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Confucianism is well known for promoting the “rule of virtue.” Its belief that the most 
virtuous should govern could be extended into a more general belief in meritocracy: any job 
should go to the person most qualified for it, and people should be rewarded according to 
their contributions, i.e. their merits. This may be seen as a version of “treating unequals 
unequally,” which is one way of defending inequalities in a Confucian society. However, is 
this all that can be said about Confucian attitudes to the value of equality?  

The Confucian position is not exactly what is understood as meritocratic. The best  

person should get the job, but it does not mean that she could demand to be rewarded for her 
contribution/merit. Ancient Confucian texts reveal a social ideal in which resources are 
distributed according to needs before merits and which expects the most virtuous to demand the 
least. In examining the limits of “meritocracy” in Confucianism, I shall raise some questions 
about the facile reconciliation of Confucianism and capitalism, and show that, while Confucians 
would not be against acquisition of wealth or competition, they would however pause and raise 
ethical questions about the increasing inequalities in global capitalism. 
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