asian century. While
meritocratic practices in the educational and private sectors are often con-
sidered pivotal conditions for East Asia’s economic success, experts have
pointed out that the path ahead requires new approaches to ensure social
cohesion and stability, which depend on the quality of relations across social
divides. These considerations raise multiple questions for philosophers: What
forms of social meritocracy are necessary to sustain social cohesion? Moreover,
how can the detrimental effects of meritocratic practices be contained? Is it
possible to utilise some of the intellectual resources indigenous to East Asia to
generate innovative solutions? This paper argues that the answers to these
questions lie in the indigenous Confucian conceptual resources. Con-
fucian ideas can inspire a more desirable societal ideal for the future of
East Asia. In particular, the Confucian emphasis on cultivating reciprocal
harmonious human relationships and others’ morality can guide new ap-
proaches to fostering social cohesion. As Confucian personal cultivation
through harmonious relations is a process of social cohesion, these ideas
inspire a) a multiple approach to policymaking that is not only grounded
in economic redistribution, b) a richer understanding of societal progress,
and c) a democratic approach to fostering social cohesion. Unlike Confucian
meritocrats and scholars who defend the Confucian roots of East Asian forms
of political and social meritocracy, this paper proves that Confucian conceptual
resources can help formulate a societal vision that strengthens cohesion and
mitigates the adverse effects of meritocratic practices.
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I. Whither East Asia?

With a regional GDP rising two times faster than those of Europe
and USA, today, East Asia is the fastest-growing region in the world.!
Most observers believe the so-called East Asian “Miracle” or “Renai-
ssance” is pertinent only in regional terms and is not reducible to
China’s economic boom (Birdsall 1993; Gill and Karhas 2007, 6, 47).
Furthermore, since East Asian countries have different political sys-
tems, the causes of East Asian Renaissance are likely to be “cultural,”
not political.?

Against this backdrop, East Asian countries’ shared meritocratic
elements in the educational sector and work culture have gained
significant attention. These meritocratic elements have been pivotal
for regional growth for Zorigt Dashdorj, the executive director of the
Mongolia Development Strategy Institute. East Asian countries share a
form of “educational meritocracy” that rewards hard work and ensures
that the best students enter the national civil service systems or land
jobs in top national business enterprises (Dashdorj 2019). While Japan
was the first country to develop this educational system, Singapore,
South Korea, and Taiwan quickly adopted several elements of the
Japanese model, while China implemented a similar model after its
economic reform in the 1970s (Dashdorj 2019). For Dashdorj (2019),
meritocracy also defines many aspects of East Asia’s working culture,
such as companies’ internal promotion system. Political theorist Daniel
A. Bell seems to agree with Dashdorj. In his view, China’s economic
success partly depended on the meritocratic culture in the political and
educational sectors. For Bell, guanxi (33%), personal connections, still
matter in China but are tempered by meritocratic practises. The gaokao
(F%), the Chinese national university entrance exam, is emblematic of
the Chinese meritocratic tradition (Bell 2015, 87). It is “a steppingstone

1 From 2004 to 2022, East Asian GDP rose approximately 2.2 times faster than Europe
and 1.8 times faster than the USA. (Author’s calculation based on GDP data in Gill and
Karhas 2007; Macrotrends 2022; World Bank 2022a; and World Bank 2022b).

2 The World Bank’s 2007 report on East Asia was a drastic shift in perspective since it
openly contested the 1993 World Bank report’s conclusion that there was nothing
miraculous in East Asia’s extraordinary growth.
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for political success” and it “limits the power of elite by limiting access
to examination success” (Bell 2015, 87). Reflecting on the practices
of successful family enterprises in East Asia, the former Dean of the
College of Business at Nanyang Technological University, Hong Hai
maintains that “[mJeritocracy plays the additional role of culling the
best available talent to serve as employee managers, in much the same
way that elites mandarins in ancient China were selected through
competitive examinations and subsequent performance as officials”
(2020, 25).

The impact of meritocratic ideologies on East Asia’s economic
performance is difficult to estimate; East Asia is a diverse region, with
notable cultural, economic, and social differences among its countries.
However, several countries in the region appear to urgently need a new
socio-political vision. Economic expansion and massive development
projects have led to an unsustainable social structure, challenging so-
cial cohesion in many East Asian countries (Gill and Kharas 2007).
Within-country inequalities, wage inequality between skilled and un-
skilled workers, inequalities in educational attainment, and unequal
access to essential services are the most pressing issues undermining
social cohesion (Gill and Kharas 2007, 30). Thus, if numerous East Asian
countries share some trust in meritocratic practices, they also appear
to have a common problem: they “are failing in the achievement of do-
mestic integration.” This jeopardizes not only social cohesion but also
the sustainability of East Asia’s impressive growth (Gill and Kharas
2007, 18, 30).

East Asia’s need for an alternative societal vision for the future
opens a new normative space. For example, as I have said, some ob-
servers believe that meritocracy was pivotal for the regional economic
renascence, but are meritocratic practices and policies detrimental to
social cohesion? If so, does East Asia have the intellectual resources
to create a new societal ideal to ensure social cohesion? Furthermore,
assuming that some forms of meritocratic selections are necessary for
the functioning of vital societal sectors, how can the damaging effects
of meritocratic practices on social cohesion be prevented?

This paper encourages a reassessment of the social value of meri-
tocratic practices and argues that Confucian indigenous concep-
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tual resources are an apt critical inspirational source for reconcep-
tualising a desirable societal ideal. While some meritocratic practices
are necessary for any society to sustain its functioning, empirical
considerations on the effects of meritocratic practices should make
us sceptical of the positive social effects of meritocracy. Yet, Con-
fucian emphasis on cultivating reciprocal human relationships and
responsibilities for others’ personal growth inspires novel ways to
contain the toxic effects of meritocratic practices in the contemporary
era. Thus, some Confucian ideas may well support the promotion of the
worthy and competent, but they also offer an ethical counterbalance
to meritocratic and divisive social practices. The paper proposes
three Confucian-inspired recommendations for overcoming the toxic
effects of existing meritocratic practices in East Asia by focusing on
the Confucian idea of human relationship as a goal (at national and
international political levels) and reciprocity as a shared responsibility.

The paper proceeds as follows: through sociological and economic
studies on social cohesion and meritocratic policies in modern
Singapore, the next section illustrates that meritocratic practices can
erode social cohesion in the long term. These conclusions question
the social effects of meritocratic practices. Section three presents a
Confucian view of social cohesion. The fourth section uses some of
the Confucian insights discussed in the third section to present three
Confucian-inspired recommendations for sustaining social cohesion at
the policy-making level. The final section addresses crucial objections
to the proposal outlined in this article.

II. Social Meritocracy’s Effects on Social Cohesion

While the meaning of social cohesion remains open to debate,
scholars agree that trustworthy and reciprocal social relations are a
core dimension of social cohesion. For instance, David Schiefer and
Jolanda van der Noll have recently proposed to view a cohesive society
as “characterized by close social relations, pronounced emotional
connectedness to the social entity, and a strong orientation towards
the common good” (2017, 592). Such a definition aligns with most
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academic and policy-oriented approaches to social cohesion. It is
also consistent with Joseph Chan, Ho-Pong To, and Elaine Chan’s
influential definition of social cohesion as “a state of affairs concerning
both the vertical and horizontal interactions of society as characterized
by a set of attitudes and norms that includes trust, a sense of belonging
and the willingness to participate and help, as well as their behavioral
manifestations” (2006, 290).

Social cohesion is usually associated with “social networks.” The
latter is the quality and quantity of people’s social relations with
their family, friends, associations, and other groups (Schiefer and
van der Noll 2017, 586). Like the idea of “social capital” proposed by
Political scientist Robert Putnam (2000), the concept of social networks
indicates that central to social cohesion is not just the frequency
of personal interactions but also the level of trust and reciprocity
developed by individuals (Schiefer and van der Noll 2017, 586). In
particular, social cohesion is evident when citizens “can trust, help, and
cooperate with their fellow members of society” (Chan et al. 2006, 289).

This indicates that for social cohesion to be present, both “bonding
capital” and “bridging capital” are required. The former represents the
quality of social relations among demographically similar individuals
(e.g. work colleagues, family members, and neighbors). In contrast,
“bridging capital” indicates the quality of social ties across social
divides. Because social cohesion is a societal property, it depends on
high bond capital and inter-group relations that allow for “bridging
social capital” (Cheong et al. 2007). For this reason, relations across
social divides and mutual tolerance between ethnic, cultural, and
religious groups are often considered key indicators of social cohesion
(Schiefer and van der Noll 2017).

Having clarified the meaning of social cohesion, let me turn to
meritocracy. Meritocracy is a distributive principle that advocates
allocating certain social goods to different members of society ac-
cording to their desert under conditions of equality of opportunity
(Mulligan 2018). For instance, in the case of job positions, meritocracy
implies that positions should be open to all members of society and
distributed according to candidates’ relevant qualities. As a distributive
principle, meritocracy is not directly concerned with the quality of
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social relations among members of society. However, in real political
scenarios, meritocracy has often been presented as a political ideal
for fostering unity and cooperation across the social spectrum. For
example, the first Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, believed
meritocracy must be a core principle of modern and multiethnic
independent Singapore. “[I]n a society based on equal opportunity, if
rewards are corrected to the effort and output of the man and not to his
possession of wealth or status, then is likely that you will give your people
the incentive to strive for himself and for his community” (Lee 1966, my
emphasis).

The development of meritocracy as a state ideology in modern
Singapore is important for our discussion because it illustrates that
meritocratic practices can erode social cohesion in the long term. After
Singapore’s split from Malaysia in 1965, meritocracy represented the
most suitable ideology around which Singaporeans could find common
ground and trust in the institutions and fellow citizens despite their
ethnic and religious differences. In a time of economic hardship and
racial riots, Lee was persuaded that “[a] society based on performance,
not pedigrees, has resulted in the benefit to all” (Lee 1980) and
arguably, in the first decades after independence, multicultural meri-
tocracy allowed for expanding social networks—an essential aspect of
social relations. For instance, in the educational and private sectors,
meritocratic selections were open to all Singaporeans regardless of
their backgrounds and ethnicity. This allowed for more exchanges and
the development of shared experiences between members of different
ethnic groups, which had lived in segregated community ghettos
during British colonial rule.

However, after six decades, meritocratic policies and ideology
have led to worrisome class stratification and detrimental effects on
Singapore’s social cohesion. According to Singaporean sociologist
Vincent Chua and Singaporean economist Kelvin Seah, this is due to
the fact that meritocratic competition in real-world situations never
starts in perfectly equal situations. Furthermore, meritocracy can
often lead to an advantage for a specific group that tries to pass their
privilege to their children, thus ossifying the social structure (Chua
and Seah 2022, 174). This shows that meritocratic systems tend in the
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long term to have the undesired effect of fostering class stratification,
not social mobility. This long-term effect of meritocratic practices in
modern Singapore was confirmed by Singapore’s Senior Minister and
Coordinating Minister for Social Policies, Tharman Shanmugaratnam:
“The top tends to preserve its ability to succeed in meritocracy, and
the bottom tends to get stuck at the bottom end of the ladder. It is
happening in many societies, and we are beginning to see it happen
here” (Teng 2019, quoted by Chua and Seah 2022, 174).

Social cohesion studies confirm the long-term detrimental effects
of meritocratic practices on social cohesion. According to Schiefer and
van der Noll, equal resources contribute to levelling the playing field
and increase individuals’ perception of fairness and trust in the system
and in each other.> “When individuals and groups have equal access
to resources, this will strengthen their trust in others and institutions,
enable them to participate and network, and facilitate a positive
sense of belonging. This, in turn, contributes to their well-being and
health, increasing their general quality of life” (2017, 594). In contrast,
inequality of resources can lead to inequality of access, which places
members of society at different starting points in the meritocratic
race. These dynamics can erode social cohesion because they increase
the perceived unfairness of the institutions and distrust among social
groups.

Importantly, it is not just the perceived unfairness of the meri-
tocratic selection to be problematic but also its spatial effects on
social interaction. A meritocratic distribution of rewards can induce
diminishing social interactions beyond the demographically similar. It
induces individuals to adopt different lifestyles, reducing the chances
of inter-group engagement between the “winner” and the “loser” of
the meritocratic race. As a result, meritocratic practices decrease the
chances for physical and social interactions and meaningful exchanges
among different social groups in the long term. Such an effect is
problematic: social cohesion tracks social relations based on trust and

3 Besides equality, shared values and quality of life are other recurrent themes often
discussed concerning social cohesion. However, according to Schiefer and van der Noll
(2017), none is a constitutive component of social cohesion.
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willingness to help each other and sharp inequalities can diminish
social relations across the social spectrum.

Unsurprisingly, it is not just meritocracy that is being contested
in Singapore; inequalities have also become a critical topic of debate.
While meritocratic principles in the educational sector generated
social mobility after independence, today’s education system has lost
part of its potential. The problem lies primarily in families’ inequalities
of wealth which intensify educational inequalities (Seah 2019). An
area that clearly reveals the impact of inequality of wealth is access to
private tuition. In the competitive Singaporean educational system,
tuition has become necessary for many students to score decent grades
at the elementary and secondary levels. However, in 2017/2018, the top
20 percent of Singapore households spent almost four times more than
the lowest 20 percent of Singapore households on tuition (Chua and
Seah 2022, 175).4

The history of meritocracy in Singapore is a cautionary tale for
other East Asian countries and Confucian political theorists who
advocate social meritocracy. While meritocratic practices are partly
unavoidable in critical social sectors, they can also hinder social
cohesion in the long term. However, note that the above discussion
does not support the conclusion that meritocratic practices must be
opposed under any circumstances; and there are reasons to doubt that
a harmonious society can be achieved without some form of meri-
tocracy. But the above empirical evidence must make us concerned
about the social impact of meritocratic practices. Faced with this
empirical evidence, we should doubt the potential of meritocracy as
a means of social cohesion. At the same time, if some meritocratic
practices are unavoidable, we must look for “counterbalances” to limit
meritocracy’s corrosive social effects and nourish social relations. The
following two sections turn to Confucian ideas for a possible solution
to this problem: they show that some Confucian ideals can be an es-

4 Notably, meritocracy also exacerbates competition in the educational systems. For
example, in the mid-1990s, only 30 percent of secondary school Singaporean students
received private tuition, while in the early 2010s, almost 70 percent of them received
private tuition (Chua and Seah 2022, 175).
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sential inspirational source for deliberation on the daunting lack of
social cohesion and social meritocratic practices’ corrosive effects.

III. A Confucian View of Social Cohesion

Extending over a period of more than two millennia, Confucianism is
one of East Asia’s most ancient intellectual traditions; it originated in
China and progressively extended through East Asia and beyond its
borders, maintaining its influence until the present day. Despite its
internal diversity, Confucianism’s history is often divided into three
main eras (Tu 1993). The first era is the ancient period, starting with
Confucius (trad. 551-479 BCE) and ending with the Han dynasty's end
(220). The second era expands from the Song (960-1279) to the Ming
dynasty (1368-1644). Modern Confucianism characterizes the third
and last period; it starts with the events of the May Fourth movement
in 1919 and comprises the works of twentieth-century Confucian
scholars, like Liang Shuming (1893-1988) and Mou Zongsan (1909-
1995).

This intellectual tradition’s complexity makes it impossible to
posit a singular Confucian perspective of social cohesion. As Confucian
doctrines are various, so can the Confucian perspectives on social
cohesion. Drawing from some of the central ideas of three fundamental
ancient Confucian texts (the Analects of Confucius, the Mencius, and
the Xunzi), I will argue that social cohesion can be understood as a
key element of the political ideals proposed by the ancient Confucian
masters.

In Confucian ethics, moral cultivation is an individual’s life goal
achievable through developing certain moral dispositions or virtues.
These virtues characterize the junzi (£F)—the noble person in the
ethical sense of the term representing the Confucian paradigm of moral
excellence—but every individual is born with equal potential to develop
morally, regardless of background and social status (Analects 9.13).5

5 The emphasis on virtues has led some scholars to argue that Confucian ethics is a form
of virtue ethics (Loy 2013; Angle and Slote 2013; Van Norden 2007).
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However, moral development is not an individualistic project
in Confucianism, but a social one. This is because it depends on the
possibility of establishing personal relations across space and time
(Tan 2012, 300). Distinctive of Confucianism is a particular relational
conception of the person. Individuals are not seen as independent
entities from their social relations and the roles they play in them, but
their relations with others also partly constitute them. This entails
that, for Confucians, it is by cultivating harmonious and reciprocal
social relations of care that the individual can develop morally and
emotionally (Hall and Ames 1999).

The attitude of caring for others has a moral connotation. It goes
beyond the physical tutelage or protection of the other, implying
a contribution to the cultivation of others’ morality. This idea is
expressed in the Confucian virtue of ren (1), often translated as “bene-
volence,” “goodness,” or “humanity.” Ren is reflected in the attitude of
the person who is “waiting to realize himself, he helps others to realize
themselves” (Analects 6.30). While ren has a rich moral connotation,
its correct expression may require achieving goals that prima facie
seem unconcerned with morality. For example, helping others meet
their basic needs because such needs are a precondition for moral
development (Analects 13.9).

Clearly, not all human relations should be maintained if the
other side does not reciprocate. Nevertheless, it is acceptable to the
parties in the relationship to express ren according to their abilities
and resources. For instance, because children are not self-sufficient,
especially in the first years of their life, parents must provide more
care for them than young children can reciprocate for their parents.
Having said that, individuals with limited resources and a lack of moral
authority have no excuse for passivity. Confucius expected his students
to actively contribute to the educational process (Analects 7.8) and
encouraged children to respectfully remonstrate (jian #) with their
parents (Analects 4.18).

The emphasis on social relations reveals that cultivating har-
monious human relations is an essential goal in Confucian ethics.
Harmony (he #l), or “harmonization” (Li 2006, 583), is an individual
goal for which the noble person should aim (Analects 13.23). At the
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same time, harmony is intrinsically a societal goal, it can be created and
fostered by developing proper social relations with other individuals
and nature. Importantly, for Confucians, harmony is not equal to
uniformity; it represents a fruitful balance of differences (Analects
13.23). Modelled after the example of music, harmony presupposes
diversity, requiring the mediation between individuals with different
needs and different viewpoints (Li 2008, 425).

While traditionally, in Confucianism, the family represents the
central social actor in the development of most individuals, the pro-
cess of moral cultivation extends beyond the limits of families or
small societal groups. Importantly, care for others’ personal de-
velopment can be expressed in creating and nurturing relations among
people of similar demographics across society and among mem-
bers of society with different outward characteristics. Notably, the
traditional five basic human relationships (wulun #iff) (ruler-ruled,
father-son, husband-wife, elder-younger, friend-friend) described
in the Mencius (3A.4) and The Doctrine of the Means (20.8) include
individuals with similar demographic characteristics (e.g. father-
son) but also individuals with radically different social positions and
background (e.g. ruler-ruled). The affection that rulers should develop
and express towards their people is a common theme in the ancient
texts. Friendship can also develop among individuals with similar
demographic characteristics, and numerous passages refer to the value
of friendship relationships in the ancient texts. For instance, in the
Analects, friendship is represented as essential to the noble person's
life (12.24), and friendship with geographically distant others is one of
the central topics of the opening passage of the Analects (1.1).

The importance of conducive vertical and horizontal social rela-
tions for individuals’ moral cultivation is clearly expressed in the Xunzi.
For this Warring-States-period thinker, human flourishing does not
only depend on the possibility of creating community (qun %), but
also on the presence of a socio-political order in which social roles
are clearly defined (ch. 4, 294-306) and social relations are mediated
through ritualized practices (ch. 9, 79-83). For Xunzi, rituals (li i) are
a precondition for creating and sustaining harmonious relations in
society because they have the potential to promote social order and
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cultivate individuals’ correct moral and emotional inclinations.® To this
end, Confucian rituals should encompass multiple spheres of societal
life and public events, from funeral arrangements (ch. 19, 221-50) to
statecraft (ch. 15,98-101).

The above discussion suggests that Confucian personal cultivation
through harmonious relations is a process of social cohesion. For the
early Confucians, the ideal society is characterized by a network of
strong social relationships among its members in which ritualistic
practices help foster and maintain unity among members of society.
From this perspective, the development of harmonious and ritual-based
social relationships is not only a means to personal cultivation but also
part of a broader process of developing a virtuous and cohesive society.

Of course, contemporary readings of social cohesion do not
share the thick moral connotation that ancient Confucians ascribe
to meaningful social relations. In other words, contemporary social
cohesion experts do not consider ren or rituals. Nevertheless, the above
discussion seems to indicate that a Confucian approach supports
developing complex social networks quite similar to those necessary for
social cohesion, as we understand it today. This is because it considers
personal cultivation dependent on the quality of one’s social relations.
Furthermore, it supports the development of vertical and horizontal
networks of social relations, interpersonal trust, and a disposition
for cooperation (see Figure 2 for a summary of the social networks
supported by a Confucian approach).

This is a crucial point to make: it indicates that Confucian ideals
can be an essential inspirational source for deliberation on the
daunting lack of social cohesion in many East Asian countries. With
their focus on high-quality social relations, some Confucian ideas
can even bring a fresh perspective to debates on social meritocracy
and inspire new ideas on how to foster social cohesion in East Asia. A
Confucian insight on countermeasures is relevant beyond the debates
among Confucians because, as we have learned, the social effects of

6 Besides harmony, social order, and moral-emotional attunement, the ancient Confucian
masters believed that rituals could enhance the aesthetic value of human interactions
and bringing people’s attention to important life events (e.g. death and marriage). For a
detailed discussion of the rituals’ various functions, see Flanagan (2019).
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meritocratic practices are also crucial for scholars involved in the
discussion of the future of East Asia to determine what societal ideal
can guide the new phase of regional development. The following
section uses some of the Confucian insights discussed in this section
to formulate three recommendations for constructing a sustainable
societal vision to strengthen social cohesion.

Figure 2. Confucian Human Relationships and Social Cohesion
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IV. Confucian-Inspired Suggestions for Social Cohesion

This section argues that among the Confucian insights discussed in
Section III, three are particularly useful: the Confucian idea of human
relations as a goal at the local/national level; human relations at
international political levels; and reciprocity as a shared responsibility.

A. Human Relations as a Goal at the Local/National Level

The preceding section has illustrated the detrimental effects of meri-
tocracy-driven inequalities. On the one hand, they can increase mis-
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trust among social groups, and on the other, they can diminish the
chances for social relations across the social spectrum. Often, a concern
for fairness leads policymakers and advisers to recommend controlling
the implementations of meritocratic principles by redistributing
resources from the better off to the worse off. While this is an important
proposal, a Confucian-inspired perspective also advises creating
physical opportunities for societal encounters between individuals
with different backgrounds to ensure they can meet and develop social
ties. For Confucians, the ability of meritocratic practices to decrease
the chances for physical and social interactions among different social
groups needs to be prevented. Personal cultivation is facilitated by
cultivating social relationships beyond the demographically similar.
This was one of the key functions of Confucian ritualistic practices. To
this end, the Confucian emphasis on social relations would encourage
today’s experimentation in urban design and, perhaps, refashion
the educational system to allow pupils to develop cross-social class
friendships and experiences.

This approach underlines some of the initiatives by the Singapore
government to reduce the geographical distance between social groups.
For example, besides the Ethnic Integration Policy that distributes
public flats according to the ethnic heritage of the citizens to ensure
mixed neighborhoods, similar plans have been developed to ensure
a mixed class in the regulation of apartment rental or purchase
(Chua and Seah 2022, 176). Another noteworthy initiative is the plan
to redesign the education streams to allow more social mixing in
schools. The debate on the desirability of these specific policies in the
Singaporean context remains open, with critics maintaining that these
political choices are likely to raise new challenges.” However, my point
is that the focus on the social context of these proposals is aligned with
a Confucian-inspired approach that looks at the physical possibilities
for individuals to establish and maintain social relations in their
community.

7 For a discussion of some of the challenges of these new policy proposals in the Singa-
porean context, see Chua and Seah (2022, 178-83).
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B. Human Relations as an International Goal

The second Confucian-inspired recommendation involves adopting
a deep understanding of societal progress at the international level.
Social progress is often tracked by global indexes, like the Freedom
House’s Freedom Index or the United Nations Human Development Index,
which rank countries based on their ability to meet specific goals.
Implementing a Confucian-inspired approach would complement
existing indexes with an assessment of the quality of social relations
across society, which would help understand how individuals can
develop emotionally and morally by engaging and nurturing caring
relationships across society.

Among all the proposed indexes to assess countries, the Harmony
Index (HI) is the one that comes closest to this idea. Daniel Bell and
Yingchuan Mo proposed the HI in 2013 as the first attempt to track
the quality of social relations with a Confucian-inspired approach.
The HI was a reaction against the leading global indicators which,
according to the authors, “all suffer from the same basic flaw: they
ignore or downplay the significance of social relations for human well-
being, as well as the moral dimension of social life” (2014, 802). Against
this backdrop, the HI aims to evaluate countries based on a country’s
harmonious social relations and propose a new paradigm. The index
tracks four types of harmonious relations: the relationships in families,
in society, among countries, and between humans and nature.

The HI is an exciting and novel experiment. However, it is based
on unsuitable measurements. For instance, it assesses the quality of
parent(s)-child(ren) relationships based on the suicide rate of the
elderly and children. The UN Women’s data on the rate of domestic
violence is the only measurement to estimate the quality of rela-
tionships with spouses. These criteria are unsuitable for assessing
the quality of social relations because they only signal the intolerable
toxicity of social relations. Another issue with HI is that the quality
of relationships in society depends on the “Club and Association
Index” among other criteria. That suggests that HI does not focus on
the quality of relations across social divides (the so-called “bridging
capital”) but only on relations among similar individuals (that is,
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“bonding capital”) (Foa and Tanner 2012, 10). This is problematic
because we have learned that meritocratic practices tend to ossify
society in social classes, limiting precisely cross-class interactions.

In conclusion, while the authors acknowledge that their proposal
is limited by the “lack of relevant measurements” (Bell and Mo 2014,
13), the above discussion indicates that HI does not track the quality
of social relations, and developing an index on the quality of social
relations across societies may require the creation of new criteria or
parameters from those already in use. The above discussion also shows
that pre-existing world indexes need to be revised to assess the quality
of social relations. For instance, from the outset, the need to track
social relations across social divides may lead us to think that the HI
should be based on parameters such as the Inter-group Cohesion Index.
However, the latter is based on the number of acts of violence among
religious, ethnic, or other social groups (Foa and Tanner 2012, 10). But
clearly, the absence of social conflict is not proof of social cohesion nor
of close inter-group social ties.

C. Reciprocity as a Sharing of Responsibilities

The previous two recommendations suggest ways for policymakers and
global analysts to recalibrate their perspectives on socially desirable
goals. This final section argues that the corrosive effects of meritocracy
on social cohesion are a problem not only of governance but mitigating
the detrimental effects of meritocracy is a community’s responsibility.
To this end, a Confucian perspective encourages a democratic problem-
solving approach.

As we have learned, a Confucian perspective suggests that the
moral responsibility to nurture reciprocal social relations does not
rest exclusively on the shoulders of the more powerful. Each relation
member is invited to contribute according to her resources and
abilities. This point suggests that cultivating harmonious inter-group
social relations is not only the government’s responsibility but also the
community members. To this end, rectifying meritocratic principles
in the education sector calls not only for new policy strategies and
visions of social progress. It also requires school directors, teachers,
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and parents, who are in a position to change the environment in which
pupils grow, to ensure that the latter are exposed to a different set
of values more centred on personal cultivation rather than academic
achievement and competition. The adverse effects of meritocratic
principles on individuals’ social relations call for a collective response,
but it does not exclude the need for governmental actions. Without
structural changes to pluralize the educational selection system,
it would be irresponsible and naive for parents and teachers not to
adequately prepare their children to compete for the meritocratic
selection. The government and other top political institutions must
work to reduce the detrimental effects of meritocracy. However, at the
same time, they should allow local community actors to participate
actively in the process.

This suggests that, in front of societal challenges, a Confucian per-
spective can encourage a democratic approach to problem-solving.
I use the term “democracy” not as a principle of political legiti-
macy but as a way of life based on a collective experience of living
together. It indicates a civic society open to all, in which members
can contribute to solving collective problems according to their ex-
perience and possibilities. In this social environment, the collective
sets the application and limits of meritocratic practices. While John
Dewey (1888) was the first to elaborate on this understanding of demo-
cracy in the pragmatist tradition, this idea of democracy was later
reconceptualized in Western political philosophy by the so-called
“relational democratic theorists” (Bohman 1999; Anderson 1999,
2009; Scheffler 2010; Kolodny 2014). As a way for societies to identify
and resolve their collective problems, democracy entails that social
change is not the responsibility of a few but all community members.
However, for pragmatists, democratic politics is not reducible to
majority rule nor excludes the relevance of accountable democratic
institutions (Dewey 1988, 365). Rather, it must be a form of “social
inquiry” through which intelligent decisions are made to identify and
solve problems via open debates, “socially organized deliberation,” and
implementing experimental scientific methods (Bohman 1999, 591,
593). It presupposes collaboration among individuals with different
backgrounds through reflexive personal judgment and collective
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deliberation. As an anti-elitist approach, democracy does not imply a
flat equal distribution of labor. It invites citizens and different social
actors to engage in a collective communicative activity according to
their abilities. Such division of labor is democratic if it enables open
and free communication between the general public and the other
parties, and addresses recurring cooperation challenges towards the
development of social knowledge (Bohman 1999, 592).

While the ancient Confucian master never advocated democratic
rule, several contemporary Confucian theorists have pointed out that
this pragmatic understanding of democracy has striking similarities
with Confucian political ideals (Hall and Ames 1999; Tan 2005
and 2010; Kim 2016 and 2018).8 From a Confucian perspective, the
government is the bearer of the highest responsibility to curb the
socially corrosive effects of a meritocracy. However, all community
members are responsible by virtue of being part of the community.
This individual responsibility descends from the idea that personal
development requires the person to exercise ren. As Tan argues: “Just
as becoming ren begins with oneself, learning and realizing the way
requires personal participation in solving the common problems of
the community. To realize the way rather than merely follow it, there
must be democratic participation in social inquiry to solve the shared
problems of the community” (2012, 301).

V. Objection: Is Confucianism the Solution or the Root
Problem?

Some may doubt that Confucian ideas can be an inspirational source
for limiting meritocracy’s effects on social cohesion in contemporary
East Asia. In their view, Confucian values influenced East Asian
cultural orientations for millennia. Furthermore, many scholars believe
that Confucian ethics is the primary intellectual root source of East

8 While all these authors believe in a conceptual link between Confucianism and Dewey's
pragmatism, they also disagree on fundamental points. For instance, Kim (2018)
contests the pragmatic Confucianism justification of democratic participation proposed
by Hall and Ames (1999) and Tan (2004).
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Asian contemporary meritocratic practices, and several contemporary
Confucian scholars support meritocratic principles for contemporary
East Asian societies.

These considerations raise an important challenge to the proposal
defended in this paper: if contemporary meritocratic practices ori-
ginated from Confucian values, will emphasising the importance
of Confucian values exacerbate these problematic practices instead
of helping find feasible solutions? This final section addresses this
objection in two ways. First, it shows that the exegetic debate on
whether Confucianism supports a meritocratic conception of justice is
still open. Second, even if normative elements of ancient Confucianism
have contributed to supporting and developing some meritocratic
toxic social practices in East Asia, today Confucian sources can inspire
recommendations for limiting contemporary toxic practices.

Inspired primarily by the Chinese classics Mencius and Xunzi,
Joseph Chan (2012) has argued that Confucianism supports a distri-
bution of social and economic goods based on individual merits,
provided that each member of society has sufficient resources and
priority is given to the badly off.” Chan’s defence of social meritocracy
is primarily based on exegetic and normative considerations. However,
the main Confucian justifications for meritocratic practices in the
private sector must be instrumental. If personal cultivation is valuable
in itself, Confucian support for meritocratic practices ultimately
depends on their ability to create the desired social order for communal
relations. To use Kim’s words: “for all three giants of Confucianism,
desert as natural talent, though important, is not something that has
an inherent moral value” (2013, 997). Thus, “[d]esert is valuable only
if it is consistent with the telos of the Kingly Way, namely, moral self-
cultivation and fiduciary social relationships” (Kim 2013, 997).

Following Kim, it can be concluded that Confucian values do not
unconditionally support the implementation of meritocratic principles
in the social sectors; the consequences of these practices on society

9 Chan’s desert-based theory of distributive justice has generated a lively debate in
Confucian political theory. For rejoinders to Chan’s model of distributive justice besides
Kim (2013), see Tan (2015), and Murphy and Weber (2016).
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must be considered, and alternative remedies must be proposed if
meritocratic principles fail to achieve their goals. Importantly, even
if some Confucian scholars would disagree with Kim’s interpretation
of Confucianism, there are good reasons to believe in the potential
of Confucian sources to inspire recommendations for limiting con-
temporary toxic meritocratic practices. Confucianism is not reducible
to one single and static set of values. On the contrary, Confucian values
are dynamic entities that have changed according to endogenous
and exogenous changes. This proves that even if certain normative
elements in ancient Confucianism contributed to the development of
some meritocratic social practices in East Asia in the past, Confucian
intellectual sources today could still inspire recommendations for
limiting contemporary toxic practices today.

Tu Wei-ming (1989) makes this point in regard to the debate on
the supposed Confucian origin of East Asia’s industrialization. For
Tu, both sides of the debate wrongly assumed that Confucian values
are stable conceptual categories that remain immutable over time. In
contrast, Tu argues that Confucian values (like any other set of values)
are dynamic entities: because they are “embodied in concrete human
beings who consciously respond to changing situations, they undergo
a transformation which is often inadvertent but sometimes deliberate”
(Tu 1989, 91-92). Thus, the possibility of different interpretations
of Confucian ideas allows for the influence of Confucian values on
industrialization processes in different historical periods to result in
different social practices and norms.!° Tu’s conclusion applies to the
problem of the supposed relationship between Confucianism and
meritocratic social practices. Even if certain Confucian elements or
interpretations may have contributed to the development of some
meritocratic social practices in the past, Confucian sources can still
inspire contemporary political theorists in the generation of re-
commendations for limiting contemporary toxic practices. The two
options are not mutually exclusive.

10 A similar conclusion is also supported by Harriet Zurndorfer (2017).
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VI. Conclusion

Confucian ideals can be an essential inspirational source for pondering
on the worrisome lack of social cohesion and unsustainable in-
equalities in many East Asian countries. A Confucian emphasis on
cultivating reciprocal human relationships supports an instrumental
approach to meritocratic practices in society. While most Confucians
view some meritocratic practices as necessary for any society, empirical
considerations on the effects of meritocratic practices should make
them sceptical of the positive social effects of meritocracy. To this end,
Confucian intellectual resources can inspire novel ideas on containing
the toxic effects of meritocratic practices in the contemporary era.
They suggest a) a multiple approach to policymaking that is not only
grounded in economic redistribution, b) a richer understanding of
societal progress, and c¢) a democratic approach to controlling the
adverse effects of meritocracy and fostering social cohesion.

These suggestions open a new debate on Confucianism and social
meritocracy. The need for more social cohesion in many countries
in Contemporary East Asia urges scholars to shift their attention to
different questions. Instead of asking whether existing meritocratic
practices in East Asian societies originated from Confucian ideals, a
more pressing issue is whether Confucian insights can inspire a new
societal vision for contemporary East Asian societies and limit the
detrimental effects of meritocratic practices in educational and work
culture. To the extent that some forms of meritocratic selection are
required to ensure high-quality service and expertise in critical social
sectors, can Confucian ideas offer an alternative societal ideal? This
question does not imply that Confucianism is the only intellectual
tradition able to fulfil this task. My attempt to use Confucian resources
to create new normative paradigms for East Asian contemporary
societies aims to stimulate an inter-philosophical dialogue. It stems
from the belief that ancient and contemporary Confucian intellectual
resources are among the many invaluable conceptual resources that
can inspire conceptual innovation in contemporary times.
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