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INTRODUCTION: DEMOCRACY OR MERITOCRACY? 
The great American philosopher John Dewey's vision of democracy saw a 

community of various groups and individuals in dialogue. All members of this 
community have the responsibilities of making their needs known and responding 
to the needs of others through adaptive compromise.' Dewey's vision defined a type 
of equality, called "civic equality" by historian Christopher Lasch and others.2 The 
ideal of civic equality calls for equal participation of all citizens in identifying, 
discussing, and solving community problems. Under this ideal, economic as well as 
ethnic differences among individuals and groups are recognized rather than hidden. 
For example, it is acknowledged that a community requires laborers as well as 
capitalists, and that a civic space must be vigilantly maintained wherein the two 
groups can address one another. 

If this is democracy, then for the most part the United States is no longer 
democratic, either in reality or in ideology. The new reality is a version of meritocracy, 
in which a large but elite minority dominates economic and social decisionmaking. 
Members of this elite are highly educated, having been recruited from a variety of 
social classes and ethnic groups through the sorting mechanism of education. 
Members of the elite, however, rarely advocate for the interests of the nonelite group 
from which they come, for their new lifestyle quickly removes them far from the 
concerns of the nonelites. Thus, we no longer have a political reality or ideology in 
which every type of interest has a voice. Instead we have one in which every 
individual, if she or he is talented and hardworking enough, can earn membership in 
the one class whose voice is heard. 

The two authors of this article do not entirely agree in our assessment of the 
benefits and burdens of this meritocratic system or about the wisdom, accuracy, or 
fairness of intelligence testing as a sorting mechanism. However, we do agree on one 
central point. However much meritocratic control of our economic life may enhance 

1. John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Macmillan, 1916) 

2. Christopher Lasch, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy (New York: W.W. Norton, 
1995),19. See also Mickey Kaus, The End of Equality (New York Basic Books, 1992). 
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our country‘s economic development, we should not allow meritocracy to compro- 
mise our historically democratic approach to social decisionmaking. Our purpose in 
this essay is simply to draw on published sources in order to argue that the erosion 
of democracy by meritocracy is well underway in our country. 

A NOTE ON SOURCES 
This thesis about the decay of democracy and the rise of meritocracy has been 

articulated in two recent books that are seldom read as a unit, although they should 
be. One book, The  Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of  Democracy is a collection 
of essays about moral and civic decay in contemporary America by the recently 
deceased historian and social critic Christopher Lasch. The other book, The Bell 
Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life is an exhaustive survey of 
the findings from nearly a century of formal intelligence testing in America, followed 
by a discussion of the implications of the test results for American society, by the 
recently deceased psychologist Richard J. Herrnstein and his coauthor, political 
scientist Charles Murray.3Lasch’s book, which argues that meritocracy is inherently 
hostile to democracy and calls the growing meritocratic elite “morally repugnant,’’ 
has not made a popular splash. On the other hand, Herrnstein and Murray’s book, 
which argues that the class gap in lifestyle and rewards created by our legitimate 
meritocratic system should be reduced, has been widely discussed among the 
educated. A passionate national debate, months long, focused on one 47 page chapter 
of the 845 page book, entitled “Ethnic Differences in Cognitive Ability.” This 
chapter presented data from large scale intelligence testing to support the theses that 
(1) the average tested IQ scores of African Americans are fifteen points lower than the 
average tested IQ scores of European Americans, and (2) that these racial differences 
in IQ scores are largely due to genetic differences between the races. Newsweek 
magazine devoted a cover story and a special section to denouncing this chapter of 
The Bell Curve.4 Newsweek’s review of the book, together with a handful of reviews 
in nationally circulated highbrow periodicals, sparked hundreds of reviews, col- 
umns, and letters in other national, regional, and local publications; symposia at 
colleges, universities, and professional associations; and even the publication of 
several anthologies of scholarly articles. Nearly all commentators condemned the 
racism of the book’s authors, suggesting that they had either misrepresented the data 
or downplayed the social barriers blocking African-American access to the kinds of 
educational skills tested on IQ tests. 

3. Lasch, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy and Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles 
Murray, The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life {New York: The Free Press, 
1994). These books will be referred to as RE and BC, respectively with page numbers in the text for all 
subsequent citations. 

4. “I.Q.: Is it Destiny!” Newsweek 124 (24 October 1994): 52-62. 
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Although these criticisms of the book are well-founded, we will not echo them 
here. They have been well-developed elsewhere and they sidestep the main thesis of 
The Bell Curve. Many of the commentators had not read the book and were actually 
commenting on the Newsweek article or on a similarly selective book re vie^.^ 
Precious little acknowledgment was given of the larger thesis in which the claim 
about ethnic differences in IQ was embedded, the damaging fallout from the rise of 
meritocracy. For example, no one asked how we, in a world increasingly structured 
by technology and increasingly directed by the interests of the new elite, can create 
an order that respectfully includes people, whatever race they turn out to be, who are 
average or below average in intelligence. Unwittingly, by focusing the debate on the 
need to reform the socioeconomic forces that impede the development of intellect 
and other talents among African Americans, the debate reinforced the hold that the 
ideology of meritocracy has upon America. In other words, commentators approved 
of meritocracy, and wanted to make sure that the ranks of the elite include 
representation from an appropriate variety of races and ethnicities. No one seemed 
to notice the book’s clear statement that the existence of a meritocracy leaves people 
who are not technologically literate without political or social representation. Is it 
just our jaded view that hundreds of leaders could pontificate publicly about a book 
they had never read? Or was the exclusive focus on the easily defined racial issue a 
deliberate ploy to avoid questioning the moral implications of the commentators’ 
own status within the intellectual meritocracy? 

WHO ARE THE ELITE? 

Demographically, the elite can be defined as the group of people who occupy the 
most cognitively demanding occupations. A society that depends on technology, for 
example, depends upon people who can learn to develop and use the technology. In 
the last three decades, the number of occupations that demand technological literacy 
has skyrocketed. Therefore, in order to fill this increased number of cognitively 
demanding positions, say Herrnstein and Murray, the system has had to become 
more efficient at sorting people by cognitive ability. 

The primary qualification for membership in the new elite, say Herrnstein and 
Murray, is intelligence. A “cognitive elite,” as they call it, is identified during the 
elementary and secondary school years using a variety of educational tests. Members 
of this group, they say, are in the top 510% of measured cognitive ability and, by 
virtue of the education they are able to master, enter cognitively demanding and 
economically rewarding professions. The most cognitively able of this group is then 
educated at a handful of the country’s most selective colleges anduniversities. These 
graduates are often lured into the highest-paying, highest-status, most cognitively 
demanding jobs. 

5. See, for example, Russell Jacoby and Naomi Glauberman, T h e  Bell Curve Debate: History, Ideas, 
Opinions (New York: Times Books, 1995). To a lesser extent, this criticism is also true of some of the essays 
in Steven Fraser, ed., The Bell Curve Wars: Race, Intelligence and the  Future of America (New York: Basic 
Books, 1995). 
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Lasch writes that the livelihoods of people in this circle depend upon an 
“investment in education and information, [rather than in] property, [which] distin- 
guishes them from the rich bourgeoisie, the ascendance of which characterized an 
earlier stage of capitalism” (RE, p, 34). Their occupations include ”brokers, bankers, 
real estate promoters and developers, engineers, consultants of all kinds, systems 
analysts, scientists, doctors, publicists, publishers, editors, advertising executives, 
art directors, moviemakers, entertainers, journalists, television producers and direc- 
tors, artists, writers, and university professors” (RE, p. 34). President Clinton’s 
former secretary of labor, Robert Reich, has described members of the elite as 
“skeptical, curious, and creative,” products of an intense parental commitment to 
intellectual and cultural education, working in the labor force as “symbolic ana- 
lysts” (RE, pp. 35-37). 

But more than by any demographic characteristic, Lasch writes, this elite is 
identifiable by its lifestyle, largely a product of its worltstyle. This worltstyle has 
been described in various terms, some more flattering than others. Herrnstein and 
Murray, who are appreciative of the existence of a cognitive elite while at the same 
time aware of its dangers, describe the workstyle of the “symbolic analysts” in idyllic 
terms: 

A scientist passionately devoted to the study of a certain protein or an investment analyst 
following a market can be in daily electronic conversation with people throughout the world who 
share the same passion, passing drafts of work back and forth, callingup data files, doing analyses 
that would have required a mainframe computer and a covey of assistants only a few years ago 
- all while sitting alone at a computer, which need not be in an office, but can as easily be in 
a beach house overlooking the ocean. Across the occupational domain of those who work 
primarily with their minds, the explosion of computer and communications technologies has 
liberated and expanded creativity, productivity, and personal freedom” (BC,  pp. 5 11-12), 

Lasch, however, who is scornful of the elites, points out that the “personal 
freedom” afforded the elites by new communication and travel technologies is a 
freedom without responsibility. He writes, 

the market in which the new elites operate is now international in scope. Their fortunes are tied 
to enterprises that operate across national boundaries .... Their loyalties - i f  the term is not itself 
anachronistic in this context - arc international rather than regional, national or local. They 
have more in common with their counterparts in Brussels or Hong Kong than with the masses 
of Americans not yet plugged into the network of global communication .... I t  is a question 
whether they think of themselves as Americans at all. Patriotism, certainly, does not rank very 
high in their hierarchy of virtues. “Multiculturalism,” on the other hand, suits them to 
perfection, conjuring up the agreeable image of a global bazaar in which exotic cuisines, exotic 
styles of dress, exotic music, exotic tribal customs can be savored indiscriminately, with no 
questions asked and no commitments required. The new elites are at home only in transit, en 
route to a high-level conference, to the grand opening of a new franchise, to an international film 
festival, or to an undiscovered resort. Theirs is essentially a tourist’s view of the world - not a 
perspectivc likely to encourage a passionate devotion to democracy (RE,  pp. 35-36). 

Today’s elites accept amobile lifestyle aspart of the price they must pay for affluence. 
They are willing to move to a new city whenever a current high-paying employer 
requires it or a more lucrative employment opportunity emerges. The frequent travel 
and less frequent home relocation of such a lifestyle discourage commitment to a 
community, and the donations of time and money that attend commitment. 

In fact, Lasch would argue, today’s elites have no conception of a community as 
a multilayered collection of the people who work together to make civilized life 
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possible. Fearing the lawless, possibly envious, mob, they sequester themselves 
within gated communities -yes, walled cities -patrolled by private police forces. 
Their children attend expensive private schools. Even their methods of communica- 
tion, as Herrnstein and Murray point out, which include e-mail, fax, and private 
courier services, bypass the U.S. Postal Service. To as great an extent as they can, the 
elites have created a life independent of the public square, having no need for, and 
therefore no thoughtful interest in maintaining, public services such as police and 
education. Yet as they lose touch with the “public,” their power over it increases. 
Herrnstein and Murray explain, 

As their common ground with the rest of society decreases, their coalescence as a new class 
increases. The traditional separations between the business world, the entertainment world, the 
university intellectuals and government are being replaced by an axis of bright people that runs 
through society (BC,  p. 513). 

Their shared creative networking will determine the products, entertainments, 
educations, and legislations available to Americans. For example, as the coalescence 
of the cognitive elite across the various intellectual fields continues, increasingly 
academics will lose their incentive or perhaps their ability to be genuinely critical of 
government and commerce. 

How DID THE NEW MERITOCRACY ARISE? 

Herrnstein and Murray, whose book focuses on intelligence testing, give that 
practice a major role in the creation of the new American elite. The rise of education 
as a qualification for employment in an increasingly technological economy has fed 
neatly into the rise of intelligence testing as the basis for college admission. Before 
these trends, the most intelligent 5 to 10 percent of Americans were scattered 
through a variety of occupations. They were CEO’s, but they were also teachers, 
farmers, laborers, and homemakers. These individuals provided effective leadership 
to a variety of social spheres. Laborers, for example, organized labor unions and 
brought them to local, regional, and national prominence. Homemakers, for ex- 
ample, organized their neighborhoods for political action and their religious institu- 
tions for community service. Since the 1960s, however, the most intelligent 
individuals, female as well as male, have been recruited into the circle of managerial 
and professional elites, doing jobs that require formal education in technological as 
well as traditional subjects. The income gap between the elites and the middle 
classes leaps ahead as people searching for mates of equal intelligence now find mates 
with equal earning power. For example, two lawyers, each earning $150,000, who 
marry one another have a household income six times the size of a husband and wife 
pair of office workers earning $25,000 each. 

The effect, and likely the intent, of this trend in professional recruitment, Lasch 
writes, has been to siphon off talent from lower economic classes or from groups that 
might have an interest in challenging the projects of corporations and the politicians 
they control. The most talented potential leaders of resistance have now joined the 
circle of people who “are more concerned with the smooth functioning of the system 
as a whole than with any of its parts,” that is, persons or neighborhoods (RE, p. 35). 
This cooptation of talent and disempowerment of lower social classes is legitimated 
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by the ideology that America is a country in which any talented person willing to 
work hard can “make it” socially and economically. Obviously, those who succeed 
easily accept this ideology. Those who do not succeed tend to accept the desirability 
of a meritocracy, but complain, no doubt accurately, that entry into it is easier for 
people whose parents provided them with the advantages of wealth and education. 
Therefore, according to Lasch, in theory and in practice, America is no longer a 
country that provides a lively democratic alternative to rule by an aristocracy. It is 
merely a country in which entry into the aristocracy is based on merit, rather than 
heredity. 

To be sure, this decay of democracy cannot be blamed entirely on the elites. 
Lasch highlights several other trends that have silenced Americans’ interest in 
democratic participation. For example, Horace Mann, the great educational thinker 
and activist of the mid-l800s, whose legacy still colors the American public school 
system, excluded divisive issues from the common schools in order to avoid 
sectarian quarrels, failing to see, in Lasch’s words, “that political and religious 
controversy is educative in its own right” (RE, p. 10). And he reminds his readers of 
the now unquestioned twentieth-century trend in print journalism championed by 
Walter Lippmann to provide expert information rather than a forum for public 
debate. Deprived of a voice in public debate, and deprived of skill in argumentation, 
members of the American public lost their incentive to represent their interests in 
a civic dialogue. 

ARE THERE SOLUTIONS? 

Herrnstein and Murray have no interest in changing the lifestyle of or slowing 
the growth of the new cognitive elite. They find the idea of an aristocracy of talent 
appropriate, and perhaps enjoy some of its benefits themselves. However, they do 
recognize that the abandonment of the lower classes by the elites will have dire 
consequences for the lower classes. Fewer and fewer employment opportunities for 
adults who graduate from weaker and weaker schools will lead to a permanent 
underclass who live in poverty and violence. Eventually, they predict, America will 
see the rise of the ”custodial state,” in which children born to low-income, low- 
intelligence, single mothers will be cared for from birth to death by the state (BC, p. 
523). The middle and upper classes, who will be responsible for their own livelihood, 
will begin to seethe with resentment. As members of their own race increasingly 
enter the underclass, members of the white middle class will not be able to quell their 
resentment with their sense of guilt for past racial injustice. Tensions will erupt 
violently. Some critics say this is already happening in America.6 

Therefore, Herrnstein and Murray’s remedies focus on diversifying the member- 
ship of the cognitive elite while at the same time improving life for the underclass. 
To strengthen and diversify the cognitive elite, they call for improved gifted 
education programs and an implementation of affirmative action as it was originally 
defined. To strengthen the other classes, Herrnstein and Murray recommend that 

6. For an account of the life of the underclass that deeply moves a reader to action, see Jonathan Kozol, 
Amazing Grace: The Lives of Children and the Conscience of a Nation (New York: Harper, 1995). 
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efforts be made to create and to value employment and community opportunities for 
less-gifted individuals. They suggest that people try to strengthen their neighbor- 
hoods, traditionally a source of valued places for many levels of ability. And finally, 
they suggest making it easier for people of lower cognitive ability to understand our 
society’s moral rules by, for example, punishing crime swiftly and consistently, and 
rewarding married couples with rights that unmarried couples are denied. 

Most of Herrnstein and Murray’s solutions, however, are stated in terms of what 
members of the elite can do to help the underclasses. They are so steeped in the ideal 
of meritocracy that a democratic solution, which would involve members of the 
underclass in thinking, speaking, planning, and perhaps even doing for themselves, 
does not occur to them. For Herrnstein and Murray, there is simply no possibility that 
the less intelligent or less highly educated can have a voice, or even that they ought 
to. In addition, when developing their solutions, Herrnstein and Murray do not 
address middle-class woes and worries. Thereby they ignore their own admission 
that the growth of the cognitive elite has hurt the middle classes, as defined both by 
intelligence and income. If Herrnstein and Murray do believe that the middle class 
is capable of informed political participation, then their omission of middle class 
interests shows how little thought they have given to the vision of America as a 
participatory democracy. Instead they have chosen to focus on what the elite can do 
for themselves and for the underclass. Finally, for Herrnstein and Murray, education 
cannot change meritocracy. It can only prepare people for their place in it. As the only 
educational outcome they discuss at length is the possible raising of IQ scores, they 
are silent about the possibility of moral and political education in public schools. 

Lasch’s solution to the problems caused by meritocracy is to make a multilay- 
ered educational effort to reinstitute Dewey’s ideal of democracy, wherein all 
citizens participate in identifying, discussing, and solving community problems. 
And, Lasch might argue, there is nothing like a heavy dose of civic responsibility to 
recall the elites from their isolation and the underclass from its desolation. While 
this solution can be criticized for its vagueness, it outlines a plan we would like to 
see developed. 




