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Lost in the Meritocracy is a thought-provoking essay by Walter Kirn that
delves into the complexities and contradictions of the American educational
and social systems. Kirn, an accomplished author and essayist, reflects on
his own experiences navigating the meritocratic landscape, exploring how the
ideal of meritocracy can often mask underlying inequities and create a
culture where success is both coveted and elusive. This article will provide
a comprehensive overview of Kirn's arguments, themes, and implications, while
also examining the broader societal context in which his work exists.

Understanding the Concept of Meritocracy

Meritocracy is a system where individuals are rewarded based on their
abilities, talents, and efforts rather than their social class, wealth, or
connections. The concept suggests that anyone, regardless of their
background, can achieve success through hard work and determination. However,
Kirn argues that this ideal often falls short of reality.

The Illusion of Equal Opportunity

Kirn's essay begins with a critical examination of the premise that the
educational system provides equal opportunities for all. He highlights
several key points:

1. Access to Resources: Not all students have the same access to quality
education, extracurricular activities, and familial support. Wealthier
families can afford tutoring, private schools, and enrichment programs that
give their children an advantage.

2. Cultural Capital: Beyond financial resources, cultural knowledge and
social networks play a significant role in a student's success. Those from
privileged backgrounds often have a better understanding of the "rules of the
game" in academia and beyond.

3. Standardized Testing: Kirn critiques the reliance on standardized tests as
a measure of merit. He argues that these tests often reflect socio-economic

status more than actual intelligence or potential, thereby perpetuating
existing inequalities.

Personal Reflections and Experiences

In "Lost in the Meritocracy," Kirn recounts his own journey through the



American educational system. His narrative serves as a microcosm of the
broader issues he addresses.

The Journey Through Academia

Kirn reflects on his high school experiences, describing himself as an
overachiever who excelled in a competitive environment. He was driven by the
belief that hard work would lead to success. However, his journey soon
revealed the limitations of this belief:

- College Admissions: Kirn faced the pressure of college admissions, where he
was led to believe that his achievements would guarantee him a spot at a
prestigious university. However, he soon realized that many factors,
including legacy admissions and institutional preferences, could undermine
the meritocratic ideal.

- Ivy League Experience: Attending an Ivy League institution, Kirn
encountered a diverse range of students, many of whom had backgrounds
markedly different from his own. This experience forced him to confront the
disparity between his understanding of merit and the reality of privilege.

The Disappointment of Elitism

Despite gaining admission to a prestigious university, Kirn found that the
experience did not live up to his expectations. He describes feelings of
isolation and inadequacy, suggesting that the pressure to succeed in a
meritocratic system can lead to mental health struggles and a sense of
alienation.

- Social Dynamics: The social structure at elite universities often favors
those who already possess social capital. Kirn observed that many students
navigated the environment using connections rather than solely relying on
merit.

- The Role of Competition: The competitive atmosphere created by the
meritocratic ideal can foster anxiety and stress among students. Kirn argues
that this relentless pursuit of success can lead to a toxic culture, where
collaboration is sacrificed for individual achievement.

Critique of the Meritocratic System

Kirn's reflections culminate in a broader critique of the meritocratic system
itself. He argues that while the concept of meritocracy is appealing, it
often distorts the realities of achievement and success.



The Myth of the Self-Made Individual

One of Kirn's central arguments is that the narrative of the self-made
individual is often a myth. He emphasizes that:

- Support Systems: Most successful individuals benefit from various forms of
support, whether from family, mentors, or social networks. The idea that
anyone can succeed solely based on their own efforts ignores these critical
factors.

- Luck and Timing: Success is often the result of favorable circumstances,
including timing and luck. Kirn suggests that attributing success solely to
merit overlooks the randomness of life and opportunity.

Implications for Society

Kirn's essay raises important questions about the implications of a
meritocratic society:

1. Social Division: The belief in meritocracy can exacerbate social
divisions, as those who fail to succeed may be blamed for their shortcomings
rather than recognizing the systemic barriers they face.

2. Mental Health Issues: The pressure to conform to meritocratic ideals can
contribute to mental health struggles among individuals who feel they are not
measuring up.

3. Reevaluation of Values: Kirn calls for a reevaluation of societal values,

suggesting that we need to create a system that values collaboration,
inclusivity, and equity over rigid competition.

The Path Forward

In his conclusion, Kirn offers insights into how society might address the
flaws of the meritocratic system. He emphasizes the need for:

Policy Changes

- Educational Reform: Implementing policies that promote equitable access to
education, such as funding for underprivileged schools and support for first-
generation college students.

- Holistic Admissions Processes: Encouraging colleges and universities to
adopt holistic admissions processes that consider a variety of factors beyond



test scores and GPAs.

Shifting Cultural Narratives

- Redefining Success: Reframing the concept of success to include community
contributions and collaborative efforts rather than solely individual
achievements.

- Encouraging Empathy: Fostering a culture of empathy that recognizes the
diverse backgrounds and struggles of individuals, promoting understanding
rather than judgment.

Conclusion

"Lost in the Meritocracy" serves as a critical exploration of the American
educational and social systems, challenging the notion that merit alone
determines success. Walter Kirn's personal narrative, combined with his
incisive critique of meritocracy, encourages readers to reflect on the
complexities of achievement and the pervasive inequalities that exist within
the system. By advocating for a more inclusive and equitable approach to
education and success, Kirn illuminates the path towards a future where
meritocracy can truly be realized, benefiting all individuals regardless of
their starting point in life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Walter Kirn's 'Lost in
the Meritocracy'?

The main thesis of 'Lost in the Meritocracy' is that the meritocratic system,
which claims to reward talent and hard work, often fails to recognize the
complexities of individual circumstances and can perpetuate inequality and
disillusionment.

How does Kirn's personal experience shape his
perspective in 'Lost in the Meritocracy'?

Kirn's personal experiences, including his time at prestigious educational
institutions, inform his perspective by illustrating how meritocracy can
overlook personal struggles and lead to a false sense of achievement,
creating a disconnect between perceived success and actual fulfillment.



What criticisms does Kirn offer regarding the
education system in America?

Kirn criticizes the education system for emphasizing standardized testing and
grades as measures of merit, which can diminish creativity and critical
thinking, and often fail to account for diverse backgrounds and the true
potential of students.

How does 'Lost in the Meritocracy' address the
concept of privilege?

In 'Lost in the Meritocracy', Kirn discusses how privilege plays a

significant role in access to opportunities, suggesting that those from more
affluent backgrounds are better positioned to succeed within a meritocratic
framework, thus undermining the fairness that meritocracy claims to uphold.

What solutions or alternatives does Kirn propose to
improve the meritocratic system?

Kirn suggests that to improve the meritocratic system, there should be a
greater emphasis on holistic assessments of individuals that consider
personal narratives, diverse talents, and the broader context of one's life
experiences, rather than relying solely on traditional metrics of success.
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