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Merit

Ancient China’s Wisdom

Liu Heng’s name was one meant to be forgotten. A diligent and deferential man, the son of a lesser concubine, he became ruler of China’s south-eastern Dai region in 196 BCE, at just seven years old. These were years of violence, with Dai at the forefront of foreign tribal raids against the ruling Han dynasty. Liu almost certainly did not expect much in life beyond this post – perhaps he dreamed of rising to a slightly more important job elsewhere on the dynasty’s frontlines. He was not looking to write his name into the history books.

But in 180 BCE, after the Han empress died and officials deposed her clan, these same officials offered Liu the throne, believing his family to be humble and better suited for leadership than that of his rivals.1 Ironically, it was the qualities that seemingly marked him for mediocrity that now launched Liu into history.

From the day he took power as emperor – with some hesitation, at just twenty-three years old – he lived up to the hopes of the kingmakers: he cared for his people, not just for his clan and regime. Just a year into his rule, Liu, known now as Emperor Wen of Han, abolished a law that allowed the state to imprison criminals’ families, created an economic assistance programme for those in need and made peace with a neighbouring kingdom.

And then, in 165 BCE, he introduced the reform that would not only strengthen his dynasty and the modern Chinese state that eventually emerged, but would also serve as a gift to the world at large.2 It was in this year that Emperor Wen decided that civil servants should be recruited through exams – that is, chosen based on merit – rather than through the networks of acquaintance and influence that today we might call the ‘old boys’ club’.

Before Wen, government officials never sat for any kind of examination. Instead, local officials sent the names of prospective candidates, generally local elites, to the central government, which judged them based on little more than their reputation.

Wen’s system was imperfect. Those who sat for the exams were the most educated, and likely those with connections and wealth. But these tests nonetheless institutionalised the concept of merit for the first time in recorded history – nearly two millennia before anyone in what would become the West did anything comparable.

* * *

For all its success, the Han dynasty eventually collapsed, as nearly all dynasties do. Hereditary regimes can rarely last longer than three generations. They are highly susceptible to individual incompetence: one poor successor can break the system that was handed to him (almost never her). Nearly every clan throughout history has been swept out of power or, at best, marginalised and commodified, as with England’s current royal family.

But the Han dynasty nonetheless left behind a vital legacy: meritocracy.

Several hundred years after Wen’s rule, in the sixth and seventh centuries ce, the Sui dynasty further improved the exam system, opening it to all people, regardless of social class and hometown. The Tang dynasty, ruling from the seventh to the tenth centuries, made the system even more merit-based, focusing less on family background and instead on ‘physique and manners’, along with ‘talk and words’ on contemporary policy issues.3

Through years of ingenuity and reform, Emperor Wen’s testing system became China’s civil-service exam, in which individuals were assessed and deemed capable before receiving what were generally coveted government jobs. The exam system resulted in good government and ‘contributed to the development of a prosperous China’ before colonialism, as the scholar Bernard Yeung has written.4

Chinese émigrés would soon spread this meritocratic system to Japan, Korea and Vietnam. Only two thousand years later did the system migrate to the West on horseback.5 Now, virtually every modern bureaucracy replicates the ancient Chinese model, in which there is a centralised system of appointment and promotion based on clear ranks (as in the American General Service schedule).6 Competitive national examinations became similarly vital to advancement in the United Kingdom, the United States and France through the eleven-plus, Scholastic Aptitude Test, and baccalaureate, respectively. These tests – in which students demonstrated their merit on paper – channelled people into the best schools and most prestigious careers.7 Britain and France competed for years to produce the world’s best civil service, which selected their servants by merit as well.

As history pressed on, the governments that ran the world increasingly fused democracy with meritocracy, moving from hereditary power and classes of favour-trading elites towards economic government and popular consent. When meritocracy works – when people understand that they can get ahead by working hard – citizens tend to bless the system.

But the fusion of meritocracy and democracy is neither necessary nor automatic. Both autocracies and democracies are at their best when they are most meritocratic, even if democracies are inherently more meritocratic, because in liberal societies everyone can aspire to lead their countries, unlike in autocracies, where that privilege is limited to a small, self-selecting cadre of party officials.

Yet democracies the world over today find their meritocracies in disrepair.

In fact, in most democracies today meritocracy is strongest not in politics, the public sector, or even the private sector – but in professional sports. No amount of money or connections will buy you a spot in a Premier League squad or etch your name in Major League Baseball’s record books if you lack the requisite talent (which is why the steroid scandal, in which people did cheat their way into history, so angered Americans). But a nice family connection can get you a job in the White House or at a top bank in the City of London.

The best sporting teams, on the other hand, are those composed of the absolute best players and organised by the best manager, who was hired by the best executive – while the worst are those comprising players signed for personal reasons by a manager who, in turn, was hired by an executive because they went to Oxford or Harvard together. And when teams hire from the same pool of coaches and executives over and over again, rather than bringing in clearly talented new candidates, they tend to struggle, as the National Football League’s racism row has demonstrated.8

Countries, too, are strongest when they build their civil and foreign services with the best people they can get: when they hire the proven data scientist or a truly skilful analyst, not the one who just happened to go to high school with the president’s grandson. National success comes on the back of talented individuals who enter government (and the private sector) believing that they will be promoted if they work hard and succeed. National disaster comes when leaders stack their regimes with self-serving supporters and those with personal connections to the ruling clan, as in dictatorships across the globe – and in more than a few democracies.

Meritocracy, as this chapter will show, is the only proper way to run a state, particularly a democratic one whose legitimacy hinges on representing the public. It is ancient China that gave this legacy to the world. And today it is Singapore, another autocracy, that seems to have perfected the meritocratic system – all while the path to opportunity seems to have narrowed in democracies in both the West and beyond, with actual advancement seemingly a rite only of the already-privileged.

But democracies know how to get back on track.

Throughout ancient Chinese history, officials appealed for meritocracy not when things were going well, but ‘when political hierarchies became frozen, and the governing body could not function well’, as the political scientist Wang Pei has written.9 Nepotism froze the system; meritocracy oiled its gears, pushing forward progress that corruption had stalled.

So too, today.

* * *

Our Ailing Meritocracies

Meritocracy is a system in which people are chosen to advance based on their ability. Regardless of privilege or connections, in a meritocracy, the cream rises to the top. Meritocracy is inherently unequal: a meritocratic system can provide equality of opportunity – as in the idealised American dream – but not equality of outcome, as in Karl Marx’s vision. Some people are born with more talent than others. Not everyone is born with the physical build to be an Olympic diver or the intellectual capacities to be a rocket scientist. (I’m 0-for-2 on those fronts.)

Yet meritocracy is the best system we have. As the Economist’s Adrian Wooldridge has written, such systems are those in which ‘people are individuals before they are anything else: masters of their fates and captains of their souls’.10 And, with masters and captains performing at their best in aggregate, meritocracy produces strong economic efficiency and material progress on a national level.

Meritocracy is never perfect in its execution. People are naturally inclined to help their families and clan, meaning that even the most well-intentioned, seemingly incorruptible officials may elevate or privilege their kin when given the chance. But at many times and in many places, meritocracy has thrived despite these challenges. A system imperfectly based on merit is still immeasurably preferable to one based on favouritism and connections or racial and ethnic quotas.

* * *

Meritocracy, like democracy, is far from permanent. Leaders must tend to its roots, lest the human inclination to help our own clans destroys it. China again offers a telling example.

For centuries, Chinese leaders understood the importance of meritocracy, so much so that when Sun Yat-sen established the Republic of China in 1912, he formed the ‘Examination Yuan’ (Ministry of Examination) as one of the five pillars of a modern Chinese government.11

But in the 1960s, Chinese communist leader Mao Zedong unleashed the anti-intelligentsia Cultural Revolution, instructing his supporters to attack the existing authorities, especially teachers, which they did with great zeal. Through this and other initiatives, Mao effectively reversed centuries of Chinese meritocratic progress to elevate his communist cadres, rather than the people most qualified to do the work, everywhere from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the education system.

It should come as no surprise, then, that Mao’s leadership deprived China of expertise and ingenuity, and turned the once great country into a landscape of poverty. It should also come as no surprise that only once post-Mao China rediscovered meritocracy was the country able to get back on track and grow into the global power it is today.

* * *

Democracies, too, have struggled to maintain their meritocratic systems.

Over the years, poor governance has either weakened our meritocratic systems or allowed these systems to stagnate. Too often, and in too many countries, these systems entrench elites rather than refreshing their ranks with society’s most talented people, whether they be the children of princes or paupers.12 While something of a meritocracy operates among elites – those who perform best at the top-tier schools attend the best universities and are hired for the best jobs, and then compete for advancement within the top companies or in government – meritocracy does not operate for the overwhelming majority of democratic citizens.

While former British prime minister Theresa May declared her country a place where people have ‘the chance to go as far as their talents will take them’, study after study shows that most Brits go only as far as their family background will take them.13 Teenagers from low-income households are significantly less likely to get into a university in the Russell Group, which comprises twenty-four of the United Kingdom’s top institutions. The result is to further weaken their potential social mobility: graduates from the country’s top universities earn 40 per cent more than other graduates and are far more likely to run the country.14

The UK’s former prime minister, Boris Johnson, went to both Eton College (the fees for which are currently around USD 50,000 annually) and Oxford University, as did his last male predecessor, David Cameron. Theresa May, who served between them, did not attend Eton – which is a boys-only institution – but she too attended Oxford.

In fact, one-third of Britain’s post–Second World War prime ministers have been Old Etonians, as were Johnson’s previous business secretary Kwasi Kwarteng, the Leader of the House Jacob Rees-Mogg, and a host of other MPs, along with the Archbishop of Canterbury and many leaders across the arts and sciences.15 Remarkably, every prime minister since Margaret Thatcher attended Oxford except John Major and Gordon Brown. Major, exceptionally among his fellow premiers, left school at fifteen; but Brown attended Edinburgh University, which is in the United Kingdom’s and world’s top tier for higher education. Given, too, that many of them are white (and nearly all at least upper middle class), it is safe to say that Britain’s ‘meritocracy’ has produced a set of ruling elites who simply do not look like the people they’re supposed to represent.

One could counter that Britain’s rulers have always drawn from a specific, privileged segment of society; that is true enough, the country retains a unique aristocratic character. But it is hardly an excuse for accepting this flawed system as the norm, especially as other countries move in the right direction. The Netherlands and Sweden have proven themselves to be better than the United Kingdom at addressing inequality – because they’ve redistributed funds to break down class distinctions.16

Eton’s spiking fees are one example of Britain’s failure to seriously address this issue. Another is that, like in the United States, students with money – those who can afford tutors – remain more likely than their less privileged counterparts to post top scores on standardised tests.17 These exams, conceived to bust privilege and level the playing field, are doing the opposite.

The ladder into the British elite was certainly never easy. Yet even as the country has become more diverse and dynamic over the last five decades, the path into this elite has remained far from the ordinary person’s grasp, perhaps further now than in recent memory.

The British writer Musa Okwonga laments as much in his memoir, One of Them, published in 2021. Okwonga – the child of Ugandan immigrants – attended Eton, but he was hardly from Britain’s elite. He was an Etonian of a certain, lost type: those from small towns with what he calls ‘middle-class professionals’ for parents.18 But since Okwonga left Eton, fees have tripled, meaning that even doctors and civil servants cannot afford to send their kids there. Despite having secured what should be solid jobs that set their children up for success, these parents cannot spend the money to give their kids the leg-up that the super-rich can.

Eton today would ‘be unaffordable for someone like my mother’, he writes, meaning ‘that most of the boys there will be drawn from an even narrower segment of society’.

‘It is grim,’ he adds, ‘to think that the journey I took [. . .] is no longer possible for boys like me.’ It would seem that today, ‘mere academic excellence’, as Okwonga writes, simply ‘is not good enough’.19

* * *

Many high-minded Western assaults on meritocracy tend to come from well-meaning pundits and politicians concerned with inequality, particularly on racial and ethnic lines. But meritocracy’s perversion by privilege is a more pernicious global problem rather than one limited to the West. Even in South Korea – a country once considered a paragon of meritocracy – the same issues crop up.

From the very start, South Korean children advance on what looks like merit. A top-tier elementary school performance gets you into an elite high school, where success funnels you into three of the country’s best universities: Seoul National, Korea University and Yonsei. The graduates of these universities, particularly those at the top of their classes, feed into top jobs at South Korea’s top firms and companies, as well as in the government.20

The key to Korean success may seem meritocratic, but as in much of the West, money greases the wheels to power. Parents with resources pay for foreign trips and language education, along with private tutoring – ‘cram schools’ – in which specialised teachers instruct lucky students on the content of upcoming exams. South Koreans spend some USD 15 million annually, or 20 per cent of their collective household income, on after-school private tutoring known as hagwon.21 Some 75 per cent of children attend such classes.

As Dr Yoo Jung Kim writes, ‘at the end of the day, there can only be so many winners’.22 And in South Korea, those winners tend to be those with enough money to get ahead, not necessarily those with the most talent.

It should be no surprise, then, that the country has produced several films and television shows specifically about inequality, with strong references to how broken the country’s purportedly meritocratic system is.

The 2021 Netflix hit show Squid Game, in which Koreans experiencing financial issues compete in deadly competitions to win millions of dollars, shines light on these issues through character 212, or Han Mi-nyeo. A conniving but clearly bright woman, she offers a striking, understated commentary on South Korea’s declining meritocracy: ‘I am very smart. [. . .] I just never got a chance to study.’ This saying is common in Korean media and implies that while Han is ‘street smart’ and quick on her feet, she never had the opportunity to pursue formal education, let alone attend a hagwon or university.23 Despite her merit, she simply never had a chance to succeed in South Korea.

* * *

When meritocracy works as intended, it allows people to overcome privilege. As a system, meritocracy has allowed the best – from all segments of society, regardless of race, class or gender – to rise to the top and replace stagnant and homogeneous elites.

At one point, the United States military was an example of this. The institution’s meritocratic nature allowed people from all walks of life to succeed, regardless of their economic or ethnic background. It was this system that enabled Colin Powell, the child of working-class Jamaican immigrants growing up in the Bronx, to become a four-star general, and eventually US national security advisor, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and US secretary of state.

Powell entered the military in 1958. He steadily worked his way up the ladder, earning promotions based on his decorated service. Being a Black man facing racism from his counterparts couldn’t stop his rise – precisely because army promotions were based on merit, rather than skin colour or connections, unlike in the contemporary State Department, which for decades was stacked with Harvard and Yale graduates who all know one another from boyhood (and it was inevitably boyhood).24 ‘The only thing we care about in the military is performance and potential. If you perform and have potential, you’ll move up,’ Powell later said. ‘If you don’t, you won’t.’25 And because he performed and had evident potential, he moved up the ladder.

Something similar is true in at least parts of the US army today.

White, Black, Hispanic and all other active-duty male soldiers are almost equally as likely to earn promotion from O-1 (Second Lieutenant) to O-4 (captain), as well as from O-4 to O-6 (Colonel).26 Black women are 15 per cent more likely to earn a promotion from O-1 to O-4 than white women, and around 10 per cent more than Hispanic or other women.27 People of ‘other’ backgrounds and Hispanic women are more likely than white or Black women to earn promotion from O-4 to O-6.28

But white officers remain more likely than their counterparts to earn promotions as they move up the US army ladder, leading the Pentagon to suggest the removal of photos from promotion and selection boards to account for racial bias.29 The army bureaucracy also remains outdated, stifling careers and prompting huge numbers of talented soldiers of all backgrounds to leave the military.30 Veterans are on record as saying they would have stayed if the military was ‘more of a meritocracy’.31 The United States would be better off if they had stayed.

The army’s troubles are reflective of our meritocracies’ broader failures. Our systems are not busting as much privilege as they are supposed to, instead cementing a sclerotic elite, widening the income gap and, understandably, turning people against meritocracy. It is not hard to understand why progressives and conservatives alike, from Black Lives Matter protestors to Brexit voters, resent the broken versions of ‘meritocracy’ operating in their respective countries, or even why certain elites, from institutions like Harvard and Yale, have diminished meritocracy as ‘tyranny’ or a ‘trap’.32 Our broken meritocracies lay the groundwork for public frustration – frustration that tends to explode in waves of populist voting for the demagogue who promises to root out these elites, to ‘drain the swamp’ and replace it with a proper meritocracy in which real natives, not those only from the urban centres and fancy schools, have the chance to succeed.

But the problem is not meritocracy itself; and the solution is most definitely not to ban school admissions tests and use a lottery system for admission to top schools to make them more diverse, as tried by San Francisco’s prestigious Lowell High School in 2021.33 The result of that approach has been to disadvantage children who had demonstrated merit in the classroom, who in San Francisco are disproportionately Asian-Americans – meaning that an effort aimed at increasing diversity ended up hurting certain minorities.34 The effort also failed to produce better outcomes for the more diverse class. Nearly 25 per cent of the school’s 620 freshmen students received a D or an F in the 2021 fall semester, compared to only 7.9 per cent in the fall of 2020 and 7.7 per cent in the fall of 2019 – before the school adopted its lottery admissions system.35

By any measure, this system was a failure.

Yet this effort is only one of many to replace meritocracy with more lottery-like systems, which advocates say are better at promoting equity. These same advocates essentially argue that meritocracy stifles diversity, and that the two cannot coexist. But they can, and they must – because nobody has yet found a system that produces, nurtures and elevates more talent, whether Black, white, Asian or anything else. When done right, meritocracy remains the only way to progress, not just for the dominant group, but for all.

* * *

The problem, as this chapter aims to make clear, is that stagnant leadership and misgovernance have corrupted meritocracy, that a failing meritocracy will make for a failing democracy and that the problem is not meritocracy itself.

For all the attacks against meritocracy, there is no other way of organising society than through meritocratic means. And if you’re inclined to disagree, think for a moment about your personal life. Ultimately, when your back is up against the wall, you will want to be operated on by a surgeon or flown by a pilot who graduated at the top of their class and achieved renown in their field through genuine merit – not through a lottery or connections. At some point, particularly when it is a matter of life and death, the buck always stops, and meritocracy always triumphs.

On an individual level, our governments are not a matter of life and death. The mid-level staffer who received their position because of nepotism is not necessarily going to cause any substantial harm, even if a better but less well-connected candidate was denied the opportunity. But staffing large swathes of one’s government this way and failing to improve our meritocracies – as many democracies have – sets the stage for national misgovernance, and thus catastrophe. It also breeds public discontent, priming people to put in power those demagogues who promise to dismantle this patronage system, root and branch. (Of course, strongmen tend to simply install their own highly corrupt patronage systems.)

The result? To weaken democracy at home by boosting the would-be dictators within – and to weaken democracy’s image abroad. Because if we can’t maintain meritocracies strong enough to keep democracy alive, we will not seriously be able to claim ourselves as a model for anyone else.

The ancient Chinese, who invented and practised meritocracy long before it reached the West, have a solution. When their systems froze because of elite stagnation, some subset of officials raised their voice, making the case for meritocracy once again. So, too, should democracies worldwide. And unlike ancient China, we have a present model from which to learn: Singapore.

* * *

The Singaporean Model

It was early September 1992 in the humid Indonesian capital of Jakarta, and the world was ripe for change. The Berlin Wall had collapsed; the Soviet Union had dissolved; America – and its model of liberal democracy – had emerged from the Cold War’s depths seemingly unchallenged.

Yet while the West and its partners cheered, the Non-Aligned Movement, founded in 1961, had existed for one specific reason: to gather developing countries that refused to choose a side in the Cold War together in solidarity. With the Soviet Union’s collapse, they found themselves without a purpose.

But the movement’s leaders wisely decided to stay relevant.36 Its members, whose governments then held two-thirds of the seats in the United Nations, dialled down the anti-West speeches that dominated previous meetings to instead take up serious development issues. In this new world, there were simply too many opportunities – and much money out there – to make the West mad. It was more important to get rich than to be right.

And so, the non-aligned countries searched for solutions, for ways to capitalise on all this new world had to offer. Unsurprisingly, they turned to Singapore, a member of the movement since 1970 and surely the most successful one.

Singapore was represented at this summit by Goh Chok Tong, who had taken over from Lee Kuan Yew only a few years earlier. Goh was a personable man, one who served as the ‘velvet glove on the iron fist of an authoritarian government’, as the journalist Philip Bowring later wrote.37

In Jakarta, non-aligned member movements sought him out. How, they wondered, did Singapore, this tiny city-state, become such a power? How, I imagine them thinking but politely not asking, did this little country do so much better than we have?

At least one official put the question to him. In Goh’s telling, Nepali Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala asked simply for the secret of Singapore’s success, as if Goh could offer a one-sentence answer with which Koirala could cure all that ailed his country. A soft smile spread across Goh’s face, as the Singaporean basked in this admiration. Characteristically, he offered a one-sentence answer, but almost surely not the one his Nepali counterpart wanted: ‘Lee Kuan Yew.’38

But Goh also offered more practical advice. He briefly explained the principles with which Lee governed and built Singapore, the ones that set the city-state up for its grand successes. Meritocracy was chief among them.

In a speech some months later to his party colleagues, Goh put it simply: the ‘practice of meritocracy in the civil service, in politics, in business, and in schools’ pushed Singaporeans ‘to achieve excellence and to compete against others’. The result was to create institutions of a genuinely high calibre, ones run by what Lee called the ‘good men’ needed to have ‘good government’.39

Much to his credit, Lee from the outset considered multiracialism and meritocracy as critical principles, even if his Singapore did favour those of Chinese heritage. His position was not popular at the time: when Singapore was still part of Malaysia, the Malaysian ruling elite wanted affirmative action for the Malay community, because they were the region’s indigenous people, whereas many  Singaporeans were of Chinese origin, their families having emigrated in the years, decades and even centuries prior.40

And while racial disparities persisted – with the Chinese getting the most plush jobs and owning the most prime real estate, the privileges of being Chinese operating like the privileges of whiteness in the United States – Lee’s progressive attitude was real, if unusual for the time, and important. His approach to diversity served his country well and would inform Singaporean policy both throughout his life and after his death.

* * *

Perhaps you might be asking the same questions that the Nepali prime minister did. How did multi-ethnic Singapore do it? How did this small country establish such a meritocratic system that government corruption is almost non-existent? And how did they do it without being a democracy?

Education is the first answer.

Singapore has a national approach to education; countless other governments leave that responsibility to sub-national administrators. Singapore, gifted with a small population, looks at the system from above, invests heavily in education research, tests its reforms, and carefully applies new ideas and research to its schools. Education officials work carefully to create textbooks, worksheets and working examples before they ever see a classroom.

Singapore has also kept education fees affordable. An education at elite schools and national universities is never out of reach of the average Singaporean household; grants and scholarships are available for those unable to bear the full costs.41 Affordability generally does not prevent the smartest Singaporeans from rising to the top, unlike in the United States, where one year of college costs, in some cases, close to USD 80,000 – nearly double what the average American makes annually, and far more than most can afford.

Singapore’s education system also differs from those of the West by not prioritising a traditional college education for everyone. Instead, Singapore focuses on streamlining students into areas in which they are already talented. So, the academically inclined end up at universities like the National University of Singapore, while others become experts in their craft, whether that be construction or plumbing. Everyone plays a role, everyone deserves respect and everyone can excel in something.

Singapore does this, in part, by relying on exams and organising classroom instruction around them. Every student takes an exam at the end of both primary and secondary schooling. According to their performance on the Primary School Leaving Examination (PLSE),  taken around age eleven or twelve, the students are sorted into three streams: one for those with the highest scores, and two others for more average scorers. Even from here a child’s future is not yet determined. Students take another exam, the O-Level exam, typically at age sixteen, the results of which determine their college options.

Thanks to these policies, some 90 per cent of students from Singapore’s bottom socio-economic fifth today achieve some kind of post-secondary education, a number that dwarfs those posted by just about any other country on earth.42 A Singaporean child born to parents in this bottom fifth of incomes has a 14 per cent chance of moving into the top fifth by the time they reach their early thirties – compared to only 8 per cent in the United States and 9 per cent in the United Kingdom.43

Singapore’s successes speak for themselves. Any interaction with one of Singapore’s many quick-witted and deceptively youthful diplomats in Washington or London is enough to remind you just how much the country’s government has got right.

The stats back up this assertion as well. Singapore’s education system constantly ranks atop the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s Programme for International Student Assessment, a triennial test of fifteen-year-olds in dozens of countries in maths, reading and science. The assessment found that Singaporean students are some three years ahead of Americans in maths, for instance.44 In 2020, the World Economic Forum ranked Singapore fourth in terms of education equality and eighth in terms of education access.45

Singapore’s education system is imperfect, like everyone else’s, with inequality and elitism persisting, as it does everywhere. But it is impossible to disagree with the Economist’s admittedly bold proclamation that ‘[e]ducation would be much better if more countries copied Singapore’s homework’.46

* * *

With thousands cheering him, Prime Minister Goh sauntered onto the stage at Singapore’s Kallang Theatre in August 2000. It was a sweltering day, as are most days in Singapore, and Goh was set to deliver the National Day speech, an annual address in which the city-state’s leader discusses challenges and lays out future plans. Goh, somewhat uniquely, focused on the importance of meritocracy amid both global and regional challenges.

‘These are exciting times,’ he told the crowd. ‘But they are also unsettling. Exciting, because of the vast opportunities that are emerging. Unsettling, because the changes sweeping the world will require major adjustments in our economy and society.’47

Goh was right, Asia was swept up in change. In Indonesia, the relative stability of a strongman, Suharto, had ‘given way’ to social uprising. In Malaysia, the opposition was threatening the long-time ruling party. And Taiwan’s election of Chen Shui-bian had inflamed existing tensions between China and the self-ruled island.

But, more importantly, Goh emphasised the challenges and opportunities posed by rapid globalisation: China was preparing to enter the World Trade Organization; South Korea had reformed itself to become more competitive; Japan’s economy, too, was improving.

Yet Southeast Asia was lagging behind, with the region ‘slow to shake off the effects of the [1997–8 financial] crisis’, as Goh noted. Most countries were struggling to make necessary structural reforms. But as Goh made clear, this was not the time to be complacent. ‘Globalisation,’ he declared, is ‘driving many changes in the economic landscape. Wherever you are, and whatever you do, you now compete in the global arena, for skills, talent, investments and markets.’48

So, as Singapore’s leaders tend to do, Goh doubled down on what had made the country great: meritocracy. ‘We must not envy those who have made it rich,’ he told the country. ‘Rather, we must provide the opportunities for more to be like them. It means operating on the basis of meritocracy – that you can get ahead in life if you work hard, and regardless of your background.’49

But Goh did not advertise meritocracy as a means only to personal wealth. He, like Lee before him, believed meritocracy to be the secret source of Singapore’s national success: the tool by which Singapore could fill its top-class civil service with the ‘good people’ that Lee deemed necessary for ‘good government’.

He was right.

Today, while many of the most talented young people living in democratic countries look to banking or big business to reap the rewards of their educational success, Singapore has convinced at least some of these people to join their country’s civil service, which is today among the world’s best. It is Singapore that has figured out how to make the most of its own people.

* * *

Singapore begins recruiting talent early on by offering competitive undergraduate scholarships for students to attend top foreign universities like Oxford and Cambridge – but only if they commit to serve in the government for five to eight years upon their return.50

These Singaporeans are not vaguely co-opted into public service with little expectation of staying beyond some short period, as in some American programmes. Rather, they are assessed upon return, and if they meet the standards, they join the premier Administrative Service, where they are pushed and tested to become top public-sector leaders.51 The best become Permanent Secretaries (heads of government ministries) or even cabinet ministers, if they eventually decide to enter politics.

This was the story of former diplomat and UN Security Council Chair Kishore Mahbubani, who came from a poor family and used a government scholarship to attend the National University of Singapore. Former Trade and Industry minister Lim Hng Kiang attended Harvard and Cambridge under similar auspices. Another Trade and Industry minister, Chan Chun Sing, used government scholarships to attend Cambridge and MIT.52 Singapore, Mahbubani writes, has created a ‘pipeline of talent into the civil service through the scholarship system’.53

And after bringing such talented people into public service, Singapore has figured out how to keep them there. Whereas American and European officials know they can leave the government and greatly increase their salaries in the private sector, Singapore incentivises public-sector work by paying people what they are worth.

Since the 1970s, the government has steadily increased the salaries of its civil servants to keep the state’s talent.54 Since 2000, the government has also offered performance-based benefits to all civil servants. By linking pay and performance, Singapore easily differentiates between its high- and low-performing staff, reinforcing the country’s own meritocratic ethos.55

Because these civil servants are so well-paid, and because patronage and networking cannot really help you move up the ladder, corruption is extraordinarily rare. And because recruitment into and promotion within the civil service are nearly always strictly test-based, there is no real room for patronage – unlike in much of the West, where one good boss can elevate you and change your whole career. In London or Washington, one family connection to the right politician can set up your child’s career; not so much in Singapore. With a system so test-based, it is difficult if not impossible to make your way through patronage and graft, rather than through skill. Nobody can honestly network their way through an exam.

Because civil servants have no reason to pursue graft, and because the government cracks down on corruption impartially, Singapore, in 2021, was ranked fifth globally – and first in Asia – in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index.56 Singapore has retained high-quality staff and minimised corruption by simply paying civil servants what they are worth.

In 2000, Lee said that Singapore ‘will remain clean and honest only if honest, able men are willing to fight elections and assume office’ and are ‘paid a wage commensurate with what men of their ability and integrity are earning elsewhere’.57 And so, it has.

* * *

After recruiting and retaining Singapore’s best, the government manages to keep quality high by ruthlessly maintaining standards, rather than offering civil appointments for life.

The government frequently puts its administrative officers through performance evaluations in which they are ranked and subject to reassignment if they are performing below expectations. ‘A significant number’, in the words of scholar Kenneth Paul Tan, ‘are mercilessly removed to make way for new officers.’58 Seniority plays a limited role; twenty years of service mean little if those are not quality years.

Singapore has avoided stagnation by also constantly tweaking the civil service evaluation system to be more holistic and transparent. The government has refined and clarified what qualifies as ‘leadership potential’ while also helping civil servants identify their career goals in the short- to medium-term.59 The prime minister at the time of writing, Lee Hsien Loong, has also sought more mid-career entrants from the private sector to boost experiential diversity in the civil service’s top ranks.60

These efforts have largely succeeded. Singapore generally appoints civil servants without discriminating based on ethnicity, religion or gender. Selection is meritocratic, with personal connections playing little role. Promotion and tenure are not guaranteed but result from the officeholder’s demonstrated strong performance.61

The World Bank now ranks Singapore in the 100th percentile of effective government. The United Nations, too, has praised ‘Singapore’s exemplary public service cadre’ as ‘one of the most disciplined bureaucracies in the world, because of its efficiency, low levels of corruption and a high standard of accountability’.62

Ultimately, those who reach Singapore’s top rungs of government are those who not only have the on-paper qualities needed to impress, but also have a demonstrated and measurable track record of success. The same cannot be said of several democratic governments, which appoint too many officials based on their connections: because they met the right people, worked for the right campaign and demonstrated loyalty throughout. Others simply get hired because a parent knows the president.63

* * *

Singapore’s Secrets

No system is perfect, and Singapore is no exception. As time passes and people get richer, any meritocracy risks decline. The Singaporean government is aware of this conundrum.

‘Unlike the first generation of Singaporeans where students are mostly from humble backgrounds,’ Minister of Education Ong Ye Kung admitted in 2018, ‘the next generation is pushing off blocks from different starting points, and students from affluent families have a head start.’64 And when certain people have a head start, the promise of meritocracy becomes diluted.

Singaporean officials understand that to preserve their meritocracy, the government must address children’s needs earlier and earlier to prevent poorer children – and those without well-educated families – from falling behind before they can enter school. So, they’ve increased their outreach to lower-income families to level the playing field from the start. Singaporean officials are aware, too, that their civil service needs constant reform. Rather than rest on their laurels, these officials constantly tend to its roots to ensure that it continues to bear fruit.65

It is with this attitude that democracies can emulate Singapore’s success to strengthen their systems and the allure of liberalism at large.

In fact, Singaporean universities decades ago emulated American higher education, remodelling the city-state’s British-style academic programmes to offer students greater exposure to cross-disciplinary learning. Whereas critics suggest that Singapore produces uncreative thinkers attuned only to maths and sciences, the country has followed the US model to increasingly expose its students to the liberal arts. Ironically, on the other hand, the liberal arts are now a course of study increasingly available only to privileged Americans – who are less concerned about locking down high-paying jobs immediately after graduating than their poorer counterparts, who need more lucrative jobs than a liberal arts degree affords to make a dent in their outrageous amount of student debt.66

Singapore learned from us. Now it is our turn to learn from them.

Some democracies are already doing so. At summits of the world’s education ministers, ‘everyone listens very closely’ to what Singapore has to say, according to Andreas Schleicher, head of the OECD’s education assessment programme. The United Kingdom has even tried to adopt some elements of the ‘Singapore model’ by, in 2016, directing half of England’s primary schools to follow the city-state’s approach to teaching maths and science.67

But it is not just Singapore’s textbooks that account for its success. It is the overall system of meritocracy, in which the best can rise – something that is not the case in the United Kingdom, United States and beyond. Democratic governments should therefore look to learn from Singapore by emulating the country’s general commitment to meritocracy, rather than copying only its textbooks, because to restore both the functionality of and trust in democracies we need to draw from the best. And the best decidedly do not come only from elite households.

Like Singapore, we must start with our education system.

* * *

Democratic education systems are in various stages of disrepair. The European Union has not lived up to its promise of inclusive education.68 South Korea has struggled to maintain equality of opportunity. The list goes on. But the American public education system is particularly bad.

American public schools are funded by property taxes, meaning that richer neighbourhoods will have better state-run education. And because Black (and other minority) Americans were prevented from living in these neighbourhoods for years, we are left with a stark gap in opportunity across not only class but racial lines.

As the scholar Linda Darling-Hammond wrote in the late 1990s, ‘the U.S. educational system is one of the most unequal’, with the wealthiest 10 per cent of US school districts spending nearly ten times more than the poorest 10 per cent.69 By the mid-2010s, the situation had decidedly not improved, with low-poverty districts spending 15.6 per cent more per student than high-poverty districts do.70 American schools are more segregated today than they were when the US Supreme Court ruled such segregation illegal with the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954.71

Arlington, Virginia – where I live – sits just across the Potomac River from Washington, DC. Arlington is home to lobbyists and government contractors, many of whom commute to the capital for work. It’s a nice place to live: a safe semi-suburb just around the corner from Washington that maintains the trappings of urban life while also offering pretty and spacious homes. And because Virginia allows school districts to fund themselves with local property taxes, the city’s annual spending for public school students here is a strong USD 22,000 per student.

But just three hours away in Hampton City, Virginia – whose public school students are largely from low-income, minority households – the district spends only about USD 10,500 per student annually. That means that the children of Arlington are receiving 100 per cent more investment than their counterparts in Hampton City. That statistic alone makes a mockery of America’s promise of meritocracy.

Arlington’s kids are no more talented than those in Hampton City; my neighbours are just starting on third base, while those in Hampton City are being asked to hit a home run.72

* * *

For all the United States’ and United Kingdom’s struggles, American and British universities remain the world’s best. Yet those who get to attend them come overwhelmingly from elite families. Some of these students are certainly talented, but those without resources far too often fail to even have the chance of a university education.

One way to at least marginally fix this is by banning legacy admissions, the process by which the children of alumni are admitted to US universities explicitly because of these ties – and often their family’s financial contributions to the school – even if the child is not genuinely qualified. I’ve seen this happen over and over again: the number of people I know who got into an Ivy League school despite being profoundly unqualified for those slots because their parents went there and donated to the school is truly troubling.

At Harvard, the acceptance rate for legacy students hovers around 30 per cent, dwarfing the overall acceptance rate of only 6 per cent.73 The children of Harvard alumni also have the benefit of being wealthy: in 2021, nearly a third of legacy freshmen hailed from households making more than half a million dollars per year.74

The losers in these unequal systems will be our less privileged kids. But on a collective level, the loss will be ours, too. By failing to foster ingenuity, our countries will fall further and further behind at a moment when autocracies like China are looking to cement their power.

And of course, when these kids fall behind, their parents will blame their ‘corrupt’ governments. When these parents see the under-performing children of top financiers and politicians vaunted into top schools and jobs because of connections, these parents will rebel against the system that allowed for this to happen. They will look to the politician who speaks for them, and who condemns and promises to uproot the system. They will vote for the would-be dictator.

* * *

Beyond education, democracies must also look to Singapore to improve the way in which they staff their governments.

Whereas Singapore works hard to retain a strong civil service, democracies increasingly treat career government employees as marginal, singling them out as examples of wasteful spending.75 But excellent civil and foreign services are key to strong governance. There is no way for democracies to compete with autocracies if our governments are not staffed by our most talented people.

Democracies around the world struggle with this issue, but the American civil service is particularly broken.76 This is partially because promotion potential is limited and because it is difficult to remove an employee from the civil service, meaning that there are limited performance incentives. This all feeds into an American perception of civil servants – and, to some extent, diplomats – as lazy, incompetent and simply not worth the money.

Major publications like the Atlantic have deemed civil servants ‘welfare queens’, while Trump railed against the so-called ‘deep state’ and worked to lay off thousands of government employees.77 Segments of both the left and the right increasingly view Washington, DC as a ‘swamp’ in which lazy government workers twiddle their thumbs while living off hard-earned American tax dollars. This view is not exactly correct, but ‘the mere perception that incompetent federal employees operate with impunity creates fractures that divide agencies from their workforces, the legislative branch from the executive branch, managers from their employees and the American people from their government’, as Eric Katz writes.78 The result is an increasingly ineffective government.

Similar issues bedevil other democracies like France, Ireland and Spain.79

One way for these democracies to improve their governments is by using the Singapore model to make existing civil and foreign services far more merit-based. Just as Singapore stringently tests and examines its officials to ensure that they are performing adequately, so should democracies.

Democracies should also work to recruit a new generation of excellent civil servants.

With the exception of a few elite tracks, the overwhelming majority of Western, democratic elites pursue opportunities in the high-paying private sector. Just about nobody I know who went to Harvard, Yale, Princeton or Stanford looked around at all their vast opportunities and decided to become a civil servant, or even a career diplomat. The majority of them went to work somewhere like Goldman Sachs or McKinsey – which is great for them, but decidedly bad for America. Only around 7 per cent of Harvard graduates enter public service immediately after graduating. That number is deeply dispiriting, particularly when a famed inscription on one of Harvard Yard’s gates specifically instructs graduates to ‘depart to serve better thy country and thy kind,’ quoting former Harvard president and philanthropist Charles William Eliot.80

There is nothing wrong or immoral about private sector work. I work in the private sector (as well as at a non-profit think-tank). There’s no shame in that: the private sector makes the world go round. But if our democracies intend to keep pace with autocracies like China and Singapore, we must find ways to recruit a higher percentage of our best and brightest into the government – and keep them there.

One way is by offering a greater number of scholarships to high-performing students for both undergraduate and graduate education across a variety of fields with the expectation that, as in Singapore, they commit to work for the government for a significant period upon completing their education.81

Another is by paying them what they’re worth, even though democratic leaders tend to believe this is impossible. As Goh told the crowd in 2000, while ‘[m]any Western leaders have told me in private that they envied our system of Ministers pay [. . .] they also said that if they tried to implement it in their own countries, they would be booted out’.82 They would, not because their governments cannot afford to spend, but because Western publics consider their governments bureaucratic, inefficient and lazy – not exactly qualities deserving of higher pay.

But some Asian democracies have managed to create Singapore-like civil services.

Being a civil servant is one of the most sought-after jobs in South Korea because of stable working conditions and a strong work–life balance.83 And while there is a perception that civil servants work less, nearly half a million South Koreans take the civil service exam every year.84 Those who are accepted have greater job security than their private sector peers, are constantly tested and evaluated, and can access greater pay if they perform better.85

This system remains imperfect, with some 40 per cent of civil servants believing it to be unfair, but South Korea’s civil service is leaps and bounds better than that of the United States, for instance.86 There is merit in making government employment more meritocratic.

* * *

The United States faces particular challenges on this front. This is because when every new president comes into office, they are tasked with filling some four thousand political appointments – that is, finding four thousand politically aligned, well-connected people to serve in the government, all the way from cabinet level down to being a special assistant.

Many highly qualified individuals land these jobs. Specialised scholars and practitioners tend to fill State, Defense or National Security Council positions directly related to their areas of expertise. The same goes for positions at the Departments of Commerce, Transportation and so on. But far too often, competence takes a backseat to connections.

It is well known that President Trump stacked his government, from the Department of Defense to various ambassadorships around the world, with profoundly unqualified people. He made his children top advisors and let his son-in-law essentially run Middle East policy (and try to profit in the process).87

But for decades, the quid pro quo of ‘support me, raise money for me, and I will find you a job’ has been a profoundly bipartisan one.

Various US administrations have handed out plum posts to donors, also staffing the lower ranks of the administration with campaign staffers, donors and their children. Certainly, some of these people have the necessary credentials for these jobs; few of them are explicitly unqualified.

But as Walter Shaub, who served as director of the Office of Government Ethics from 2013 to 2017, has asked: ‘How can these children of political appointees be the only people who are qualified for employment?’88

The United States does not need to get rid of all political appointments. Each president should be able to staff their government as they see fit.

Yet the United States could improve its broken system by converting many of these appointments into non-political career roles filled by those with clear expertise. Fewer political appointees would improve long-term US governance, as there would be continuity from administration to administration rather than jobs sitting open for a year or longer between presidents awaiting Senate confirmation.

Ratcheting down the number of political appointees would also limit friction between these appointees and career officials, possibly even improving the latter’s performance. As the former Indian bureaucrat N. C. Saxena has written, ‘nothing demoralises good public servants and destroys performance more than undue favouritism and unmerited patronage in recruitment and promotion’ – which is precisely what civil servants see in the US political appointments process.89

When hiring for the remaining political appointments, administrations must make these postings public and accessible, rather than sharing them through only word of mouth. Right now, nearly every role is filled without ever being posted publicly.

America is exceptional, but this is one area in which we should be more like the rest of the world. From democracies like Denmark to autocracies like Singapore, when there are elections, maybe some few dozen jobs change – but not four thousand, to be filled by political allies and those with personal connections to the president.90

Improving the process of government staffing would surely improve government functionality, which would then improve people’s trust in government. And when people trust the government, they are substantially less likely to vote for populists seeking to disrupt it.

* * *

 The death of meritocracy is the death of democracy.

When our education systems enable only elites to rise, while our governments are run by stagnant civil services or by politically connected individuals, our governance becomes worse. And when people see their governments being staffed only by those with money and connections, they lose faith in that same government. How can people from Birmingham, Alabama, to Birmingham, England, believe in politicians’ promises of change if these same politicians staff their governments with the same elite groups that Birmingham residents have no hope of entering? The answer, put simply, is that they cannot, and that they will look for disrupters: populists promising to reshape the system entirely.

To meet today’s challenges, then, democracies desperately need to revitalise their meritocratic systems by improving their education systems – by accounting for the unequal starting points of children across the democratic world – and making sure their governments, like Singapore’s, are truly staffed by the best. The result will be more effective governance, more trust in government and, more importantly, a lessened chance of autocracy at home.
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Accountability

Takaaki Masui and Katsutoshi Ishibe were rich men.

Hailing from Japan, they worked for the Nissho Iwai Corporation, a well-known Japanese commodities company. But in the early 2000s, they wanted a new challenge, so they joined the company’s Singaporean subsidiary, where they would sell a wide range of their goods to the city-state.

Their path was clear. They would make more money and live comfortably in Singapore before eventually returning to Japan. Nothing, it seemed, could go wrong.

But they were greedy.

In 2002, Ishibe approached Koh Pee Chiang – the sole proprietor of Chia Lee & Co., a company that distributed edible flour for Nissho – with a proposition. Would Koh, he asked, be interested in a profit-sharing arrangement, even if it was unauthorised and probably illegal? Koh was not given much of a choice: the Japanese pair told Koh that they would prevent him from selling edible flour at all unless he agreed to distribute their industrial lower-grade flour, used only in factory food production, and pay them nearly 85 per cent of the generated revenue.

Koh was not keen about the proposition. But he nonetheless agreed to distribute their industrial flour and share the profits – bribes, that is – as Ishibe and Masui asked. ‘Koh,’ prosecutors later said, ‘was worried and nervous that if he did not agree to do this “favour”, Ishibe would sell the edible flour to competing trading companies, which could put Chia Lee out of business.’1 His options were to accept the bribes or experience financial ruin. In the end, Koh chose the bribes (even though he received a measly USD 3 out of the expected USD 23 profits per metric tonne of industrial flour, with Ishibe and Masui splitting the remaining profits equally).

Ishibe eventually returned to Japan. But the scheme continued without Nissho’s knowledge. The transactions got more and more lucrative; Koh continued receiving only his USD 3 per sale.

The arrangement persisted until 2007, when Koh, with his company in financial distress, could no longer afford to pay the Japanese. The bribes had covered only his initial costs; they did not cover his additional costs as the industrial flour business grew. The global financial crisis, which began in November 2007, hit the flour industry particularly hard, only further hurting Koh’s position. His company was on the verge of collapse.

Ishibe and Masui couldn’t have cared less. They had already pocketed more than USD 2 million.

* * *

Nissho Iwai discovered the arrangement in 2009. By 2010, the firm had fired the two men. But there was no legal action. Company leadership seemed satisfied they were gone and did not see any benefit in bringing a legal case – or the public scrutiny that would go with it.

That all changed in late May 2018, when Singapore finally brought charges against the two men. After a thirteen-day trial, Judge Shaiffudin Saruwan found Ishibe and Masui guilty, sentencing them each to five years and six months in jail. He also ordered them to each pay a penalty of over USD 1 million. Failure to pay would result in an additional six months behind bars.

Ishibe and Masui appealed, and in 2020, Singapore’s High Court cut their jail sentences down to just over three and a half years and reduced their fines to around USD 200,000.2 Justice Chan Seng Onn wrote a harsh and lengthy judgment, saying that Ishibe and Masui had engaged in ‘one of the most egregious cases of purely private sector corruption in Singapore’. There was, he added, ‘a pressing public interest concern in discouraging the corrupt criminal conduct that has been displayed by the appellants’.3 He explained that he reduced their sentences not because the crime was somehow less serious than initially thought, but because the original sentences, passed without much precedent to refer to, were excessive. Singapore did not have a sentencing framework for private sector corruption, because such corruption was so rare.4

The flour saga reflects one of Singapore’s many strengths, even if these two men got off with somewhat lesser punishments. Unlike most autocracies, and even many weaker democracies, the country has a demonstrated commitment to the rule of law, and to prosecuting both public and private sector corruption when it emerges – which is not often. The result is increased public support for the government, which translates to more stable politics and thus stronger governance.

When, for instance, an assistant director of Singapore’s renowned anti-graft watchdog misappropriated more than USD 1.34 million in public funds, the government jailed him for ten years.5 When the manager of a town council took bribes from construction companies in exchange for advancing the business interests of the firms, the government sentenced him to forty months in prison.6 And when the head of the Civil Defence Force accepted sexual favours from women seeking to influence government contracts, the government promptly removed him.7

The Singaporean government has a zero-tolerance approach to corruption and governmental incompetence. The rationale is multi-faceted.

First, strong prosecutions send a deterrent message. And because most corruption-related cases in Singapore involve the private sector trying to bribe the government, businesses have strengthened their anti-corruption protocols.8 The government’s commitment to holding the private sector accountable forces businesses to put their own houses in order, which in turn breeds more public support for the private sector, which is then seen to have more integrity.9 This is something I’ve heard from more than a few folks working in or with Singapore: countering corruption is not only good for business, but necessary to do business in the city-state. Thus, Singapore creates a virtuous cycle.

Second, cracking down on corruption and incompetence helps boost public support for the ruling regime.

The People’s Action Party (PAP) dominates politics, and has for decades, allowing for extremely limited political contestation. But this same government wins substantial public backing by making a real effort to hold officials accountable by ousting or demoting under-performing officials – even civil servants, as we saw in the last chapter – and responding doggedly to the rare corruption allegation.

Singaporeans do genuinely like the PAP, and not just because there’s no real alternative.

* * *

Singapore’s approach to corruption and incompetence is wise. The state’s commitment to accountability generates public support for and belief in the government – even if problems persist – because this commitment shows that the government is trying to fix things. It is an approach mirrored by the governments of Vietnam and the United Arab Emirates, among others. And it stands in marked contrast to many democracies, specifically in the West, where people believe that their elected officials and private sector leaders get away with everything, from illegally trading stocks to brazenly breaking COVID-19 restrictions – and where such behaviour breeds distrust in government, weakening the very core of our democracies.

In sharp comparison to Singapore or Vietnam, public trust in the US government is at a near historic low, with only 2 per cent of people saying they trust Washington to do what is right ‘just about always’.10 That number only creeps up to 22 per cent when the proposition is softened to ‘most of the time’.11

British support for government has also steadily declined in recent years, reaching the lowest level on record in 2021.12 Almost two-thirds of Brits said that politicians were merely ‘out for themselves’, rather than serving to help their constituents.13

Some 46 per cent of French citizens believe that ‘most politicians are corrupt’. Around 58 per cent say that elected officials do not care what ordinary people think.14

With numbers like these, democracies are clearly in trouble. Spend enough time in Washington and London, let alone in Lancaster or Wycombe, and you’ll see the depth of our decay. Scepticism of and disdain for our leaders has become the norm in too many democracies around the world – in no small part because we have simply stopped punishing powerful people when they cross clearly defined legal lines. The result is a huge decline in support for the government, which ordinary people no longer believe can hold powerful people accountable. And the result of that is an increased propensity to vote for demagogues and would-be autocrats, who once in power severely undermine democracy’s ability not only to work at home but to serve as a model for the rest of the world.

By recommitting to the principle of accountability, and recommitting to the rule of law, we can make everyone responsible for their actions, including the powerful – something that autocracies by definition cannot. This would allow our governments to regain the public legitimacy they need to take the bold action the twenty-first century demands, and to fend off autocracy at home. And because democratic institutions have the capability to be truly fair, our governments will be able to gain more legitimacy than any autocracy ever could – thereby once again allowing us to be a model abroad.

Most autocracies do not hold their leaders accountable; that is one of their main flaws. From Bishkek to Bissau, autocratic governments struggle precisely because they allow corruption to flourish while acting with little concern for their people’s
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