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This enlightening volume gives remarkable insight into China’s higher education 
and the ways in which the Communist Party has succeeded in transforming the 
economy while maintaining a notable degree of social stability. The research on 
which it is based has many strengths. First of all it is rooted in history, with a 
carefully crafted review of the literature on China’s famous civil service 
examination system, the keju, and the ways in which it emerged and was 
reshaped under successive dynasties over a lengthy historical period. China could 
be viewed as the civilization par excellence that invented meritocracy even 
though Liu points out that the term itself was coined by British sociologist 
Michael Young in 1958. The way she applies related Western sociological 
theories to the Chinese case makes for some fascinating comparative insights. 

While an understanding of historical context is essential for studies of higher 
education in contemporary China, comparative analysis also contributes in 
important ways, and this volume is richly comparative. The third chapter is 
dedicated to a review of the various forms of meritocracy that developed in the 
Western world with a particular focus on France and Germany, the United 
Kingdom and the USA, as well as Japan, which is often seen as an honorary 
member of the West in terms of its modernization process. Concepts of 
sponsored and contest mobility, the liberal market, as well as planned and 
professional meritocracy, are used to differentiate three different types or degrees 
of social mobility through higher education, with Japan being judged as the most 
fully meritocratic. This is fascinating given that Japan never had a keju system, 
though it did have deep Confucian influences, which have shaped familial 
support for higher education expansion. The one missing point in this chapter is 
any attempt to reflect on how far the Chinese idea of a unified written 
examination influenced the emergence of patterns such as the French concours 
and the system of grandes écoles through influential reports and translations 
made by Jesuit missionaries. 

The rest of the book analyses China’s move to mass higher education through 
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the rigorous testing of broad theoretical frames such as modernization, human 
capital and globalization, as well as specific theories related to social mobility. 
An original dataset of 1,000 students in four different levels of higher institution 
in the provinces of Anhui and Zhejiang was collected in 2007 through a sampling 
process that makes it broadly representative. Given that the major expansion took 
place from 1999 to 2007, followed by a slowing down, this data set is highly 
pertinent for the understanding of the extent of social mobility that was reached, 
in terms of socioeconomic background, gender, geography, and the rural-urban 
divide. There is also a detailed description of the way in which the revived 
gaokao is administered, the quota system by province, and the ways in which 
decentralization, particularly in terms of finance, has affected opportunities of 
access. The one equity issue that does not get much attention is that of ethnic 
minority students, given that the database comes from two eastern provinces. 
However, ethnic minorities tend to be concentrated in the western regions and are 
thus subject to the geographical marginalization which is shown to be a 
continuing issue. 

The most engaging parts of this study from my perspective are the results from 
interviews with selected students who were part of the 2007 survey, as well as 
classroom observations. Interviews with female students about their experience 
of selection into higher education showed a continuing struggle for equal 
recognition even in a situation of complete gender balance in numbers. Perhaps 
most touching were the interviews with rural students, who were viewed by their 
home villages as super heroes when they gained entrance to a good university. 
They have experienced isolation and misunderstanding on campuses dominated 
by young people who had grown up in relative urban privilege, and were able to 
use both social and cultural capital in ways not possible for rural youth. That 
takes us back to the analysis of how cultural capital operates in a Chinese context, 
where political struggle and the devastation of the Cultural Revolution affected 
the majority of families. Chapter 7 on cultural capital and meritocracy 
demonstrates how important context is to the way in which this theoretical frame, 
that seems highly appropriate in light of China’s civilizational heritage, actually 
plays out. 

Perhaps the most profound insight this book provides to the reader is an 
understanding of how the Communist Party of China has managed to maintain its 
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power and resist any substantive movement towards political reform while 
bringing about an economic and social transformation that has changed the lives 
of its people as well as China’s standing in the region and in the world.  

The massive expansion of higher education in ways that allow most families to 
both aspire and struggle for social mobility satisfies a profound cultural need, 
even though structural obstacles to genuine equality persist and have been 
strengthened in some dimensions. Liu Ye shows how crucial this has been for the 
success of the strategy of “development with stability.” 
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“Higher education development in East Asian countries is remarkable in its 
quality as well as quantity,” concludes Jung Cheol Shin on page 363 of Mass 
Higher Education Development in East Asia. “These rapid accomplishments are 
related to an enthusiasm for education as well as rapid economic development. 
Confucianism is at the centre of both” (p. 363). The 21 chapters of the book 
provide evidence for these propositions. They focus primarily on the countries 
that have been shaped between Chinese civilizational traditions and Western 
influences so as to have developed a distinctive and dynamic form of 
post-Confucian modernization in their economy, society, and education: China, 
South Korea, and Japan. High participation in higher education is developing 
everywhere in the world1 but the East Asian systems have a special dynamism. 
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