



[image: cover]











About the Author


 


Charles Dunst is deputy director of research and analytics at The Asia Group, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, and a contributing editor of American Purpose, Francis Fukuyama’s magazine. His reportage and analysis have appeared in the New York Times, the Atlantic, the Washington Post and Foreign Policy, among other outlets. A former foreign correspondent, he has reported from countries including Cambodia, Myanmar, Vietnam, Israel and the Palestinian territories, Hungary, Romania and Andorra. He holds degrees from the London School of Economics and Hamilton College. A native New Yorker, he lives in Virginia.










Defeating the Dictators


 


 


How Democracy Can Prevail in the Age of the Strongman


 


 


Charles Dunst


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Charles Dunst 2023


 


The right of Charles Dunst to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover photograph © Alamy.com


Cover design © Luke Bird


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN  978 1 399 70443 4


Trade Paperback ISBN  978 1 399 70444 1


eBook ISBN  978 1 399 70445 8 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.










For Lee and Lisbeth, my first and forever champions










Introduction


Stepping off the plane at Singapore’s Changi Airport, having flown in from Phnom Penh, is enough to make you think you’ve completely lost it. When I took that trip in 2019, I thought I was dreaming. There’s nothing quite as disorienting as going from a developing country like Cambodia to one where every sixth household has a million US dollars in disposable wealth, in no more than the time it takes to ride the Eurostar from London to Paris.


But arriving at the USD 1.3 billion Changi Airport would be nothing less than astonishing wherever you were coming from. The Jewel complex, opened in 2019, lives up to its name. Here, a soaring waterfall descends 130 feet, seemingly raining down from the glass-panelled heavens. A forest of some 1,400 trees offers shade to weary jetsetters from Asia, Europe and beyond. A park offers nets for recreational bouncing, more than eighty feet above the ground. All the while, a plethora of retail and dining options wraps around the complex, offering luxury to those lucky enough to afford it.


Eye-catching as the extras were, it was the actual experience of using Singapore’s airport that blew me away. Whenever I landed in the Cambodian capital of Phnom Penh, which I did frequently while living there in 2018 and 2019, I was immediately confronted by visa-on-arrival officials, to whom you must hand actual, physical dollar bills to enter the country (assuming you did not purchase an e-visa). Not cheques. Not a credit card. Just cold, hard US cash. In the Thai capital of Bangkok, meanwhile, the customs line snakes back and forth endlessly through the arrivals area, and it can take hours just to get your passport stamped. Even at New York’s John F. Kennedy airport, the exit process can take hours. And the less we say about Britain – the spiritual home of the queue – the better.


Not in Singapore. After hopping off the plane and admiring the terminal with wide eyes, you reach the dreaded customs area. Only here you’re confronted not with a long line or intimidating officials asking for your money, but with, at Terminal 4 at least, a bank of automated machines. You scan your fingerprints and passport, remove your hat and the first gate opens. Then you proceed to get a passport stamp from an actual human. This person probably doesn’t speak to you; if they do, they say something nice. And that’s it. Despite heavy traffic through the airport, the whole process takes less than twenty minutes and is even pleasant.


Welcome to Singapore.


Changi epitomises everything that Singapore has become: clean, safe, well-governed and, above all, a marvel. The city gleams with stainless steel. A glass greenhouse, one of the world’s largest, attracts tourists and locals alike. Hundred-foot-tall ‘supertrees’ mimic photosynthesis, emitting a neon glow, much to the delight of both children and adults. Nowhere in the world looks quite like this place. To visit is to peer into an idealised future – one that is lush and immaculate, but never soulless or sterile. Singapore’s multi-ethnic cultural heritage still shines at the Hawker centres with their delightfully tongue-searing chili crab, the Chinatown shops offering piping-hot kway teow, and the Little India curry houses whose aromas and tastes are pleasingly fresh and warm. Winding through these streets, you’re just as likely to find a major financial office as you are a Chinese shrine, a Malay mosque or a Hindu temple. The future, it seems, will have room for the best of our respective traditions.


The nightlife thrives, too, despite most drugs being strictly illegal under penalty of death. From glitzy cocktail bars to clubs, partygoers in Singapore don’t lack options. The booze, while highly regulated, nonetheless flows, and getting home safely is no problem, either by cab or subway. The city-state’s homicide rate is incredibly low, at around 0.2 cases per 100,000 people1 – roughly 650 times better than London’s2 and 2,500 times better than New York’s.3


Nor are the more humdrum bits of human infrastructure lacking. The city-state has an incredibly efficient and meritocratic bureaucracy; its officials are seemingly incorruptible; the air is clean; the schools are excellent; healthcare is affordable; the country’s housing programme has worked so well that some of its subsidised apartments now resell for more than USD 700,000; and its per capita income is among the highest in the world.


And yet, Singapore, so well governed, is an authoritarian state. It was ruled by an out-and-out autocrat for twenty-five years after independence, and by that same autocrat’s party ever since. There’s that death penalty hanging over people’s heads all the time. The city’s migrant workers are treated as second-class citizens. Government policies prevent LGBTQ Singaporeans from purchasing affordable public housing until the age of thirty-five, while the ban on gay marriage prevents LGBTQ Singaporeans from accessing the large housing subsidy available only for married couples.4 Inequality is on the rise.


Singapore is certainly a paradise for the privileged. It is a playground, not for the migrant workers who keep Singapore running, but for most, nonetheless. And for most, life in Singapore is pretty good.


I wrote this book to understand how we can reconcile these two sides of the city – a lack of freedom and an abundance of good living. How can we in the West and other democracies grasp Singapore’s success, watching from such a different political value system? And, ultimately, what do liberal democracies need to do to become so successful that people in autocracies like Singapore will wish to transform their own systems of governance – so they want to become like us, rather than the other way around? How can we become the world’s model once again?


* * *


When Stamford Raffles, the British colonial administrator, founded Singapore in January 1819, it was nothing but a small fishing village comprising a few thousand Malay fishermen and some Chinese farmers. For years, it remained little more than a malaria-ridden harbour, its existence justified only by the transport needs of an empire. The city-state still is, as former Singaporean diplomat Kishore Mahbubani has written, ‘absurdly small’, occupying half the space of tiny Bahrain and containing no natural resources.5 A further challenge in other parts of the world was its multi-ethnic and multi-religious population – Muslims, Hindus, Christians and Buddhists have not always coexisted peacefully.6


How, then, did Singapore get here? How did Singapore come to have a gross domestic product per capita nearly 35 per cent higher than that of its erstwhile coloniser – not to mention a higher standard of living and a longer life expectancy?7 How did Singapore, ranked economically in 1965 on a par with Chile, Argentina and Mexico, come to have a gross national product four or five times theirs today?8


The answer, in short, is strong, adaptive and effective governance – namely by Lee Kuan Yew, the country’s first prime minister and founding father.


Born in 1923, Lee lived through the British and Japanese colonial periods, and then a brief stretch during which Singapore was part of Malaysia, before his country achieved independence. Lee always had his eyes on the prize; he spent his youth and early career readying himself for the day colonialism in Singapore came to an end. He attended Britain’s Cambridge University on a scholarship, graduating at the top of his class. After returning to Singapore in 1950, he worked as a lawyer before founding the People’s Action Party (PAP) in 1954. After a few years as an opposition leader, Lee was elected prime minister in 1959, when Singapore gained full self-government from the British, albeit as part of Malaysia. Finally, in 1965, Singapore became an independent country, and while most of the population was unskilled and illiterate, Lee had what it took to make this new nation a success.9


From the outset, he prioritised development over democratic ideals, believing that Singaporeans wanted food, cash in their pockets and strong hospitals more than they wanted liberty. Democracy, he thought, could come only after people’s stomachs were full and their ailments treated. But even then, he made clear, democracy was not a stand-alone good nor a prerequisite for success – what Lee called the ‘basics’ of economic growth were.10


Lee and his aides accordingly directed the government to focus on manufacturing: to build factories and other infrastructure while seeking foreign investment. They believed that high-grade, First World quality infrastructure and standards would prompt American, Japanese, European and other companies to bring their operations to Singapore, in turn boosting the tiny city-state’s fledgling economy.


Their gamble paid off. By the 1970s, major multinational companies like Hewlett-Packard and General Electric had invested hugely in Singapore. Companies like these were expanding in the region anyway, given East Asia’s growing population and talented workforce, but Lee’s policies made Singapore far more attractive than the other mostly conflict-free nations nearby, like Thailand and Malaysia. The foundations Lee laid in the 1960s allowed Singapore to become a major electronics exporter by the time the 1970s rolled around.


Foreign companies came to Singapore not only for the infrastructure but because they trusted Lee’s government. Singapore accomplished something few post-colonial countries were able to do so quickly: the city-state had a predictable government and a relatively clean economy that was manoeuvrable for foreign operators. There was a transparent tax regime; the bureaucracy was incorruptible and efficient; the legal framework was strong; and the country’s geopolitical orientation was effectively neutral, favouring neither the Soviet Union, the United States, nor China, meaning that investors were unlikely to find themselves caught up in geopolitical storms. All of which made Singapore stable and attractive, unlike, say, Cambodia or Indonesia.


Lee planned ahead, too. He knew that building more state-of-the-art public infrastructure, along with excellent air and sea linkages, would bring further business to Singapore.


One anecdote is particularly telling. When the British completely withdrew from Singapore in 1971, they planned to destroy their naval dock. Most post-colonial leaders around the world would have been thrilled with British self-destruction – the perfect symbolic moment for a nationalist firebrand, like Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah or India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, hoping to legitimise their nascent rule. But Lee was less interested in ideas, values or political imagery than he was in absolute progress for his country and people. So, rejecting a short-lived populist victory in favour of an actual win, he personally convinced the British not to destroy their dock. He later converted the naval dockyard for civilian use. This step was just one of many that would transform Singapore into one of the world’s greatest trade centres. These days, Singapore boasts the world’s busiest container transhipment hub, and the largest publicly owned port.


Relying on these building blocks – economic development, top-tier infrastructure and a transparent, reliable system open to business from just about anywhere – Lee turned Singapore into a major financial centre. By building top-class infrastructure and establishing a strong education system, while committing to keeping the Singaporean dollar stable through sound macroeconomics, Lee assured investors that Singapore was the place to be in the unpredictable Asian market. The country quickly became, in the words of journalist Louis Kraar, the ‘Zurich of the East, an international haven for money and bankers’.11


Lee liked business and foreign capital for a reason: he ran Singapore very much like a corporation. He prioritised efficiency and outcomes above all else. Singapore’s key criterion, as one top official defined it in 1974, was not that different from that of a Wall Street bank or top multinational: ‘What good can we get out of it?’12 Or as Lee put it later in his life: ‘We are ideology-free. Does it work? If it works, let’s try it. If it’s fine, let’s continue it. If it doesn’t work, toss it out, try another one.’13


This approach put Singapore on a stunning trajectory. In Singapore’s first nine years of full independence, the gross national product nearly tripled – raising the average per capita income to the second highest in Asia, trailing only Japan.14 By the mid-1980s, many Singaporeans were enjoying a lifestyle rivalling those of the West.15


The point is clear: Lee Kuan Yew was that rare autocrat who really could be called at least relatively benevolent; he made life better for his people. He did not steal from them. He did not set up concentration camps or gulags. He certainly did repress them – Singapore is no bastion of liberty – but one cannot deny that he left his country far better than he found it. He transformed a tumultuous backwater into the pride of Southeast Asia, what he called a First World oasis in a Third World region.


‘In the end,’ he wrote, ‘my greatest satisfaction in life comes from the fact that I have spent years gathering support, mustering the will to make this place meritocratic, corruption-free and equal for all races – and that it will endure beyond me, as it has.’16


It’s not hard to see why he died a happy man.


* * *


And yet there’s something deeply uncomfortable about acknowledging Lee’s success, especially for a writer born in a liberal Western nation – and grateful for the privileges of being born American.


Despite graduating as the top law student in his class at Cambridge, a citadel of liberalism and democratic values, Lee never became enamoured with democracy. Quite the opposite: he cared little about liberty or freedom. He considered these values something of a Western fantasy and had no interest in transforming Singapore into a democratic nation. Rather, he championed stability and growth over liberty; he travelled for years around Asia, telling the Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipinos and others that they, too, could achieve stunning economic growth like Singapore’s without the standard trappings of democracy, just at a time when the Americans, Brits and others were saying the opposite.


Throughout his life, Lee politely lambasted democracy, while still building strong ties with the United States, United Kingdom and other leading Western powers. Although he admitted to admiring some aspects of the United States, he deemed ‘parts of it totally unacceptable’, including guns, drugs and violent crime, saying ‘the exuberance of democracy leads to undisciplined and disorderly conditions which are inimical to development’.17 For him, development mattered more than liberty. Discipline, he argued, must come before freedom. Because he was in charge, nobody could tell him otherwise.


And if his government was the one to secure economic gains while imposing discipline by outlawing everything from gum to spitting on the street to meaningful political opposition, so be it. For years he arbitrarily detained hundreds of alleged communists and ‘extremists’ using the Internal Security Act, a remnant from Singapore’s British colonial past.


Make no mistake about it, Singapore under Lee was an authoritarian country and remains one today. The government has long restricted a whole host of civil and political liberties, severely constraining any potential political competition. But he was an unusual autocrat. He focused on transforming his country into a genuinely better place – not on lining his own pockets like the autocrats of Cambodia and Zimbabwe. And there’s no denying that he did make Singapore into the success it is today: ‘An interconnected, fully wired, air-conditioned nanny state where everything is beautiful and nothing hurts,’ as the chef, writer and presenter Anthony Bourdain once said.


Lee died in 2015, leaving behind a legacy of what is best described as authoritarianism-lite: Singapore may have occasional elections and limited civil freedoms, but the country effectively operates as a one-party state that brooks little criticism. If liberal countries are bothered by Singapore’s illiberal streak, they have largely remained silent. The United States and United Kingdom remain close geopolitical partners. Western money flows into Singapore. The miracle chugs along.


For most, Singapore is today an idyllic little escape from the rough-and-tumble reality, not only of Southeast Asia, but of a democratic world struck by the discord of the US Capitol insurrection, Brexit and other destabilising events. It’s not hard to see why American and British expats alike acclaim life in Singapore, even if they can’t chew gum there.


It is not hard to see, too, why so many people abroad want their countries to look more like Singapore. Leaders in Silicon Valley, like Peter Thiel, have made it clear that they would prefer it if the United States operated in a top-down, authoritarian corporate way – that is, like Singapore.18 This approach, they argue, is better for business, and therefore for the world. Brexiteers, in justifying the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union, argued similarly that their country could follow the ‘Singapore model’ to build a Britain that would become a low-tax, low-regulation and low-public-spending paradise.19


Even Bourdain, who gave airtime to freedom-seekers from Asia to Africa and beyond, could not help but admire the paradise that is Singapore. ‘You look around the litterless streets, where everything seems to work just fine, and you think – or you could be forgiven for thinking – “Gee, maybe a one-party system is just what we need,” ’ he once said. ‘It ain’t my system, it’s not the world I want, but damn, it has its appeal.’20


* * *


Democracy’s Challenge


Singapore’s rise – and its appeal – is emblematic of the autocratic challenge we face today, even if Singapore itself is a friendly country. Other autocracies, led by China, a not-so-friendly country, are increasingly trying to wield their successes at home to shape the international order in their favour.


Yet no matter how ‘successful’ China, Singapore or the Gulf States are, autocracies everywhere lack the benefits of true socio-political freedom – the context in which humanity produces its best innovations and where freedom flows. Some level of prosperity might not require democracy, as these and other countries have proved, but progress, contentment and freedom do. For all of autocracies’ successes, the world’s best still come from democracies.


Of the world’s twenty-five richest countries, all but seven are democracies.21 Only two autocracies rank among the top forty countries in life expectancy.22 The average Japanese lives almost eight years longer than the average Chinese; the average Italian lives nine years longer than the average Saudi.23 China and Singapore are the only autocracies that rank in the top twenty most innovative countries. Switzerland, Sweden, the United States, the United Kingdom, South Korea, the Netherlands and Finland all outrank Singapore. All of these countries – along with Denmark, Germany and France – outrank China.24


And while some may say otherwise, the world’s best art comes from places where there is freedom of expression: democracies. There is a reason why people around the world clamour for American films, French friezes and Japanese novels. Haruki Murakami could not have written his masterful novel, 1Q84, in an autocracy; Jackson Pollock could not have produced his wonderfully chaotic canvases under a one-party state. There is a reason why Chinese entertainment does not capture the world’s imagination in the same way South Korean films like Parasite and pop bands like BTS have.


The social science paints a clear picture, too. If you live in a democracy, you will almost surely receive a better education, become wealthier, live longer and have a richer cultural life than your counterparts in autocracies around the world. We embrace the volatility, tumult and imperfections of democracy, and we’re better for it.


Sometimes, in the angry, shaky era we’re living through, that feels difficult to believe. This book, then, is about showing why democracy is a superior system – in spite of Singapore’s clean streets and rapidly accumulated wealth. It’s a book about beating back the autocratic challenge by getting our own houses in order: by outperforming autocracies to serve as an example for the rest of the world, because democracies can defeat dictators only with good governance at home. Only when people the world over think of the United States, Europe, Japan and other democracies as examples – as exemplary leaders that hold the path to the good life – can democracy triumph around the world.


Beating the drum for liberal values and economics abroad while these same principles appear to struggle at home will do us no good. Trying to sell Singapore or Vietnam on democracy using only idealistic rhetoric in the wake of the January 6 insurrection in the United States is doomed to fail. Why would the stable regimes in Singapore or Hanoi want that?


What we need is a ‘no-bullshit’ approach to the future: we must commit not only to our values, but also to our practices and we must not buy into utopianism – into undue confidence in democracy’s inevitable success and the self-assurance that reason will save us. We must convince the world in practical terms why our organising principles remain preferable to those of autocracies, both at home and abroad. We need to look our own failures in the eye, while learning from the success of others.


With this book, I will offer a roadmap to do just this: to reinstitute the basics of good governance to ensure that our democracies deliver on their promises and ultimately rise to meet this difficult moment. I’m going to look at examples of good governance from everywhere – past and present – to detail best practices for running a democratic country in the twenty-first century. This roadmap is not exhaustive, but it’s a good start.


We’ll look first at ancient China and modern Singapore, which democracies can emulate to make our own systems more meritocratic. Then we’ll journey to France, Malaysia and South Korea on one end of the democratic spectrum, as well as Singapore and the United Arab Emirates on the other, to see how – and why – governments must hold themselves accountable. We’ll look, too, at the unlikely suspect of Vietnam, a one-party state, to see why we must re-establish trust in government. We’ll also study both the private sector and countries like China and Saudi Arabia to understand the importance of making long-term plans. Looking at Denmark, and its struggles in recent years, we’ll grasp the importance of modernising our social safety nets. Moving west, we’ll look to the United States and other success stories to learn why we must invest more in human capital – in the people and technology that will define our shared future. We’ll learn from the Asian miracles, too, about the vital importance of building better infrastructure, from literal roads to digital ones. Finally, we’ll explore why democracies must commit themselves to replenishing our well of talent and tax revenue by opening up our doors to immigrants – something that North America and much of Europe has done well but inconsistently, and that democracies everywhere can and must do better.


This roadmap is decidedly non-interventionist. I am not arguing that the West should overthrow governments in China or Vietnam to institute what we think is the right form of democratic governance. Attempts to do so have almost never succeeded elsewhere – just look at Western failures in Afghanistan, Iraq and Vietnam. Instead, this book offers a roadmap with which democracies can set an example to ensure that the world once again looks to us for a model of good governance and economic flourishing.


When we can offer a roadmap to prosperity, other countries will be more likely to follow our example in the long-term. Only by truly being the best option can we usher in a more democratic and peaceful world – one better organised around liberal principles of equality and fairness.


* * *


Why is this book necessary? Autocracies do not run the world. They still rely on the Western financial system – as Russia found out when it invaded Ukraine – and, to a lesser but still significant extent, Western technology. The bleak future of an autocratic global order has not yet come to pass, thanks to both democracy’s astounding resilience and autocracy’s own internal contradictions.


Yet democracies do continue to struggle, and autocracies seemingly continue to best us. From the COVID-19 response to social safety nets to top-class infrastructure, democratic citizens increasingly wonder why efficiency and quality of life in their countries are seemingly lagging behind those of China, Singapore and the Gulf states. Some both in democracies and abroad would say that we have embraced too much tumult for our own good.


Modern autocracies may be fundamentally flawed but many have proven themselves quite durable; some have not just survived but thrived. They are nothing like the Soviet Union, whose system never performed effectively, let alone well. Part of the reason the West won the Cold War was because Soviet illiberalism was never successful; it was, as the German writer Hans Magnus Enzensberger said, ‘the highest stage of underdevelopment’.25 The system never achieved legitimacy at home or abroad because it never worked.


The same cannot be said of autocracies today. China is already the world’s largest economy when adjusted for purchasing power parity; countries like Singapore and Vietnam have successfully married authoritarianism with market economics.26 Autocracies account for some 35 per cent of global income – compared to only 12 per cent in 1992.27 For the first time since 2004, there are today more autocracies than democracies.28


Public legitimacy is conditioned on government performance.29 And because autocracies today increasingly seem to be performing better than democracies, even if these autocracies lack the benefits of true socio-political freedom – the context in which humanity produces its best innovations – a distressing number of people looking for new political visions are finding inspiration in autocracy.30 As democracies struggle, hundreds of millions of people around the globe have already bought into the Chinese dream of ‘authoritarian modernity’, whose illiberal success testifies to the notion that prosperity no longer requires freedom – and that a key tenet of Western orthodoxy was, apparently, a mirage.31


Yet commentators in Berlin, London and Washington still argue that autocracy is inherently brittle and that the regimes running China and Singapore will eventually crumble and give way to democracy. They remain convinced themselves that the tides of history are flowing their way, that they are simply pushing on an open door.32 They seem to forget that people everywhere increasingly consider autocracy ascendant and democracies impotent. They seem to forget that democracy is the anomaly and that we must fight to protect it. They seem to forget that most of human history has been made up of empires and despots – that autocracy is the norm and opposition to democracy is at the heart of Western civilisation: Plato’s Republic is an eloquent pitch for authoritarianism – for the rule of benevolent philosopher-kings. And while there were early proto-democratic expressions of government in Athens, Carthage, Vaishali, San Marino, the Netherlands and Britain, it was not until the Age of Reason that these governments took forms similar to contemporary democracy.


Even the West does not have a natural predisposition to democracy. It is something that we created, but it is also something that we must maintain.


Most critically, champions of democracy who rely on some inherent flaw in autocratic government to bring it down seem to not understand that, unlike when democratic citizens visited the Soviet Union – our last great autocratic competitor – and saw how bleak Moscow or Nizhny Novgorod were, today they go to Dubai, Shanghai and Singapore and they think: ‘I’ve seen the future, and I want that.’


* * *


Autocracy’s Ills


Democratic government is a historical anomaly, but so too are the gleaming successes of Singapore. Most autocracies have not established the basics of good governance; most have been corrupt and ineffective and truly vicious to their own people, also fomenting instability abroad.


In Russia, corruption pervades daily life, while outspoken journalists wind up dead. In Venezuela, hyperinflation skyrockets out of control and children suffer, prompting hundreds of thousands to flee to neighbouring countries. In these and most other illiberal countries, the building blocks of a good life are nowhere to be found. Autocracy in nearly all forms is a failure.


But a few countries have proved that autocracy is not always inimical to good governance. Recent years have demonstrated that some autocracies can govern well – all while democracies have seemed to struggle, with domestic discord preventing good decision-making or even a minimal standard of effectiveness.33


These strong autocracies are overwhelmingly in East Asia, a region blessed with historically high-quality (if undemocratic) institutions and social structures that leaders were able to rediscover after colonialism receded.34 Chief among them is China, whose economic success is one of history’s most remarkable stories.


Yet throughout the disastrous rule of communist founding father Mao Zedong, who combined quasi-Stalinism with a dangerous personality cult, China was poorer than most African countries, with an annual per capita income of about USD 90.35 It was a nation of grinding poverty and deprivation that lacked even the most basic infrastructure; China was anything but a major player in global affairs. Now, China is the world’s second-largest economy by most measures, and the first by several others. The average Chinese citizen lives a life of luxury that would have been inconceivable to their grandparents. China, in the last forty years, increased its per capita income twenty-five-fold, lifting more than 800 million people out of poverty.36


Vietnam, too, has had great success, emerging from decades of war with France, the United States and China to become one of the world’s top forty economies. After introducing the ‘Đổi Mới’ reforms, Vietnam since the 1990s has been one of the world’s top five fastest-growing economies. It has steadily outperformed its quasi-democratic neighbours, like Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines. By 2020, Vietnam’s gross domestic product was more than twice that of those three countries. And in that year, when much of the world was in a recession thanks to COVID-19, Vietnam’s economy grew by 2 per cent.37


Some autocracies of the Arabian Gulf have had similar success, harnessing their oil wealth and relying on the increasing demand for and price of energy to bolster their states and societies. It’s easy for critics to say that of course these countries succeeded – they had oil! – but their success really should not be taken for granted. Many resource-rich countries find themselves mired in conflict and discord precisely because they have oil or rare earths. From Angola to Venezuela and beyond, vast natural resources lead to conflict, corruption and poverty, as weak institutions stifle growth and enable discord, often over who gets to control these resources.38


Yet the Gulf emirates emerged from the colonial era to become wealthy, glittering states. Within living memory, the cities and sheikhdoms of Qatar, Kuwait and Dubai were little more than fishing villages, smuggling havens or fuelling stations for their foreign colonisers. Their populations were nomadic; they lacked the traditions and national identities needed to form nations, let alone functioning, rich states with major roles in international politics.


These leaders’ ability to transform their countries into what they are today in a matter of decades is nothing less than staggering. It was nearly impossible to imagine, for instance, that the impoverished, nomadic peoples of the Rub’al-Khali would eventually comprise Saudi Arabia, a country that is now one of the world’s top twenty economies and a leading regional and global geopolitical player. Nobody writing in the early twentieth century could have expected this. Despite their vast oil wealth, the Gulf States’ evolution is, as the scholar Rami Khouri has written, ‘perhaps unprecedented in the entire history of human civilization’.39


So, if natural resources or well-controlled populations don’t guarantee that autocracies will thrive, what sets some of them apart from the others?


* * *


The ‘successful’ autocracies described are of a similar type. They are authoritarian capitalist countries in East Asia and the Arab Gulf; they all combine relatively free markets and reasonably secure property rights; some but not at all count on natural resources for their wealth.40


But even these successes – impressive as they may be – are precarious.


Since Lee Kuan Yew died, several issues have plagued Singapore. Citizens, not just migrant workers, are struggling to make ends meet after losing their jobs during the pandemic; many have signed up for government skills training courses, but the provided income is barely enough to feed their families.41 The city-state secured enough COVID-19 vaccines and promised to reopen after crossing an 80 per cent vaccination rate, but the government clamped down instead of opening up, and struggled to figure out how to live with the virus.42


There are structural problems, too. The country’s fertility rate is steadily declining, leaving a smaller workforce, which could lead to weakened productivity. Inequality is on the rise, with the government failing to redistribute its stunning wealth even to the same extent as the more conservative United States.43 Most worryingly, people lost a huge amount of faith in the government when Lee Kuan Yew died. The state was largely centred around him and his wisdom; without Lee Kuan Yew, people are less confident in their government and their future. The current prime minister, Lee Hsien Loong – Lee’s son – is already in his seventies and has chosen a young, relatively unproven figure in Lawrence Wong as his likely successor. The Lee family has been a pillar of stability; without them, Singapore’s future looks more rickety.


China’s success could also be nearing its end. The Communist Party’s goals – improving the economy, cleaning up the environment and meeting its people’s ever-rising expectations – are proving harder and harder to reach. China’s economy is slowing; juicing it is proving difficult, in no small part because the country is already deeply in debt. And because of China’s massive 2008 economic stimulus, and the package it enacted during the COVID-19 crisis, the country’s total debt has ballooned to over 250 per cent of GDP.44


Debt like this normally precedes a debilitating financial crisis. But because China controls its banks, a crisis is unlikely. This does not mean that China is out of the woods: if Chinese officials do not clean up their economic system, this debt could weigh down the economy for years with zombie firms and unpayable loans.45 The economy will slow and house prices will fall; many of the loans owned by state-owned enterprises and property developers will be unpayable.


At the same time, Chinese income inequality is worse than in Europe – and only slightly better than in the United States.46 China’s population is also ageing rapidly due to Beijing’s infamous ‘one-child’ policy. Today, pension contributions by workers no longer cover retiree benefits, forcing the government to fill that gap.47 If current trends continue, China’s population will peak at 1.44 billion in 2029 before entering an unstoppable decline, and then an era of negative population growth.48


Above all, it remains to be seen if Chinese President Xi Jinping’s vision for governance is compatible with economic growth. It is hard to imagine that he can have it both ways: that he can be more communist and exert more control over society while maintaining the high level of economic growth that the Chinese people expect. It remains to be seen, too, if Xi – under whom Chinese foreign policy has become more and more aggressive – can keep China out of a disastrous war for Taiwan, which would almost surely see China lose access to the Western financial system and Western technology on which Beijing has long relied.49


Singapore and China are only two of many examples where autocracies are on the ropes, rather than in the clear. The gradual global phase-out of oil will eventually put huge economic pressure on the Gulf States; they will have to figure out how to provide their people with the high quality of life to which they have become accustomed without oil revenue. Climate change will wreak havoc on countries like Vietnam, also prompting mass waves of immigration that threaten to undermine even the most consolidated of autocracies. The list goes on. And of course, whereas democracies are willing to embrace the chaos – chaos that produces innovations like the internet and paintings like Pollack’s – that drives us forward, autocracies snuff out that same chaos in the name of order, stifling potential progress in its infancy.


Democracies may have their problems. But autocracies do, too – and they don’t have the solutions. We do.


* * *


Autocracy’s Rise – and How to Beat It


In the Second World War’s ashes, the United States and its allies created the liberal international order: an architecture of institutions, including the United Nations and World Trade Organization, designed to peacefully resolve conflicts, regulate global finance and, ultimately, ensure rules-based international exchange. Washington’s hubris at times undermined the order – American policymakers seemingly extended the order’s privileges of sovereignty and respect only to rich democracies, and not to states like Chile and Vietnam – but the order nonetheless brought unprecedented peace among the Great Powers and lifted billions out of poverty. Countries around the world, including China, understood that this way of life could provide them with the tools for advancement in a way that nothing else could. While the Soviet Union maintained its spheres of influence (and nuclear weapons) for the better part of the next half-century, the United States was the unquestioned leader of the free world. And when the Soviet Union collapsed, Washington become the unquestioned leader of just about the entire world.


This order cannot be taken for granted. Criticising it is easy, particularly given the West’s militarised failures in places like Afghanistan and Vietnam, but the critic’s task becomes harder once they are forced to compare it with what came before – the anarchy preceding the Second World War – or what China and Russia offer for the future.


In February 2022, Russia invaded a sovereign Ukraine, inflicting brutal violence against civilians and government officials alike. China has in recent years committed horrific crimes against the Muslim Uyghurs in the northwest region of Xinjiang, and an ethnic cleansing in Tibet, all while surveilling and brutally preventing any kind of dissent that might bubble up from the country’s massive population – not to mention outright seizing of parts of the South China Sea and even Bhutan while also fomenting conflict with India. And, in a critical harbinger of what a China-led order might look like, Beijing has restricted trade with countries including Australia, Lithuania and South Korea for purely political reasons.


North Korea, meanwhile, continues its arbitrary killings and torture (among other atrocities). In Cameroon, the government tortures journalists to death and massacres children in English-speaking schools. The list goes on: from Iran to Venezuela and everywhere in between, autocracy produces the truly macabre.


This might-makes-right illiberal alternative approach to both domestic governance and the world is quite clearly worth challenging.50


Yet autocracies seem to be on the rise. China and Russia have in recent years extended their influence around the world. This is in significant part because over the last decade, particularly in the Trump years, the United States withdrew from leadership and engagement in many areas of the world. Vietnam has consolidated its one-party state, while democracy has died in Myanmar (and possibly in Thailand, too). Even Hungary and Poland, countries at the heart of Europe, have backslid from democracy. Right-wing autocratic parties have gained ground in several other European countries in recent years, not to mention in Brazil as well. And India, the world’s largest democracy, continues to experience spasms of ethnic- and religiously-motivated violence – often encouraged by government officials – that undermines the country’s liberal foundations.


I’ve lived in Hungary, which is nowhere near as bad as China or Russia, but nonetheless has a prime minister, Viktor Orbán, who has rapidly done away with the rule of law to cement an autocracy at Europe’s centre. I’ve marched through the streets of Budapest to protest against Orbán’s evisceration of academic freedom. I’ve had the Hungarian government scuttle my plans to return to work in Budapest – because Orbánites in the government didn’t like an article I wrote criticising Orbán’s crackdowns on press freedom. I’ve travelled to and worked in other autocracies. I know what autocracy looks like; I know its brutal costs; and I certainly know that it is never justified.


Democracy and liberty are the goals; they are worthwhile pursuits on their own. ‘Happiness’, as pro-democracy protests in Myanmar have so bravely declared, ‘is not born in the cage’.51 There is no level of economic success that would change my mind on that point.


People in democracies might not realise how lucky they have been to live not only in liberal systems at home, but in a world governed by democracies – and by the rules-based order, flawed as it is. But we are at increasing risk of finding out how bad it will be to live in a world without such rules.


As China has grown more and more powerful, Beijing has steadily begun asserting its power around the world, seeking to refashion the international order around its own ideals. A Sino-centric order will be one organised around brute power, of which China will be the greatest holder, and in which the global trade and innovation networks that have long focused on the West will flow back and forth to China instead.52 If the behaviour of China, Russia and others described above is anything to go by, an autocracy-led world is one in which democratic governments and their people will get the short end of the stick, over and over again.53


A world of autocracies will not be a world of friendly one-party states like Singapore; it will be one of antagonists like China and Russia, whose insecure leaders could plunge us into war – and cut us off from the global economy, if it does flow through them – at any moment. And even if autocracies do not entirely succeed in displacing democracies, the dictators’ muddling of the international order will leave the world frayed, allowing for more disruptions and violence. Neither is an attractive option.


* * *


Less than a generation ago, scholars and policymakers believed that we had solved the problem of international order for good. The Soviet Union had collapsed; the United States stood, alone, at the tip of the global spear; it was, as former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright called it, the ‘indispensable nation’. And the United States would be, as another former secretary of state, Dean Acheson, once said, ‘the locomotive at the head of mankind’ driving history forward into a brighter age.


This, of course, did not come to pass. While the United States did lead the free world and more democracies did emerge following the Soviet Union’s dissolution, the West did not take the steps necessary to cement our power. At home, we allowed our social safety nets to decline and money to seep into – and weaken trust in – our democracies. Abroad, we carried out ill-conceived wars in Afghanistan and Iraq that sucked up our resources and left the affected countries and regions in disarray. We promised countries like Hungary and Russia that by democratising and liberalising their economies they would become rich, but instead rapid deregulation left them in a state of shock and, in Russia’s case, complete disaster. And by deregulating our financial systems at home, and allowing the extraordinary growth of financial trading without adequate oversight, we set the world up for the crises of 1997 and 2008, which only further weakened global confidence in liberal democracy.


At the same time, several autocracies – from China to Vietnam and beyond – grew and succeeded without democracy. Sure, they accepted certain liberal economic principles, but the leaders of these and other countries explicitly refused democracy. Western scholars and policymakers said that economic growth would create a middle class who would eventually demand and receive democracy. Instead, these same middle classes grew accustomed to their relative wealth and became comfortable with the autocratic regimes that brought them this material ease.54 These countries’ successes taught other leaders around the world that democracy was no longer a prerequisite for abundance. They proved that capitalism could succeed without liberal values – without freedom and democracy.


It should come as no surprise, then, that people throughout the democratic world, and particularly in the West, are increasingly clamouring for autocracy. It is no secret that a disturbing number of Americans would prefer an authoritarian strongman to a democratically elected president.55 Many in democratic Europe feel the same. What is surprising, though, is just how many scholars, writers and others across the political spectrum are calling for autocracy.


Sohrab Ahmari, a right-wing American writer previously with major outlets like the New York Post and Wall Street Journal, has offered something of an anti-democracy or at least post-democracy position, arguing that religious conservatives should not adhere to liberal democracy while ‘the overall balance of forces has tilted inexorably away from us’, because conservative causes – opposing abortion and same-sex marriage – are so important that they must be pursued even beyond legitimate, democratic means.56


Of course, this position lacks logic: the current, governing values in much of the West, where people support abortion and same-sex marriage, were won only after decades of activism within a democratic system. If Ahmari wants to return religious conservatism to government, he need only run for office and win it back.


Arguably – despite Ahmari’s anti-democratic position – American conservatives have been doing that for thirty years and it has paid dividends today. One might not like the Republicans’ manoeuvring, but their ability to stack the Supreme Court, which eventually struck down Roe v. Wade, is in large part the result of their democratic victories. Ahmari clearly does not need to do away with democracy to make his wish a reality – at least in parts of the United States. Ironically, it is the Republicans’ success within democracy that makes Ahmari’s position look all the more ridiculous.


Another, somewhat more coherent school of anti-democratic thought comes from Georgetown University professor Jason Brennan. In his book Against Democracy, he argues that in terms of efficacy, democracies cannot provide competent governance, precisely because voters tend to be irrational and ignorant.57 Brennan presents a few alternatives to democracy that all aim to ‘the rule of the knowledgeable’ (epistocracy), where only the most knowledgeable voters get to elect their countries’ leaders.58


This is probably how the Chinese Communist Party’s elites think of themselves. Every five years, the Chinese National People’s Congress elects the country’s president and vice president, the chairman of its Central Military Commission, and the president and chief justice of its Supreme People’s Court. These officials would likely tell you that the most ‘knowledgeable’ Chinese were benevolently deciding their country’s future – and that this governance system, coupled with its apparently successful authoritarian capitalism, is one to be emulated by nations the world over.


But Brennan’s anti-democratic argument does not hold up. The overwhelmingly majority of autocracies, even those more traditionally epistocratic than China is, do not govern more effectively than democracies. Authoritarian governments frequently promise to be making headway on a whole host of fronts – from economic growth to green reforms – but they tend to undermine them in practice. And as inner circles tighten in personalist regimes, like that of North Korea or Russia or China today, information flows worsen, the leader becomes more and more aggressive, and underlings refuse to challenge them. The result is unwise, dangerous policy decisions, such as Putin’s invasion of Ukraine.


Autocracy may seem to solve short-term problems, but it is just about always disastrous in the long-term.


A third view is put forward by what we might describe as eco-authoritarians. Confronted by the massive challenge of climate change, there’s a view that governments must be granted special powers. We may have affection for democracy, but it is messy and slow – and decadent, as Xi Jinping or Lee Kuan Yew might put it. Faced with an existential crisis, these eco-authoritarians argue, shouldn’t we be willing to slay the sacred cows of freedom and democracy?


‘Climate change is bigger than democracy,’ said Roger Hallam, a leader of Extinction Rebellion, back in 2019. Likewise, at a 2021 talk in Paris, Swedish academic Andreas Malm – the author of How to Blow Up a Pipeline – called for ‘war communism’ to deal with the climate crisis.59 His debate partner, the prominent French economist Frédéric Lordon, called for ‘neo-Leninism’ for the same reason.60 Malm and Lordon are careful to avoid saying that they are calling for armed revolution, but how else would Sweden or France move from peaceful capitalist democracy to war communism or neo-Leninism?


The pair are influential and thoughtful scholars, but they are also fundamentally wrong. What they are hoping for is an authoritarian magic wand, a wand that one strongman, or a cadre of a few selected strongmen, can wave and make the unbelievably complex issue of climate change go away. The chief problem with this theory is that if we authorised our state to coerce people into doing things that they do not want to do – even if we all recognise that it is in our collective interest – we would, by extension, authorise the state to punish those who do not obey those rules. It does not feel plausible that we would accept a government authority telling us whether we can go on holiday, or what food we could eat. That being the case, the said authority would have to fine or even imprison transgressors. To put it bluntly, then, neo-Leninism would need neo-Gulags.


Moreover, autocracy very clearly does not inexorably lead to the kind of good government necessary to combat climate change. Very often, it leads to the opposite. China is the world’s biggest polluter not despite being an autocracy, but because of it. And, of course, if your green autocrat turns out to be corrupt – or not as interested in climate change as they seemed to be when trying to get into power – you have no mechanism by which to remove them.


So, while authoritarianism might seem seductive to elites lamenting the purportedly misguided voting behaviour of average citizens fed up with seemingly incompetent governments presiding over decline, autocracy decidedly does not offer a salve to our struggles. It is not the answer. It never will be.


Democracy is not our problem. But faith in its automatic functioning is.61


* * *


Yet people in Western democracies are particularly fed up, and in some cases fed up with democracy itself. While Japan, South Korea and Taiwan thrive or at least muddle through, it is Americans, Brits, Germans and others in the West who continue to express the most troubling, anti-democratic views, both in newspaper columns and at the ballot box. Studies show that global dissatisfaction with democracy is at an all-time high, with frustration notably high in the West.62 People throughout the world, but specifically in the West, have high expectations, and they are furious that their governments are not delivering.63


Voters are inherently correct. They do, generally, have a rational view of their political institutions; they tell decision-makers what is working, what is not, and what desperately needs to be addressed.64 For all the elite laments about their supposed ignorance, voters know what they want, whether that be lower taxes, greater personal agency, or improved healthcare. And what Brexit and Trump and Le Pen voters are telling politicians is that globalisation has failed them – that as their countries got richer, they did not.


From Ronald Reagan to David Cameron, our leaders did not ensure that globalisation’s benefits would ‘trickle down’. And when these benefits did not reach the average person, voters began to reject the elites on both the left and right who failed them.


This book, then, is a call to action: it is a call for democracies to beat autocracy both within and abroad by learning to perform and deliver for our people once again.


We need to combat the tendency towards autocracy – the sense among people around the world that when things go wrong, as they have for many since 2008, a strongman or Singapore-like authoritarian government can fix it. It’s far too easy to say, when confronted with a big problem, that new powers are needed, that a so-called ‘strongman’ (and it invariably is a man) should come in and sort it out.


To combat the autocratic way of life, we will need to look far afield to emulate the countries that have successfully established meritocracies, developed accountable systems, won social trust, built top-class infrastructure and invested in human capital, all while embracing the volatility that is intrinsic to democracy and drives progress. We can learn as much from the Singaporean present as much as from the American past, from the United Arab Emirates as much as from Denmark, all while retaining the character of our own nations, our societies’ openness, and strengthening democracy. We will need to find wisdom in what might seem like odd places. We must not assume that democracy is pushing to victory on a door ajar. Instead, we must act – because if we don’t get this right, our failure will be democracy’s failure, not only abroad, but at home, too.


If we fail, we will have left the door swung in the opposite direction, propped up and open for the autocratic-leaning politicians who would use domestic discontent to move us away from liberalism. We will hand would-be autocrats a golden opportunity – because when people are fed up with their governing elites for a failure to deliver the basics of the good life, they will not only vote these elites out but will also replace them with the most anti-elite, anti-status quo politicians on offer. And around the world, such politicians tend to be demagogues with authoritarian tendencies.


We shouldn’t forget that this is essentially what happened in the United States when Trump got elected in 2016. Racial animus, and Trump’s willingness to wield it, certainly helped vaunt him into power, but he made vital gains with people of all backgrounds who were more frustrated with economic inequality and globalisation than they were concerned about racism. We shouldn’t forget, too, that Trump almost won in 2020 – in part because he improved his performance among minority voters, who were frustrated by the Democrats’ purportedly high-tax, identity-focused agenda (and that when he lost, he tried to violently manoeuvre his way into power on January 6).


Complacency in the face of popular pain breeds demagoguery.


This is precisely what happened in Hungary, where left-wing ineptitude gave way to the authoritarian Viktor Orbán. It was the 2006 leaking of former left-wing prime minister Ferenc Gyurcsány’s expletive-laden speech – in which he admitted that his government ‘lied in the morning [and] lied in the evening’ while campaigning and in office, particularly about the economy – that helped rejuvenate Orbán, who had been ousted from the premiership in 2002.65 It was the leaking of this speech – one in which the prime minister declared, ‘You cannot name any significant government measures that we can be proud of except pulling our administration out of the shit at the end. Nothing!’ – that signalled the erstwhile end of the Hungarian left and Hungary’s return to autocracy.66


Magyar Rádió broadcast the twenty-seven-minute speech, known as the ‘Őszöd speech’ after where it was delivered, on 17 September 2006. Protests erupted in Budapest soon after; Orbán helped lead the demonstrations, which saw 200 people injured in violent clashes.67 Gyurcsány refused to quit, so Orbán and his allies took to the streets again in 2007, with the former and future prime minister declaring: ‘We have assembled here today to show those in power that we cannot be held in fear.’68


Gyurcsány would finally step down in March 2009, but the damage was done. Orbán’s right-wing Fidesz party swept the 2010 parliamentary elections, winning – along with its allies – a super-majority needed to rewrite major laws, and even amend the country’s constitutions. Orbán has been in power since, using this super-majority to undermine democracy by gerrymandering parliamentary districts and packing the courts, for starters.


In 2021, he made sure to mark the fifteenth anniversary of the Gyurcsány speech. He called the speech a ‘terrifying moment’, adding that Gyurcsány had ‘created that situation, he delivered the speech, lied to the people and came to power through lies, took people’s money and then drove the country to bankruptcy’.69 Not new to this game, Orbán made sure to animate the threat once again. ‘This is not past tense but the past still living with us and which keeps trying to return,’ he said, insisting that the left had stripped the elderly of their 13th month pensions and stopped supporting families, while they ‘doubled, tripled’ the prices of household energy. But his government, Orbán said, had of course stepped in to reintroduce housing subsidies and wage hikes.


‘Once pensioners get back their 13th month pensions,’ he added, ‘we can say that we have left behind the whole Őszöd speech.’70


* * *


The Hungarian example is extreme. A leak this damaging seems unlikely in many of our democracies. But it is not impossible. Nor is it the only way a feckless government makes way for the autocrats within. Orbán was such an attractive option precisely because the speech was coupled with actual economic pain and governmental incompetence.


Something similar could very well happen in democracies around the world today. It is not hard to see how failure to deliver in the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, South Korea or elsewhere could bring to power an anti-democratic populist. It could happen in your backyard – which is why we must shut the door on these would-be dictators as soon as possible.


To do so, we’ll need to take urgent action. And above all, we will need to deliver good governance.


* * *


Some two hundred years ago, Alexis de Tocqueville, French diplomat and chronicler of the early United States, wrote, ‘The greatness of America lies not in being more enlightened than any other nation, but rather in her ability to repair her faults.’71 It was this willingness to contend with its flaws and failings that also made post–Second World War America so great.72 It is this attitude that democracies desperately need today.


Only once we embrace this attitude, recognising and committing to fix our mistakes, can we truly stand up for democracy both at home and around the world. Only by reinvigorating what makes our democracies great – and by truly delivering for people – can we patch up the liberal international order and take the next step into a better world.


Only then can we defeat the dictators.










1


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 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.
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