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The term “meritocracy” isn’t that old. It was coined by Michael Young in
1958. Tracking the idea of replacing aristocracy? with talent-, skiil-, and effort-
based systems of economic and political rewards, as well as the accompanying
social and moral recognition, Young saw a potential for disaster. Marrying this
age-old idea with individualism® leads to the decay of the common good?, as a
Harvard University professor, Michael J. Sandel demonstrates in his newest book,
The Tyranny® of Merit: What's Become of the Common Good?.

Those who win in our meritocracy are seen by others, and then tend to develop

(1)
a sense in themselves, as truly deserving their success. Accomplishments are a

person’s own, achieved through their “own” talents and hard work. Individuals are

«

atomic in their achievements. The result is meritocratic hubris® “the tendency of
winners to inhale’ too deeply of their success.” This way of thinking can certainly
be stimulating, though it comes with its own punishment: stress, anxiety, and
burnout® are rising. And what about those on the other side? What happens to
those who fail?

Our meritocratic thinking also “insults the losers, even in their own eyes.” If
success is owned completely by the individualz s0 is failure. “It is hard to escape

(2)
the discouraging thought that their failure is their own doing, that they simply lack

4

the talent and drive to succeed.” It is a “politics of humiliation®.” If one’s position
in society is supposedly a symbol of their merit, lower positions can become
reflections of a person’s lesser worth. Contributions to the common good are
suppressed by a web of capitalism, hyperindividualism'’, and meritocracy. The
garbage collector is not someone who helps keep our streets free of trash and
disease low in our communities, but someone who lacks talent for “higher” things
or doesn't try enough. Similarly, Wall Street traders are deserving of huge salaries,

even while contributing relatively little to society.
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This has a damaging effect on the common good. When we tell those who are
3
losing out in the new global economy to acquire a degree', we only further find

refuge in the meritocracy hubris. The honor and recognition we bestow ' on people
is hugely significant. Winners tend to lack humbleness, empathy'®, and a sense of
responsibility for those who lose. And those who don't rise to the top may feel that
they really deserve to fail.

Of course, the actual implementation of meritocratic systems continues to be
far fronrl \the ideal. Sandel begins the book discussing inequality in opportunity.
Higher g%iucation, and especially Ivy League'? universities, are his focus. Across
many areas of society, the gap between those at the top and everyone else has only
broadened in recent decades. We should, Sandel argues, foster a thicker civic
sentiment.  Encouraging people to go to college and expanding access is
undoubtedly good, but it’s simply not enough. Even if everything was ideal, merit-
based hubris and humiliation would remain —and perhaps only be fostered.
Populists® have succeeded, Sandel believes, through exploiting the anger and
resentment toward meritocratic thinking as well as toward the systems and
institutions that firm its value. It isn't just the failure to live up to the ideal, it is
the ideal itself. To deal with our hateful political and social lives, we need to
rethink our civic attitudes and sentiments about the common good.

Throughout The Tyranny of Merit, Sandel makes appeals to recognizing the
role of luck, chance, and uncertainty in our lives. Firstly, our talents, and perhaps
to some degree even our motivation, are not a matter of our own doing. Sure, they
must be cultivated, but not everyone who works as hard as LeBron James'®
becomes a star basketball player. Secondly, the talents that a society prizes are
equally a matter of luck. If LeBron James was born in a different time or place, his
(5 ) might very well go completely unrecognized. Understanding the role of
luck in our lives would, according to Sandel, clear up much of the problems he finds
with meritocracy, and indeed our broader social and political issues. The book
ends:

— 2 — OM6(452—56)



“There, but for the grace of God, or the accident of birth, or the mystery of

fate, go I.” Such humbleness is the beginning of the way back from the harsh ethic

of success that drives us apart. It points beyond the tyranny of merit toward a less

hateful, more (6 ) public life.

[Adapted from “My Successes

(and Failures) Are All Mine?” by Paul

J. D’Ambrosio, Mar. 19,2021, Los Angeles Review of Books (https:/www.

lareviewofbooks.org/article/my-successes-and-failures-are-all-mine/) ]
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B 1 T#EB(L) Those who win in our meritocracy are seen by others, and then

tend to develop a sense in themselves, as truly deserving their success. % H 7

FRIZERRL RS 0,

2 TFHERER2) so is failure. 2 Failure 2 F3EI2 L Tso DRNAMNH S M/ D LD
RIS FEEMA I X,

Bl 3 T#RERS) This has a damaging effect on the common good 137t HEFHE X 5
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A. Everyone has equal opportunity in higher education and goes to college.

B. Winners have humbleness and empathy for those who lose, and those who
don’t rise to the top do not feel they deserve to fail.

C. Across many areas of society, the gap between those at the top and
everyone else has not broadened further.

D. Encouraging people to go to college and expanding access is not

undoubtedly good.
M5 (5 JCADMIRERSETREHFAZLANSFELTIEANZI N,

6 ( 6 )ICAZYIREREEYREEBRKENS 1 DEUTA~DOLETEL
AR BN
A. successful
B. advanced
C. developing
D

. generous

— 4 — OM6 (452—58)



Bl 7 ZORFETHENERARU NI )OEDQXIRMERMERINTHE
T, FRLECINE N—N—RRFEOY > FIVERIZEN S OMEZ R
TLEDITEDEIREAZZIZTLTOWETH, HHE T, 200-250 FDOHFHD
HARB THHAL RS,

B8 BEHEEAY R IL )OOV THELEZEDIDITEAETH., TOHE
D EAEEEH T, 100-150 words OHEIPHDIEFE Tam U723 W,

— b — OM6(452—59)





