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‘a social system, society, or organisation in which people have power because of their abilities, not because of their money or social position’




 





‘This haphazard Mobocracy … must be replaced by a democratic aristocracy: that is by the dictatorship, not of the whole proletariat, but of that 5 per cent of it capable of conceiving the job and pioneering in the drive towards its divine goal’.1




 





— GEORGE BERNARD SHAW










1 The Rise of the Meritocracy, Michael Young, Pelican Books (1958).
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TURNING BRITAIN INTO a meritocracy is a modern political obsession. Seldom do today’s politicians talk about reducing economic inequality; instead they prefer to ruminate on ‘aspiration’, viewing it as their job to ensure that the most talented people rise to the top – and reap the financial rewards in the process. When the late Michael Young, author of Labour’s portentous 1945 election manifesto and inspiration behind the Open University, coined the word meritocracy back in 1958, it was intended as a warning. Young’s fictional essay The Rise of the Meritocracy had imagined a Britain of the future in which a meritocratic elite had replaced the old aristocratic order. British society had hitherto ‘condemned even talented people to manual work’. Young’s imagined utopia had upended all of that and anointed a new elite that was no longer an ‘aristocracy of birth’ or a ‘plutocracy of wealth’, but a ‘true meritocracy of talent’ whose superior IQs were revealed through a process of rigorous examination.


Yet, rather than ushering in a harmonious new order of brotherhood and fraternity, equality of opportunity in Young’s utopia meant equality of opportunity to be unequal. The supposed cranial superiority of the new elite was used by the new order to justify the gulf between it and wider society. In a grimly familiar twist, utopia bore a strong resemblance to dystopia, and the impetus to look after those wretched folk who languished at the bottom of society had evaporated like steam from a kettle. As for the supposed self-made men who sat atop this new meritocratic pile, all rich men in the new society had earned their fortune and were thus permitted to enjoy the extravagant rewards as they saw fit. No need to worry about charity for the destitute. The poor were ragged and wretched because their lowly IQs had made them that way. They had forfeited the right to look on resentfully at those above them the moment they had failed the 11-plus. The old aristocratic order – which the new society had finally swept away – had evoked the spurious concept of good breeding to justify its position and influence. With its passing, a new and meritorious elite had come to power; and this one rationalised its dominance on the basis of rigorous and scientific IQ testing.


The Rise of the Meritocracy was, as Young would later write, ‘a satire meant to be a warning (which needless to say has not been heeded) against what might happen to Britain between the year 1958 and the imagined final revolt against meritocracy in 2003’.2 Young claimed that he ‘wanted to show how overweening a meritocracy could be’. What is surprising today is just how many politicians appear to have taken Young’s work not as a cautionary tale but as an ideological blueprint. IQ + Effort = Merit – that was the state ideology in Young’s dystopian England, where equality of opportunity had finally become a reality. Today it is a formulation that politicians of all stripes have adopted as the ideal – even those who, as the soldier turned socialist Richard Tawney put it in the ’30s, ‘resist most strenuously attempts to apply it’.3 Young himself recognised the irony of this in the years after The Rise of the Meritocracy was first published. ‘It hasn’t been taken as a warning but a sort of blessing,’ he told an interviewer in 1994.4


In few places has the goal of meritocracy been adopted with quite the same vigour as in the upper echelons of the modern Conservative Party. Prime Minister David Cameron says he wants to see




a more socially mobile Britain … where no matter where you come from … you can get to the top in television, you can get to the top in the judiciary, get to the top of the armed services, get to the top in politics and get to the top in newspapers.





Cameron made the same point more succinctly in 2013 when he stated that ‘I believe in equality of opportunity’.5 Both Cameron and his Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne have talked repeatedly about helping ‘strivers’ and those who ‘aspire to get on’. These upwardly mobile flag-bearers of the meritocracy have typically been contrasted with ‘shirkers’ – the Burberry-clad layabouts who supposedly skulk behind net curtains glancing fearfully at their aspirational peers as the latter head off to work. With the creation of a meritocracy in mind, in 2008 the Conservatives released a report entitled ‘Through the Glass Ceiling: A Conservative Agenda for Social Mobility’. The Liberal Democrats share this aspiration. The former party leader Nick Clegg claimed in 2012 that social mobility was the coalition government’s ‘central social preoccupation’.6 The culmination of this rhetoric was a cross-departmental strategy published in 2011 with the central claim that ‘improving social mobility is the principal goal of the government’s social policy’.





The Labour Party has also seemingly accepted the desirability of a meritocracy, with former leader Ed Miliband telling the Sutton Trust conference in 2012 that social mobility ‘must not be just about changing the odds that young people from poor backgrounds will make it to university … we also have to improve opportunities for everyone, including those who don’t go to university’.7 Shadow Cabinet member Jon Trickett had a similar message when he said in the same year that Labour ‘should be the engine of social mobility’.8


Like universal suffrage and world peace, every politician in modern Britain purports to be in favour of meritocracy.


For most of Britain’s history, young people have grown up with a keen sense of their station in life. Historically, Britain has been a country with a rigid class system, where education was a luxury afforded only to a small minority. Until the late nineteenth century, children of the rich and powerful attended exclusive public and grammar schools, while churches and charity schools provided a rudimentary education for the lower classes. In practice this meant that the lives of talented working-class people were often wasted in ignorance and drudgery.


Things only really began to change (and even then very slowly) with the passage of the 1870 Education Act, the first piece of legislation committed to providing education on a national scale. The policy was driven by Liberal MP William Forster and enacted at a time when the political establishment in Britain was beginning to grasp the frivolity of consigning intelligent children to penury and toil. However, the new law was not introduced as an act of generosity; rather, it was thought that by fully exploiting the talents of the many rather than the few Britain would better be able to compete with its emerging economic rivals.


The initial passage of the act was far from smooth. While mainstream Conservatives would eventually come to recognise the benefits of education in terms of keeping Britain economically competitive, many initially worried that educating the poor would lead them off the straight and narrow. The poor might, after all, use their newly stimulated cerebral matter to imbibe subversive literature and, as a consequence, get ideas above their station. And so, during a debate in the House of Commons in 1807, the Tory MP Davies Gilbert warned the House that ‘giving education to the working classes would be bad for their morals and happiness. It would lead them to despise their lot in life instead of making them good servants in agriculture and other work to which their rank in society had destined them …’9


Even among those seeking reform, educating the poor was typically framed in terms of how it would benefit capitalists, rather than how it might improve the lot of workers. Introducing his own policy, William Forster warned that if the British workforce remained unskilled, ‘they will become overmatched in the competition of the world’.10 In the eighteenth century, Adam Smith, champion of the free market and author of the influential The Wealth of Nations, argued along similar lines in favour of educating the poor. For proponents of the free market, nepotism and Britain’s rigid social order were impediments to an efficient economy. The best jobs invariably went not to those in possession of the most brilliant minds but to the well-connected or to the progeny of the wealthiest families. The problem for free marketeers wasn’t so much inequity as inefficiency. However talented they might be, nepotism discouraged those placed lower in society from ever attempting anything that smacked of aspiration.


Conservative politicians and thinkers would eventually reconcile themselves to the views of MPs like William Forster, at least in terms of educating the poor. No Tory MP would dare to stand up in the House of Commons today and claim that the poor should be denied education lest it make them ‘difficult’. Recent Conservative governments have appeared (on the surface, at least) to take social mobility just as seriously as their political rivals in the Labour Party. Ramsay Muir, a journalist and leading member of the post-war Liberal Party, summed up this interpretation of the meritocratic ideal well when he said that the state should not ‘establish an artificial equality among men who are naturally unequal and different. The only forms of equality which it will pursue will be equality before the law, and equality of opportunities for all citizens to make the most of their varying powers.’11


Contrary to theories purporting to show an unbreakable affiliation between the Conservative Party and the aristocratic ‘establishment’, the raison d’être of the Thatcher governments was actually to do away with the old and anoint a new aristocracy based on a grasping get-rich-quick notion of getting on. Instead of knowing one’s place, as old Tories like Mr Gilbert would undoubtedly have preferred, during Mrs Thatcher’s time as Prime Minister the most avaricious were encouraged to rise even if they had begun life among the working classes. Under Thatcher, you were not despised if you scrambled up from the very bottom; rather, you were assumed to be useless if you did not. Money, rather than the specious concept of breeding, was king in the 1980s.





Of course, Britain is a long way from being a society with the levels of social mobility seen in The Rise of the Meritocracy. Fears of impending meritocratic dystopia are therefore unwarranted. Yet there is something disconcerting about the way a concept conceived of as having potentially dystopian consequences has been adopted by politicians as a sacred goal. The Conservatives, in their economically liberal incarnation, have long purported to favour the creation of a meritocracy, as have their friends in the corporate world. Investment banking giant Goldman Sachs even informs potential recruits on its website that ‘Goldman Sachs is a meritocracy’. What has changed is that today the Labour Party too is supportive of the meritocratic ideal – or, as Labour politicians prefer to call it, ‘equality of opportunity’.


This brings to mind an anecdote told by the recently deceased journalist and author Christopher Hitchens. On visiting totalitarian North Korea, Hitchens once joked that, such was the scale of the repression and leader worship in that country, it was as if the Kims had been handed a dog-eared copy of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and been told to make it work. Something similar might be said of British politicians and Young’s satirical essay on meritocracy. Rather than taking Young’s tome as a warning against a bleak and grossly unequal future, politicians of both right and left have embraced it. Twenty-first-century social democracy will defend to the death your right to be unequal to the next man – as long as merit, rather than wealth, has placed you on your allotted rung of the ladder. Young’s oracular warning of half a century ago has been recast as a blueprint.




2 ‘Down with Meritocracy’, Michael Young, The Guardian, 29 June 2001.


3 Equality, R. H. Tawney, Unwin Books, 3rd edition (1975).


4 The Rise and Rise of Meritocracy, edited by Geoff Dench, Wiley-Blackwell, 1st edition (2006).


5 ‘David Cameron brushes Boris Johnson aside over IQ comments’, Tomas Jivanda, The Independent, 2 December 2013.


6 Nick Clegg, speech to the Sutton Trust, 22 May 2012.


7 ‘Ed Miliband attacks social inequality’, Martha Linden and James Tapsfield, The Independent, 21 May 2012.


8 ‘Wanted by Labour, working-class MPs’, Michael Savage, The Times, 16 July 2012.


9 Hansard, HC Deb, 13 July 1807, vol. 30, cc. 1007–48.


10 Hansard, HC Deb, 17 July 1873, vol. 217, cc. 502–90.


11 Liberalism Divided: A Study in British Political Thought 1914–1939, Michael Freeden, Oxford University Press, 1st edition (1986).
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