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English Summary 
In this thesis, I argue that to understand Chinese people’s evaluations of social justice in China today, we 

need to explore the cultural resources available to them for their evaluations thereof: the ideas and beliefs 

they use to interpret phenomena related to the distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare 

entitlements, work, and income among members of society. These cultural resources enable them to either 

justify or problematize phenomena related to the distributive order. The empirical material for this thesis 

was 76 qualitative open-ended interviews with Chinese people working in Beijing. The interviewees were 

asked about their views on issues related to the distributive order, such as economic inequality and welfare 

entitlements, and then asked to elaborate on their answers in order to elucidate which ideas and beliefs 

they deployed in their evaluations of these issues.  

  The four articles constituting this thesis concern different aspects of the Chinese distributive order. 

“Deserving Hukou” explores how Chinese people evaluate Chinese intranational migrants’ welfare 

deservingness. In “There is High, and There is Low,” I examine how Chinese people frame economic 

inequality. “Evaluating Chinese Welfare” explores Chinese people’s evaluations of the central 

characteristics of the Chinese welfare system. In “No One Has an Obligation to Help You,” I explore which 

notions of belongingness Chinese people deploy in their reasoning about who should be responsible for 

people’s welfare.  

  While the articles focus on different aspects of the distributive order, the findings concerning which 

cultural resources are available to the interviewees for their evaluations have resonance across the four 

articles. First, multiple notions of belongingness mean that belonging to the nation and being a Chinese 

citizen are perceived as less important with regard to the distributive order, whereas belonging to one’s 

family is especially defining. Second, the idea of a paternalistic state implies that Chinese people can justify 

a relatively active state that restricts the market and individuals’ behaviors, which consequently plays an 

important role in forming the distributive order. Third, assuming that humans are self-interested means 

that Chinese people can justify a relatively low level of welfare and redistribution. Fourth, the idea of 

meritocratic distribution means that Chinese people can interpret inequalities within the distributive order 

as reflecting differences in merit. Fifth, the belief that economic development and economic inequality are 

interrelated means that Chinese people are more accepting of economic inequality if living standards are 

improving. Finally, believing that rural residents are non-commodified because of their access to farmland 

means that Chinese people can justify a lower level of public welfare for them.  

  The cultural resources that many interviewees deployed in their evaluations of social justice enabled 

them to justify, rather than problematize, the inequalities of the current distributive order in China. 

However, the findings also suggest that there are cultural resources available which can be used to criticize 
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certain aspects of the distributive order. Therefore, it is essential for researchers to continue to pay 

attention to Chinese people’s evaluations of social justice in China. 
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Dansk resume 
I denne afhandling har jeg argumenteret for, at for at forstå kineseres vurderinger af social retfærdighed i 

Kina i dag, er vi nødt til at udforske de kulturelle ressourcer, som de har til rådighed. Det vil sige de ideer og 

overbevisninger, de kan bruge til at fortolke fænomener relateret til fordelingen af goder, muligheder, 

velfærdsrettigheder, arbejde og indkomst mellem samfundets medlemmer. Disse kulturelle ressourcer 

sætter dem i stand til enten at retfærdiggøre eller problematisere fænomener relateret til den distributive 

orden. Det empiriske materiale til denne afhandling var 76 kvalitative åbne interviews med kinesere, der 

arbejder i Beijing. I interviewene spurgte interviewerne ind til interviewpersonernes syn på spørgsmål 

relateret til den distributive orden, såsom økonomisk ulighed og velfærdsrettigheder, og ville bede dem om 

at uddybe deres svar for at få indsigt i, hvilke ideer og overbevisninger de anvender i deres vurderinger af 

disse spørgsmål. 

  De fire artikler, der udgør denne afhandling, vedrører forskellige aspekter af den kinesiske 

distributive orden. ”Deserving Hukou” udforsker, hvordan kinesere vurderer kinesiske intranationale 

migranters velfærds-deservingness. I ”There Is High, and There Is Low” undersøger jeg, hvordan kinesere 

vinkler økonomisk ulighed. ”Evaluating Chinese Welfare” udforsker kineseres vurderinger af de centrale 

karakteristika ved det kinesiske velfærdssystem. I ”No One Has an Obligation to Help You” undersøger jeg, 

hvilke forestillinger om tilhørsforhold kinesere anvender i deres ræsonnement om, hvem der skal være 

ansvarlig for folks velfærd.  

  Selvom artiklerne fokuserer på forskellige aspekter af den distributive orden, har resultaterne, 

angående hvilke kulturelle ressourcer interviewpersonerne har til rådighed til deres vurderinger, en vis 

resonans på tværs af de fire artikler. For det første betyder flere forskellige forestillinger om tilhørsforhold, 

at det at tilhøre nationen og være kinesisk statsborger opfattes som relativt mindre vigtigt for den 

distributive orden, hvorimod især det at tilhøre ens familie er definerende for den distributive orden. For 

det andet indebærer ideen om en paternalistisk stat, at kinesere kan retfærdiggøre en relativt aktiv stat, 

som begrænser markedet og individuel adfærd, og som følgelig spiller en vigtig rolle i udformningen af den 

distributive orden. For det tredje betyder det, at det antages, at mennesker er egeninteresserede, at 

kinesere kun kan retfærdiggøre et relativt lavt niveau af velfærd og omfordeling. For det fjerde indebærer 

ideen om en meritokratisk fordeling, at kinesere kan fortolke uligheder i den distributive orden som et 

udfald af forskelle i merit. For det femte betyder troen på, at økonomisk udvikling og økonomisk ulighed 

hænger sammen, at kinesere i højere grad accepterer økonomisk ulighed, i det mindste, så længe 

levestandarden forbedres. Endelig betyder troen på, at beboere i landdistrikterne ikke er kommodificeret 

på grund af deres adgang til landbrugsjord, at kinesere kan retfærdiggøre et lavere niveau af offentlig 

velfærd til dem. 
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  De kulturelle ressourcer, som mange af interviewpersonerne brugte i deres vurderinger af social 

retfærdighed, gjorde dem derfor i stand til at retfærdiggøre, snarere end at problematisere, ulighederne i 

den nuværende distributive orden i Kina. Men resultaterne tyder også på, at der er kulturelle ressourcer, 

som potentielt kan bruges til at kritisere visse aspekter af den distributive orden. Det er derfor vigtigt for 

forskere at fortsætte med at være opmærksomme på kineseres vurderinger af social retfærdighed i Kina. 
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1. Introduction: Social Justice in a Changing China 
China’s recent history has brought about several significant changes in Chinese society. Many of these 

changes have been driven by issues of how to distribute resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, 

work, and income among society members in a just way—that is, how to realize social justice. 

Consequently, Chinese society today looks vastly different from how it appeared before the establishment 

of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949—indeed, even from how it appeared just 40 years ago. In a 

society in which distributive mechanisms have changed so drastically, how do Chinese people perceive and 

evaluate social justice in China today?  

  Around four decades ago, China began to transform from being a planned economy to being a 

market economy. In the planned economy, Chinese people were relatively equal economically, even 

though the introduction of the household registration (hukou) system during this time created institutional 

inequality between people whose hukou status was urban or rural. The hukou system entailed significant 

restrictions on people’s spatial mobility. As part of the planned economy, urban residents had access to a 

comprehensive social security system. Rural residents had access to some welfare but much less than 

urban residents. The transformation to a market economy in the 1980s and 1990s meant the dismantling of 

this welfare system, and economic inequality increased (Piketty et al., 2019; Xie and Zhou, 2014). 

Restrictions on spatial mobility were reduced, which allowed many rural migrants to enter cities to work. 

However, the economic gap between urban and rural residents was still significant (Knight, 2017a, 2017b; 

Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010), and migrants were often not entitled to welfare in their destination (Song, 

2014). In the last two decades, Chinese authorities have begun to pay more attention to creating more 

balanced growth, and to this end, they have introduced new welfare policies (Leung and Xu, 2015). Overall, 

economic development has significantly improved the living standards of Chinese people in recent decades. 

I describe this development in China’s economic structure in more detail in the next section. Here, I want to 

highlight that Chinese people have experienced radical shifts in economic structure that have caused many 

changes in the distributive mechanisms of Chinese society and had a significant impact on the lives of 

ordinary Chinese people. Thus, how do these people perceive and evaluate the social justice of Chinese 

society today? 

  From a rational choice perspective, we can expect that more people have become skeptical of the 

distribution of resources in Chinese society. Meltzer and Richard (1981) argued that as economic inequality 

rises, more people become critical toward income distribution because more people have an income below 

the mean income, which mean that they can benefit from income redistribution from the rich to the poor 

(see also Kevins et al., 2018; Schmidt-Catran, 2016). Economic inequality in China has increased significantly 

in recent decades (Piketty et al., 2019; Xie and Zhou, 2014); thus, we could, from a rational choice 
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perspective, expect that Chinese people would be critical toward this economic inequality.  

  If we think about China’s recent development from an institutionalist perspective instead, we could 

still expect a somewhat critical attitude among Chinese people toward these changes. Pierson (1996) 

argued that the retrenchments of welfare states are difficult to implement because welfare institutions 

create organized interest groups of welfare recipients who have a strong interest in maintaining their 

welfare benefits and services. Retrenchment of a welfare state thus leads to negative reactions from these 

interest groups. Given that China had a more comprehensive welfare system during the planned economy 

era, which was cut back during the 1980s and 1990s, we can imagine that this retrenchment has incited 

negative reactions from the Chinese public.  

  We can also look at China’s recent development through the lens of modernization theory. Inglehart 

(1997) argued that in economically less developed societies, people place greater emphasis on materialist 

values; they are more concerned about their own subsistence and security. As a society becomes more 

economically developed and living standards improve, people’s focus on materialist values becomes less 

significant, and they increasingly pay attention to post-materialist values—values emphasizing self-

expression and quality of life. They can worry less about their own needs and care more about the needs of 

less fortunate members of society (Whyte and Im, 2014). China’s economy has developed markedly in 

recent decades, and people’s living standards have improved, though in some places more than in others. 

Consequently, we could imagine that Chinese people would begin to pay more attention to disadvantaged 

groups and have a stronger preference for social welfare and some degree of redistribution.  

  Thus, from several theoretical perspectives, we can expect that Chinese people would have rather 

critical evaluations of social justice in China today. However, existing research points in quite different 

directions. Some studies have found that Chinese people are accepting of the current unequal distribution 

of resources within society (Whyte, 2010, 2016; Whyte and Im, 2014), while others have identified more 

critical attitudes (Lei, 2020; Zhou and Jin, 2018). Therefore, to understand how Chinese people perceive 

and evaluate social justice in Chinese society today, we need to approach the matter from an alternative 

theoretical perspective.  

 Previous research has shown that to understand people’s preferences for redistribution and welfare 

policies, it is necessary to consider cultural elements, such as ideas and beliefs about society and human 

nature (Baslevent and Kirmanoglu, 2011; Blekesaune and Quadagno, 2003; Breznau, 2010; Cheng and Ngok, 

2020; Fong, 2001; Guy, 2016; Han, 2011; Hasenfeld and Rafferty, 1989; He et al., 2020; Mau, 2004; Roosma 

et al., 2016; Smyth et al., 2010; van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2012; Wu and Chou, 2017; Yang et al., 2019). 

This indicates that, for us to understand Chinese people’s perceptions and evaluations of social justice in 

Chinese society today, we must also consider ways in which culture enables Chinese people to think about 



11 
 

social justice instead of thinking about evaluations of social justice as purely a consequence of self-interest, 

institutional settings, or structural factors (see also Zhang et al., 2017).  

  Swidler (1986, 2001) suggested that we think about culture as a repertoire of cultural resources, such 

as ideas and beliefs. People need cultural resources in their everyday lives to interpret the world and the 

phenomena within it. This enables them to organize their actions, including their evaluations of social 

justice. Hence, it is important to understand which cultural resources people have at their disposal, thus 

which ideas and beliefs are available for people to deploy in their interpretations of phenomena. With this 

in mind, the main question of this thesis is: Which cultural resources do Chinese people have for their 

evaluations of social justice in Chinese society today? 

  This question is particularly interesting to pose in the Chinese context. As described, China’s 

economic structure has undergone many changes since the establishment of the PRC in 1949, but it is not 

only within the economic sphere that there have been significant changes; different ideas about the self 

and about society have become dominant in Chinese society as well. Before 1949, Chinese society was 

heavily influenced by traditional Confucian thinking, which emphasizes individuals’ moral obligations in 

specific relationships, especially toward family members (Fei, 1947). During the first three decades of the 

PRC, the ideology of Chairman Mao Zedong—Maoism—played a dominant role in Chinese society. For Mao, 

the class struggle was central to the creation of a socialist society (Meisner, 1977; Womack, 2001). In the 

past four decades, an increased focus on creating economic growth has been somewhat informed by 

neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005; Weber, 2020) and by the thinking of the former paramount leader of the 

Communist Party of China (CPC), Deng Xiaoping (Chang, 1996). This illustrates how, in their country’s recent 

history, Chinese people have been exposed to a broad range of different and somewhat opposing ideas 

about the self and the organization of society—ideas that can be central in informing people’s perceptions 

of social justice. Given this diverse ideational legacy, we can imagine multiple ways in which Chinese people 

might perceive and evaluate social justice, and it seems even more relevant to explore which cultural 

resources Chinese people have for their evaluations of social justice in China today. 

  It is also relevant to explore Chinese people’s cultural resources because their cultural resources may 

enable them to perceive and evaluate social justice in ways that are somewhat different from what 

research has found in other parts of the world. In the literature, one conventional way of perceiving and 

evaluating social justice is to emphasize that opportunities for social advancement should be equally 

distributed (e.g., Rawls, 1971). Furthermore, empirical research has found that people find the unequal 

distribution of resources to be just if they also perceive the chances for economic advancement as equally 

distributed (García-Sánchez et al., 2019; Larsen, 2016; McCall, 2013; Mijs, 2021; Xian and Reynolds, 2017). 

However, since traditional Confucian thinking emphasizes that individuals’ moral obligations are tied to 
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their specific personal relationships and depend on the nature of each relationship (e.g., father, daughter, 

brother, friend, etc.), morality cannot be conceived of as applying equally to all people in a society (Fei, 

1947). Consequently, one’s opportunities depend on one’s relationships and hence cannot be equally 

distributed. Furthermore, in China, the idea that people within a society are equal citizens who hold certain 

inalienable rights, such as social rights (in line with Marshall, 1950), can also be challenged because 

morality is tied to an individual’s specific relationships rather than to the rights granted by an organization, 

such as the state (Fei, 1947). 

  An opposing way of perceiving and evaluating social justice that has also been described in the 

literature is to emphasize that the market should distribute resources without any government interference 

(Hayek, 1976; Nozick, 1974). However, this perception of social justice could be challenged in the Chinese 

context because notions of the state as paternalistic (i.e., the state knows what is best for people and is 

therefore allowed to restrict their behavior) are prevalent in traditional Confucian thought (Lee, 2021). 

Thus, when exploring the cultural resources that Chinese people have for their evaluations of social justice, 

we might see that their perceptions of social justice differ from those prevalent in the existing literature. 

This has also been an aspect of my exploration of the cultural resources in Chinese people’s evaluations of 

social justice. 

  The social justice that I have explored in this thesis should not be thought of as Chinese people’s 

perceptions of ideal social justice, but rather as their perceptions of pragmatic social justice. That is, I have 

not been so interested in what Chinese people would perceive as socially just in an ideal society, but rather 

what they would find socially just for a society where there are also other matters of concern, for instance, 

economic growth. Given that my research focus has been on ordinary Chinese people’s evaluations of 

social justice in Chinese society today, I have explored how ordinary people perceive social justice within an 

actual social context with a variety of other factors which they also take into consideration, rather than 

how they might imagine social justice ideally.  

  The empirical material for this project was 76 qualitative interviews with Chinese citizens who 

worked in Beijing. Qualitative interviewing gives respondents a chance to articulate their views using their 

own words. This kind of empirical material allowed for an exploration of the ideas and beliefs underlying 

each interviewee’s evaluations of social justice (Swidler, 2001), and the relatively large number of 

interviewees made it possible to identify patterns in the themes mentioned by them (Frederiksen, 2018). I 

elaborate further on the research design and methods in Section 5.  

  I explored the cultural resources in Chinese people’s evaluations of social justice in four articles. Each 

article focuses on a different aspect of the distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, 

work, and income in China. Together, the four articles provide an overview of cultural resources that are 
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available to Chinese people for their evaluations of the justice of China’s current distributive order. They 

are: 

 “Deserving Hukou: An Exploration of How Chinese People Evaluate Migrants’ Welfare Deservingness” 

(hereafter “Deserving Hukou”; Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022a). This article was published in the Journal of 

Social Policy. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 

Because of the Chinese hukou system, Chinese intranational migrants are often not entitled to 

welfare at their destination, despite that they are Chinese citizens and contribute to the local 

economy in the form of their work (Song, 2014). In this article, I explore whether the interviewees 

found migrants’ non-entitlement of welfare to be just and why or why not. By applying van 

Oorschot’s (2000) welfare deservingness criteria (control, attitude, reciprocity, identity, and need) to 

the interviewees’ evaluations of migrants’ deservingness, I explore the nuances in how they deploy 

the deservingness criteria.  

This article is based on 66 of the 76 interviews, because I wrote and submitted this article for 

publication, before we had completed the data collection process. 

 “There is High, and There is Low: A Qualitative Examination of Framings of Inequality that Chinese 

People Apply” (hereafter “High and Low”; Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b). This article was published in 

the Socio-Economic Review. 

Economic inequality in China has increased significantly in the past four decades (Xie and Zhou, 2014). 

I explore the cultural resources that the interviewees used to frame economic inequality, which 

enabled them to either justify or problematize it.  

This article is based on 75 of the 76 interviews, because I wrote and submitted this article for 

publication, before we had completed the data collection process. 

 “Evaluating Chinese Welfare: Exploring the Cultural Resources Behind China’s Unemployment 

Policies” (hereafter “Evaluating Chinese Welfare”). 

Research has suggested that the Chinese welfare system has moved from resembling a productivist 

welfare model toward resembling a more universal welfare model, hence, not clearly resembling any 

of those welfare models (Choi, 2012; Kongshøj, 2013; Li et al., 2021; Ngok et al., 2020). In this article, 

I explore the cultural resources that underlay the interviewees’ evaluations of justice in the central 

characteristics of the Chinese welfare state regime. I focus on the interviewees’ statements about 

unemployment and unemployment policies because the individual’s relationship to the labor market 

is an important element in welfare regime typologies (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Holliday, 2000).  

 “No One Has an Obligation to Help You: Chinese People’s Belongingness and Allocations of Welfare 

Responsibilities” (hereafter “No Obligation to Help You”). 
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Existing research has indicated that preferences for granting welfare depend on a perception of the 

recipient belonging to the same community as oneself (De Swaan, 1988; Mau, 2004; van Oorschot, 

2000). This has often been operationalized as national communities (van Oorschot and Roosma, 

2015), but in Chinese society, the notion of belonging to the nation is relatively new (Hayton, 2020), 

and other notions of belongingness have been prevalent (Fei, 1947). I explore which notions of 

belongingness are available to the interviewees when reasoning about the allocation of 

responsibilities for people’s welfare. I focus on healthcare policies because people’s needs for 

healthcare are relatively obvious, given their health conditions, and people tend to view health 

impairments as random and out of the individual’s control (Mau, 2004). Hence, it can be expected 

that people’s notions of belongingness are more important in their evaluations of people’s 

entitlement to public healthcare.  

Although the articles look into different aspects of China’s distributive order, certain cultural resources 

appeared across these different aspects. I describe this in Section 6.  

 With this PhD thesis, I primarily make four contributions to the existing literature on especially 

welfare policy attitudes. First, this thesis provides us with a deeper understanding of the Chinese case with 

regard to the formation of attitudes on welfare policies. There has been some research on welfare policy 

attitudes among Chinese people (for instance, Lei, 2020; Whyte, 2010, 2016; Whyte and Im, 2014; Zhou 

and Jin, 2018). Here, however, I wish to deepen our understanding of Chinese people’s attitudes on welfare 

policy by exploring the cultural resources that underlie these attitudes. And given that this is a very 

different cultural context than in Western countries, within which there has already been a quite extensive 

amount of research on welfare policy attitudes (Baslevent and Kirmanoglu, 2011; Blekesaune and 

Quadagno, 2003; Breznau, 2010; Fong, 2001; Guy, 2016; Hasenfeld and Rafferty, 1989; Mau, 2004; Roosma 

et al., 2016; van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2012), it makes a deeper understanding of the Chinese case an 

important contribution to our understanding of welfare policy attitudes.  

  Second, such an exploration can also illuminate the potential for possible reforms of China’s social 

policies by mapping out the cultural basis for such reforms. Cultural resources enable people to interpret 

and evaluate phenomena (Swidler, 1986, 2001), including social policies. Mapping out the cultural 

resources of Chinese people can, hence, indicate to which extent Chinese people might be able to justify 

future reforms of the Chinese welfare system.  

  Third, I have also wanted to show how we can understand welfare policy attitudes through a cultural 

lens. Previous research has illustrated how welfare policy attitudes can be linked to, for instance, self-

interest (Kevins et al., 2018; Meltzer and Richard, 1981; Schmidt-Catran, 2016) or to institutions (Fraile and 

Ferrer, 2005; Heuer et al., 2018; Koos and Sachweh, 2019; Laenen et al., 2019; Larsen, 2008; Mau, 2004; 
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Nielsen, 2021; Pierson, 1996; Taylor-Gooby et al., 2019). But with this thesis, I have wished to propose a 

cultural approach to understanding the formation of welfare policy attitudes, including nuancing how 

people apply welfare deservingness criteria (van Oorschot, 2000). 

  Finally, this thesis also contributes with an empirical application of Swidler’s (1986, 2001) theory of 

cultural repertoires. Given the somewhat versatile nature of Swidler’s theory of cultural repertoires, 

applying the theory to empirical material is not a straightforward endeavor. In this thesis, I offer my 

approach to applying the cultural repertoires’ theory empirically.  

  In the next section, I describe the development of Chinese social policies and the distributive order 

throughout the history of the PRC. Section 3 comprises a review of the existing literature on Chinese 

people’s social justice preferences (i.e., their preferences for the distribution of resources, opportunities, 

welfare entitlements, work, and income among members of society). In Section 4, I elaborate on how we 

can theoretically comprehend culture’s influence on people’s actions and evaluations of social justice. 

Section 5 describes the methodological considerations involved in conducting this research. I present the 

cultural resources that I identified across the four articles in Section 6. The report ends with a combined 

discussion and conclusion section. 

2. China’s Social Policies and Distributive Order: Recent History 
In this section, I provide an overview of the development of China’s social policies from the establishment 

of the PRC in 1949 until now, and discuss how these policies have influenced China’s distributive order.  

2.1 Social Policies Before the 2000s 
In the decades before 1949, Chinese society was tormented by war and civil war. With the founding of the 

PRC in 1949, the country was unified, and a central government was established.  

  Inspired by Marxist-Leninist ideology, China was a planned economy for the first three decades of the 

PRC. The state collectivized farmland and seized the productive property of capitalists. Hence, the state 

controlled the means of production and the labor market (Andreas, 2016; Whyte, 1975). People were 

guaranteed jobs by the state; thus, there was no unemployment. Urban dwellers had lifelong employment 

in state-owned or collective enterprises—the so-called “iron rice bowl.” They were provided with 

comprehensive welfare benefits, such as healthcare and education, by their work unit. However, these 

benefits could vary between work units. The state was responsible for assigning people jobs, but not for the 

provision of their welfare, except for the few who could not work, thus had no work unit, and had no family 

to take care of them. Rural dwellers were attached to a commune where they farmed collectively. The rural 

population’s welfare benefits were more limited than those of their urban counterparts, and the family was 

expected to be the primary provider of welfare. Other than providing basic education and healthcare to 
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their residents, the communes were only expected to help those with no family to support them (Halskov 

Hansen and Thøgersen, 2013; Leung and Xu, 2015; Williams and Woo, 1995). The distinction between rural 

and urban residents was consolidated in 1958 with the creation of the hukou system, which was intended 

to help manage population flows. All Chinese citizens had a hukou that tied them to a certain location and 

determined whether they were rural or urban residents. It was nearly impossible to change one’s hukou 

status (Leung and Xu, 2015; Song, 2014). Therefore, even though levels of economic inequality during the 

first three decades of the PRC were probably lower than prior to 1949 (Blecher, 1976) and lower than in the 

time after the planned economy (Piketty et al., 2019; Xie and Zhou, 2014), the distributive order of this 

period had other inequalities, as one’s living standards and welfare entitlements were dependent on one’s 

hukou status and work unit (Leung and Xu, 2015). 

 With Mao’s death in 1976, Deng Xiaoping’s ascension to power, and the beginning of the reform 

process in 1978, the planned economy was gradually transformed into a market economy. In the 1980s, a 

free labor market with individual job applications and decentralized personnel management began to 

replace the state-controlled labor market, and the social security system based on work unit was 

dismantled. This continued throughout the 1990s, when state-owned enterprises were forced to modernize 

and become more efficient, leading to many employees being laid off. Unemployment appeared in Chinese 

society and was officially recognized in 1994 (Leung and Xu, 2015; Williams and Woo, 1995). The 

introduction of the household responsibility system in the countryside meant that each household was 

responsible for their own plot of land instead of farming collectively in the commune. This de-

collectivization and the disbandment of the commune system weakened the rural welfare programs 

because the collective funding for these programs disappeared (Leung and Xu, 2015; Li, 2016). As part of 

the reform process, hukou restrictions were relaxed to allow rural residents to migrate to cities to find work. 

However, it remained difficult for them to change their hukou status (Leung and Xu, 2015; Song, 2014). 

Within the market economy, some people, such as private entrepreneurs, began to earn more than the rest 

of the population. In addition, the privatization of state-owned enterprises meant that some managers of 

these enterprises suddenly obtained vast amounts of wealth (Li, 2016). Consequently, economic inequality 

in China increased significantly after 1978 (Piketty et al., 2019; Xie and Zhou, 2014). 

 Unemployment insurance was introduced in 1986, but it covered very few people and excluded rural 

dwellers, and benefits were limited and temporary. The government-funded minimum living allowance 

(dibao) was introduced in Chinese cities in 1999 to deal with increasing unemployment. Dibao provided 

poor families with a level of cash benefits, which was even lower than unemployment benefits, and which 

just enabled them to maintain minimum living standards. Moreover, during the 1980s and 1990s, the 

healthcare system became something that only rich people could afford. In general, Chinese social policy 
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throughout these two decades was limited in coverage and benefit levels, and the provision of social 

services was, to a large extent, market-based (Leung and Xu, 2015; Williams and Woo, 1995).  

2.2 Social Policies Since the 2000s 
In the 2000s, the CPC’s focus began to shift toward a more balanced approach to development, and less 

fortunate groups were to benefit from the country’s economic development. Subsequently, new welfare 

policies were introduced. In 2011, the Social Insurance Law made participation in the social insurance 

system obligatory for all workers. Social insurance includes several types of insurance, such as 

unemployment insurance and medical insurance. The social insurance system is managed by the 

government, but employers and employees pay contributions. If unemployed, insured people can receive 

unemployment benefits for 12–24 months, as well as healthcare subsidies and job training. Benefit level is 

determined locally but should be above the dibao threshold and below the local minimum wage. Medical 

insurance can reimburse a share of medical costs within locally determined lower and upper thresholds. For 

medical costs not covered, participants can also participate in commercial medical insurance. The law 

requires all workers to participate in social insurance, but enforcing this has been difficult. Many workers, 

especially those in more informal sectors of the economy, do not participate in social insurance and thus 

are not entitled to social insurance benefits (Kongshøj, 2015; Leung and Xu, 2015; Qian and Wen, 2021).  

  Other social policies target people who do not participate in the social insurance system; one of 

these is dibao. In the 2000s, assistance other than cash benefits, such as medical assistance, educational 

assistance, and re-employment assistance, were included in dibao. Only locally registered households 

whose incomes are below a locally determined threshold are eligible for dibao. Dibao households receive 

cash benefits that enable them to cover their basic necessities. Medical assistance helps poor households 

by paying for their medical insurance and reimbursing some of their medical costs, while educational 

assistance provides financial support to cover the costs related to the education of children from poor 

households. At first, dibao was only implemented in urban areas, but in 2007 the central government 

encouraged local governments to expand dibao to rural areas and include rural residents. Until recently, 

the benefit levels for rural residents remained lower than for urban residents. Rural residents have access 

to farmland, while urban residents do not (Leung and Xu, 2015; Qian, 2021).  

  Alternative medical insurance options were introduced in the 2000s for people without social 

insurance. For example, the Medical Insurance System for Urban Residents is open to all residents, 

including migrants, and is voluntary. The New Cooperative Medical System targets rural residents and is 

also voluntary. Both of these medical insurance programs are funded jointly by contributions from 

individual participants and from the government, and thresholds and rates for reimbursements are 

determined locally. In general, reimbursement levels for these two systems are lower than those for 
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medical insurance in the social insurance system (Kongshøj, 2015; Leung and Xu, 2015). 

  With regard to education, nine years of basic education (six years of primary education and three 

years of secondary education) was made obligatory in 1986 and made free of cost in 2007. However, 

families must pay tuition fees for higher education. Tuition fees for universities can be a large expense for 

many families, although government subsidies can provide some financial assistance for poor families. 

Furthermore, tuition fees for attending private schools can be quite expensive. Some parents spend a great 

deal of money on extracurricular classes for their children in order to improve their chances in the 

educational system (Halskov Hansen and Thøgersen, 2013). However, in 2021, for-profit extracurricular 

education was made illegal. Because access to public schools is allocated according to school districts, 

housing in good schools’ districts has become very expensive, allowing only children of rich families to 

attend these better schools (Wen et al., 2017).  

 To summarize this account of the development of social policies in the PRC, China’s distributive order 

has, in the past seven decades, undergone several significant changes, from a planned economy with a 

relatively comprehensive welfare system (mostly for urban residents) in the first three decades of the PRC 

to a marketized economy in the 1980s and 1990s, wherein the previous welfare system was more or less 

completely dismantled, which led to the rise of economic inequality. In the past two decades, Chinese 

authorities have tried to implement a new set of social policies to create more balanced economic 

development, but these welfare benefits are still quite limited. These changes underscore the fact that 

Chinese people today have been exposed to a variety of distributive orders prior to the current one. Since 

they have known other ways of distributing resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and 

income, and the state and the market have played changing roles in the distribution of resources, it 

becomes even more relevant to explore how they evaluate the justice of the current distributive order. 

  The current distributive order in China is characterized by several inequalities. Economic inequality in 

China has been significant in recent decades and created unequal access to educational resources, such as 

higher education, private schools, extracurricular education, and, through school-district housing, better 

public schools. Furthermore, economic inequality has led to unequal access to medical services because the 

government-managed medical insurance and the medical assistance system only cover part of medical 

costs, and not all people can afford additional commercial medical insurance. The hukou system implies 

unequal welfare entitlements between urban and rural residents and makes it so that intranational Chinese 

migrants are often not entitled to the same welfare, such as dibao and education, as local residents. Finally, 

the social insurance system creates inequality between the insured (typically employees working in formal 

sectors of the economy) and the non-insured, who are paradoxically often more vulnerable and therefore 

more in need of social protection (Liu et al., 2016).  
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  Do Chinese people have cultural resources that enable them to justify these inequalities? Or do they 

problematize them? I return to this question in Section 6.  

3. Literature Review: Chinese People’s Social Justice Preferences 
Previous research—primarily quantitative research—has already investigated Chinese people’s preferences 

for the distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income. In this section, I 

provide an overview of these findings. 

  Some research has indicated that Chinese people are accepting of the current distributive order. 

Whyte, together with different co-authors, has shown that Chinese people, in comparison with other 

nationalities, are relatively accepting of current levels of economic inequality in China today, using data 

from quantitative survey studies conducted in 2004 (Han and Whyte, 2009; Whyte, 2010; Whyte and Guo, 

2010), 2009 (Whyte and Im, 2014), and 2014 (Whyte, 2016). Wu (2009) also showed that Chinese people 

are tolerant of economic inequality. Both Whyte (2010) and Wu (2009) found that this acceptance is rooted 

in the belief that unequal distribution reflects differences in merit. Xian and Reynolds (2017) also identified 

this meritocratic belief.  

  Jiang et al. (2012) found that Chinese people who live in cities with more income inequality reported 

higher levels of happiness than those living in cities with less income inequality. Knight et al. (2009) had 

similar results with rural Chinese residents. This relationship is believed to reflect what Hirschman and 

Rothschild (1973) described as the “tunnel effect”: while an economy is developing, people think that 

inequality is acceptable because they see other people getting rich, which they take as a sign that they will 

also soon be rich. This explanation is supported by Xie et al. (2012), who found that Chinese people tend to 

believe that economically more developed countries also have more economic inequality; they view 

economic inequality as an unavoidable consequence of economic development. Whyte (2010) also 

interpreted the general acceptance of inequality among Chinese people as reflecting the logic of the tunnel 

effect and pointed out how, overall, Chinese people recognize that their living conditions have improved.  

  Wang et al. (2015) found a partly positive relationship between county-level inequality and Chinese 

people’s self-reported levels of happiness; however, above a certain level of inequality, this relationship 

becomes negative. They refer to Hirschman and Rothschild’s (1973) tunnel effect in their explanation of this 

relationship because Hirschman and Rothschild (1973) argued that even though people are more tolerant 

of economic inequality during economic development, this tolerance does not last forever; at some point, if 

their own living standards have not improved and economic inequality continues to increase, they become 

intolerant of inequality. Wang et al. (2015) argued that the positive relationship between inequality and 

happiness at lower levels of inequality and the negative relationship at higher levels reflects this turn in 

tolerance of inequality that Hirschman and Rothschild (1973) described. 
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  However, some research has indicated that Chinese people are not accepting of inequality. Based on 

the same data used by Whyte (2010, 2016), Lei (2020) argued that even though Chinese people, in 

comparison with other nationalities, are not especially critical of inequality in China today, they are still 

quite critical in absolute terms: in 2014, 81% of respondents said that income inequality in China is large. 

Furthermore, Lei (2020) noted that the share of respondents who perceived inequality as large increased 

from 2009–2014, indicating that critical attitudes toward the unequal distribution of resources might be on 

the rise. In particular, respondents who interpreted economic inequality as resulting from nonmeritocratic 

or structural factors perceived inequality as large (see Kim et al. [2018] and Smyth et al. [2010] for similar 

findings). However, Lei (2020) also found that respondents who believed that economic success results 

from hard work (i.e., meritocracy) were no less likely to perceive inequality in China as large, arguing that 

Chinese people see merit as a necessary but not sufficient condition for economic success, and structural 

factors, such as social networks, also matter. The understanding that Chinese people have of both 

meritocratic and structural factors as determining economic outcomes was pointed out by Xian and 

Reynolds (2017).  

  Some studies found a negative relationship between economic inequality and self-reported 

happiness; Chinese people living in counties with more economic inequality reported lower levels of 

happiness (Cai et al., 2018). Wu and Li (2017) found that local economic inequality had a negative effect on 

people’s self-reported happiness, but this negative effect only appeared when controlling for the positive 

effect of local economic growth. Smyth and Qian (2008) found that the relationship between perceived 

economic inequality and self-reported happiness was positive for high-income individuals and negative for 

low-income individuals. These negative relationships indicate that Chinese people are unhappy about 

economic inequality. These results contrast with some of the other findings in the literature.  

 Zhou and Jin (2018) examined the effect of province-level economic inequality on people’s trust in 

local and central governments; higher levels of inequality were associated with less trust in the local 

government, while trust in the central government was not affected. Lei (2020) also found that people who 

perceived inequality as large were more likely to distrust the local government. This indicates that the 

distribution of resources is a factor in people’s evaluations of the government’s performance. Dickson et al. 

(2016) found that local governments that spend more on welfare are also more supported and trusted by 

their residents. This indicates that Chinese people have a preference for the government providing welfare. 

Li and He (2019) and He et al. (2020) also found that Chinese people prefer public welfare provision.  

  Some of the research touched on Chinese people’s attitudes toward the inequalities that arise from 

the hukou system. Whyte (2010, 2016) and Lei (2020) found very few Chinese people to be accepting of the 

differences in opportunities and welfare entitlements between urban and rural hukou holders and between 
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local residents and migrants. Jiang et al. (2012) found that Chinese people living in cities with a greater 

income gap between local residents and migrants reported lower levels of happiness than those living in 

cities with a smaller gap. These findings indicate that Chinese people are somewhat critical of the inequality 

created by the hukou system. 

  Another hukou-related theme that recurs in the literature is the question of whether there is a 

difference between rural and urban residents’ attitudes toward distributive order. The expectation is that 

because rural residents are in a less advantageous position in the distributive order (Knight, 2017a, 2017b; 

Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010), they will also have a greater preference for redistribution and welfare, 

following rational choice logic (Meltzer and Richard, 1981). However, most of the research has indicated 

that rural residents are more accepting than urban residents of the current inequalities in the distributive 

order. Rural residents (except rural migrants in cities) were found to be more accepting of economic 

inequality than urban residents (Wang et al., 2015; Whyte, 2010; Whyte and Guo, 2010), reported higher 

levels of happiness than their urban counterparts (Knight and Gunatilaka, 2010; Wu and Li, 2017), and had 

a lower preference for government welfare provision and redistribution (the preference of rural migrants in 

the cities fell between those of rural and urban residents; Han, 2011; Huang, 2019; Im, 2014). However, 

these differences in preference might have disappeared (Lei, 2020). For Chinese seniors, Yang et al. (2019) 

found that rural seniors had a greater preference for government welfare provisions. In addition, Huang 

(2013, 2019) found that state sector employees and workers with formal employment had a greater 

preference for public welfare than non-state sector employees and workers without formal employment. 

 In summary, the existing research has indicated mixed results regarding Chinese people’s attitudes 

toward the distributive order in China. Some studies found that Chinese people are accepting of economic 

inequality but critical of the inequalities arising from the hukou system. Others argued that Chinese people 

are (increasingly) skeptical toward economic inequality, and, in general, they have a preference for 

redistribution and government welfare provision. The accepting attitudes seem to be rooted in the beliefs 

that the distributive order reflects differences in merit and that economic inequality is a cost of economic 

growth, which has improved living standards for most Chinese people. More critical attitudes seem to be 

rooted in perceived inequality of opportunity; that is, people do not have equal opportunities for social and 

economic advancement because of structural or other nonmeritocratic factors. However, as Xian and 

Reynolds (2017) and Lei (2020) argued, Chinese people seem to believe that both merit and structure 

matter for economic outcomes. The extant research thus points in somewhat different directions when it 

comes to Chinese people’s evaluations of social justice in China today, indicating that the understanding of 

Chinese people’s attitudes toward the current distributive order in China still lacks insight into the 

reasonings behind these attitudes, as well as the ideas and beliefs behind these reasonings.  
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  Although the existing research has revealed some of the ideas and beliefs underlying Chinese 

people’s evaluations of social justice, we do not have a deep understanding of Chinese people’s cultural 

resources or how they link these ideas and beliefs to issues concerning the distributive order. Only by 

exploring these cultural resources and Chinese people’s application of them to social justice issues might 

we be able to understand their evaluations of social justice and their attitudes toward the distributive order 

in China today.  

4. Cultural Repertoire and Evaluating Social Justice 
How does culture influence people’s evaluations of social justice? In this section, I delve into this question.  

 By emphasizing culture as an explanatory factor, I argue that society and social relations are, to some 

extent, formed by the ideas and beliefs of the members of the society. Individuals’ social actions are based 

on the meanings they attach to the social situations in which they find themselves (Weber, 1922). These 

collectively shared meanings (e.g., ideas and beliefs) are what constitute culture. Geertz (1973: 95) defined 

culture as a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited 

conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 

their knowledge about and attitudes toward life,” but how do these meanings influence individuals’ actions?  

  Weber (1923) suggested that culture influences people by shaping their understandings of what they 

want to accomplish. Weber (1930) argued that Protestantism encouraged wealth accumulation by 

interpreting it as a sign of salvation, which laid the foundation for capitalism. However, as Swidler (2001) 

argued, assuming that individuals can, in their every action, consciously and consistently maximize certain 

outcomes, which are culturally determined, is problematic; instead, culture provides individuals with a 

repertoire of, for instance, ideas and beliefs—cultural resources. Cultural resources do not determine what 

individuals want. Rather, individuals’ cultural resources enable them to organize their everyday routines by 

informing their interpretations of the world and of the phenomena therein. Accordingly, evaluations of 

social justice are not determined by culture, but individuals need cultural resources to interpret 

phenomena concerning the distributive order. Furthermore, whereas Geertz (1973) referred to cultural 

systems as consisting of somewhat coherent ideas, Swidler (2001) demonstrated that ordinary people often 

do not use cultural resources in any systematic or coherent manner. Subsequently, people can—and often 

do—deploy cultural resources that originate from different cultural frameworks.  

  Swidler (1986, 2001) proposed that we think of culture’s influence on social action in terms of a 

cultural repertoire or toolkit. Within one’s toolkit are different tools that can be used for different purposes. 

Similarly, within one’s cultural repertoire are different cultural resources that can be deployed to interpret 

and deal with different kinds of social situations. The ways one can interpret and deal with social situations 

are limited by the cultural resources available within one’s cultural repertoire; one must be familiar with a 
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given idea or belief before being able to deploy it in one’s interpretation of a phenomenon. However, as 

the toolkit analogy suggests, there are multiple cultural resources within one’s repertoire. This means that 

one has a choice regarding which of the available cultural resources one deploys in one’s interpretations of 

a given social situation.  

  In terms of the structure–agency dichotomy, which has been a central discussion in social theory 

(Walsh, 1998b), there is room for both structure and for agency in explaining social action. In the context of 

this study, the structures of society are the ideas and beliefs that are prevalent in a society and that 

individuals acquire through socialization. Society provides individuals with the cultural resources that 

constitute their cultural repertoires. However, individuals can show agency in how they use the cultural 

resources at their disposal and which cultural resources they deploy in different social situations. Swidler 

(2001) argued that individuals face some structural constraints when exercising this agency, which results 

in people interpreting certain phenomena similarly. Hence, how one deploys cultural resources is also 

dependent on three factors: (1) how one believes others will perceive one’s actions; (2) the extent to which 

the context makes the deployment of certain cultural resources crucial for one’s status within the group; 

thus, context constrains how one deploys cultural resources (this also has some resonance with Goffman’s 

[1974] concept of frames and Bourdieu’s [2020] concept of fields, both of which indicate that social action 

is dependent on context); and (3) institutions, such as the market, which form how individuals deploy 

cultural resources by structuring many aspects of their lives. Individuals engaging with the same institution 

face the same dilemmas regarding the institution. This creates a set of shared cultural resources that 

individuals can use to interpret phenomena related to the institution. Thus, even though cultural repertoire 

allows individuals some agency in their deployment of cultural resources, social environment also 

structures this process.  

  The focus on culture indicates a somewhat idealist approach; that is, ideas and beliefs are important 

for understanding social action (Walsh, 1998a). However, this does not mean that materialist conditions, 

such as political and economic circumstances, are unimportant. As mentioned, context matters for how 

people deploy cultural resources. Thus, people’s use of culture cannot be conceived of as independent of 

the context within which the cultural resources are being deployed (Bourdieu, 2020; Goffman, 1974)—a 

context that is unavoidably formed by political and economic conditions as well. Furthermore, economic 

and political circumstances influence the composition of the resources in people’s cultural repertoires. 

Wuthnow (1989) illustrated how the cultural impacts of the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and Marxism 

were rooted in the economic and political circumstances of the periods, within which these ideas were 

formulated and disseminated. Therefore, the resources that constitute people’s cultural repertoires are not 

fixed. Rather, the ideas that comprise people’s repertoires depend on economic and political circumstances, 
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which allow these ideas to be disseminated broadly throughout a society. The composition of the cultural 

resources in people’s repertoires can also change as a consequence of changes in materialist conditions.  

  In evaluating social justice, people interpret the distributive order by using ideas and beliefs within 

their cultural repertoires to either justify or problematize the distribution. As described, individuals have 

some agency in this process, but their social, economic, and political environments influence which 

resources are available within their repertoires and to some extent influence people’s use of culture. The 

question, then, is how we can examine culture’s influence on Chinese people’s evaluations of social justice 

in China today. To do this, we must explore the cultural resources in Chinese people’s evaluations, that is, 

which ideas and beliefs are available for Chinese people when they interpret the current distributive order 

in China and evaluate its degree of justice (the focus on evaluations and justifications resonates with the 

works of Boltanski and Thévenot [2006] and Lamont [2000, 2012]). This is a more subjectivist approach, 

with a focus on how individuals’ conscious interpretations of phenomena influence their social actions 

(Walsh, 1998c).  

  To examine people’s cultural resources in their evaluations of social justice, a space must be created 

within which they, with their own words, can describe and elaborate on their reasoning about justice in the 

distributive order so the cultural resources underlying their evaluations of social justice can be identified. 

Consequently, the empirical material for this project was qualitative open-ended interviews, wherein the 

interviewees used their own words and arguments to evaluate social justice (Lamont and Swidler, 2014). I 

elaborate on this in the next section. 

5. Methods 
In this section, I describe how I examined the research question. First, I describe the considerations 

concerning the underlying philosophy of science of this project. Second, I explain the research design. Third, 

I describe the recruitment strategy. Fourth, I describe the interviews and the interview process. Finally, I 

describe my approach in analyzing the interviews. 

 This PhD thesis is part of the Just Worlds project run by Professor Morten Frederiksen, which 

examines and compares the perceptions and justifications of social justice in China, Scandinavia, and the US. 

I have been responsible for the Chinese part of this project. Being part of a larger research project has had 

the advantage that there were more resources available for data collection. However, it also means that 

certain decisions regarding the data collection had already been decided beforehand. In this section, I will 

also discuss how being part of a larger research project has affected my project. 



25 
 

5.1 Philosophy of Science 
My ontological perspective in undertaking this project has been that the social world does not exist 

independently of the subjective perspective of the people constituting the social world. As I described in 

the previous section, we need an understanding of the ideas and beliefs that people have in their cultural 

repertoires in order to understand their social actions. It is therefore not possible to examine the social 

world separate from the human experiences of this world.  

  But at the same time, the ideas and beliefs in people’s cultural repertoires, which form their 

experiences of the world, are socially constituted: Society provides individuals with the cultural resources 

that they use to interpret the world and the phenomena within it. The cultural resources of an individual 

are hence not unique for the individual but are shared with other members of society.  

 Epistemologically, this means that we have to take the subjective perspectives of the people 

constituting the social world into consideration when conducting social science research. These subjective 

perspectives of individuals are at the same time, despite them being individual, also formed by the social 

world. Cultural resources are collective phenomena. Culture is shared with other members of society. This 

implies that the subjective perspectives of individuals to a significant extent reflect collective phenomena 

rather than individual phenomena, because the cultural resources, which form individual experiences of 

the social world, are socially constituted. We, hence, need to look for what is collectively shared rather 

than what is uniquely individual when exploring cultural resources. 

  Furthermore, that the social world cannot be examined separate from the human experiences of this 

world, also implies that as a researcher, the social world cannot be observed in any objective manner. 

Subject and object cannot be thought of as separate. Rather, they are in an interplay with one another, 

where they influence each other (Walsh, 1998c). Accordingly, my encounters with Chinese people and 

Chinese societies have had an influence on me and my worldview, and I have also influenced, more or less, 

the Chinese people whom I have encountered (Madsen, 1995). Hence, when doing research on how 

Chinese people evaluate social justice in Chinese society, I am not completely detached from the research 

object.  

  This does not, however, mean that social science research becomes a purely subjective undertaking, 

where findings are entirely dependent on the individual researcher and cannot contribute to any collective 

accumulation of knowledge. By conducting research in a transparent and systematic manner, others are 

able to evaluate the validity of the findings (Walsh, 1998c). Hence, social science does not reveal universal 

truths about society, which would apply for anyone anywhere at any time. Rather, social science research 

should aim to contribute to the public discussions on how society works (Madsen, 1995). 
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5.2 Research Design 
The empirical basis for this project was a comparative qualitative interview study. This was already decided 

within the framework of the Just Worlds project. However, in terms of what I wanted to explore, the 

comparative qualitative interview study was also the most suitable design. To explore the cultural 

resources in Chinese people’s evaluations of the current distributive order in China, a space must be 

created within which they can describe and elaborate on this issue with their own words, as I already 

touched upon in the previous section. The qualitative interview offers such a space (Lamont and Swidler, 

2014; Swidler, 2001). This being said, some might question whether people’s application of cultural 

resources in a situation such as an interview, which is a somewhat unusual social context, can be seen as 

authentic and representing the cultural resources they would usually apply. To this, my reply would be that 

it is probably quite difficult to argue that an individual only has one way of applying culture. How an 

individual applies culture depends on the context. The cultural resources that an individual would use in 

one kind of social context might not be suitable for other social contexts (Bourdieu, 2020; Goffman, 1974; 

Swidler, 2001). It is, therefore, not very likely that we can identify a single set of cultural resources which an 

individual usually uses. The qualitative interview is, however, providing a space within which respondents 

can express their opinions on the justice of the current distributive order and use their cultural resources to 

elaborate on their opinions (Lamont and Swidler, 2014). Interviewing, therefore, allows us to explore some 

of the cultural resources available to interviewees in their cultural repertoires.  

  Furthermore, we aimed at interviewing a fairly large number of interviewees. This had also been 

decided beforehand within the framework of the Just Worlds project. In the end, we interviewed 76 

Chinese citizens. This is comparatively many interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). With so many 

interviews, it is not really possible to explore every detail of every individual case, which often is seen as a 

strength of more qualitative research. However, interviewing a fairly large number of Chinese people does 

facilitate the identification of the interviewees’ cultural resources. As described in the previous section and 

in the previous subsection, cultural resources are collective phenomena. Members of the same society, 

therefore, to some extent have the same cultural resources. Hence, even though the examination of every 

individual case becomes less comprehensive with that many interviews, it becomes easier to find the 

cultural resources that Chinese people share with each other. (Similar approaches with a large number of 

interviewees have also been adopted by other researchers: Didia-Hansen, 2022; Frederiksen, 2018; Lamont, 

2000; Swidler, 2001.) 

  Within the framework of the Just Worlds project, it had also already been decided that the 

interviews should be conducted with people in urban settings. For my project, the interviews were only 

conducted in and around one city because setting up and executing the data collection infrastructure for 
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conducting interviews with a broad sample of people across the country would have been too demanding 

in terms of time and resources. Furthermore, social policies are not identical across China. Therefore, to 

reduce the complexity and ensure comparability between the interviews, we conducted interviews in one 

city with one institutional setting: Beijing. (Similar research has also focused on empirical data collection in 

one or a few cities: Didia-Hansen, 2022; Frederiksen, 2018; Lamont, 2000; Swidler, 2001.) This means that 

large segments of the Chinese population are not represented among our interviewees. Consequently, the 

sample of interviewees is not representative of the Chinese population. However, with a qualitative 

approach and with this kind of sample size, it is not really possible to obtain a representative sample 

anyway. The focus was, hence, not on obtaining a representative sample, but rather on obtaining a broad 

sample of interviewees with different background characteristics. 

   So, in selecting the city where the interviews were to be conducted, a main concern was ensuring 

that a broad sample of interviewees could be recruited there. Because I wanted to increase the chances of 

hearing diverse ways of evaluating social justice, variations in the interviewees’ background characteristics 

were important. Therefore, in selecting the interview site, I considered how to maximize variation in 

interviewees’ background characteristics (Flyvbjerg, 2006). One way of increasing variation in interviewees’ 

characteristics was to select a city that attracts people from all parts of the country. After the initiation of 

the economic reforms in 1978, migration between provinces increased significantly, with many migrants 

traveling to find work. According to official statistics, 85.9 million Chinese people (6.4% of the total 

population) lived in a province other than the province where their hukou was registered in 2010 (National 

Bureau of Statistics of China, 2011). Some provinces attract more migrants than others: Guangdong and 

Zhejiang have 21.5 and 11.8 million migrants, respectively, while these numbers are just 0.3 million for 

Qinghai and 0.2 million for Tibet (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2011). With regard to the urban 

population, Guangdong attracts the most migrants from other provinces—17.6 million people—while 

Shanghai has 6.4 million residents with hukou in another province, and Beijing has 5.9 million. However, if 

these numbers are compared to the total urban population in each province, Beijing has the biggest share 

of residents with hukou in another province—37.7% of the total urban population—while Shanghai has 

36.1%, and Guangdong has 33.7% (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2011). Therefore, one reason for 

choosing Beijing was that we would be able to interview a broader sample of Chinese people from different 

parts of China. 

  Chinese society has, since the end of the Second World War, seen significant changes and events 

(described in Section 2); thus, people growing up during different periods of China’s recent history have 

experienced different environments and living conditions. Most of these changes and events relate to the 

political domain, as the Party played a key role in the decision-making related thereto, but they are also 
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related to the economic domain. Perhaps the most remarkable change in the economic domain is the 

improvement in living standards that followed the initiation of the economic reforms in 1978. By choosing a 

city where these changes have been more noticeable, I expected that we might hear more varied 

evaluations of social justice. Because most of the changes and events relate to the political domain, people 

living in the capital might have been exposed to these changes and events to a greater degree than those 

living in other parts of the country. With regard to improvements in living standards after 1978, Beijing is 

also the province with the greatest increase in per capita GDP in this period (National Bureau of Statistics of 

China), which suggests that China’s recent development within the political and economic spheres has been 

more noticeable in Beijing than in other parts of the country. 

  Based on these considerations, I chose to conduct the interviews in Beijing. However, as I have 

already mentioned, this means that there are large parts of the Chinese population which are not 

represented in the sample of interviewees. I elaborate on this in the following subsection. 

5.3 Recruitment Strategy 
As for the recruitment of interviewees, it had already been decided, within the framework of the Just 

Worlds project, that a requirement for interviewees was that they have a job which provide them with their 

own source of income. The argument for this was that in order to avoid the influence of personal interests 

in receiving social welfare benefits on the evaluations of social justice, only people who were working and 

earning their own income and who did not receive any kind of unemployment benefits would be recruited 

(Frederiksen, 2015). Given that the focus of my project also is on the underlying ideas and beliefs of the 

interviewees rather than on their material interests, this exclusion of unemployed people is also somewhat 

reasonable in terms of my research focus. However, this does mean that possible cultural resources which 

are only used by unemployed people cannot be identified on the basis of this sample of interviewees.  

  The interviewees were selected to allow for a broad sample (Flyvbjerg, 2006) of Chinese citizens 

differing in age, sex, class (occupation-based; following Svallfors’ [2004] class categorization), and Beijing 

hukou status (i.e., whether their hukou was registered in Beijing). By having a broad sample of interviewees, 

it was possible to identify whether a cultural resource was prevalent only among a certain subsection of 

interviewees, or whether it was more generally present among the interviewees across background 

characteristics. This also indicated how prevalent the cultural resources might be beyond the sample.  

  Because large parts of the Chinese population, especially people in more rural parts of China, were 

not represented in our sample of interviewees, the sample is not representative of the Chinese population 

as a whole. However, it still allowed us to identify some of the cultural resources available to Chinese 

people for their evaluations of social justice in China today. The question, then, is whether the cultural 

resources identified among these interviewees could be found among Chinese people outside of Beijing. 
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For people working in environments similar to Beijing, such as other big cities in China, it is likely that they 

would have the same cultural resources. However, whether this is actually the case and whether people in 

the countryside have the same cultural resources, are questions for future research. Nevertheless, the 

cultural resources that I identified among the interviewees in this project do represent some of the cultural 

resources available to some Chinese people.  

  That class was operationalized on the basis of Svallfors’ (2004) occupation-based class categorization, 

had also already been decided within the framework of the Just Worlds project. Svallfors’ (2004) 

categorization is based on Goldthorpe’s class categories (Scott and Marshall, 2009). Svallfors (2004) has six 

categories in total, three of which are working class categories and the other three middle class categories. 

The three working class categories are unskilled workers, skilled workers, and routine non-manual 

employees, while the three middle class categories are service class II (lower-level controllers and 

administrators), service class I (higher-level controllers and administrators) and self-employed. I would, 

based on the interviewees’ own descriptions of their jobs, assign each interviewee to one of these class 

categories. This should ensure that in the end the sample of interviewees was diverse in terms of their class 

background, so that there would be interviewees representing all the class categories. That being said, I did 

encounter an issue in how to most appropriately apply the categorization within a Chinese context. In 

China, the group of self-employed people includes people with quite different background characteristics–

also people with low income and little education, which typically would not be considered as middle-class 

characteristics. They can, for instance, be residents in more rural areas (Mohapatra et al., 2007) or rural-to-

urban migrants (Giulietti et al., 2012). Among the interviewees, there were also a few such examples. 

Instead of assigning them to the same category as the self-employed with more typical middle-class 

characteristics, I assigned them to one of the working-class categories depending on the content of their 

work.  

 The interviews were conducted between October 2019 and September 2021. At the beginning of this 

period, I hired four Chinese students to assist with conducting, transcribing, and translating the interviews. 

They were enrolled in master’s or PhD programs at universities in Beijing, majoring in different social 

science subjects, and had some experience conducting qualitative interviews. Given the relationship-based 

character of Chinese society (Bian, 2019), it is difficult to approach people in China directly via phone or in 

person (especially during the Covid-19 pandemic). The recruitment strategy was therefore network-based 

(Solinger, 2006); interviewees were recruited through my student assistants’ and my own networks. I made 

a digital flyer (a picture file) that briefly described the purpose of the interview, the requirements for 

participation, and my contact details. To compensate for their time, the interviewees received 100 yuan 

after completing the interview. This was also mentioned in the flyer. I shared the digital flyer with my 
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student assistants and my own contacts, who could then share it with their contacts (the digital flyer is in 

Appendix 1). The risk in this kind of network-based recruitment strategy is that we might end up 

interviewing people who are somewhat similar because they are all, at some level, part of the same overall 

network. To mitigate this, I made sure to reach out to different parts of our networks during the 

recruitment process to ensure a diverse sample of interviewees. Furthermore, throughout the recruiting 

process, I tracked the interviewees’ background characteristics so that I could focus on recruiting 

interviewees with background characteristics other than those we had already interviewed. The final 

sample of interviewees was, hence, relatively balanced in terms of age, sex, class, and hukou status 

(Appendix 2 provides an overview of the interviewees and their background characteristics).  

5.4 Interviews 
I conducted four interviews at the beginning of the data collection process to assess how the interview 

questions worked. However, because I was more interested in how Chinese people talk about these issues 

with each other, my student assistants conducted most of the interviews. Even though they all had some 

experience conducting qualitative interviews, I still spent some time in the beginning of the process on 

practicing the interview guide together with the student assistants. After all, it is not always straightforward 

to grasp the meaning and the purpose of interview questions posed by others–especially not when the 

interview questions were posed by researchers with another cultural background and originally formulated 

in a foreign language. I, therefore, arranged some meetings with the student assistants in November and 

December 2019: For the first meeting, I presented the project, and then we went through the interview 

guide and the transcript of an interview, which I had already conducted, and discussed possible 

improvements of the interview guide and of the interview that I had conducted. For our second meeting, 

Professor Morten Frederiksen (my supervisor and leader of the Just Worlds project) joined us in Beijing. We 

further discussed the interview guide on the basis of a transcript of an interview, which one of the student 

assistants had conducted. For the third round of meetings, I met with the student assistants pairwise, and 

they interviewed each other with me as an observer. I would then suggest how they could improve their 

questioning and their follow-up questions. Besides these meetings, I also gave them comments on the first 

interviews they did. I would, hence, in the interview transcript write comments on interview questions, 

which they might have misunderstood, or on suggestions for follow-up questions in specific situations. All 

of this–the meetings and the commented interview transcripts–aimed at giving the student assistants a 

better understanding of the interview questions as well as training them in asking relevant follow-up 

questions.  

  The first 16 of the 76 interviews were conducted face-to-face. The face-to-face interviews were often 

conducted in coffee shops or workplaces. However, as the Covid-19 pandemic broke out, we began to 



31 
 

conduct the interviews online. Before each interview, the interviewer would describe the purpose and 

structure of the interview and ask the interviewee to sign an informed consent form. After we began to 

conduct the interviews online, the interviewees agreed to the informed consent form orally. In addition to 

the qualitative open-ended interview, we asked the interviewees to answer some survey questions. The 

survey consisted primarily of questions from the World Values Survey (Haerpfer et al., 2020) but was 

supplemented with a few China-specific questions. The survey included questions concerning both the 

interviewees’ values and their background characteristics. In the face-to-face interviews, the survey 

questions were asked before and after the interviews. To reduce fatigue during online interviews, we sent 

the survey to the interviewees via a link and asked them to fill it out before the interview. 

  The interviews were semi-structured, though perhaps slightly more structured than average semi-

structured interviews (Alvesson, 2011; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). We used an interview guide with a list 

of questions, most of which were asked in every interview, usually in the same order as they are listed in 

the guide (the interview guide is in Appendix 3). This kind of slightly more structured interviews has the 

disadvantage that there is less room for the interviewees to talk more freely about what they find relevant 

regarding a certain topic. However, for the interviews in this project, the focus was on social justice 

understood as justice in the distributive order rather than on exploring how interviewees possibly have 

alternative understandings of the concept “social justice”–a question which, for many people, probably 

would also be rather challenging to answer. The semi-structured interview was, hence, more suitable, 

because we could ask more specifically about how the interviewees evaluated the justice of different 

aspects in the distributive order. Furthermore, since I was comparing a substantial number of interviews, 

and the interviews also should be comparable with the other interviews in the Just Worlds project, it was 

important that interviewees were asked the same questions to make their answers comparable; the 

interviews were therefore relatively structured. But the interviews were still flexible enough that clarifying 

or elaborating follow-up questions could be asked. The interviewers, therefore, asked follow-up questions, 

for instance, when the interviewees’ answers were unclear, or when the interviewees had not sufficiently 

argued for their opinion on an issue. In average, the interviews lasted around one hour. However, some 

interviews were quite short (around 30 minutes), and some were very long (a few were more than two 

hours).  

  Most of the questions in the interview guide originated from the Just Worlds project and were 

questions that were also asked during the interviews in the other Just Worlds countries. The remaining 

questions were posed by me. All interview questions concerned the interviewees’ views on social justice–

related issues and were, hence, also of relevance for my research focus: issues concerning the distribution 

of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income among members of society. The 
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questions posed by me focused on some specific Chinese aspects of these issues. The questions were 

designed to elicit elaboration on the interviewees’ evaluations of the justice of the distributive order. This 

was done through questions about certain aspects of the current distributive order in China, such as tax, 

welfare responsibilities, economic inequality, the hukou system, unemployment, social assistance, 

education, and healthcare. The questions were adapted to the Chinese context so that they concerned 

present-day China and Chinese institutions. The interviewees were asked to evaluate these aspects of the 

distributive order with questions such as “What do you think of this?” “Is that fair?” “Is that reasonable?” 

“Is that a good thing?” Following this, they would be asked why they thought so (if they had not already 

said) in order to get them to elaborate on the ideas and beliefs underlying their evaluations. These kinds of 

questions served to elicit (Lamont, 2012) the underlying cultural resources in the interviewees’ evaluations 

of social justice. 

  In China’s political context, it is relevant to consider to what extent interviewees might refrain from 

certain utterances because they find a matter politically sensitive. Indeed, a few of the interviewees 

mentioned that they found some of the topics to be politically sensitive, and some who were initially willing 

to participate changed their minds after they saw the survey questions. Clearly, this is a concern among 

some Chinese people; however, I did not experience this as a general concern. The interview and survey 

questions did not directly ask about the interviewees’ attitudes toward the current political regime in China. 

Rather, as described, the questions covered the distributive order and related policies. The interviewees 

were not directly confronted with questions about the legitimacy of the current political regime. Moreover, 

some of the interviewees expressed more critical views regarding the distributive order and current social 

policies, suggesting that not all Chinese people perceive these topics as so politically sensitive that they 

refrain from critical utterances.  

  That being said, culture is always used within a given context, which unavoidably forms how 

individuals use culture, as pointed out in Section 4. Therefore, culture cannot be understood as something 

that exists independently of context. This is the case in any country at any time. The extent to which people 

refrain from certain utterances in specific situations reflects how context constrains the use of cultural 

resources (Goffman, 1974; Swidler, 2001). It is likely that the same interviewees would use other cultural 

resources and, hence, evaluate social justice differently in a different context (for instance, if the interviews 

were conducted in another country), but to what extent and how are questions beyond the scope of this 

project. The cultural resources I identified in the interviewees’ evaluations of social justice are, nevertheless, 

resources that are available to the interviewees—and, to some extent, to Chinese people in general—in 

their cultural repertoires. 

  After completing each interview, the interview recording was transcribed by a Chinese company 
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offering this service. The transcript was sent to the student assistant who conducted the interview, who 

checked the transcript for accuracy and translated it into English. I speak Chinese at an advanced level, so 

after they returned the transcript with English translation to me, I would make a quality-check of the 

translation and make corrections if needed. The files containing the interview recordings, transcripts, and 

translations were password encrypted when sent digitally and were only saved on password-protected 

hard drives to ensure the confidentiality of the interviewees.  

5.5 Analysis Process 
In the next section, I present the findings of my exploration. But first, I give an account of the analysis 

process, and how I reached my conclusions. 

 When analyzing the interviews, I worked bilingually to some degree. That is, I would keep an eye 

both on the original Chinese transcript and on the English translation of the transcript. I did so in order to, 

on the one hand, get a nuanced understanding of the meaning expressed in the interviews and, on the 

other hand, continuously reflect on how terms and phrases most accurately could be translated into English. 

  While the data collection was still ongoing, I began the analysis process with simply reading the 

already available interview transcripts to get a first impression of the interviews and to do an initial 

exploration of the ideas and beliefs in the interviewees’ utterances. After this initial reading, I began the 

more concentrated analyses, which would result in the four articles. 

  There was some variation in how I handled the analyses for the four articles. However, for all the 

analyses, identifying the underlying cultural resources was central. To explore the cultural resources which 

the interviewees have for their evaluations of social justice, I analyzed which beliefs and ideas interviewees 

assumed as part of their arguments for or against a specific issue: Which (latent) assumptions about society 

and human nature were underlying the interviewees’ reasoning about the distributive order? At the same 

time, I would consult literature on Chinese thinking, culture, and history in order to contextualize the 

cultural resources that I identified in the interviews. By doing this, I wanted to point out circumstances in 

the Chinese context which likely have equipped Chinese people with these kinds of cultural resources: 

Which political, economic, social, and cultural circumstances have probably had an influence on the 

availability of the cultural resources which the interviewees applied? 

 As I described in section 4, structural factors influence the composition of people’s cultural 

repertoires, but people might not themselves be aware of this influence. Similarly, the interviewees are not 

necessarily themselves aware of the influences that such circumstances might have had on their cultural 

repertoires. For instance, in the following section as well as in the articles, I point out that some of the 

interviewees’ cultural resources have some resonance with Confucian thinking. Most interviewees did not 

mention Confucius or Confucianism, and many of them have probably never studied much about 
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Confucianism. Nevertheless, some of their cultural resources could be seen as Confucian because they 

were similar to Confucian ideas and beliefs about society and human nature. Hence, even though the 

interviewees might not themselves be aware of this influence, Confucian ideas might still be important 

parts of their cultural repertoires, because Confucianism has had a strong influence on many aspects of 

Chinese society for centuries (Madsen, 1984). 

 Before, however, I was able to identify the interviewees’ cultural resources, I did several rounds of 

coding and recoding and organizing and reorganizing the interview contents. For the four articles, there 

were some variations in my coding approaches. The analysis in “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 

2022a) was structured around the deservingness criteria (van Oorschot, 2000) and was, hence, primarily 

deductive. I coded the interviewees’ evaluations of intranational migrants’ welfare deservingness according 

to which deservingness criteria they concerned. I, then, explored the nuances in how the interviewees 

applied the different deservingness criteria, which implied looking for the cultural resources in their 

evaluations. For each deservingness criteria code, I created subcodes which indicated the different cultural 

resources that the interviewees used, for instance, the different notions of identity being applied in 

interviewees’ evaluations of migrants’ welfare deservingness. 

 My approach to the analysis in “High and Low” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b) was primarily inductive. I 

began with an inductive, data-based coding that was not framed around any theoretical concepts (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006) of a subsection of the interviews to gain an overview of the ways in which the interviewees 

spoke about economic inequality. I coded the interview contents in which interviewees talked about 

economic inequality. I structured the analysis around, what I called, framings of inequality, which I thought 

of "as how people describe, explain, justify or problematize economic inequality using certain cultural 

resources rather than others” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b). Having established the main framings of 

inequality in the subsection of interviews, I coded the remaining interviews to see whether the same 

framings of inequality appeared among those interviewees. 

  In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare”, the analysis was mostly deductive, since it was structured around 

the three dimensions of welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990): State Intervention in the Market, 

De-commodification, and Welfare Stratification. Accordingly, the codes were organized into categories 

reflecting which dimension it concerned. The codes were created based on my exploration of the 

interviewees’ evaluations of different unemployment policies, linked to one of the three welfare state 

dimensions, and the cultural resources in their evaluations.  

  Finally, in “No Obligation to Help You”, I had a more inductive approach. I began with a data-based 

coding of the interview contents concerning the allocation of responsibilities for people’s welfare in general 

and for their healthcare needs. I, then, organized these initial codes into categories (Maxwell and Chmiel, 
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2014) reflecting the different notions of belongingness which interviewees used when allocating 

responsibilities for people’s welfare.  

 These processes ended up in the findings of this thesis’ four articles (Appendix 4 provides an 

overview of the main categories which I used to organize the interview content). In the next section, I 

present an overview of the cultural resources, which I identified across the four articles. 

6. Findings: How Chinese People Evaluate Social Justice 
In this section, I provide an overview of the cultural resources which the interviewees had for their 

evaluations of social justice in China today, that is, the cultural resources that they used to either justify or 

problematize the current distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income 

in China.  

6.1 Belongingness 
Across all four articles, issues appeared concerning who should be responsible for people’s welfare. In 

contrast to the idea of social rights being tied to national citizenship (Marshall, 1950), the question of who 

should be responsible for people’s welfare is much more negotiable in the Chinese context. 

  Extant literature has indicated that people prefer to grant welfare to people they think of as 

belonging to the same community as themselves (De Swaan, 1988; Mau, 2004; van Oorschot, 2000). 

Previous research has primarily operationalized this as national communities (van Oorschot and Roosma, 

2015). However, in “No Obligation to Help You,” I argue that Chinese people (and people in general) have 

multiple notions of belongingness. Belonging to the nation (in line with Anderson’s [1983] “imagined 

communities”) is a rather new idea in the Chinese context (Hayton, 2020; Madsen, 2010, 2014, 2020; 

Morris, 2001). Hence, this is only one of the notions of belongingness at the disposal of Chinese people. The 

interviewees deployed multiple notions of belongingness when reasoning who is responsible for people’s 

welfare.  

  Notions of belongingness to the nation and of being a Chinese citizen were deployed by some 

interviewees. One such notion was to describe the nation as a family, hence, implying that the 

belongingness that exists within a family also exists within the national community.  

I think a country is just like a family, and then citizens are the children of the country, 
and the country is the parents of citizens. (female, 41, head nurse) 

Fei (1947) argued that the concept of “family” has a more elastic nature in Chinese culture, which means 

that it can be applied for quite large groups of people. Another notion of national belongingness, which 

some interviewees deployed, was to emphasize the Chinese citizenship and the rights and guarantees that 

are inherit to citizenship.  
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Interviewer: Why does the government have the main responsibility [for people in need]? 
Interviewee: I think this is the most basic, that is, being born a national or a citizen of 
this country. This is the most basic guarantee you should get. (female, 46, tour guide)  

This notion is more in line with Marshall’s (1950) account of national citizenship. This notion of national 

citizenship was also apparent in some of the other articles. In “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 

2022a), some interviewees emphasized that migrants are also Chinese citizens and belong to the same 

national community as local residents and are therefore as deserving of welfare as local residents. In 

“Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” some interviewees pointed out that the citizens’ right to subsistence should 

be protected.  

  However, besides these notions of national belongingness, the interviewees also deployed other 

notions of belongingness. In “No Obligation to Help You,” many emphasized how individuals belong 

primarily to themselves (what I call “egocentric belongingness”) and should thus be responsible for 

themselves and their own welfare.  

First of all, individuals should be responsible for themselves. (male, 31, project manager)  

Fei (1947) described traditional Chinese society as egocentric, meaning that individuals are the centers in 

their own webs of personal relationships; thus, one is closest to oneself and should, first and foremost, take 

responsibility for oneself. In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” this emphasis on the individual was also 

apparent, since some interviewees criticized the state’s interventions in the market by highlighting the free 

choice of individuals – a notion which has become more prevalent in modern China (Halskov Hansen and 

Pang, 2010; Yan, 2010).  

  There were also some relational notions of belongingness in the interviewees’ reasoning about 

responsibility for people’s welfare. Echoing Fei’s (1947) description of traditional Chinese society and 

Confucian thought, moral obligations are tied to specific relationships, especially family relationships. In 

“No Obligation to Help You,” the emphasis on responsibility for family members’ welfare was widespread 

among the interviewees. By highlighting belongingness to family, the interviewees believed that family 

members have a responsibility for each other’s welfare (see also Hsu, 2019).  

First of all, it is the responsibility of family members [to take care of people in need]. 
(male, 30, postdoctoral researcher)  

Responsibilities tied to other kinds of relationships are more voluntary in nature and more exclusively 

based on reciprocity (see also Barbalet, 2020). 

  Chinese people have multiple notions of belongingness in their cultural repertoires. When reasoning 

about the allocation of responsibilities for people’s welfare, the interviewees would, by emphasizing 

different units of belongingness (such as the individual, the family, or the nation), allocate welfare 
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responsibilities to these units, and this often entailed a balance of responsibilities between different units 

of belongingness.  

There cannot be only one who is responsible [for people in need]. If this problem is a big 
one, individuals, families and society need to share this responsibility. (female, 22, 
teaching and research assistant)  

In this way, rather than seeing belongingness as a question of being an insider or an outsider to one specific 

community, notions of belongingness are multiple, and the allocation of the responsibilities for people’s 

welfare becomes a negotiation between their different units of belongingness. 

  That Chinese people have multiple notions of belongingness is also apparent in the findings of the 

other articles. In “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022a), I revealed that how the interviewees 

evaluated Chinese intranational migrants’ welfare deservingness depended on which notion of 

belongingness or identity (one of van Oorschot’s [2000] “deservingness criteria”) they emphasized. As 

mentioned just above, some emphasized that migrants belong to the same nation as local residents and 

therefore are as deserving of welfare as them. Others highlighted that migrants are outsiders since their 

families and homes are not located in Beijing; they emphasized the notion of belonging to one’s family and 

to the geographical location where one’s family is (i.e., home), and they consequently saw migrants as non-

deserving. 

  In “High and Low” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b), I found that many interviewees described economic 

inequality as a natural consequence of the belongingness within families and the corresponding 

responsibility for family members’ welfare. Family members should help each other, but people from 

different families have unequal starting points in life, thus different families have access to different 

resources and opportunities. Children from rich families, for instance, have better educational 

opportunities.  

Parents are allowed to give their children better things. What is there to say? You do not 
have the ability, or you do not have the consciousness to provide those things for your 
children. You cannot deprive others of the right to spend money. […] I think this thing is 
right, that is, their parents have more money and can give their children better 
education. I think this is not wrong. (male, 26, app engineer)  

The interviewees did not describe this as unfair, given the belongingness to one’s family. This has some 

resonance with the findings of Xian and Reynolds (2017) and Lei (2020): Chinese people recognize 

structural factors as determining economic outcomes, making economic inequality unavoidable. However, 

it should be noted that not all interviewees framed inequality in this way, and some did say that 

opportunities should be more equally distributed across family backgrounds (in line with Rawls, 1971), 

hence, putting less emphasis relatively on the belongingness to family.  
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 Finally, in “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” I found that several interviewees emphasized the notion of 

belongingness to the family in their evaluations of people’s entitlement to unemployment benefits. These 

interviewees argued that because families are expected to take care of unemployed members (see also 

Chen et al., 2018), entitlement to public unemployment benefits should be limited to those without family 

members, justifying a low level of social rights, so that people are commodified rather than de-

commodified. 

  Across the four articles, I found that Chinese people have multiple notions of belongingness in their 

cultural repertoires. Consequently, people are not perceived as solely or primarily Chinese nationals or 

Chinese citizens with certain equal rights to welfare—they are also individuals, and they are family 

members. This means that in their evaluations of social justice, several interviewees justified a rather 

unequal distributive order because the family is seen as an especially important unit of belongingness that 

should have an influence on the distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare, and welfare entitlements. 

Belongingness to the nation and being a Chinese citizen imply that the state has some responsibility for 

people’s welfare, but the state’s responsibility is balanced against alternative units of belongingness and, in 

the case of hukou, made geographically conditional.  

6.2 A Paternalistic State 
Another idea that appeared in many interviews was that of a paternalistic state; the state is perceived as a 

“parent” who cares for its subjects and is allowed to restrict their behavior because it is perceived to be for 

their own good (Grill, 2012). Instead of viewing citizens as equal members with certain inalienable rights 

(Marshall, 1950), they are seen as members of a large national family; in the previous subsection and in “No 

Obligation to Help You,” I identified this as a widespread way of describing belongingness to the nation 

among the interviewees.  

  In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” many interviewees justified the state playing a relatively active role 

in regulating the distributive order rather than letting it be entirely up to individual choices and free market 

mechanisms. The interviewees pointed out that the state should care for people in need, provide some 

degree of social assistance to vulnerable groups, and ensure social stability. For some interviewees, this 

entailed having more universal and equal entitlements to welfare, and in “High and Low,” some 

interviewees argued that the state should create more economic equality in order to maintain social 

stability. However, in “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” the idea of a paternalistic state was even more 

apparent when several interviewees reasoned that the state’s care should be shown by creating job 

opportunities and providing job training for unemployed people rather than providing unemployment 

benefits, thereby directing its subjects’ behavior toward being self-reliant workers.  

  The paternalist idea was the most obvious when the interviewees were asked what they thought 
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about the state requiring workers to participate in unemployment insurance within the social insurance 

system. They reasoned that some individuals do not realize the importance of unemployment insurance, 

but because the state, like a parent, is perceived to have a better understanding of unemployment risks 

than its subjects, the state should make this obligatory.  

Interviewer: If unemployment insurance is not compulsory, everyone should decide 
themselves whether to buy unemployment insurance. Would it be better? 
Interviewee: No, those short-sighted people think that their jobs are very secure, and 
then they don't buy this insurance. When they are really unemployed, who cares about 
them? (female, 44, designer)  

The idea of a paternalistic state exists in Confucian thought (Lee, 2021) and has been an ideal for 

governance in China for centuries (Xie, 2016). Today, the paternalist idea is also being promulgated in 

Chinese political discourses (Fairbrother and Zhao, 2016; Madsen, 2019; Ye and Thomas, 2020). By 

deploying this idea in their evaluations of social justice, several interviewees justified the state playing an 

active role in regulating the distributive order. The state is allowed to—and should—regulate individuals’ 

behaviors and market mechanisms. The distributive order should not be formed only by the choices of 

individuals acting within a free market but also by the regulations of the state. 

  Some interviewees, however, challenged the idea of a paternalistic state. For instance, the idea of 

being a Chinese citizen with certain inalienable rights that cannot be infringed upon by the state was 

deployed by some, as illustrated in “No Obligation to Help You” and “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 

2022a). In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare”, some reasoned that the state should not restrict the free choices 

of individuals or the market mechanisms. Some stated that it would be fairer if the distributive order was 

formed by the choices of individuals within a free market without state interventions (see also Madsen 

[2019] on the tensions between different political visions). 

6.3 Self-interested Human Nature 
Among most of the interviewees was a belief that human nature is self-interested; people will try to 

maximize gains, such as income and leisure, and minimize losses, such as expenses and work (in line with 

Bentham, 1789). This assumption was apparent in most interviewees’ evaluations of unemployment 

benefits, which I described in “Evaluating Chinese Welfare.” Those who believed people to be self-

interested also thought that people would choose not to work if unemployment benefits were too 

generous (see also Xu et al., 2021).  

Lazy people must not be nurtured, […] because lazy people appear in countries with high 
welfare. (female, 35, director in social work organization)  
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Hence, they saw the phenomenon of unemployment as a consequence of individual self-interested choices 

rather than structural factors. To encourage people to work and be self-reliant, many interviewees justified 

a very low level of social rights, such as unemployment benefits, as this creates a greater incentive to work.  

  That this assumption was so common among the interviewees was probably, to some extent, a 

consequence of the central position of neoliberalism in recent decades’ economic discourses (Harvey, 2005; 

Weber, 2020). Within neoliberal thinking, individuals are assumed to be self-interested, and unemployment 

is a consequence of generous unemployment benefits making not working more attractive. This way of 

framing unemployment is not uniquely Chinese but can be seen in countries around the world (Walker, 

2014). However, in China, this assumption is also identifiable in Deng Xiaoping’s thinking (Chang, 1996) and 

in more recent CPC discourses (Walker and Yang, 2019).  

  That people are self-interested is also a belief that existed in traditional Chinese thought, which was 

concerned with how to deal with this self-interestedness (Barbalet, 2013, 2017). From the perspectives of 

early Confucianists, individuals should try to constrain this self-interestedness through self-cultivation, i.e., 

becoming morally superior by pursuing virtues (Angle, 2019; Gardner, 2014). However, an alternative 

Confucian perspective that developed with the commercialization of the Chinese economy throughout the 

last millennium had a different understanding of self-cultivation: Self-cultivation is that individuals should 

learn to be oriented toward the interests of their future selves, such as economic achievement, instead of 

following the interests of their present selves, that is, their desire for immediate sensual pleasures. This 

then resulted in a work ethic that has a similar effect to the Protestant one (Barbalet, 2013, 2017; Lufrano, 

1997; Weber, 1930).  

  The assumption of self-interested human nature is also related to the notion of egocentric 

belongingness, which I described in Section 6.1 and in “No Obligation to Help You.” Because one is closest 

to oneself, one must be responsible for oneself and one’s own welfare. Hence, being self-interested is 

expected, but in a way where one is responsible for and can rely on oneself.  

  By deploying the belief in self-interested human nature in their evaluations of social justice, many 

interviewees problematized overly generous social rights and overly extensive redistribution within society, 

stating that if people can gain income without working, they will choose not to work. Subsequently, the 

interviewees justified a very low level of social rights and societal redistribution. The belief in self-

interested human nature was closely tied to another idea that was also widespread among the 

interviewees: that of a meritocratic distributive order. 
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6.4 Meritocracy 
Most interviewees deployed the idea of a meritocratic distributive order in their evaluations of social 

justice. They described the unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, and 

income as being the result of differences in individual merits, such as effort, intellect, and contributions.  

Interviewer: A small number of people in society are rich and influential. Do you think 
this is fair? 
Interviewee: It is fair. The more you work, the more you get. (male, 41, driver)  

The idea of a meritocratic distributive order was also identified in some of the literature presented in 

Section 3. 

  In “High and Low” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b), I found that the most common way the interviewees 

framed economic inequality was by describing it as a consequence of differences in merit; thus, people who 

work hard or have intellect deserve to be rewarded economically. The interviewees justified economic 

inequality accordingly. However, it is worth noting that some of the interviewees used the idea of 

meritocracy to criticize aspects of the distributive order that they believed did not reflect differences in 

merit; therefore, the idea of meritocratic distribution can be used to both justify and problematize the 

distributive order (see also Son Hing et al., 2011). In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” I found that when 

evaluating stratification in welfare entitlements, many interviewees deployed the idea of meritocracy to 

justify that people who worked, paid insurance contributions, and contributed to society deserved better 

welfare.  

  In “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022a), I found that the interviewees’ evaluations of 

Chinese intranational migrants’ welfare deservingness were dependent on the merit that they were 

perceived to have. In terms of van Oorschot’s (2000) deservingness criteria, that is, the reciprocity criterion, 

where one’s deservingness of welfare entitlements is evaluated on the basis of the contributions that one 

has made to the community. Accordingly, the interviewees who believed that migrants contributed to 

Beijing also tended to perceive them as deserving, and vice versa. Furthermore, as I pointed out in the 

article, the interviewees had different notions of what kinds of contributions or merits made migrants 

deserving of welfare in Beijing. 

  The assumption of self-interested human nature underlies the idea of a meritocratic distribution 

because rewarding merit is seen as a way of incentivizing people to work and improve themselves.  

Personal income cannot be too equal because everyone is selfish. If everyone is equal, 
we return to the old days before reform and opening up. This will make many people 
lose their will to struggle, [because] whether you work more or work less, you get the 
same payment anyway. In fact, I think that some incentives are necessary, like 
distribution according to work, this is quite good. (female, 33, head nurse)  
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That merit should be rewarded, was also a central idea in Confucian thought. Early Confucianists would, 

however, not think of merits as determined by market worth. Rather, they would see the virtuous as 

meritorious, who would be suitable for higher positions in the political hierarchy and, along with these 

positions, certain material benefits (Angle, 2019; Xie, 2016). More recently, the meritocratic idea was also 

central in Deng Xiaoping’s thinking about how to stimulate economic growth (Chang, 1996). Furthermore, 

neoliberal thinking tends to see inequalities as the result of differences in merit (Littler, 2017; Sandel, 2020). 

In these cases, the focus is more on merit in terms of market worth. 

  Across the four articles, there is a broad range of merits that the interviewees emphasized when 

evaluating social justice. These different kinds of merit also imply different kinds of worth (Boltanski and 

Thévenot, 2006; Lamont, 2012). Some of the merits that the interviewees highlighted were related to 

market-oriented worth, wherein the distributive order is ruled by supply and demand. Hence, people who 

“have created value themselves” (male, 39, owner of an education company) and “have money” (female, 

42, worker) can get more within the distributive order. However, some interviewees emphasized merits 

that concerned a common-good-oriented kind of worth. They pointed out that people such as government 

officials and old cadres who have “sacrificed for this country” (female, 29, tattoo artist) or “who have made 

contributions to our society” (male, 45, auto painter) should be rewarded accordingly. By emphasizing 

common-good-oriented merits, the interviewees justified high-ranking people within the political hierarchy 

enjoying certain privileges. However, not all interviewees acknowledged this kind of merit. They stated, “It 

is a bit unfair for leading cadres not to pay a penny [for VIP healthcare services]” (male, 56, driver) and 

described such practices as “corrupt” (female, 49, shopping guide). They problematized a distribution 

reflecting political merit rather than market-oriented merit, echoing some of the voices criticizing the 

state’s interference in the market (described in Section 6.2 and in “Evaluating Chinese Welfare”). 

  There were different kinds of worth at play in the notions of merit that the interviewees deployed, 

and to some extent, they did not agree on which kinds of merit were more important in the distributive 

order. Therefore, even though the idea of a meritocratic distributive order was used by most interviewees 

in their evaluations of social justice, different notions of merit meant that there was disagreement about 

certain aspects of the distributive order. In addition to the examples mentioned above, different notions of 

contributions or merits led to the interviewees having different evaluations of migrants’ deservingness, as 

described in “Deserving Hukou” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022a). In “High and Low” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b), 

the interviewees also deployed a broad range of merits in their framings of economic inequality. By 

deploying the idea of meritocracy in their evaluations of social justice, the interviewees justified 

inequalities in the distributive order, but because they emphasized different notions of merit, they 

evaluated certain aspects of the distributive order differently.  
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6.5 Economic Development Interrelated with Economic Inequality 
It was apparent that the interviewees attached great importance to economic development. In “High and 

Low” (Østerby-Jørgensen, 2022b), this was one of the most dominant ways the interviewees framed 

economic inequality. They said that it did not matter that economic inequality had increased over the last 

four decades because economic development throughout the same period meant that living conditions had 

improved in general. They were therefore more accepting of economic inequality.  

There probably is more inequality now than in the 1970s and 1980s, but it is precisely 
because of this inequality that the current development has occurred. (male, 31, auto 
mechanic)  

This framing of inequality resonates somewhat with Hirschman and Rothschild’s (1973) tunnel effect theory. 

Chinese people have experienced an improvement in living standards, so even though they have 

experienced an increase in economic inequality, they do not seem to believe that it is overly important. 

Instead, they see economic inequality as a necessary and unavoidable cost of economic development. Xie 

et al. (2012) also found that Chinese people tend to view economic development and economic inequality 

as interrelated.  

  Indeed, some of the interviewees believed that economic inequality could drive economic 

development through trickle-down economics, wherein those who get rich first can create general 

economic growth.  

How can society develop with [economic equality]? [It is better, if] some people have 
money, promote development, promote the development of production. (female, 43, 
worker)  

This idea can also be identified in neoliberal thought (Littler, 2017). Even though the Chinese economic 

system cannot be categorized as particularly neoliberal, these ideas still have had some influence on 

economic thinking in China during the reform era (Harvey, 2005; Weber, 2020). Instead of a wholehearted 

embrace of neoliberal thinking, the Chinese economic approach is better characterized as a socialist market 

economy: The state remained in control, but in the pursuit for economic growth, the market should play a 

bigger role in the distribution of resources (Harvey, 2005; Weber, 2020). This way of thinking is also evident 

in Deng Xiaoping’s ideas (Chang, 1996): “It is our policy to let some people and some regions prosper 

before others, so that they can bring along the backward regions” (Deng, 1986). Economic inequality should 

therefore be allowed in order to create general economic development.  

  Many interviewees used the idea of economic development being interrelated with economic 

inequality to justify the unequal distribution of resources. This idea was identified in previous research, as 

described in Section 3. Underlying this framing of inequality is an emphasis on comparing oneself with 
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oneself over time rather than comparing across society, which is also identifiable within traditional Chinese 

thought (Barbalet, 2013, 2017; Xie, 2016; Yang, 2017). Indeed, given the belief in meritocratic distribution 

and the unequal starting lines resulting from familial belongingness, it becomes impossible to compare 

across society. 

6.6 Non-commodified Farmers 
Finally, I briefly describe how the idea of farmers as non-commodified was used by some interviewees for 

their evaluations of social justice.  

  In “Evaluating Chinese Welfare,” I found that when evaluating stratification in welfare entitlements, 

some interviewees claimed that rural residents do not need the same welfare entitlements as urban 

residents because they have access to farmland and can grow their own food. They can maintain a living 

whether they are employed or unemployed; therefore, they are not perceived as commodified.  

The class of farmers is not working, right? How could he get unemployment insurance? ‘I 
have my own land, I have my own house, I have my own land, I have my own house. 
Besides when I am away to work, I have my own land at home’. He has farmland as 
protection, so I think he does not really need unemployment insurance security. (male, 
32, lawyer)  

Commodification refers to the degree to which people are dependent on their participation in the labor 

market to maintain a socially acceptable standard of living (Esping-Andersen, 1990). These interviewees 

reasoned that rural residents can maintain a standard of living when they are unemployed; hence, they are 

not dependent on participating in the market. However, it is questionable to what extent rural households 

really can maintain an acceptable standard of living without doing non-farming work (Ward, 2016). 

Consequently, these interviewees justified lower welfare benefits for rural residents than for urban 

residents, thereby justifying a central aspect of the Chinese distributive order.  

7. Discussion and Conclusion: Chinese People’s Cultural Resources for their 
Evaluations of Social Justice 
This thesis has explored the cultural resources that Chinese people have for their evaluations of social 

justice in Chinese society today. As described in Section 2, the distributive order in China (i.e., the 

distribution of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income among members of 

society) has changed drastically since the establishment of the PRC in 1949. Because Chinese people have 

been exposed to different distributive orders, it is interesting how they evaluate the current one. In the 

introduction, I argued that to understand how Chinese people evaluate social justice in China today, we 

must look beyond explanations that focus on people’s self-interests (Meltzer and Richard, 1981), 

institutions (Pierson, 1996), or structural factors (Inglehart, 1997). Extant research on Chinese people’s 
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attitudes toward the distributive order has provided mixed results, as described in Section 3. We need to 

understand which ideas and beliefs (i.e., cultural resources) are available to Chinese people for their 

evaluations of social justice, as the available cultural resources enable them to either justify or 

problematize aspects of the distributive order.  

  To explore which cultural resources Chinese people have for their evaluations of social justice, 76 

qualitative open-ended interviews with Chinese people working in Beijing were conducted. The open-

ended qualitative interviews gave the interviewees room to elaborate on their views. In their elaborations, 

they deployed ideas and beliefs to interpret phenomena related to the distributive order. These, then, 

enabled them to evaluate the phenomena (Lamont et al., 2014; Swidler, 1986, 2001). In each of the four 

articles, I focused on a different aspect of the Chinese distributive order and how the interviewees 

evaluated them. Often, they drew on the same ideas and beliefs in their evaluations of the different 

aspects. In section 6, I have provided an account of the cultural resources which I identified across the four 

articles. 

 In general, the cultural resources I identified in the interviewees’ evaluations of social justice were 

used to justify inequalities in the current distributive order rather than problematize them. First, the notion 

of belongingness to family means that people have unequal starting points in life because different families 

can provide different resources to their family members. Inequalities in the distributive order are 

unavoidable, as belongingness between family members implies that they should help each other before 

helping others. Consequently, children from richer families have better opportunities in life. This way of 

evaluating social justice stands in contrast to more conventional methods found in the literature that 

emphasize that opportunities for advancement should be equally distributed before it can be said that 

inequalities are fair (Rawls, 1971). Research has found that people tend to emphasize equal opportunities 

in their evaluations of social justice (García-Sánchez et al., 2019; Larsen, 2016; McCall, 2013; Mijs, 2021; 

Xian and Reynolds, 2017). However, this Chinese way of evaluating social justice recognizes that 

opportunities cannot be equally distributed because of people’s belongingness to their families, echoing 

Fei’s (1947) description of moral obligations in traditional Chinese society as being tied to specific personal 

relationships and obligations being greater in kin relationships than in other relationships. This indicates 

that when we think about how people evaluate social justice, we also need to explore which notions of 

belongingness they have in their cultural repertoires. Instead of only emphasizing national belongingness 

(Anderson, 1983) and national citizenship (Marshall, 1950), people might have alternative notions of 

belongingness which can imply that other units of belongingness are perceived as central to the distribution 

of resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income.  

  Second, the assumption of self-interested human nature (in line with Bentham, 1789) implies that 
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redistribution must be minimal; otherwise, people will choose not to work but will rely on welfare benefits. 

This justifies a low level of welfare and redistribution, which cannot reduce inequality. The assumption of 

self-interestedness is part of neoliberal thinking, which has influenced economic discourses around the 

world (Harvey, 2005; Littler, 2017). While this idea is not uniquely Chinese (Walker, 2014), it is also not new 

to the Chinese context, as traditional schools of thought in China, such as Confucianism, has been 

concerned with people’s self-interestedness and with how to constrain it (Barbalet, 2013, 2017).  

  Third, meritocracy was used to justify inequalities in the Chinese distributive order; differences in 

resources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income are seen as the result of differences in 

merit. However, this idea was also used to problematize aspects of the distributive order that do not reflect 

differences in merit (see also Son Hing et al., 2011). The idea of meritocratic distribution resonates with 

neoliberal thinking (Littler, 2017; Sandel, 2020) and is therefore not uniquely Chinese. Nevertheless, it is 

also not a new idea in China. The political hierarchy that characterized traditional Chinese society was built 

on meritocratic principles, which were also central to Confucian thought. However, early Confucianists 

perceived merit as being based on individual virtues rather than on market worth (Angle, 2019; Xie, 2016). 

There were various kinds of merit at play in the interviewees’ evaluations of social justice, and they 

evaluated aspects of the distributive order differently depending on which kind of merit they emphasized. 

This indicates that, when exploring how perceptions of merit or contribution are used to justify or 

problematize aspects of the distributive order, we need to consider which notions of merit or contribution 

are available (see also Heuer et al., 2020). 

  Fourth, the idea that economic development and economic inequality are interrelated was also used 

to justify inequality, which is seen as a necessary and unavoidable cost of economic development. Based on 

Hirschman and Rothschild’s (1973) tunnel effect theory, this way of evaluating social justice is likely to be 

seen in other parts of the world as well. Larsen (2016) found that cross-nationally, people are more 

accepting of economic inequality when they experience general improvements in their living conditions. 

This is, therefore, not a distinctively Chinese way of evaluating social justice; however, because Chinese 

living standards have improved significantly in the last four decades, it is particularly relevant in the Chinese 

context. Furthermore, the emphasis on comparing oneself with oneself over time rather than with others in 

society is part of China’s ideational legacy (Barbalet, 2013, 2017; Xie, 2016; Yang, 2017); this enables 

Chinese people to focus on the improvements—rather than the differences—in living standards within 

Chinese society. Therefore, this method of evaluating social justice might be more important for Chinese 

society than for other societies. 

   Fifth, the idea that rural residents are not commodified was used to justify unequal entitlements to 

welfare. The institutional structure of the hukou system, which provides rural residents with farmland, has 
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fostered the idea that rural residents are non-commodified, showing how institutional structures shape the 

ideas that individuals have in their cultural repertoires (Swidler, 2001).  

  Another aspect of the distributive order in China is the state’s role in shaping it. Some Western 

perspectives emphasize that the state should play as small a role as possible in the distribution of resources, 

opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income. Rather, the market should distribute (Hayek, 1976; 

Nozick, 1974). Although some interviewees agreed with this, many supported an active state that 

intervenes in the market and the market’s distribution. These interviewees deployed the idea of the state 

as paternalistic, meaning the state is like a parent who provides both care and discipline for the good of the 

people (Grill, 2012), which is a central idea in Confucianism (Lee, 2021). The idea of a paternalistic state 

justifies the state shaping the distributive order, for instance, by modifying the supply and demand of the 

labor market (as illustrated in “Evaluating Chinese Welfare”) and by rewarding political merit rather than 

market-oriented merit (briefly discussed in Section 6.4).  

  The cultural resources that I identified in the interviewees’ evaluations of social justice primarily 

enabled them to justify the current distributive order in China. Therefore, even though Chinese people 

have been exposed to and known vastly different distributive orders in a not-too-distant past, their cultural 

resources enabled them to justify the current one.  

  However, some interviewees had cultural resources which problematized some of the inequalities in 

the distributive order. The notions of national belongingness and being a Chinese citizen imply that 

members of the national community should have equal social rights. Furthermore, the ideal of equal 

opportunities was not completely absent, and this resource could also be used to problematize the current 

distributive order. The meritocratic idea could be used to problematize aspects of distributive order that 

were perceived as not reflecting differences in merit. The belief that inequalities and people in need could 

be sources to social instability was also used to problematize certain aspects of the distributive order. In 

addition, the idea that economic development is interrelated with economic inequality can be challenged if 

economic development stagnates without inequality decreasing. Therefore, even though the cultural 

resources that many interviewees deployed enabled them to justify the inequalities of the distributive 

order, there are also cultural resources which potentially can be used for more critical evaluations of social 

justice in China. This is worth paying attention to in future research, and it indicates that there potentially 

could be a cultural basis for social policy reforms which could alter the Chinese distributive order. 

  There are some limitations of this study that should be kept in mind. First, as described in Section 5.3, 

only Chinese people who work in Beijing were interviewed. The findings will likely have some relevance for 

people working in environments similar to Beijing, such as other big cities in China. However, whether this 

is actually the case and whether the findings have resonance with people in the countryside are matters 
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that future research could explore. Second, as described in Sections 4 and 5.3, how culture is used is 

dependent on context. The context of this study was qualitative interviews conducted in China. Another 

context would likely reveal alternative cultural resources. How much and in what ways the evaluations 

would change is beyond the scope of this study but may be something for future research to examine.  
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Abstract

Within the welfare deservingness literature, the question of how people conceive of

deservingness criteria is still underexplored. Theoretical insights indicate that identity and rec-

iprocity criteria are more fluidly conceived by people than much deservingness literature

describes. Through a qualitative analysis, I explore how Chinese people evaluate the deserv-

ingness of a group of Chinese nationals (identity) who contribute (reciprocity) but are

excluded from welfare: intranational Chinese migrants. I find that Chinese people have multi-

ple conceptions of identity and reciprocity criteria. Some conceive of identity through larger

communities, such as the nation, while others conceive of it through local communities, such

as the family. Reciprocity can be conceived of in a less conditional way, which means that

contributions generally make one deserving, and in a more conditional way, where one’s

deservingness depends on one’s ability to make more specific kinds of contributions.

Welfare recipients’ deservingness becomes very dependent on respondents’ conceptions of

these deservingness criteria.

Keywords: Deservingness; identity; belonging; reciprocity; hukou; China

1. Introduction

Welfare deservingness research is concerned with how the public views who

should be entitled to welfare and why. Two important deservingness criteria

are identity (the more one belongs to “our community,” the more deserving

one is) and reciprocity (the more one has contributed, the more deserving

one is). However, theoretical insights indicate that these deservingness criteria,

and how people conceive of them, must be thought of more fluidly than much

deservingness literature does. In this article, I focus on howmultiple conceptions

of identity and reciprocity criteria can be identified in Chinese people’s evalua-

tions of intranational Chinese migrants’ deservingness.

Van Oorschot () argues that the public evaluates the welfare deserving-

ness of people according to five criteria: control, attitude, reciprocity, identity,
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and need (CARIN). The CARIN criteria have provided the framework for much

of the research on welfare deservingness (Jæger, ; Laenen et al., ;

Nielsen et al., ; van Oorschot, ; van Oorschot, ; van Oorschot

and Roosma, ). However, we still know very little about how people have

varying conceptions of deservingness criteria. In this article, I delve into this

question. My focus is on identity and reciprocity criteria. Whereas much deserv-

ingness literature focuses on identity in terms of national belonging (Carmel and

Sojka, ; Kootstra, ; Kremer, ; Osipovič, ; Reeskens and van

Oorschot, ; Reeskens and van der Meer, ; van der Waal et al., ;

van Oorschot and Uunk, ; Wright and Reeskens, ), I argue that identity

and belonging must be understood in a more nuanced way. Because people can

identify with more than one community and with different levels of communi-

ties (e.g. national, local, etc.) (Yuval-Davis, ), identity as a deservingness

criterion must be considered in a more fluid way, where different kinds of

belonging can be emphasized in the evaluation of deservingness.

Furthermore, I argue that we need to pay attention to how the different forms

of reciprocity that respondents can emphasize influence recipients’ welfare

deservingness. Even though reciprocation can be understood in many ways

(van Oorschot, ), respondents often point to more specific kinds of recip-

rocation that vary between respondents in kind (Nielsen et al., ) and degree

of conditionality (Mau, a, b). Accordingly, welfare recipients’ deserv-

ingness also varies depending on what kinds of reciprocation respondents

emphasize.

In this article, I show how multiple conceptions of identity and reciprocity

can affect potential recipients’ welfare deservingness. I do this by exploring how

Chinese people evaluate the deservingness of intranational Chinese migrants.

These migrants are Chinese nationals, and they contribute to the local economy

at their destination through their labor. It could thus be argued that they belong

to the same national community as the local residents in their destination (iden-

tity), and that they make contributions to the local community (reciprocity).

However, they are excluded from welfare. Because of the Chinese household reg-

istration (hukou) system, which ties all Chinese citizens to a certain location

(Song, ), migrants are not entitled to welfare at their destinations. The case

of migrants’ non-entitlement to welfare is thus challenging these conceptions of

identity and reciprocity. In making sense out of migrants’ non-entitlement,

Chinese people deploy multiple notions of identity and reciprocity criteria,

and this can offer us insights into how these differing notions affect

deservingness.

In a qualitative analysis of  interviews with Chinese people working in

Beijing, I explore how differing notions of identity and reciprocity affect

migrants’ deservingness. The interviewees primarily applied these two criteria

to evaluate migrants’ deservingness. The remaining three CARIN criteria
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(control, attitude, and need) are nearly completely absent. I find that interview-

ees emphasize different notions of identity and reciprocity, and that migrants’

deservingness depends on which notions are highlighted. This suggests that

deservingness research should pay greater attention to how respondents con-

ceive of identity and reciprocity, because the deservingness of a group of poten-

tial recipients varies significantly depending on respondents’ emphasized

notions of identity and reciprocity. Thus, this article not only offers new empir-

ical insights into deservingness in China but also advances our general under-

standing of welfare deservingness. This can deepen our understanding of

popular welfare attitudes, and given that policymakers, to some extent, design

policies in response to public attitudes (Chen et al., ; Laenen, ), how

respondents conceive of deservingness criteria also has an impact on social pol-

icy making.

In the next section, I present the CARIN deservingness criteria and explain

how the identity and reciprocity criteria must be considered in more fluid ways.

Then, I describe the hukou system and highlight the important differences in

social rights between residents and migrants. Section  provides an account

of the method applied in the analysis. Section  presents the findings, and

the paper ends with a conclusion.

2. Deservingness & Outsiders

In this section, I introduce the deservingness framework. Van Oorschot ()

argues that five criteria underlie people’s preferences for granting welfare to spe-

cific groups. People consciously or unconsciously evaluate potential welfare

recipients’ deservingness based on the extent to which recipients fulfill five

deservingness criteria. If welfare recipients mostly satisfy the deservingness cri-

teria, respondents tend to think that these welfare recipients are worthy of wel-

fare. Other welfare recipients might satisfy the deservingness criteria to a lesser

extent, and then respondents tend to think of them as less deserving. The five

criteria are as follows:

• Control: If you cannot be blamed for your needs, you are more deserving.

• Attitude: If you are more compliant, you are more deserving.

• Reciprocity: If you have contributed to this society or are likely to, you are

more deserving.

• Identity: If you belong to “our community,” you are more deserving.

• Need: If your need is great, you are more deserving.

Following the logic of deservingness criteria, immigrants are generally per-

ceived as less deserving. They do not belong to “our community” because they

come from another country (identity), and they have not contributed to this
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society because they have just arrived here (reciprocity) (Kremer, ; Laenen

et al., ; Nielsen et al., ; Osipovič, ; van Oorschot, ; van

Oorschot, ). In contrast, intranational Chinese migrants are Chinese

nationals (identity) and they contribute labor at their destination (reciprocity).

Despite this, they are not entitled to welfare.

In my analysis, all five criteria were operationalized. However, the inter-

viewees primarily evaluated the deservingness of migrants based on identity

and reciprocity criteria. In the following two subsections, I describe how these

two deservingness criteria might have to be understood more fluidly, especially

in China.

2.1 Identity

The identity criterion concerns the extent to which a potential recipient is

perceived as belonging to “our community.” The more respondents believe that

a recipient is a part of “our community,” the more deserving the recipient is.

However, this raises the question: What are the communities that people belong

to? Yuval-Davis () argues that people can belong to different kinds of com-

munities (e.g. local, national, religious, and global). Belonging is multilayered,

which means that individuals belong to multiple communities and that people

may prioritize these communities differently. This makes the deservingness

question more complex because a recipient’s deservingness depends on the

kinds of belongingness emphasized by the respondent.

The multilayeredness of identities should thus be considered in order to

understand conceptions of deservingness. In this regard, it seems particularly

relevant to pay attention to the multilayeredness of identity in China.

Whereas Marshall () describes how, during the last three centuries, citizen-

ship with equal rights for citizens developed around national communities (see

also De Swaan, ), Chinese sociologist Fei () argues that the notion of

national citizenship is absent among Chinese people. What is more important

for Chinese people are the specific relationships of individuals. People primarily

belong to a network of specific personal relationships, the most important being

that of the family. This ties individuals to their families and to the geographical

locations where their families are: home (see also Freedman, ).

Fei () described Chinese society in the s and s. Since then, the

multilayeredness of Chinese identity has become even more considerable.

Nation building has been an ongoing project in China since the end of the

th century and has intensified in the last four decades (Hayton, ).

Consequently, the Chinese people have learned about national citizenship with

equal rights for citizens (Lee, ). Additionally, provincial governments have

promoted provincial identities in recent decades (Feng and Zhan, ;

Goodman, , ; Oakes, ). Furthermore, Aihwa Ong () describes

how, in the era of globalization, a narrative of the transnational Chinese ethnic
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community has emerged, which includes ethnically Chinese people outside of

mainland China. These different layers of belonging illustrate the multilayered-

ness of Chinese identities. Oakes and Schein () argue that in reform-era

China, identities and belonging are becoming increasingly translocal.

Identities can therefore be tied to the local, provincial, and national (Feng

and Zhan, ; Goodman, ; Hoffman, ).

This multilayered nature of Chinese identities means that deservingness

becomes a complex question, because belongingness becomes much less evident

than simply belonging to the nation. Belonging can thus be conceived of both in

terms of local communities, such as family, and in terms of larger communities,

such as nations. Hence, whether a recipient is part of “our community” becomes

a complicated question.

2.2 Reciprocity

The reciprocity criterion concerns whether potential welfare recipients have

contributed or are expected to contribute. If they have contributed or are

expected to contribute in the future, they are more deserving of welfare.

However, this reciprocation can take different forms (van Oorschot, ).

Mau (a, b) provides a typology for how we can think about dif-

ferent kinds of reciprocity. One of the dimensions in his typology is the degree of

conditionality attached to the granting of welfare. He distinguishes between

weak and strong conditionality. Whereas strong conditionality implies that

there are quite specific expectations of welfare recipients’ reciprocations, weak

conditionality means that the granting of welfare is not so tightly tied to specific

forms of reciprocation. Nielsen et al. () further nuance the reciprocity

deservingness criterion by pointing out that respondents’ expectations of recip-

rocation can take three different forms. Monetary reciprocation occurs when the

recipient contributes by, for instance, paying taxes. Functional reciprocation is

when the recipient contributes by performing a task that needs to be done for

society to function. Finally, behavioral reciprocation occurs when recipients

contribute by showing good behavior and the right attitude. These distinctions

between different kinds of reciprocation highlight how deservingness becomes a

complicated question. Respondents can emphasize different kinds of reciproca-

tion with different degrees of conditionality, and this will affect recipients’

deservingness.

These nuanced perspectives on the nature of the reciprocity criterion might

be particularly relevant to keep in mind when understanding deservingness in

China. Fei () points out that the notion of equality is weak in China. Rather

than equality among people, relations are hierarchical. This hierarchy manifests

itself in two important ways. First, people occupy different positions in society

because they have different abilities and qualifications: those with appropriate

abilities and qualifications are in higher positions (Xie, ). Second, this social
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hierarchy is projected into a geographical space. This means that different levels

of society are tied to certain locations. The top of this spatial hierarchy is Beijing,

due to its role as a political and economic center (Cartier, ; Oakes and

Schein, ; Schein, ). To belong in Beijing and in that part of society,

one needs the appropriate abilities to contribute. In this case, the conditionality

attached to the granting of welfare in Beijing has become very strong.

Reciprocation is, then, not only a matter of what you do but also of who you

are and what you are able to do. The functions that recipients can and cannot

take on determine whether they belong to a given part of society and in a given

location, and thus also determine their deservingness of welfare in that location.

When this strong functional conditionality is attached to welfare entitlements in

a place like Beijing, it means that for some groups of people, it will be very diffi-

cult to become deserving of welfare there.

3. Hukou & Migrants

This section introduces the case study: intranational migrants in China are lim-

ited in their access to public social welfare by the household registration (hukou)

system. One inherits the hukou status of one’s parents, which means that one’s

hukou will be in the same location as that of one’s parents (Song, ). People

might be able to change their hukou status but not simply by moving to another

location. The person needs to go through formal procedures to obtain a new

hukou status. Every place has its own rules concerning hukou conversion,

and the difficulty of converting one’s hukou also varies. Big cities, such as

Beijing, have very strict requirements for hukou conversion (Liu and Shi,

; Song, ). The exact eligibility requirements for obtaining a Beijing

urban hukou are not formulated very clearly; however, Liu and Shi () found

that people with a postgraduate degree and those who work in the civil service

have a higher chance of obtaining a Beijing urban hukou. These requirements

make it nearly impossible for many migrants to obtain a Beijing hukou

(Song, ).

Public welfare is provided by local governments in China. You are entitled

to welfare only in your hukou location, and the types of benefits differ. Hukou

holders in China’s big cities are entitled to quite comprehensive public welfare,

but migrants in China’s big cities are excluded from this welfare. Migrants are

often excluded from, for instance, public schools, social assistance programs,

and housing subsidies’ programs (Leung and Xu, ; Song, ).

However, some migrants might be included in the social insurance pro-

gram. This is an employment-based insurance program in which both employ-

ers and employees make contributions. It includes the following welfare benefits:

pension, unemployment insurance, medical insurance, work injury insurance,

and maternity allowances. Participation in the social insurance program is
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required by law but is not strictly enforced. This means that because many

migrants work in low-income, informal sectors, where employers are unwilling

to pay contributions for them, they are not entitled to social insurance benefits

(Leung and Xu, ; Song, ).

The hukou system entails significant differences in public welfare entitle-

ments, and it also entails rigidity in the individual’s hukou status, which makes

it close to impossible to change one’s hukou. Therefore, it is difficult for

migrants to become entitled to welfare in their destinations. Examples of

how local welfare entitlements are limited to local taxpaying residents can also

be identified in Europe (Theiss, ). However, because it is very difficult to

change one’s hukou status, it is not just a matter of living in the destination

and paying taxes. Rather, one’s hukou status is a permanent feature fixed to

the individual. Even though recent hukou reforms mean that criteria for con-

verting hukou are less strict in smaller cities (Zhang et al., ), criteria remain

strict in China’s big cities, which also attract most migrants because of better job

opportunities there (Song, ). This large part of the population in a city like

Beijing has only secondary citizenship without entitlements to local welfare,

even though migrants are Chinese citizens who contribute to the local economy.

This makes them an interesting case in terms of deservingness, because it can

show how the multiple conceptions of identity and reciprocity, which people

deploy to make sense out of migrants’ non-entitlement, affect welfare

deservingness.

4. Methods

The analysis of this article is based on  qualitative interviews conducted with

Chinese people working in Beijing. Following the examples of Lamont ()

and Frederiksen (), this number of interviews ensures that the sample

includes a broad range of Chinese people with different background character-

istics. Furthermore, this number makes it possible to identify similarities in the

themes that people talk about. A few interviews were conducted by me, while the

remaining interviews were conducted by Chinese research assistants. The inter-

views were conducted in Chinese and then transcribed and translated into

English because the interviews were part of the empirical material for a broader

cross-national research project. We conducted interviews between October 

and May . The first  interviews were conducted in person, while the

remaining interviews were conducted online because of the Covid- pandemic.

To ensure interviewees’ anonymity and confidentiality, interview data were

encrypted when sent digitally and stored only on password-secured hard drives.

Additionally, the interview excerpts in the findings section are presented in an

anonymized form.
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We interviewed both urban residents with a Beijing hukou and migrants

without a Beijing hukou. I included both groups in the analysis because the

hukou system is a national system, so the question of migrants’ deservingness

is relevant in all parts of the country. The limitations in welfare entitlements for

non-Beijingers in Beijing are similar in other parts of China for non-local res-

idents. Migrants’ deservingness is something that all Chinese people can reflect

on, so I included both groups in my analysis. I also found that both groups talk

about migrants’ deservingness in similar ways.

The sampling strategy was to obtain a broad sample of interviewees who

differed in age, gender, class (occupation-based, along the lines of Svallfors

[]), and hukou status (see Table  for an overview). The recruitment strat-

egy was based on a network approach: I looked for people who fit the criteria in

the research assistants’ networks and my own. To ensure diversity in the sample,

I approached different parts of our networks. Despite encountering some chal-

lenges in approaching potential interviewees due to the Covid- pandemic,

which meant that the recruiting process was significantly prolonged, I still man-

aged to recruit a diverse group of interviewees. This ensures that the conclusions

drawn based on these interviews cannot be attributed to just one segment of

society, but to a wider range of people from different parts of society.

However, the sample is not representative of the whole population of China,

because we interviewed only people who work in Beijing. Conclusions drawn

based on these interviews will be relevant for Chinese people working in envi-

ronments that are comparable to Beijing, primarily other large, resourceful cit-

ies. Whether the findings of this article are more broadly relevant to Chinese

society needs to be further investigated.

TABLE . Background characteristics of interviewees

Age Below  – – Above 

   

Gender Female Male
 

Class Working class Middle class
 

Household registration status Registered in Beijing Not registered in
Beijing

 

Note: Number of interviewees. Class: Working class includes unskilled workers, skilled

workers, and routine non-manual employees. Middle class includes service class II (lower-

level controllers and administrators), service class I (higher-level controllers and

administrators), and self-employed (Svallfors, ).

Source: Author’s overview of interviewees.
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The interviews lasted, on average, around one hour and concerned people’s

attitudes toward welfare. I focused my analysis on the interviewees’ statements

about whether migrants should be entitled to welfare at their destinations. For

this analysis, I have thus not included statements about the deservingness of

other groups of potential welfare recipients.

I completed a deductive, theory-based coding of the statements about

migrants’ welfare status using the CARIN deservingness criteria:

• Control: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based

on their control over their situation.

• Attitude: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based

on their general compliance.

• Reciprocity: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated

based on their contributions.

• Identity: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on

their belongingness.

• Need: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on

their need for welfare.

Some statements have elements of several deservingness criteria and are

coded with more than one code. Statements in which the interviewee did not

recognize the difference in welfare entitlements between local residents and

migrants were not coded. Table  shows how many interviewees applied each

deservingness criterion in their evaluation of migrants’ deservingness. I opera-

tionalized all five deservingness criteria during the coding. However, the inter-

viewees primarily applied the identity and reciprocity criteria.

5. Findings

The identity and reciprocity criteria are important to the interviewees’ evalua-

tions of migrants’ deservingness. However, multiple conceptions of these two

TABLE . Quantification of coding: Deservingness criteria applied to
evaluate migrants’ deservingness

Deservingness criteria Number of interviewees

Control 

Attitude 

Reciprocity 

Identity 

Need 

Not coded 

Note:  interviewees in total.

Source: Author’s coding of interviews.
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criteria mean that migrants’ deservingness can be evaluated very differently. In

the next two subsections, I present my findings concerning the different con-

ceptions of the identity and reciprocity criteria.

5.1 Identity: The National and the Local

The questions of identity and belonging were very present in the interviews.

However, because of the multiple conceptions of identity, the interviewees had dif-

ferent views on the belongingness of migrants. Even though they were talking about

the same group of potential welfare recipients, the interviewees’ varying emphases

on different communities meant that some interviewees thought of migrants as part

of their community, while other interviewees thought of them as outsiders.

On one hand, some interviewees emphasized that migrants belong to the

same national community as Beijing hukou holders and are as deserving of

Beijing’s welfare as the residents:

I think [migrants] should [enjoy the same social benefits as Beijingers]. [ : : : ] Because I

think first of all that we are all Chinese. [ : : : ] Therefore, no matter where this person is,

as long as he is within the territory of your country, he can be guaranteed that his most

basic rights are equal.

(male, , local)

This interviewee emphasized that they are all Chinese, so it should not matter

from which part of the country people come. Thus, they invoked their national

identity, which Lee () also describes. Other interviewees emphasized an

even larger community: humanity. By highlighting that all people are equal,

these interviewees think that migrants should be entitled to welfare in Beijing:

Regarding the welfare of this person who came to Beijing from a different place, I think it

should be enjoyed. After all, everyone is equal.

(male, , migrant)

By emphasizing these large communities, these interviewees said that migrants

are deserving of welfare in Beijing because migrants also belong to these com-

munities. With these notions of identity, it does not make sense to divide

between Beijingers and migrants in terms of welfare deservingness. Migrants

are as deserving of welfare in Beijing as are Beijingers.

On the other hand, some interviewees highlighted more local identities:

[T]his place is not home. We Chinese have a tradition; that is, to have a house [ : : : ] only

with a fixed place we can have a home. This is our Chinese tradition. If you come here

from other places to work, [ : : : ] you do not have a private house in Beijing, you do not

have your own fixed house, you always feel that you are still floating. Maybe many people

who come to Beijing have this idea. Also, when a family is together, that is home. This is

also a traditional idea of us Chinese people.

(female, , migrant)
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The view that this interviewee expressed is in line with the ideas expressed by Fei

(). People are tied to a family and to a specific place where the family is

located (home, a fixed place). Migrants are thus undeserving because their iden-

tities tie them to these communities and places outside Beijing. Similarly, local

Beijingers emphasize that their homes are in Beijing, which ties their identities to

Beijing.

I do not think [people who move to Beijing from other parts of China should enjoy the same

social benefits as local people in Beijing]. Because I am from Beijing. [ : : : ] When Beijingers

go to outside places, Beijingers are outsiders. When Beijingers return home, the capital has

turned into the capital of outsiders. It belongs to everyone. Beijingers have no home.

(male, , local)

Beijingers are tied to Beijing because their homes are in Beijing. This ties

Beijingers to Beijing and makes them outsiders outside Beijing. Migrants are

undeserving because their homes are not in Beijing. Because Beijingers have

their homes in Beijing, they belong to Beijing. They are thus deserving of

Beijing’s welfare, while migrants are not.

The emphasis on belonging to local communities means that, for instance,

belonging to the national community is much less important.

Interviewer: [ : : : ] Do you think people who move to Beijing from other provinces in

China should enjoy the same social welfare as local people in Beijing? [ : : : ]

Interviewee: I still say, put this question in a bigger [perspective]. Can you [Chinese

nationals] go to New York now and let people in New York treat you like New Yorkers?

(female, , acquired local)

This interviewee justifies that migrants are not entitled to welfare in Beijing by

saying that Chinese nationals are not entitled to welfare in New York. This quote

shows how the national community is less important for these interviewees in

this context. A Chinese person from another part of China is as much of an

outsider as a Chinese national in the United States. Migrants within China

are therefore as undeserving of welfare as Chinese nationals are abroad.

Many of the interviewees spoke about identity more indirectly. Some

expressed concern about the possible influx of migrants to Beijing if equal social

benefits were implemented.

[Migrants] surely cannot enjoy [the same social benefits as the local people]. If they can enjoy

it, [people in other parts of China] all come,  million or  million. Beijing cannot do it.

(male, , migrant)

This interviewee considers the consequences of equal welfare benefits for migrants

and applies a logic like the welfare magnet thesis (Borjas, ): if Beijing’s welfare
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benefits were the same for migrants as for Beijingers, it would attract more migrants

to the city. This deservingness logic is similar to the rejectionist logic that Nielsen

et al. () found in their European focus group interviews. By pointing to Beijing’s

limited welfare capacity, people reason that migrants cannot be deserving of welfare

in Beijing. Hence, they draw a line between Beijingers and migrants, where Beijing’s

welfare can only be for those who belong in Beijing.

A few of the interviewees also applied alternative rejectionist logic. They

highlighted certain features of the hukou system to justify that migrants are

not entitled to welfare in Beijing. For example, some highlighted how

Beijingers are not entitled to welfare if they go to other places in China.

[ : : : ] [I]t is reasonable that [outsiders should not enjoy the same social benefits as

Beijingers when in Beijing] because when Beijingers go to other places, they do not enjoy

any local [welfare] policies. [ : : : ]

(male, , migrant)

By describing this feature of the hukou system, this interviewee justifies that

migrants are not entitled to welfare in Beijing. Because Beijingers and migrants

mutually exclude each other from welfare in their counterpart’s place of origin,

there is a kind of equality in the relationship. Another alternative rejectionist

logic stresses how migrants are entitled to welfare in their places of origin:

You are enjoying the welfare of the outside place when you come from the outside. If you

say a farmer, he is enjoying the farmer’s local social security insurance. Then if you come

to Beijing to work, you are still enjoying the local social security policy [in your place of

origin]. If you say blue-collar workers, blue-collar workers are still enjoying this kind of

social security insurance policy in the outside place.

(male, , acquired local)

Migrants are already entitled to welfare in their place of origin, so they neither

need nor should be entitled to welfare in Beijing. By showing how both

Beijingers and migrants are entitled to welfare in their respective places, these

interviewees emphasize systemic equality. It is therefore fair that migrants are

not entitled to welfare in Beijing. Like the resource-scarcity rejectionist logic, these

institutional logics become ways to draw a line between Beijingers and migrants:

only those people who belong to Beijing should be entitled to welfare in Beijing.

To sum up, the identity criterion is not simply a question of how much a

recipient belongs to the “community.” The multilayeredness of belonging means

that there are multiple levels of communities in which individuals belong

(Yuval-Davis, ). When evaluating deservingness, the respondents empha-

size different levels of community. This means that a recipient’s deservingness

can vary depending on the kind of belonging emphasized by the respondent. In

this subsection, I have illustrated how this is the case with the deservingness of

intranational Chinese migrants. Some interviewees emphasized belonging to
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larger communities, such as the nation. This meant that migrants would be seen

as belonging to “our community” and hence as deserving of welfare in Beijing.

Other interviewees highlighted belonging to more local communities, such as

the family and home. Beijingers thus belong to Beijing, while migrants belong

to outside places. Migrants were therefore seen as undeserving by those inter-

viewees. The multilayeredness of belonging thus makes the question of belong-

ingness much more complicated, and who is deserving and undeserving

becomes much less clear.

5.2 Reciprocity: Contributing What?

The theme of reciprocity was also present in the interviews. However, the

interviewees did not point to migrants’ contributions to the nation when evalu-

ating their deservingness of welfare in Beijing. Rather, the interviewees empha-

sized the ways in which migrants have or have not contributed to Beijing. Just as

Mau (a, b) describes certain types of reciprocity as entailing reciprocity

only between members of the same social insurance scheme (balanced reci-

procity), the reciprocity emphasized by the interviewees is only between mem-

bers of the Beijing community. In this case, migrants cannot be deserving just on

the basis of them having contributed to, for instance, the national community.

Rather, their deservingness is dependent on their contributions to the Beijing

community. This thus strengthens the conditionality attached to welfare entitle-

ments in Beijing, and it makes many migrants less deserving because they might

have contributed more to the larger national community and less to this specific

local community. Deservingness based on reciprocity also depends on the kind

of community emphasized by the respondents.

Thus, the interviewees evaluated migrants’ deservingness based on their

contributions to Beijing. However, they emphasized different kinds of contribu-

tions to Beijing. Some talked about contributions more broadly.

[ : : : ] I think he works and lives in Beijing. He probably is contributing to Beijing. I think

he should be treated equally with Beijingers.

(female, , local)

It depends on whether they are working like other people, giving back, and making con-

tributions to this society; then they can enjoy some benefits accordingly.

(female, , migrant)

These two interviewees did not have very specific conditions for the granting of

welfare. That is, they attached a relatively weak conditionality to welfare entitle-

ments. They talked about working and giving back, which are broader kinds of

contributions that most people can make. This is also the case for most migrants,

who often come to Beijing to work. Therefore, many of the interviewees who did
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not have very specific conditions for granting welfare also saw migrants as more

deserving because migrants make some kind of contribution to Beijing.

Other interviewees highlighted more specific conditions for the granting of

welfare. They emphasized monetary reciprocation:

[ : : : ] Are these [social] benefits not created by our government? This comes from tax. I

pay tax here. I should have this right, but our country has the hukou limit. I quite agree

that where you pay tax is where you enjoy welfare.

(male, , migrant)

[ : : : ] I think the current policy is very good. It depends on the social insurance contri-

butions you pay. If you have paid enough, if you have contributed enough, you can enjoy

the same [social benefits].

(female, , local)

These two interviewees mentioned two kinds of monetary contributions: tax and

social insurance contributions. By making these payments, migrants become

deserving of welfare in Beijing. However, many migrants work in low-salary,

informal sectors. In these sectors, employers do not pay social insurance con-

tributions. Furthermore, their salaries are so low that they do not pay taxes

(Leung and Xu, ; Song, ). Therefore, these migrants are not making

these monetary contributions. With an emphasis on monetary reciprocation,

it thus becomes harder for migrants to deserve welfare in Beijing. This makes

the conditionality for granting welfare stronger, and it is then not enough just to

do some kind of reciprocation.

A few interviewees applied the reciprocity criterion in an even more con-

ditional way:

Beijing has its future as an international metropolis. It will transfer some functional

things that do not belong to this city; that is, it is based on development needs.

Because the cities are now divided into first tier, second tier, and third tier. I think it

depends on this [migrant’s] ability. If they match [the migrant’s ability and the city’s

development], that is good. The two aspects are good. If they do not match, then you

may have to make a choice.

(female, , migrant)

This quote illustrates strong functional conditionality. Migrants’ deservingness of

welfare in Beijing depends on the kinds of contributions they can make to

Beijing. It is not just any contribution that makes migrants deserving of welfare

in Beijing. Beijing has special status in China (an international metropolis) with spe-

cial needs when it comes to the personnel it requires. As a first-tier city, it will need

talented people with abilities that will help it develop. Migrants’ deservingness is

therefore conditional on their ability to perform certain functions that contribute

to Beijing’s development. However, many migrants do not have these kinds of
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abilities. Many of them come from rural areas where the education level is generally

lower (Im, ). When respondents attach this strong functional conditionality to

welfare entitlements, it becomes very difficult to become deserving.

In sum, migrants can become deserving of welfare in Beijing through their

contributions to Beijing. Whether migrants have contributed to the nation is

inconsequential. However, migrants’ deservingness depends not only on the con-

tributions they can make to Beijing, but also on the kind of reciprocity emphasized

by the respondents. Some interviewees attached relatively weaker conditionality to

migrants’ entitlement to welfare, which means that migrants’ contributions to

Beijing in the form of their work and efforts to the local economy make them

deserving. In contrast, other interviewees attached stronger conditionality to wel-

fare entitlements. Some interviewees emphasized how migrants should make cer-

tain monetary contributions before they can become deserving of welfare in

Beijing. A few interviewees attached a strong functional conditionality to

migrants’ entitlement to welfare in Beijing. This means that migrants’ deserving-

ness depends on the extent to which they can perform certain required functions.

Because Beijing has a top position in the spatial hierarchy (Cartier, ; Oakes

and Schein, ; Schein, ), migrants’ abilities to contribute have to match

this position in the hierarchy before they can become deserving. With stronger

conditionality attached to migrants’ welfare entitlements, many migrants are

deemed undeserving of welfare in Beijing. Thus, even though the reciprocity cri-

terion can make migrants deserving of welfare in Beijing, their deservingness

depends on the respondent’s conception of reciprocity.

6. Conclusion

In this article, I have explored how differing notions of identity and reciprocity

emphasized by Chinese people influence the deservingness of intranational

Chinese migrants. Even though migrants are Chinese citizens who contribute

labor, they are not entitled to welfare at their destination. This makes migrants

a challenging case in terms of deservingness. The interviewees had both positive

and negative evaluations of migrants’ deservingness. Differing conceptions of

identity and reciprocity criteria mean that migrants are seen as deserving by

some and undeserving by others.

Yuval-Davis () describes how identity and belonging are multilayered,

which means that individuals can belong to multiple levels of communities

simultaneously. Thus, they can feel that they belong to, for instance, both the

national community and local communities. This multilayeredness of identities

and belonging means that the question of deservingness becomes complicated.

Belonging to the nation, which is often the kind of identity that is emphasized in

deservingness literature (Carmel and Sojka, ; Kootstra, ; Kremer, ;

Osipovič, ; Reeskens and van Oorschot, ; Reeskens and van der Meer,
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; van der Waal et al., ; van Oorschot and Uunk, ; Wright and

Reeskens, ), is only one of the ways in which people can feel belonging

(Yuval-Davis, ). People can feel belonging to multiple communities, and

researchers can therefore not assume which kinds of belongingness respondents

emphasize when they evaluate recipients’ deservingness. Whereas some

respondents emphasize larger communities, where more potential recipients

are seen as belonging, other respondents highlight smaller communities, where

fewer recipients are perceived as belonging.

The case of intranational Chinese migrants illustrates how this multilayered-

ness of identities complicates the question of deservingness. Accordingly, some

interviewees emphasized the nation and evaluated migrants as deserving because

they saw them as belonging to the same national community. Other interviewees

emphasized belonging to more local communities, such as family and home. This

meant that migrants were seen as not belonging and, therefore, undeserving. The

multilayeredness of identities and belonging therefore necessitates that the iden-

tity-deservingness criterion be understood in a more nuanced way, where fluidity

in how respondents emphasize belonging is considered.

I have also illustrated how the reciprocity criterion must be thought about

in a nuanced way. Reciprocation can take many forms (van Oorschot, ), but

respondents often emphasize and expect specific kinds of reciprocation that vary

in conditionality (Mau, a, b) and kind (Nielsen et al., ). Because

recipients might be able to reciprocate in some ways, but not others, recipients’

deservingness depends on which kinds of reciprocation respondents expect. The

case of migrants’ deservingness has also illustrated this point. Whereas migrants

were perceived as deserving if interviewees emphasized how migrants work and

contribute to the local economy, migrants were seen as less deserving if inter-

viewees highlighted more specific conditions for the granting of welfare; for

instance, monetary contributions like tax. Some interviewees attached a strong

functional conditionality to migrants’ deservingness of welfare in Beijing. They

reasoned that because Beijing is a political and economic center, it is only people

with certain abilities who can perform certain functions needed in Beijing who

can be deserving of welfare in Beijing. Consequently, these interviewees see

many migrants as not deserving of welfare in Beijing. Respondents might likely

attach this kind of strong functional conditionality only to welfare entitlements

in cities perceived as high in the spatial hierarchy of China. Respondents there-

fore do probably not attach the same degree of conditionality to welfare entitle-

ments in smaller cities. They might thus perceive migrants as more deserving of

welfare there because migrants more easily will be perceived by respondents as

contributing sufficiently. In any case, the different kinds of reciprocation

emphasized by the interviewees show that recipients’ deservingness is very much

dependent on which kind of reciprocation the respondents emphasize.
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The case of intranational migrants’ deservingness shows how we need to pay

attention to how respondents conceive of identity and reciprocity before we can

understand how they evaluate deservingness. This article has focused on the flu-

idity of identity and reciprocity criteria, and this fluidity was identified in the

interviewees’ evaluations of migrants’ deservingness. However, this analysis is

based only on the interviewees’ evaluations of intranational Chinese migrants’

deservingness. If the analysis had focused on the deservingness of other groups

or deservingness in relation to specific policy areas, it is likely that other deserv-

ingness criteria would have been applied by the interviewees, or that interviewees

would have conceived of the identity and reciprocity criteria in different ways.

My findings, therefore, do not indicate how people apply deservingness cri-

teria in general. Rather, they suggest that people have differing notions of identity

and reciprocity, and that potential recipients’ deservingness will vary depending

on the notions that respondents emphasize. This is something that deservingness

research must pay attention to. Deservingness is not only a question of recipients’

characteristics, but also of how respondents highlight different notions of identity

and reciprocity. Deservingness research should therefore be careful with assuming

certain conceptions of identity and reciprocity. Even though I have illustrated the

importance of this by exploring how Chinese people evaluate the deservingness of

intranational Chinese migrants, the findings are likely also relevant in other con-

texts and in other countries because people outside China also have differing

notions of identity (Yuval-Davis, ) and reciprocity (Nielsen et al., ).

Recognizing these differing notions is therefore likely to be important for under-

standing deservingness in other parts of the world.
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Abstract

Economic inequality in China has increased significantly over the past four decades,
and I examined the cultural resources that Chinese people have deployed to frame
this new inequality. Based on 75 interviews with Chinese people, I identified three
framings of inequality: The meritocratic framing views inequality as the result of dif-
ferences in effort, ability or contribution; the developmental framing emphasizes
that because everyone is doing materially better than four decades ago, it does not
matter that economic inequality has increased; and what I call the difference-order
framing, which emphasizes that individuals are born into different families with dif-
ferent levels of resources; therefore, they cannot be equal, which is not unfair. As
such, even though China was a much more economically equal society just a few
decades ago, available cultural resources enable Chinese people to frame inequality
in ways that justify, rather than problematize, the phenomenon.

Key words: China, culture, ideology, inequality, moral norms, stratification
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1. Introduction

A growing research stream has been focusing on the question of how ordinary people frame

economic inequality (e.g. Sachweh, 2012; Larsen, 2016; Heuer et al., 2018), but little atten-

tion has been paid to such framings in the context of China. How Chinese people frame eco-

nomic inequality is an interesting question because China’s current economic inequality is a

rather recent phenomenon. Just a few decades ago, China was much more economically
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equal (Xie and Zhou, 2014), eliciting the question: How do Chinese people frame this new

phenomenon? In this article, I examine this question.

An important theoretical perspective on people’s attitudes toward inequality is self-

interest. According to this perspective, individuals form their attitudes toward inequality

based on whether they would gain anything from redistribution (Meltzer and Richard,

1981; Schmidt-Catran, 2016; Kevins et al., 2018). However, self-interest is not the sole

driver of people’s attitudes toward inequality. Ideas and beliefs also influence people’s per-

spectives (Fong, 2001). Thus, much research also has focused on the importance of ideas

and beliefs in people’s attitudes toward inequality (Kluegel and Smith, 1986; Kelley and

Evans, 1993; Fong, 2001; Wu, 2009; Xie and Wang, 2009; Whyte, 2010, 2016; Sachweh,

2012, 2017; Xie et al., 2012; McCall, 2013; Bucca, 2016; Larsen, 2016; Koos and Sachweh,

2019; Xian and Reynolds, 2017; Heuer et al., 2018; Irwin, 2018; Garc�ıa-Sánchez et al.,

2019; Hilmar, 2019; Mijs, 2021; Heuer et al., 2020; Kuusela, 2022). These ideas and beliefs

within a culture are important in shaping people’s attitudes toward inequality because they

enable people to justify or problematize the unequal distribution of material resources

among societal members (Swidler, 1986, 2001; Lamont et al., 2014).

In this article, I also focus on the importance of culturally shaped ideas and beliefs, i.e.

how cultural repertoires and the cultural resources within them (Swidler, 1986, 2001) enable

people to form attitudes toward economic inequality––in this case, within the Chinese con-

text, which has not received much attention in previous research in terms of the connection

between culture and attitudes toward inequality. In the past four decades, economic inequal-

ity has increased significantly in China, from a rather equal society before initiation of the

nation’s economic reform and opening-up strategy in 1978, to one of the most unequal

countries in the world in the 2010s (Xie and Zhou, 2014). During this process, Chinese peo-

ple have tried to make sense of this increasing economic inequality. In such a socioeconomic

environment, which cultural resources have Chinese people deployed to frame economic

inequality?

China is a particularly interesting case, one reason being that this new substantial eco-

nomic inequality requires that Chinese people make sense of a significantly different social

structure than the one they knew just a few decades ago. Second, China is also an interesting

case because, within a relatively short time frame, Chinese people have been exposed to very

different sets of ideas about how society should be organized, primarily traditional

Confucian thought, with its emphasis on the family (Fei, [1947] 1992); Maoist thought,

with its emphasis on class struggle (Meisner, 1977; Womack, 2001); and Deng Xiaoping

thought, with its emphasis on economic growth (Chang, 1996; Moak and Lee, 2015). With

such diverse ideational legacies, another question is whether Chinese people’s cultural reper-

toires are similarly diverse. Third, Chinese cultural repertoires might enable Chinese people

to frame economic inequality differently than what has been identified in other parts of the

world. In traditional Chinese society, the notion of equality has been rather weak compared

with Western societies, with inequality viewed as the natural state of society (Fei, [1947]

1992; Xie, 2016). I explain this further in Section 3.1.

For these reasons, it is interesting to examine how culture enables Chinese people to

frame economic inequality. My Chinese student assistants and I conducted 75 interviews

with Chinese people working in Beijing. I identified three dominant framings of inequality:

the meritocratic framing; developmental framing; and the difference-order framing. All three

were used to justify economic inequality. Therefore, even though Chinese society was

2 A. M. Østerby-Jørgensen
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significantly more economically equal not that long ago, the cultural resources available to

Chinese people today generally do not enable them to problematize this increased economic

inequality.

In Section 2, I present the theoretical framework of my analysis, which is based on

Swidler’s (1986, 2001) theory on cultural repertoires. In Section 3, I examine the types of in-

equality that have characterized Chinese society in the past and present, and the ideas under-

lying them. In Section 4, I describe my methods, and in Section 5, I present the study’s

findings. I conclude the paper with a discussion.

2. Culture and attitudes toward inequality

As described in the introduction, a need exists to understand the ideas and beliefs within a

culture to understand attitudes toward economic inequality. So, how can we comprehend

this process, in which culture influences attitudes toward inequality?

Swidler (1986, 2001) suggested that culture provides individuals with repertoires com-

prising cultural resources, e.g. ideas and beliefs. However, culture does not determine atti-

tudes directly, but rather provides individuals with cultural resources that enable individuals

to interpret and make sense of the world. To form attitudes toward inequality, individuals

must interpret and frame inequality in certain ways using available cultural resources.

Accordingly, attitudes toward inequality are dependent on the cultural resources available in

people’s cultural repertoires.

However, culture’s influence on attitudes can vary depending on the context. Swidler dis-

tinguished between unsettled and settled historical periods. By unsettled periods, she referred

to periods of social transformation, during which culture, in the form of ideologies, signifi-

cantly influences the organization of social life. Because people are learning how to act and

organize their lives under unfamiliar circumstances, ideologies are particularly important in

guiding people in this changing environment. Therefore, culture influences attitudes more di-

rectly during unsettled periods, but ideologies’ influence during unsettled periods is not un-

limited. First, in aspects of life that are not covered by ideology, older cultural resources will

remain an important part of people’s cultural repertoires. Second, other cultural frame-

works––e.g. common sense, traditions and other ideas––can outstrip ideologies (Swidler,

2001, pp. 101–103). During settled periods, culture’s influence is less obvious because the

culture in settled contexts is more diverse, providing individuals with a repertoire of more

varied cultural resources that they can use to form attitudes. However, the cultural reper-

toire remains limited, thereby constraining how individuals can form attitudes.

The analysis below revolves around what I call framings of inequality. Different terms

have been applied to describe what I define as framings of inequality, e.g. inequality beliefs

or narratives. I think of framings of inequality as how people describe, explain, justify or

problematize economic inequality using certain cultural resources rather than others. By us-

ing the term framing, I wish to emphasize that people can use different cultural resources to

frame inequality in different ways. Even though these framings of inequality represent differ-

ent ways of thinking about economic inequality, they are not mutually exclusive. An individ-

ual can frame inequality in various ways, and framings of inequality also can be combined

to some extent. I describe this further in Section 5, in which I present the framings of in-

equality that the study’s interviewees applied.

Framings of inequality that Chinese people apply 3
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3. China’s history of inequality

Even though the current economic inequality is a new phenomenon in China, the nation has

experienced other types of inequality in the past. In this section, I provide a short overview

of the inequality types that have characterized Chinese society and the ideas underlying

them. In the following subsections, I describe the inequality types that have characterized

traditional China (before 1949), Maoist China (1949–1978) and reform China (after 1978)

and the corresponding cultural frameworks (i.e. sets of ideas about how society should be

organized) that have dominated each of these periods: Confucianism; Maoism; and Deng

Xiaoping thought. This overview provides us with the contextual basis for understanding

how Chinese people frame economic inequality today.

3.1 Traditional China and Confucianism

Confucianism dominated China’s political system and society throughout most of its impe-

rial history. In Confucian thought, inequality is viewed as a natural state of the world. As

Mencius, a Confucian philosopher, declared: ‘That things are unequal is part of their nature.

. . . If a roughly finished shoe sells at the same price as a finely finished one, who would make

the latter’ (Lau, 2004, p. 62). Inequality is viewed as a normal phenomenon by virtue of the

fact that things and people are different. Better-quality work must be rewarded to incentivize

the creation of better-quality things and people. This meritocratic idea is central to

Confucian thought, and it also is what underlies the political inequality that has character-

ized traditional Chinese society (Xie, 2016).

Even though the Confucian meritocratic idea suggests that everyone potentially could ad-

vance within society, other important Confucian ideas imply that chances for social ad-

vancement should not be equal. Chinese sociologist Fei ([1947] 1992) characterized Chinese

traditional society using what he called the mode of differential and orderly association. In

early Chinese society, people are first and foremost associated with one another through spe-

cific personal relationships, and people’s moral obligations are tied primarily to these rela-

tionships. People are born as individuals in a specific context with specific relationships,

among which, the most important relate to family members, particularly the parent–child re-

lationship: ‘The father conceals the misconduct of the son, and the son conceals the miscon-

duct of the father. Uprightness is to be found in this’ (Confucius, ca. 500 B.C.E.). Parents

and children have a primary obligation toward each other, even if this goes against the law

and state (Fei, [1947] 1992). To help their children advance within a meritocratic society,

parents invest in their children’s education (Xie, 2016). However, because families had dif-

ferent levels of economic and cultural resources, children with parents from higher levels of

society had a much greater chance of advancing within the political hierarchy. Thus, this

reproduced the political inequality. Therefore, Confucianism provided some of the impor-

tant underlying ideas about the political inequality that characterized traditional China.

3.2 Maoist China and Maoism

With Mao Zedong’s founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, a new set of

ideas was introduced to Chinese society. Maoism, based on Mao’s thought, dominated

Chinese society until the initiation of the reform and opening-up strategy in 1978. Marxist

ideology and the Marxist notion of class struggle inspired Mao (Marx and Engels, [1848]

2020; Marx, [1867] 1999). Mao’s goal was to establish a socialist society, and the most

4 A. M. Østerby-Jørgensen
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important idea in realizing this was class struggle: ‘The class struggle between the proletariat

and the bourgeoisie, the class struggle between the different political forces, and the class

struggle in the ideological held between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie will continue to

be long and tortuous and at times will even become very acute’ (Mao et al., 1966). Class

struggle was viewed as the most important element in the process of removing the distinc-

tions between the upper and lower classes of society, thereby reducing inequality (Meisner,

1977, pp. 1022–1023).

Considering that 80–90% of China’s population lived in rural areas during the Maoist

era (Gu et al., 2017), this population predominately experienced inequality and class strug-

gle, based on land ownership. Even though farmland was redistributed and later collectiv-

ized during the first years of the PRC (Whyte, 1975; Andreas, 2016), the pre-1949

exploiting classes continued to be categorized as such throughout the Maoist era and would

be vilified during political campaigns to prevent them from threatening the socialist regime

(Whyte, 1975; Kraus, 1977).

However, the urban exploiting class was not treated as harshly as the rural one, even

though the state also seized the productive property of the urban exploiting class. The new

political elite of cadres from the Communist Party of China (CPC) primarily comprised

peasants with humble origins, so they needed the expertise of the educated old urban elite to

manage government and economic activities. Thus, the urban exploiting class maintained a

relatively high position within Chinese society after 1949, but the cadres supervised the old

elites’ work; thus, they were more powerful. However, for both of these elite groups, their

privileged positions provided their children with better opportunities to advance in society

(Whyte, 1975; Andreas, 2016).

By abolishing private ownership of land and productive means, Mao wished to create an

economically more equal society (Meisner, 1977), which seemed to have succeeded to some ex-

tent (Blecher, 1976). However, Maoist China was politically unequal, with CPC cadres at the

top of the political hierarchy (Whyte, 1975), but during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976),

the class struggle targeted this political elite. Mao feared that members of the political elite

would try to restore a capitalist system in China; thus, they became the target of class struggle

during the Cultural Revolution. Nevertheless, many of them returned to the same positions that

they held before the Cultural Revolution (Kraus, 1977; Andreas, 2016; Gao, 2016).

To sum up, Mao’s ideas about class struggle were very important in shaping society in

Maoist China, but the class struggles that Chinese people were exposed to throughout the

Maoist era differed in intensity and in the kind of inequality experienced.

3.3 Reform China and Deng Xiaoping thought

Mao Zedong died in 1976, and 2 years later, Deng Xiaoping initiated the reform and

opening-up strategy, which also aimed to establish a socialist society. However, instead of

Mao’s emphasis on class struggle, Deng stressed that China’s socialist society would be a mate-

rially rich one; therefore, China needed to develop its economy (Chang, 1996, pp. 381–384).

Probably inspired by the neoliberal discourses of the 1980s (Harvey, 2005; Littler, 2017;

Sandel, 2020; Weber, 2020), Deng also emphasized meritocratic ideas, i.e. hard work, talent

and intellect should be rewarded (Deng, 1983; Deng, 1988; Chang, 1996, p. 389): ‘We stand

for the principle ‘to each according to his work’, and we favor public citations and material

rewards for those individuals and organizations that have made outstanding contributions’

Framings of inequality that Chinese people apply 5
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(Deng, 1980). This aimed to ensure hard work from all people—both workers and intellec-

tuals––thereby enhancing economic development.

Deng believed that increasing inequality could be tolerated: ‘It is our policy to let some

people and some regions prosper before others, so that they can bring along the backward

regions’ (Deng, 1986). Thus, increasing inequality was acceptable because those who be-

come rich first can pave the way for better standards of living for everyone. This belief also

corresponded with neoliberal thinking (Harvey, 2005; Littler, 2017). For Deng, this idea of

elite-driven overall growth was central, although he was aware that overly excessive inequal-

ity levels could result in polarization, which would contradict socialist ideals: ‘If the rich

keep getting richer and the poor poorer, polarization will emerge. The socialist system must

and can avoid polarization. One way is for the areas that become prosperous first to support

the poor ones by paying more taxes or turning in more profits to the state. Of course, this

should not be done too soon. At present, we do not want to dampen the vitality of the devel-

oped areas’ (Deng, 1992). He argued that to avoid polarization, some redistribution might

be applied in the future to decrease inequality. However, this should not be done too soon

because excessive redistribution would slow economic development (Chang, 1996).

The reforms that Deng introduced after 1978 meant that the Chinese economy was con-

verted from a planned economy into a market economy. Within the market economy, some peo-

ple began to earn more than the rest of the population (Li, 2016). Consequently, economic

inequality in China has increased significantly since 1978 (Xie and Zhou, 2014), but aside from

this economic inequality, political inequality continues to exist in reform China (Li, 2016).

To sum up, the increasing economic inequality that has characterized China in recent

decades has appeared on the back of economic reforms, which transformed the planned

economy into a market economy. The ideas of Deng Xiaoping and neoliberalism shaped this

transformation, which emphasized creating incentives for individual merit, and which per-

ceived allowing some people to accumulate wealth as a way to create general growth within

society that could benefit the whole population.

4. Methods

The empirical data from this paper’s analysis was gathered from 75 qualitative interviews

conducted with Chinese people working in Beijing. I conducted four of the interviews, while

Chinese student assistants conducted the rest. The interviews were conducted from October

2019 to September 2021. The initial 16 interviews were conducted face-to-face, but due to

the COVID-19 pandemic, the remaining interviews were conducted online. The interviews

were conducted in standard Chinese, then transcribed and translated into English.

The interviewee sample varied in age, gender and class. See Table 1 for an overview of

the interviewees’ background characteristics. I recruited the interviewees through the student

assistants and my own networks, and I reached out to different parts of our networks to en-

sure diversity in the sample. A diverse sample ensured that the findings based on these inter-

views would apply to more than just one segment of Chinese society, as the themes

identified in the interviews were common among interviewees across the societal spectrum.

However, the sample was not representative of the Chinese population geographically, as

we only interviewed people in Beijing. Thus, people in the countryside and other cities were

not represented in our sample. Therefore, I do not claim that the framings of inequality iden-

tified in this article are the dominant framings in China. However, they represent at least

6 A. M. Østerby-Jørgensen

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/s
e
r/a

d
v
a
n
c
e
-a

rtic
le

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

0
9
3
/s

e
r/m

w
a
c
0
4
8
/6

6
5

4
6
6
4
 b

y
 g

u
e
s
t o

n
 1

8
 A

u
g

u
s
t 2

0
2
2



some of the nation’s framings of inequality, and they very likely will be relevant for Chinese

people living and working in environments similar to Beijing, e.g. other big cities in China.

However, whether the findings are relevant for Chinese populations living outside of Beijing

will need to be examined in future research.

The interviews were used to gauge interviewees’ views on social justice-related issues.

Each interviewer asked questions about taxation and equality, unemployment, education

and health care. Below are some example questions from the interview guide, which was

central to the analysis in this article:

A very small group of people in society are very rich and influential. Is this fair? Why or why not)?

Is economic equality a good thing? Why or why not? To what extent?
Do you think that Chinese people are now economically more equal or more unequal than be-

fore? Do you think that this change has been for the better or worse? Why?

I began by developing the main codes gleaned from a subsection of the interviews. This

initial coding primarily was data-based, i.e. I looked for themes in the interviewees’ state-

ments. I coded the interviewee’s statements on economic (in)equality, i.e. statements in

which they talked about differential economic resources among people. I coded the state-

ments based on how the interviewees framed economic inequality, e.g. their views on why

economic inequality exists or why it is (un)acceptable or (un)fair. I then consulted extant lit-

erature on framings of inequality to ascertain whether the framings I had identified among

the Chinese interviewees corresponded with those identified in previous research.

Furthermore, I consulted literature on Chinese culture, society and philosophy to provide

some context to the framings of inequality that the interviewees applied. After establishing

the main categories of framings, I went through the remaining interviews to check whether

inequality was framed the same as in the initial subsection of interviews. Through my cod-

ing, I identified three major ways of framing economic inequality.

5. Findings

In this section, I present the framings of inequality identified through the interviews. In the

first three subsections, I present the three most dominant framings of inequality, and in

Subsection 5.4, I present some of the more critical framings of inequality.

Table 1. Interviewees’ background characteristics.

Age 30 and below 31–40 41–50 51 and above

17 24 23 11

Gender Female Male

33 42

Class Working class Middle class

39 36

Source: Author’s overview of interviewees.

Note: Number of interviewees. Class: Working class includes unskilled workers, skilled workers and routine

non-manual employees. Middle class includes service Class II (lower-level controllers and administrators), ser-

vice Class I (higher-level controllers and administrators) and self-employed (Svallfors, 2004).
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5.1 The meritocratic framing

The most dominant framing of inequality that the interviewees applied was the meritocratic

framing, within which, the answer to the question of inequality was that some people

worked harder, had better abilities and qualifications, or generally were smarter and, there-

fore, deserved to be rewarded accordingly. Thus, distribution of resources should be based

on individual merit. Many of the interviewees applied the meritocratic framing in their rea-

soning about inequality:

There are some people who, due to their own efforts and intelligence, have created their influence
and their wealth accumulation. This is not a big problem, in my opinion.

(Female, 32, event planner)

Rich people earn it by their own ability. . . . They make great contributions to the country, so to
pay them more money, we absolutely agree with this.

(Male, 61, gardener)

Merit that deserves a reward is not only limited to effort, but also includes attributes

such as intelligence, ability and contributions to the country. The meritocratic framing that

the Chinese interviewees applied entailed a rather broad notion of merit, within which many

kinds of inequality could be justified. Accordingly, inequality that might seem to go against

a work-based distribution logic can be justified as resulting from other kinds of merit.

The meritocratic framing of inequality is not only a uniquely Chinese framing of inequality,

but also can be identified among people in, e.g. the USA (Kluegel and Smith, 1986; Xian and

Reynolds, 2017; Mijs, 2021), Latin America (Bucca, 2016) and Europe (Sachweh, 2012; Heuer

et al., 2018; Hilmar, 2019; Mijs, 2021). Therefore, viewing differences in wealth and income as

consequences of differences in personal merit is not only a Chinese way of framing inequality,

but also a way in which people worldwide frame the phenomenon. This cross-continental pres-

ence of the meritocratic framing likely, to some extent, can be attributed to neoliberal thinking’s

prominent position in global economic discourses since the 1980s (Harvey, 2005). According to

neoliberalism, individuals, through free market mechanisms, should be accountable for their

own actions and well-being, and should be incentivized to work and make an effort.

Subsequently, people with wealth are perceived as deserving of this wealth on the basis of their

merits (Littler, 2017; Sandel, 2020). Neoliberalism influenced not only Chinese economic think-

ing and that of Deng Xiaoping, but also economic thinking globally (Harvey, 2005; Weber,

2020). Thus, the meritocratic framing of inequality can be identified among people worldwide.

However, it is also worth noting that the meritocratic framing corresponds with the

Confucian emphasis on meritocracy, which characterized traditional China. Merit had to be

rewarded to incentivize people to improve themselves, so that the most qualified could enter the

emperor’s government as officials. Therefore, this meritocratic principle was prevalent through-

out the imperial era of China’s history (Xie, 2016) and was accordingly not an entirely foreign

idea within Chinese society before the spread of neoliberal thought in the past few decades.

Meritocratic ideas are an important part of Chinese people’s cultural repertoires and are

applied to frame inequality. The meritocratic framing regarding the question of why some

people get rich while others do not is that those who get rich have worked harder, have bet-

ter qualifications and abilities, or are generally smarter; therefore, they are more deserving

of rewards. Behind the meritocratic framing is a worldview of individuals as selfish and,

thus, in need of incentives to work and contribute. If they can gain resources without work-

ing, they will do just that. Accordingly, several interviewees highlighted that during the
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planned economy of the Mao era, people would receive the same payment amount, but

would not work equally hard:

In the past, it used to be the big rice bowl [system]. Collective work, collective gain. Some people
didn’t work hard, and they got the same share as others. This is unfair. Now it’s all about perfor-

mance. You get more if you do more. If you don’t do anything, you earn less.

(Female, 33, nurse)

Aside from being a central assumption in neoliberal thinking (Littler, 2017), selfishness is

also a recurring concern in Chinese thought. Fei ([1947] 1992) viewed selfishness as a com-

mon problem in China, in which people seek to maximize gains and minimize effort. That

people are selfish was also a basic assumption for many of China’s traditional schools of

thought, e.g. Confucianism, Legalism and Daoism (Barbalet, 2013, 2017). Tobin and col-

leagues also demonstrated how Chinese preschools were preoccupied with trying to counter-

balance selfishness among children (Tobin et al., 1991; Tobin et al., 2009). As the interviews

also indicated, many Chinese people seem to believe that human beings are selfish. They be-

lieve that individuals would not work and contribute if they received pay without making an

effort or if they were not rewarded for their extra work. Therefore, considering that efforts

and rewards are viewed as intimately intertwined, under the meritocratic framing of inequal-

ity, current economic inequality levels in China are viewed as fair.

5.2 The developmental framing

Another important framing of inequality that the interviewees applied was the developmen-

tal framing. Many of those who used this logic specifically referenced China as they rea-

soned about inequality. Instead of focusing on inequality, these interviewees focused on

overall economic growth.

Before initiation of its reform and opening-up strategy in 1978, China had a planned

economy, under which, Chinese people were guaranteed their livelihoods (Leung and Xu,

2015). However, it was not a rich society. In 1978, China’s gross domestic product (GDP)

per capita (in constant 2015 US dollars) was $381 (World Bank, 2022). However, after

China began transitioning toward a market economy in 1978, economic inequality in-

creased significantly (Xie and Zhou, 2014), but living standards also increased substantially.

In 2021, GDP per capita (constant 2015 US dollars) was $11188 (World Bank, 2022).

Chinese people recognized this improvement in living conditions. Whyte (2016, p. 29) found

that in 2014, almost 80% of Chinese people found that their living standards were better

than 5 years earlier. Many of our interviewees expressed a similar view:

It used to be a planned economy. The conditions at that time were relatively ordinary; everyone’s
income was not high. Therefore, I think it is much better [now]. Everyone’s [living standards], in-

cluding the gross national product and personal income, have increased.

(Male, 38, business agent)

Before . . . some people could earn 100 yuan; some people could not earn money. The current sit-

uation is that some people can earn 1,000–2,000 yuan, but everyone can earn 100 yuan. . . . So,
in this case, do you think it is better, more equal, or more unequal? In a sense, of course, it is

more unequal, but can you say it has become worse? Of course, you cannot put it that way. That
is, it is developing.

(Female, 23, cartoon editor)
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Chinese people are aware of the improved living standards experienced over the past

four decades. Within this framing, it is more important that overall living conditions in

China have improved and less important that inequality has increased. For many of the

interviewees, inequality is a necessary cost of economic growth. Indeed, many of the inter-

viewees said that inequality promotes overall economic development. The rationale is that

inequality can promote economic growth through trickle-down economics:

It is very good for a few people to become rich and drive everyone to become rich.

(Male, 45, firefighter)

Indeed, these interviewees view inequality as a good thing because those who become

rich first can promote the overall economic development of society, i.e. rich people can help

everyone become rich.

The developmental framing of inequality corresponds with Deng Xiaoping’s idea of elite-

driven general growth, whereby some parts of the population get a head start on wealth ac-

cumulation. They then can create general economic growth and improve the whole popula-

tion’s living conditions. The developmental framing also corresponds with neoliberal

notions of trickle-down economics and ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’, implying that in a free

market, some people’s wealth accumulation benefits the rest of the population because it

generates general economic growth within society (Harvey, 2005; Littler, 2017). Therefore,

inequality is acceptable because everyone’s living standards improve.

For Deng, the market could create economic modernization, which the planned economy

failed to accomplish. Therefore, a market economy should lead the way toward socialism in

the long run, while increasing economic inequality (Moak and Lee, 2015). Instead, equality

would be a long-term goal, but China first would need to develop its economy (Deng,

1992). Some interviewees also applied this idea of future equality:

It is a process of development. Now that we’ve chosen the reform and opening up, there should

be such a process, a phenomenon like [inequality] would happen, and by gradual reform, it will

slowly become more equal. It’s a kind of progress; it cannot be judged good or bad.
(Female, 28, executive director)

Thus, economic inequality is viewed as a necessary cost and a means of obtaining eco-

nomic development. In the longer run, when a certain level of economic wealth has been

achieved, some degree of economic equality ideally would surface. However, only some

interviewees mentioned this. Therefore, what seems to be most central in the developmental

framing of inequality is the importance attached to overall economic growth, which is used

to justify greater wealth accumulation for some.

The developmental framing of inequality corresponds with some previous research. With

their tunnel effect theory, Hirschman and Rothschild (1973) argued that in the process of

economic development, people are more accepting of inequality. People’s welfare not only

depends on their current living conditions, but also on their expected future living condi-

tions. As they witness the living conditions of people around them improve, they also believe

that their own living conditions will improve soon. Therefore, people will be quite accepting

of inequality at this point, as they can experience the economy as a whole improving.

Previous research has found that people in China (Xie and Wang, 2009; Whyte, 2010,
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2016; Xie et al., 2012) and internationally (Larsen, 2016) are more accepting of economic

inequality when they experience general improvements in living conditions.

Therefore, the developmental framing of inequality does not seem to be a uniquely

Chinese way to frame inequality, but in recent decades, substantial economic growth in

China has made the developmental framing particularly relevant to Chinese people’s view of

economic inequality. Many Chinese people have witnessed living conditions, including their

own, improve, but they also have observed increasing economic disparities among people.

Therefore, they tend to view economic inequality and economic wealth as closely interre-

lated (Xie and Wang, 2009). And because the idea underlying the developmental framing, as

described above, also was a central part of neoliberal (Harvey, 2005; Littler, 2017) and

CPC (Deng, 1986; Chang, 1996) discourses, Chinese people also have been exposed to this

idea of elite-driven general growth.

The worldview underlying the developmental framing of inequality emphasizes compari-

sons with oneself over time, rather than comparisons across the larger society. Many

Chinese people have experienced their own living conditions improve over the past few dec-

ades, but considering that economic inequality also has increased, this comparison with soci-

ety is less important:

We should try our best to find a suitable way for our own development under the big environ-

mental framework instead of every day questioning the environment itself.
(Female, 29, tattoo artist)

Individuals should focus on improving themselves now compared with in the past, rather

than dwelling on current social inequalities. Xie (2016, p. 338) described how ‘Chinese cul-

ture encourages people to look forward.’ Confucian values emphasize that individuals

should focus on improving themselves, rather than looking for others to blame (Barbalet,

2013, 2017; Yang, 2017). Therefore, current economic inequality is not that important. It is

more important how your life has improved compared with how it was before and how you

can improve it further in the future (Xie, 2016). From this perspective, economic inequality

in China today is not as important as the fact that most people now enjoy better living con-

ditions than they did before.

5.3 The difference-order framing

The final framing of inequality identified among the interviewees was the difference-order

framing, in which economic inequality is viewed as a natural phenomenon because people are

born into different segments of society, with different families and different sets of resources.

Therefore, individuals have different starting points in life, but this is not viewed as unfair:

(It) may be that their parents are richer, and then [the children] may enjoy some extra [education

resources], such as evening classes or interest-oriented classes. . . . I actually don’t consider it an

issue of fairness or unfairness because the condition you are born into is just what it is.
(Male, 29, HR employee)

I think there are social circles. For example, if you grew up in a military compound in Beijing,

your social circle is [different] from that of ordinary people. That is unequal. Equality is very dif-

ficult to achieve. . . . I think it depends on social circles. . . . I do not think that this can be judged

as good or bad.

(Female, 43, teacher in extracurricular school)
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Thus, if people are born into a specific context, e.g. a family with more resources, it is

not something that the individual can control, so it is not unfair.

This framing of inequality corresponds with some of Fei’s ([1947] 1992) thoughts on the

mode of differential and orderly association, which he argued characterized traditional

China. People are not born as independent individuals who are equal members of a larger

society. Rather, they are born as individuals into a specific context with specific personal

relationships. Therefore, moral obligations are not universal, i.e. they do not apply to all

people equally. Moral obligations are tied to specific personal relationships, among which

the most important is with family members, particularly the parent–child relationship.

Parents’ primary obligation is to their own children, and it would be morally wrong if

parents did not do what was within their power to help their children. This logic is also ap-

parent in the interviews regarding whether it is OK for some people to be able to afford bet-

ter education for their children than others:

It’s not unfair [that some people can afford to move to a better school district while others can’t].

It is money earned through their own ability.

(Male, 46, financial and insurance salesman)

According to the difference-order framing, nothing is wrong with parents providing a

better education for their children. As a consequence, it is impossible to have an equal start

because individuals are always born into specific families with unequal resources. Several

interviewees justified this unequal start by referring to the efforts of people’s ancestors:

A rich second generation [person], maybe he didn’t make any effort, [but] maybe his parents and

grandfathers, they definitely made some [effort].

(Male, 27, painter)

In this way, the difference-order framing of inequality is combined with the meritocratic

framing, but ancestors’ merits, rather than those of the individual, are emphasized.

However, this is not a problem because moral obligations are tied to the parent–child

relationship.

The difference-order framing of inequality emphasizes that people are born into different

families with different levels of resources and that because individuals’ moral obligations are

primarily tied to their kinship relationships, they should take care of these people, particu-

larly their parents and children. Therefore, people using their resources to provide better liv-

ing conditions for their families is viewed as normal and expected. In this framing, the

inequality arising from rich parents providing their children with better and more resources

compared with poorer parents is not deemed unfair, but rather as something that parents

should do if they have the resources.

The difference-order framing stands in contrast to framings of inequality identified in

previous research. Within these framings, economic inequality is viewed as just if opportuni-

ties for economic advancement are perceived as being equally distributed (McCall, 2013;

Larsen, 2016; Xian and Reynolds, 2017; Garc�ıa-Sánchez et al., 2019; Mijs, 2021). Whereas

the difference-order framing accepts that opportunities are not equal, but dependent on

one’s origin, this is viewed as a problem under the equal opportunities framing because op-

portunities to advance should not depend on having a wealthy family, but instead should be
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distributed equally so that all segments of society have a fair chance of achieving

economically.

The worldview behind the difference-order framing emphasizes that people are not inde-

pendent individuals who are equal members of a larger society. Rather, they are always

born into a specific context with specific personal relationships. They belong in one segment

of society because this is where their relationships tie them. People within a society are origi-

nally unequal and, thus, different. This framing of inequality highlights that differences exist

between people and their starting points in life, and that an order exists among people be-

cause certain moral obligations exist in specific relationships. Inspired by Fei’s ([1947] 1992)

mode of differential and orderly association, I termed this framing of inequality the differ-

ence-order framing, according to which, economic inequality in China today is a natural

phenomenon because people simply are born into different segments of society, which is not

unfair.

5.4 Critical framings

Even though the three framings presented in the previous three subsections all justified the

unequal distribution of resources in China today, other ways of framing inequality that

were less widespread among the interviewees had a somewhat more critical view of the dis-

tribution of resources.

One of these more critical framings emphasizes how economic inequality potentially

could make society less stable. For instance, these interviewees would say that ‘it would be

better to have more equality in terms of the stability of the whole society’ (female, 30) or

that ‘inequality causes crimes, such as robbing, beating, and smashing’ (male, 53).

Therefore, for these interviewees, economic inequality should not be too great. Even though

the emphasis on social stability is not a particularly Chinese framing of inequality (Mau,

2004), the theme also has been central in CPC discourses (Williams and Woo, 1995; Leung

and Xu, 2015) and also generally has been an important issue throughout Chinese history

(Xie, 2016).

Another way in which inequality was framed in more critical terms relates to situations

in which inequalities are perceived as not being the result of differences in merit.

Accordingly, some interviewees would point out that a mismatch exists between the merits

of certain groups and their rewards. For instance, they would say that ‘the quality of life of

the common people should be improved. Because ordinary people contribute a lot, farming

and growing vegetables, I think ordinary people are also working very hard’ (female, 43), or

‘[the fact that] the incomes of celebrities far exceed those of some scientists, I don’t particu-

larly understand this’ (male, 45). Thus, these interviewees also would emphasize merit, but

instead of using the meritocratic principle to justify the current distribution of resources

within society, as described in Subsection 5.1, they used this principle to problematize ele-

ments of the distribution, indicating that the idea of meritocracy can be used to both justify

and problematize wealth distributions (see also Son Hing et al., 2011).

Finally, it is also worth noting that some interviewees pointed out that opportunities to

advance economically should be more equal. For instance, unlike the difference-order fram-

ing, these interviewees said that ‘educational resources should be distributed more according

to the individual qualities of students than the economic factors of families’ (female, 29), or

that ‘we should make these better educational resources more evenly distributed, so that this

generation can receive a relatively fair education’ (male, 35). Therefore, for these

Framings of inequality that Chinese people apply 13
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interviewees, a fair distribution of resources is dependent on relatively equal opportunities

for economic advancement and should not depend on one’s social background. This is more

in line with the equal opportunities framing identified in previous research (McCall, 2013;

Larsen, 2016; Xian and Reynolds, 2017; Garc�ıa-Sánchez et al., 2019; Mijs, 2021). Thus,

not all interviewees applied the difference-order framing of inequality.

Thus, more critical framings of inequality were not completely absent among the inter-

viewees, even though these critical framings were less widespread than the three framings of

inequality presented in the previous three subsections.

6. Discussion and conclusion

In this article, I examined the cultural resources that Chinese people deploy to frame eco-

nomic inequality. In this final section, I discuss my findings. My theoretical starting point

was Swidler’s (1986, 2001) theory on cultural repertoires, which enable people to form atti-

tudes toward inequality by providing them with the cultural resources they need to frame

economic inequality in a specific way.

I found that the most dominant way of framing economic inequality was by emphasizing

the meritocratic idea that people who work harder and are smarter should be rewarded.

Existing research has also identified this framing in other parts of the world—probably due

to neoliberalism’s dominant position in economic discourses across the world in recent deca-

des. However, the meritocratic framing of inequality also corresponds with Confucianism

and Deng Xiaoping’s thought. It is based on a worldview that views individuals as selfish,

i.e. efforts and rewards must align to incentivize them to work and contribute. Thus, eco-

nomic inequality is viewed as a consequence of rewards differing based on effort and

contributions.

The second framing of inequality emphasized that economic inequality is a necessary

cost of economic development. With this framing, the interviewees argued that because

everyone’s living conditions have improved, it is not important that inequality has increased.

That people are more accepting of inequalities when they are experiencing general economic

growth within society, has also been pointed out in previous research, but given recent deca-

des’ extraordinary economic growth in China, this framing of inequality is particularly rele-

vant for Chinese society. The developmental framing corresponds with Deng Xiaoping’s

view on giving some people a head start to accumulate wealth so that they can create general

economic growth. This idea also is embodied in the neoliberal notion of trickle-down eco-

nomics. This framing is based on a worldview in which living conditions are compared over

time, rather than across a population. Therefore, it is more important that general living

conditions in all parts of society today are better than they were before and less important

that some people in society have better living conditions than others.

The third framing of inequality emphasized that because people are born into different

families with different levels of resources, economic inequality is normal. The difference-

order framing corresponds with Fei’s ([1947] 1992) description of Chinese society:

Individuals are morally obligated to help family members, i.e. individuals’ primary responsi-

bilities are their families––their parents and children––and other people are secondary.

Thus, inequality is acceptable and normal because people are born into different segments of

society. The difference-order framing stands in contrast to framings identified in previous re-

search, where it is emphasized that opportunities for economic advancement should be

14 A. M. Østerby-Jørgensen
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equally distributed. According to the difference-order framing, people have unequal oppor-

tunities for economic advancement, i.e. some people will have more resources at their dis-

posal when they are born, making inequality inevitable.

These three framings justify, rather than problematize, economic inequality. However,

some interviewees applied some critical framings. Some framed economic inequality as a

threat to social stability, while others criticized how current economic inequality in China

does not reflect differences in merit between people. Finally, some interviewees believed that

opportunities for economic advancement should be distributed more equally. Therefore,

even though, given the Chinese political context, it is worth considering whether interview-

ees are holding back on expressing more critical views, more critical framings of economic

inequality were not completely absent from the interviews. Nevertheless, the three framings

used to justify economic inequality certainly were the most dominant ways of framing in-

equality that I identified among the interviewees. Thus, these three framings at the very least

represent some ways that Chinese people frame economic inequality in this kind of social

context. It cannot be ruled out that Chinese people would frame it differently, and maybe

more critically, in other kinds of social contexts, but this is a question for future research.

It is also worth noting that the Maoist idea of the class struggle was not used by the inter-

viewees to frame inequality, even though some of them were born during the Maoist era, an

omission with some possible explanations. First, most interviewees were born after the

Maoist era; thus, they have been less exposed to Maoist ideas than people were during

the Maoist era. Therefore, Maoist ideas are not part of their cultural repertoires. Second, the

classes that were the foci of the Maoist era’s class struggles are very different from the eco-

nomic classes we see in China today. In the countryside, it was a struggle between those who

owned much land and those who owned little or no land. In the cities, the most intense class

struggle was the Cultural Revolution, which primarily targeted the political elite. For both

of these class struggles, it was not a struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat in a

Marxist context (Marx and Engels, [1848] 2020), i.e. they were not struggles that concerned

the unequal distribution of economic resources within an industrialized economy (Marx,

[1867] 1999). Therefore, the class struggle idea that Chinese people perhaps have as part of

their cultural repertoires might not be so directly applicable to the economic inequalities that

we see in China’s industrialized society today.

Third, it also might help to consider Swidler’s (1986, 2001) distinction between settled

and unsettled periods. During the Maoist era––particularly during the Cultural

Revolution––China was characterized by social instability. People lived very unsettled lives,

and it was difficult to orient themselves. Maoist ideology then became a way for ordinary

people to orient themselves in a changing environment. However, the Maoist ideology’s in-

fluence was not unlimited. First, Maoist ideology focused on class struggle, but did not pay

much attention to other aspects of life (Meisner, 1977; Chang, 1996; Womack, 2001).

Therefore, Maoism did not completely replace older cultural resources, e.g. Confucian ideas.

Second, Maoist ideology gained much of its strength through public meetings and sanctions,

but as the context changed with Mao’s death and the initiation of reforms, there were no

more public meetings and sanctions, which could strengthen the ideological discipline. Thus,

Maoist ideas decreased in importance in people’s cultural repertoires (Swidler, 2001,

p. 172). Third, Maoism competed with alternative cultural frameworks––primarily tradi-

tional Confucian ideas, Deng Xiaoping thought and neoliberalism. Thus, these alternative

cultural frameworks outstripped Maoism, i.e. Chinese people’s cultural repertoires seem to
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be less informed by Maoist ideas and more by the ideas of Confucianism, Deng Xiaoping

thought and neoliberalism.

These cultural resources enable Chinese people to frame economic inequality. First,

Chinese people’s conviction on human beings’ selfishness means that economic inequality is

viewed as a consequence of differences in merit because incentives are viewed as necessary

to make people work and contribute. Second, individuals primarily are viewed as being tied

to a network of specific personal relationships with moral obligations; thus, it is expected

for people to help their families financially, particularly their parents and children.

Therefore, economic equality is impossible because people are born into different families

with different levels of resources. Third, the focus is on how individuals and individual parts

of society are doing compared with before, rather than how they are doing compared with

the remaining segments of society. People are too different to compare, as they have different

merits and are born into different segments of society, with a greater emphasis on compari-

sons with oneself over time. Therefore, it is more important that most Chinese people have

experienced improvement in their living conditions in recent decades and less important that

economic inequality has increased.

This article has demonstrated that even though economic inequality is a relatively new phe-

nomenon in Chinese society, Chinese cultural repertoires very much enable Chinese people to

justify economic inequality, including current economic inequality in China. Inequality is framed

less in line with Maoist ideas about class struggle and making society more equal, and more in

line with Confucianism, Deng Xiaoping thought and neoliberal ideas on meritocracy, the family

and economic growth. The framings that many interviewees applied represent a greater justifica-

tion for economic inequality than the Maoist perspective on inequality.

Even though I found that Chinese people’s cultural repertoires enable them to justify eco-

nomic inequality, the findings also suggest that if large segments of the population begin to feel

that their living conditions are not improving compared with before, or if they feel that eco-

nomic inequality does not reflect differences in individuals or ancestors’ merit, Chinese people

might not be as accepting of economic inequality. This is a question for future research.
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Evaluating Chinese Welfare: Exploring the 
Cultural Resources Behind China’s 
Unemployment Policies 
Abstract 
Existing research has explored the cultural basis for Western welfare regimes, but the cultural basis for East 

Asian welfare regimes lacks examination. Based on 76 qualitative interviews with Chinese people in Beijing, 

I explore the cultural resources that are available to Chinese people to evaluate China’s unemployment 

policies. I find that many interviewees had cultural resources which enabled them to justify unemployment 

policies which correspond with the productivist welfare regime type (state interventions in the market, low 

levels of de-commodification, and high levels of welfare stratification). However, several interviewees also 

had cultural resources which enabled them to justify alternative unemployment policies as well as policies 

which are more characteristic of more comprehensive and universal welfare models. The findings suggest 

that there are cultural resources available to Chinese people which enable them to justify more 

comprehensive and universal welfare institutions, even though they also have cultural resources at their 

disposal which enable them to problematize this kind of welfare institutions. 

1. Introduction 
Previous research has explored the cultural and moral bases for welfare regimes in Western industrialized 

democracies (Heuer et al., 2018; Koos and Sachweh, 2019; Laenen et al., 2019; Mau, 2004; Nielsen, 2021; 

Taylor-Gooby et al., 2019). However, some researchers have questioned whether the types of welfare 

regimes identified in Western countries (Esping-Andersen, 1990) fit with the composition of welfare 

policies in East Asian countries (Holliday, 2000; Kongshøj, 2015). This suggests that East Asian cultural bases 

for welfare policies might differ from Western ones. In this article, I explore the cultural basis for the 

welfare regime in one of the East Asian countries, China. 

  Esping-Andersen’s (1990) typology of welfare regimes, consisting of liberal, conservative, and social 

democratic regimes, has been the point of departure for much research on people’s preferences for 

welfare policies, indicating a relationship between welfare policy preferences and welfare institutions 

(Fraile and Ferrer, 2005; Heuer et al., 2018; Koos and Sachweh, 2019; Laenen et al., 2019; Larsen, 2008; 

Mau, 2004; Nielsen, 2021; Taylor-Gooby et al., 2019). However, Esping-Andersen’s (1990) typology was 

based on 18 Western industrialized democracies and did not consider other countries and the compositions 

of their welfare policies. Subsequently, East Asian welfare states have been the focus of much research on 
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non-Western welfare regime types. East Asian welfare states have been described as different from Esping-

Andersen’s (1990) three welfare regime types, and several labels have been applied to describe them 

(Abrahamson, 2011). One of the more prevalent labels is productivist (Choi, 2012; Holliday, 2000, 2005; 

Kongshøj, 2013, 2015; Mok et al., 2017). Within productivist regimes, priority is given to creating economic 

growth, and social policies are subordinate to these objectives (Holliday, 2000). This results in a mix of 

welfare institutions that is distinct from Esping-Andersen’s (1990) three types of welfare regimes.  

  Some researchers have argued that the Chinese welfare system has or, at least, has had productivist 

characteristics (Choi, 2012; Kongshøj, 2013, 2015; Mok et al., 2017). However, some have also argued that 

the Chinese welfare system has moved toward the direction of becoming a more universal welfare regime 

(Choi, 2012; Kongshøj, 2013; Li et al., 2021; Ngok et al., 2020). It is hence not clear how China should be 

categorized in the welfare regime typologies. With a Chinese welfare regime, which cannot unambiguously 

be categorized as one specific type of welfare regime, the question is then whether this ambiguity is also 

reflected in the cultural basis of the Chinese welfare regime.  

 Political and structural factors are definitely important for the emergence of welfare regimes (Esping-

Andersen, 1990; Walker and Wong, 2005a). However, we also need to understand how people in these 

countries evaluate the policies characteristic of these regimes (Chen et al., 2016; Laenen, 2020; Thornton, 

2011). In line with Swidler’s (1986, 2001) cultural repertoires theory, I argue that in order to justify or 

problematize policies, people need cultural resources, such as ideas and beliefs, to form an opinion. Thus, 

to understand popular opinion on welfare policies, we need to explore the ideas and beliefs underlying 

these opinions. Cultural resources should not be seen as determining policy outputs (Walker and Wong, 

2005a), but they are part of enabling certain policy outputs because people’s ideas and beliefs enable them 

to justify some, but not all, policies. Ideas and beliefs are therefore important in legitimizing certain 

policies. In this article, I focus on unemployment policies in China, because the individual’s relationship to 

the labor market is central to Esping-Andersen’s (1990) categorization of welfare regimes. The aim of this 

article is hence to explore the following question: Which cultural resources do Chinese people have for 

their evaluations of China’s unemployment policies? 

  Based on 76 qualitative interviews with Chinese people, I find that even though Chinese people have 

cultural resources at their disposal that enable them to problematize more comprehensive and universal 

welfare institutions, they also have cultural resources that enable them to justify this kind of welfare 

institutions. The findings thus suggest that Chinese people have cultural resources at their disposal, which 

they can use to legitimize a welfare model that is more universal and comprehensive than the current one.  

  In the next section, I briefly describe the discussion about welfare regime types. I then provide a 

short account of China’s unemployment policies. In Section 4, I describe the study’s method, after which, in 
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Section 5, I present the findings regarding the cultural resources that are available to Chinese people for 

their evaluations of unemployment policies. The article ends with a conclusion. 

2. Welfare Regime Types 
Esping-Andersen (1990) categorized welfare regimes along two dimensions: whereas de-commodification 

“refers to the degree to which individuals, or families, can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living 

independently of market participation” (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 37), welfare stratification indicates the 

extent to which welfare institutions stratify rather than equalize people. Following these dimensions, 

Esping-Andersen identified three categories of welfare regimes: social democratic regimes, which have high 

levels of de-commodification and low levels of welfare stratification; liberal regimes, which have low levels 

of de-commodification and medium levels of welfare stratification; and conservative regimes, which have 

medium levels of de-commodification and high levels of welfare stratification.  

  However, as mentioned, Esping-Andersen (1990) only investigated welfare institutions in Western 

industrialized democracies. Research on welfare institutions in East Asian countries has suggested that their 

mix of welfare institutions comprises a separate category of welfare regimes—productivist regimes (Choi, 

2012; Holliday, 2000, 2005; Kongshøj, 2013, 2015; Mok et al., 2017). In productivist regimes, the main 

objective is to create economic growth, and social policies are subordinate to this objective. Hence, to 

incentivize people to work, productivist regimes have low levels of de-commodification; that is, people are 

only ensured a minimal standard of living and are therefore still dependent on their participation in the 

labor market. Furthermore, productivist regimes have high levels of welfare stratification, which means 

that people with stronger ties to the labor market are entitled to more welfare. The productivist welfare 

regimes are hence distinct from the three types of welfare regimes that Esping-Andersen identified 

(Holliday, 2000; Kongshøj, 2015). In addition, to understand how productivist regimes differ from other 

types of welfare regimes, we also need to pay attention to the state’s role in adjusting the economy. Within 

productivist regimes, the state plays an active role in creating economic growth and can therefore 

intervene in the market (Holliday, 2000). While this contrasts with the liberal regime type (where, ideally, 

the market freely distributes resources without state interventions) and partly contrasts with conservative 

regimes, it is similar to the role of the state in social democratic regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Kongshøj, 

2015).  

  The analysis in section 5 evolves around these three dimensions of welfare regimes: The level of de-

commodification, the level of welfare stratification, and the level of state intervention in the market. 
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3. China’s Unemployment Policies 
Before the initiation of China’s reform process in 1978, China was a planned economy. The state controlled 

the means of production and the labor market. The Chinese household registration system meant that 

there was a clear distinction between rural and urban residents. Rural residents farmed, while urban 

residents were guaranteed jobs by the state; thus, there was no unemployment (Leung and Xu, 2015; 

Williams and Woo, 1995). However, with the reform process, the planned economy was gradually 

transformed into a market economy to create economic growth. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, job 

assignment by the state was replaced with a free labor market with individual job applications and 

decentralized personnel management. Subsequently, unemployment appeared in Chinese society and was 

officially recognized in 1994 (Leung and Xu, 2015; Williams and Woo, 1995).  

  In the 2000s, the Communist Party of China (CPC) began to focus on a more balanced approach to 

development, so less fortunate groups in society could benefit from economic development. This led to the 

expansion of welfare policies. In 2011, the Social Insurance Law made it obligatory for all workers to 

participate in the social insurance system, which included several types of insurance, including 

unemployment. Social insurance is funded by contributions from employers and employees. 

Unemployment insurance can provide the unemployed with benefits for 12 to 24 months, depending on 

how long they paid insurance contributions. Benefit rates are determined locally but should be below the 

local minimum wage and above the threshold for the government-funded minimum living allowance, which 

is called dibao. In addition, the unemployed have access to other benefits, such as healthcare subsidies and 

job training. Although all workers are required by law to participate in social insurance, enforcing this has 

proven difficult, and many workers do not participate in unemployment insurance and are thus not entitled 

to unemployment benefits (Leung and Xu, 2015; Qian and Wen, 2021). 

  Dibao was introduced in Chinese cities in 1999 to deal with the increasing unemployment. Dibao 

provided poor families with cash benefits so that they could maintain minimum living standards. In the 

2000s, dibao was expanded to include other kinds of assistance, such as medical assistance, educational 

assistance, housing assistance, and assistance in finding employment. Dibao is for locally registered 

households whose incomes fall below a threshold that is determined locally based on the cost of basic 

necessities there. A dibao household is then given cash benefits to cover their basic necessities. Dibao was 

first implemented only in cities; there were only a few scattered experiments with dibao in the countryside. 

In 2007, the central government encouraged local governments to implement dibao in rural areas, and it 

was expanded into the countryside. Until recently, the level of dibao benefits for rural residents was lower 

than that for urban residents due to rural residents’ access to farmland (Halskov Hansen and Thøgersen, 

2013; Leung and Xu, 2015; Qian, 2021). Despite having access to farmland, many rural residents migrate to 
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cities to work, but because of the Chinese household registration system, they often maintain their status 

as rural residents (Song, 2014). 

  Throughout recent decades, China’s unemployment policies have moved from guaranteeing 

employment in the planned economy era to having a free labor market in the reform era, causing 

unemployment to become a pressing issue for many. In the last two decades, unemployment policies and 

benefits—primarily unemployment insurance in social insurance and dibao—have expanded in scope of 

eligibility and types of benefits, thus, making some argue that the Chinese welfare state has moved toward 

becoming a more universal welfare regime (Choi, 2012; Kongshøj, 2013; Li et al., 2021). However, benefit 

levels remain low, so de-commodification is also low, and welfare stratification is high, as entitlements to 

unemployment benefits are dependent on one’s link to the labor market (i.e., insured versus non-insured 

and urban versus rural; Kongshøj, 2015). Furthermore, the Chinese state intervenes in the market through 

the enforcement of participation in the social insurance system for workers and through job training and 

job creation (Leung and Xu, 2015). China’s unemployment policies thus still has some productivist 

characteristics.  

  While political factors have also been important in the emergence of the Chinese welfare regime and 

its unemployment policies, we also need to explore how ordinary Chinese people perceive and evaluate 

these unemployment policies in order to understand public support for the policies (Chen et al., 2016; 

Laenen, 2020; Thornton, 2011). Swidler (1986, 2001) argued that individuals have cultural repertoires that 

contain cultural resources: ideas and beliefs about the self and the world. Individuals use these cultural 

resources to organize their views of the world and to justify or problematize phenomena within it (see also 

Geertz, 1973). In the context of this article, individuals use the cultural resources available to them to either 

justify or problematize unemployment policies. Therefore, the question is as follows: Which cultural 

resources do Chinese people have when evaluating China’s unemployment policies? In the next section, I 

elaborate on the methods I used to explore this question, after which I address the findings.  

4. Methods 
The empirical material in this article was 76 qualitative interviews conducted with Chinese people working 

in Beijing. I conducted four of the interviews, and then Chinese student assistants conducted the 

remainder. The interviews were held between October 2019 and September 2021. Sixteen interviews were 

conducted face-to-face. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the remaining interviews were conducted online. 

The interviews were conducted in standard Chinese and were audio recorded, and then transcribed and 

translated into English. 

  The interviewees varied in age, gender, and class. Table 1 provides an overview of the interviewees’ 

background characteristics. The interviewees were recruited through the student assistants’ and my own 
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networks. I reached out to different parts of our networks to ensure diversity in the sample, thereby 

ensuring that the findings based on these interviews are not attributed to only a single segment of Chinese 

people, as the themes found in the interviews were common among interviewees from different parts of 

society. However, since we only interviewed people in Beijing, the sample was not representative of the 

entire Chinese population. People outside Beijing were not included in our sample; therefore, I do not claim 

that the cultural resources identified in this article are dominant in all of China. However, they represent at 

least some of the cultural resources that are available to some Chinese people. The findings are probably 

relevant for Chinese people working in environments similar to Beijing. However, the extent to which the 

findings are relevant beyond Beijing should be examined further in the future. 

Table 1. Background characteristics of interviewees 

Age Below 30 31–40 41–50 Above 51 

 17 24 24 11 

Gender Female Male 

 34 42 

Class Working class Middle class 

 39 37 

Note: The numbers in the table indicate the number of interviewees with the specific background characteristic. Class: 

Working class includes unskilled workers, skilled workers, and routine non-manual employees. Middle class includes 

service class II (lower-level controllers and administrators), service class I (higher-level controllers and administrators), 

and self-employed (Svallfors, 2004). 

Source: Author’s overview of interviewees. 

The interviews concerned the interviewees’ views on social justice–related issues. The interview questions 

were about taxation and equality, unemployment, education, and healthcare. The following example 

questions from the interview guide were central to this study’s analysis: 

 Do you think it is important that the government ensures support for people when they are 

unemployed? Why? 

 People with no or very low income can receive cash benefits, as well as other benefits, through 

the government-funded dibao policy. What do you think of these benefits? 

 How long should the government provide for people who are unable to provide for themselves? 

The coding process was structured around the three dimensions of welfare state regimes described in 

section 2. The analysis was, therefore, somewhat deductive. I coded the interview content concerning 
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unemployment. For each welfare state dimension, I explored the interviewees’ evaluations of the related 

unemployment policies and the cultural resources underlying their evaluations. At the same time, I looked 

into the literature on Chinese culture and history to contextualize the cultural resources that I identified in 

the interviews. In the next section, I present the findings of the analysis of which cultural resources Chinese 

people have when evaluating China’s unemployment policies.  

5. Findings: The Cultural Resources of the Chinese Welfare Regime 
The findings in the following subsections are organized around the three dimensions of welfare regimes 

described in section 2: the level of state intervention in the market, the level of de-commodification, and 

the level of welfare stratification. Each subsection presents how the Chinese interviewees evaluated these 

different dimensions of the Chinese unemployment policies. 

5.1 State Intervention in the Market 
Most of the interviewees believed that the state should intervene in the labor market, and all interviewees 

said that the state should take care of people in need. 

Interviewer: Why should society focus on supporting those who are least able to take 
care of themselves? 
Interviewee: They are a vulnerable group. At least, they are also human beings. They 
should also survive. They should be taken care of so that they can survive. 
(male, 66, owner of small farm vacation house) 

Interviewer: Is it important for the government to ensure support for people when they 
are unemployed? Why? 
Interviewee: It is important, of course. Yes, if a person loses his job, he should have 
certain social security. You have to let him survive. I think this is very important. 
(female, 43, teacher in extracurricular school) 

Some interviewees emphasized how unemployment might create social instability. The unemployed should 

thus be provided with unemployment benefits so that they can maintain their livelihood.  

For the whole society and the whole country, I think having these [unemployment] 
benefits will play a role in the harmonious development and stability of the whole 
society. (male, 32, car washer) 

I think it is the premise of a good society to ensure that low-income people can have 
disposable income and support themselves. I think this is the premise of a good society. 
Without this, in fact, the degree of anger in this society will be high, and various other 
situations may occur. (female, 29, tattoo artist) 

If the unemployed are left with no income and no way of maintaining their livelihood, they might cause 

social unrest, and society would consequently become less stable. Therefore, to maintain social stability, 
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according to these interviewees, the unemployed should not be left without any income.  

  Thus, out of concern for people in need and for social stability, many interviewees thought that the 

state should intervene in the labor market by providing some level of unemployment benefits. However, 

besides providing unemployment benefits, many interviewees also believed that the state could and should 

intervene in the labor market in more interfering ways. For example, several interviewees thought that the 

state should help people in need and ensure social stability by actively helping the unemployed into 

employment. 

Generally, [the government] should always help him when he needs help. Some, I just 
said before, may need temporary help. The government can arrange jobs for them. 
(male, 52, distributor) 

I think unemployment is a problem at the national level; that is, when you lose your job, 
your ability may no longer allow you to find a job. At this time, as I said earlier, the state 
should give more care to these vulnerable groups. Its care may be manifested in aspects 
such as creating more jobs for you to go to. This job may be manual labor or some 
relatively hard work, and then the other aspect is that the state needs to help you 
upgrade some skills. There should be these two aspects to help. (female, 30, teaching 
and research employee) 

Thus, the state should actively intervene in the labor market to care for and help unemployed people. 

Another aspect of the labor market in which several interviewees thought that the state should intervene 

was unemployment insurance. They claimed that the state should enforce workers’ participation in the 

social insurance system, which includes unemployment insurance, rather than letting this be an individual 

choice.  

If you buy [unemployment insurance] yourself, there are still many people who may not 
be aware of this problem [of unemployment]. He may not buy it, but he cannot 
guarantee that he will never lose his job. When he does not buy it and loses his job in the 
future, he does not have any guarantee. Maybe the difficulties he encounters will be 
even more challenging to overcome. (male, 30, project manager) 

If it is not mandatory, some people may not buy it if they are not worried and do not 
need it. If it is mandatory, everyone can enjoy this treatment; this is also very good. […] 
In this case, everyone has no worries. I think society will be more stable as a whole. 
(female, 49, shopping guide) 

These preferences were driven by concerns for people’s livelihood and for social stability. Underlying these 

preferences for compulsory unemployment insurance for workers was an assumption that ordinary people 

(at least, some of them) cannot make appropriate decisions about unemployment insurance enrollment, 

but the state understands the risks of unemployment for the individual and for society. Therefore, these 

interviewees thought that the state should enforce workers’ enrollment in unemployment insurance rather 
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than it being an individual choice. 

  Many interviewees thus perceived the state as paternalistic: the state’s actions are seen as being for 

the good of the people, but these actions also limit the scope for individual choices (Grill, 2012). In the 

same way that parents care for and guide their children, the state is perceived as caring for and guiding 

citizens. One interviewee applied the parallel of parent-child to justify compulsory unemployment 

insurance. 

When the national government considers these [unemployment] problems, it is 
equivalent to parents considering some risks for their child that he has not yet realized; 
that is, parents help their children with overall management, and I think it is 
understandable to do some compulsory things in some matters. (female, 53, 
housekeeper agent) 

Many interviewees perceived the state’s interventions in the market and in individual choices as justified 

because the state does so for the good of the people. The notion of a paternalistic state is not an unfamiliar 

concept in Chinese culture. Confucian thought, which has dominated not only Chinese society and politics 

but also other East Asian societies for centuries, has a strong belief in the paternalistic state (Lee, 2021). 

Promoting the image of a paternalistic state has also been central in more recent political discourses in 

China (Fairbrother and Zhao, 2016; Madsen, 2019; Ye and Thomas, 2020). The notion of the paternalistic 

state is hence not foreign to the Chinese context, and many of the interviews indicated that it is a cultural 

resource that enables Chinese people to justify a market-intervening state.  

  However, some interviewees had a more critical view of the state’s interventions in the market. A 

few interviewees hence emphasized that people can find employment without state assistance. 

Personally, I do not think this [government support] should be given. Why? As long as he 
is a normal person, he will have his own survival ability. (male, 46, ride-sharing driver)  

Some interviewees criticized state interventions by pointing out that individuals should be allowed to 

choose themselves whether they want to buy unemployment insurance.  

Not everyone will face the problem of unemployment, because some people may say 
that he does not have any concerns in this respect. […] It may be a bit too much to make 
him pay unemployment insurance. Because maybe he can decide himself whether he 
needs this service or not. (male, 41, owner of private enterprise)  

For these interviewees, their emphasis on individual choice and freedom means that they do not believe 

that the state should enforce enrolment in the social insurance unemployment insurance. Instead, 

enrolment should be a free choice by the individual.  

 Therefore, somewhat in contrast to the notion of a paternalistic state which was prevalent among 

many of the interviewees, some interviewees put a greater emphasis on the notions of individual choice 
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and freedom. These are notions which are becoming increasingly widespread in modern China (Halskov 

Hansen and Pang, 2010; Yan, 2010). By emphasizing the notions of individual choice and freedom, these 

interviewees are problematizing the state’s interventions in the market. Hence, even though most of the 

interviewees justified the market-intervening state based on the notion of a paternalistic state, which cares 

for people’s welfare but also restricts their behavior, some interviewees’ emphasis on individual choice and 

freedom made them problematize the market-intervening state. 

5.2 De-commodification  
Many interviewees thought that unemployment benefits should be minimal, covering only basic needs, or 

be limited to a short period wherein the unemployed person can look for a job.  

The subsidy given by the state must be the most basic lifeline. It can only be used for 
food and clothing. It may not be enough to have good food or clothing. Why [let people] 
waste their good youth [by not working]? You go work for money to get a better life. 
(female, 26, teaching and research specialist) 

There should be a time limit; it is impossible to help for a long time because if you get 
help for a long time, there will be some lazy people in society. […] [The unemployment 
problem] can be solved in three to six months. Find a job, find something to do, and let 
you have a fixed income every month. In this way, you can earn money every month, so 
you have better living conditions. (female, 43, sanitation worker) 

These interviewees expressed that unemployment policies ought to make it more attractive to work so that 

people choose employment over unemployment. Thus, they thought that unemployment benefits should 

be limited to avoid making unemployment attractive.  

  Many interviewees believed that unemployed people choose to be unemployed. Unemployment is 

thus not seen as caused by a lack of demand for labor; rather, it is seen as being caused by factors that 

make unemployment more attractive than employment. Laziness was cited as an important factor causing 

unemployment.  

I think [the unemployed] are just lazy. If you are diligent, you can definitely earn money 
in any way. (female, 42, laboratory technician) 

I think in China, if you do not have a job and cannot earn money, it must be your own 
fault, because there are many opportunities now. Compared with before, now, no 
matter how much strength you have, if you can drive, you can do express delivery. I think 
if young people take the minimum living allowance now, I think it must be because they 
are lazy. (male, 34, medical engineer) 

As these two quotes illustrate, many interviewees believed that there are plenty of job opportunities in 

China today. Unemployed people are therefore perceived as being able to find a job, and if they have no 

job, it is because “they are lazy” and do not want to work. Indeed, Xu et al. (2021) found that many Chinese 
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people tend to attribute poverty to laziness. Many interviewees emphasized that unemployment benefits 

should not be too generous. If the benefits are too generous, unemployment will become more attractive, 

and more people may choose to be unemployed.  

I believe that the vast majority of people in China, if you tell them, “You are unemployed, 
how about I give you a lot of protection,” then most people may say, “I am unemployed, 
why should I go to work? The country has given me so many guarantees.” (male, 26, app 
engineer) 

Some people say, “Since there is such a guarantee, I can rely on others, and I can have 
this [unemployment] insurance without working hard.” This is equivalent to consuming 
some people’s enthusiasm. They may say, “I do not work—that is, I do not work hard, 
and I can get a minimum guarantee to keep myself alive.” This may encourage these 
people not to work. (female, 21, teaching and research assistant) 

Consequently, unemployment benefits should not be too generous because that would reduce the 

incentives to work. Rather than de-commodifying labor, these interviewees hence thought that people 

should be commodified: people’s standard of living should be dependent on their participation in the labor 

market. 

 Behind this emphasis on commodifying labor was a strong belief that people are self-interested. The 

assumption is that people try to maximize gains (like money) and minimize costs (like working; Bentham, 

1789). Therefore, if people do not think that they will gain sufficiently from working, they will choose not to 

work. Framing unemployment as a consequence of laziness and self-interested behavior is not a uniquely 

Chinese phenomenon but can be identified in countries all around the world (Walker, R., 2014)–a fact 

which might be attributable to the global spread of neoliberal thinking since the 1980s (Harvey, 2005; 

Littler, 2017; Sandel, 2020). 

 However, as for China, certain cultural resources have also been part of facilitating this framing of 

unemployment. That people are perceived as being self-interested was also a theme in traditional Chinese 

thinking (Barbalet, 2013, 2017). Accordingly, Confucius argued that people through self-cultivation should 

learn to become a morally superior man instead of focusing on profits for oneself. Early Confucianists hence 

saw self-cultivation as process where individuals learned how to set aside their own interests and how to 

deal with others in a morally correct way (Angle, 2019; Gardner, 2014). However, some interpretations of 

Confucianism during the Qing dynasty (1644–1912) had a broader understanding of the self-cultivation 

process: Individuals should learn to suppress the self-interests of their present selves—their immediate 

sensual pleasures—and consider the self-interests of their future selves—economic achievements and 

professional success. There hence emerged a work ethic, which somewhat resembled the Protestant one 

(Barbalet, 2013, 2017; Lufrano, 1997; Weber, 1930). 
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 Nowadays, the Chinese government–along with other East Asian governments–also draws on 

Confucian notions to justify a rather residual welfare system with low levels of social rights (Walker and 

Wong, 2005a). Yang (2017), for instance, showed how government-endorsed self-help campaigns use 

Confucian notions of self-cultivation and virtue to make people think of social problems (such as 

unemployment) as moral and ethical issues, thus, making the individual responsible rather than the 

government. These Confucian notions hence become tools for the government to justify the low levels of 

de-commodification. With an emphasis on other Confucian notions (for instance, that of benevolence), the 

government could probably justify higher levels of de-commodification. However, given the government’s 

emphasis on creating economic growth, a focus on individual responsibility and cultivation was promoted 

(Chau & Yu, 2005; Walker & Wong, 2005b; Yang, 2017).  

  These ideas were reflected in some of the interviewees’ emphasis on commodifying labor: 

unemployed people were perceived as being themselves responsible for their unemployment. Many 

interviewees hence made unemployment into an individual issue rather than a societal issue, which then 

enabled them to justify low levels of de-commodification. 

  Another cultural resource, which some interviewees also applied to justify the low levels of de-

commodification, was that one is expected to care for one’s family members—an expectation that several 

interviewees expressed.  

If the state gives such [poor] families subsidies, it may not be good for those families; it 
is not necessarily good for their growth, because filial sons from poor families [and] high-
quality students from poor families have stimulated their motivation under such 
conditions—that is, “I must work hard to improve my family conditions,” including “I 
must make money,” but if you lose this motivation, it is very likely that this person who 
could have become a talent might become more and more inert in the future because 
people’s inertia is still quite strong, I think. (male, 28, owner of dry cleaning shop) 

When a child grows up and has money, [his father] should no longer enjoy the care of 
the state. The child can take care of him. (female, 54, farmer) 

As these quotes indicate, filial piety is perceived by some interviewees as somewhat moderating the 

government’s responsibility for unemployed people. Family should take care of each other, and the state 

should hence not intervene in matters, which the family can and should handle on their own. Some 

interviewees hence implicitly justified a further commodification of people, because not only one’s own 

living standards but also the living standards of one’s family members are dependent on one’s participation 

in the labor market.  

  Filial piety is also a central idea in traditional Confucian thought on how society should be organized. 

Moral obligations are tied to specific personal relationships. The child–parent relationship is particularly 
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important, and they should therefore take care of each other (Fei, 1947). Today, the Chinese government 

also promotes filial piety (DeHart, 2013), hence, shifting the responsibility for, for instance, the unemployed 

from the government to the family (Leung, 2005; Yang, 2017).  

  So, many interviewees used these cultural resources to justify low levels of de-commodification, i.e., 

limited social rights. However, this does not mean that the interviewees had no notion of social rights at all. 

Several interviewees mentioned people’s right to subsistence. 

The state should protect the right to subsistence of every citizen. (female, 23, cartoon 
editor)  

I think it should be an obligation of the government to protect citizens’ basic right to 
subsistence. (female, 46, tour guide)  

Drawing on the notion of a right to subsistence, some interviewees emphasized that the state would have a 

responsibility for taking care of people, who cannot take care of themselves. They hence implicitly justified 

a certain level of de-commodification, i.e., some social rights. The right to subsistence has been a central 

part of the discourse on human rights in China since the 1990s. It was by the CCP highlighted as the most 

important human right (Chen, 2005).  

 Hence, even though many interviewees had cultural resources which justified rather low levels of de-

commodification, we also see that there are cultural resources, which at least enabled some interviewees 

to justify a certain degree of de-commodification. 

5.3 Welfare Stratification 
Several interviewees expressed the belief that entitlements to unemployment benefits should be different 

for different groups of people. The most dominant way of expressing this was that entitlements to 

unemployment benefits should depend on one’s merits, such as insurance payments, work, or 

contributions to society–like these two interviewees when they were asked whether some people should 

not receive unemployment benefits. 

I think [we] should all have [the right to unemployment benefits]; [we] are all citizens. He 
should enjoy this if he has paid unemployment insurance. (male, 45, taxi driver) 

This unemployment insurance is equivalent to this: After you have made contributions to 
the country, and you have some conditions, then the country will give you such rights. 
(female, 32, section manager in private enterprise) 

The emphasis on entitlements reflecting merits also meant that some interviewees described more 

universal entitlements to unemployment benefits as unfair because some people would be entitled to 

unemployment benefits without having worked or paid unemployment insurance. 
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He has the ability to work, but he does not. Why can he use my money? I do not agree. 
[…] He has the ability to work, and he does not work. Why can he enjoy welfare? […] 
Why do you have the ability to work, and I have to help you if you do not work? (female, 
45, reception employee) 

If you do not pay [for unemployment insurance], why give [unemployment benefits] to 
you? (male, 31, security employee) 

To some extent, one might argue that these interviewees merely were describing the characteristics of the 

social insurance system. However, given that these interviewees are replying to questions which ask for a 

value judgment (for instance, should some people not receive unemployment benefits?), we should be 

careful with just interpreting it as a mere description of the social insurance system. By emphasizing the 

requirements for entitlement, these interviewees draw a line between those who deserve unemployment 

benefits and those who do not–a line which for several interviewees is defined by merit. These 

interviewees highlighted that individual merit should be rewarded, and entitlements to welfare should be 

dependent on whether one has worked, contributed to society, or paid insurance–thus making welfare into 

an earned privilege rather than an individual right.  

  This belief in a meritocratic distribution of privileges is based on the assumption that people are self-

interested. Thus, to incentivize people to work and contribute to society, they need to be rewarded for 

their efforts. This belief is also important in Confucian thought. Confucian scholar Mencius, for instance, 

said, “If a roughly finished shoe sells at the same price as a finely finished one, who would make the latter?” 

(Lau, 2004: 62). Early Confucianism supported a meritocratic distribution of privileges because people who 

cultivate and improve themselves and their virtues should be rewarded. In ancient China, the most 

qualified should become government officials and assist the emperor in creating harmony within the vast 

empire. Thus, historically, a meritocratic distribution of privileges was perceived as a good thing for the 

public because it incentivized talented people to improve themselves and become virtuous officials who 

could work for the public good (Xie, 2016). More recently, Deng (1980) emphasized the principle of “to 

each according to his work,” which was probably somewhat inspired by the neoliberal discourses of the 

1980s (Harvey, 2005; Weber, 2020). For Deng, the purpose of rewarding merit was to incentivize individuals 

to work hard so that they could create economic growth, which could then also benefit the public (Chang, 

1996). Subsequently, welfare has come to be seen as an earned privilege rather than an individual right 

(Yan, 2010), which is also reflected in some of the interviews as illustrated above.  

  Another important aspect of welfare stratification in China is the distinction between rural and urban 

residents. Some interviewees expressed how rural residents do not need to worry about unemployment 

because they have access to farmland, so they can grow their own food. 
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It doesn’t matter [whether farmers have unemployment insurance or not] because they 
have land all year round, and they have had land for generations. […] If you are a farmer 
[…], it doesn’t matter whether you are unemployed or not. Isn’t it a waste for the 
country [to give them unemployment insurance]? (female, 35, director in social work 
organization) 

Some people will definitely have little income and labor ability […]. That is, [they should 
be given] a little more income, a little social relief to live on. After all, it is inevitable that 
there is no farmland in the city. After all, they have to eat and drink in order to live. 
(male, 36, owner of small printing shop) 

According to these interviewees, unemployment is a problem for people in cities who do not have access to 

farmland. They are therefore in need of benefits “in order to eat and drink.” Rural residents, on the other 

hand, “have land,” so they can ensure a certain living standard on their own. Hence, it does not matter 

whether they “are unemployed or not.” 

  These interviewees described farmers as not fully commodified: farmers are perceived as not fully 

being a part of the labor market. They see rural residents as being able to leave the labor market and 

ensure a certain standard of living by other means (i.e., farming). Indeed, some interviewees described 

access to farmland as a better guarantee of living standards. Because rural residents are perceived as not 

fully commodified, they are also, in comparison with urban residents, perceived as less in need of being de-

commodified—that is, of being entitled to public welfare benefits. Although the actual extent to which 

rural residents are not commodified is highly questionable (Ward, 2016), these interviewees perceived 

them as such because of their access to farmland. The idea that rural residents are somewhat non-

commodified is hence a cultural resource that some interviewees used to justify rural–urban stratification 

in welfare entitlements. 

  Some interviewees did, however, speak against stratification in entitlements to unemployment 

benefits. Some (especially, among older interviewees and working-class interviewees) supported a more 

universally covering tax-financed unemployment insurance. 

Interviewer: If there is an unemployment insurance covering the whole people, for 
example, that through taxes can cover the whole people, do you think it might be 
better?  
Interviewee: I think it will be better, so that everyone has a certain guarantee. (female, 
41, virtual community administrator)  

If all citizens’ unemployment insurance can be paid [by tax], I feel that the society will be 
more and more harmonious, […] because everyone has protection. (male, 40, security 
guard)  

This illustrates that even though many interviewees justified some welfare stratification, some interviewees 

were also able to speak for more universal and equal welfare entitlements by emphasizing the need to 
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ensure everyone’s subsistence and harmony in society (which is also a central Confucian notion [Gardner, 

2014]). In the Chinese context, the available cultural resources, therefore, can be used to justify not only 

welfare stratification, but also more equal and universal welfare entitlements.  

6. Conclusion 
In this article, I explored the cultural resources that are available to Chinese people to evaluate the 

unemployment policies in China. Based on 76 interviews with Chinese people, I explored the cultural 

resources—the ideas and beliefs—in their evaluations of unemployment policies related to the three 

central dimensions of welfare regimes: the level of state intervention in the market, the level of de-

commodification, and the level of welfare stratification.  

  First, many interviewees justified the state intervening in the market, saying the state can provide 

some welfare benefits and job training; some also pointed out that the state can create jobs. Furthermore, 

the state is allowed to enforce insurance enrolment. Within these interviewees’ justifications for a market-

intervening state was the notion of the state as caring and knowledgeable about what is good for people—

that is, the state is perceived as paternalistic—which implies that the state is allowed to restrict individuals 

and the market. The idea of paternalism resonates with the traditional Chinese philosophy of Confucianism, 

and the interviews indicate that the idea of paternalism is a cultural resource that is available to Chinese 

people when evaluating the market-intervening state. However, some interviewees had a more critical 

view of the state’s interventions and argued that there should be more room for free choices by 

individuals.  

  Second, many interviewees justified very low levels of de-commodification, meaning a minimum of 

social rights and benefits. They thought that people should be commodified; their living standards should 

be dependent on their participation in the labor market. Two ideas were particularly important in these 

interviewees’ justifications of commodification: (1) they believed that people are self-interested by nature, 

hence, turning unemployment into an individual problem rather than a social problem. Consequently, they 

thought that only by having minimal social rights and benefits would people be incentivized to work; (2) 

people are expected to take care of their family members; therefore, it is not only one’s own living 

standards but also those of one’s family members that are dependent on one’s participation in the labor 

market, further justifying a low level of social rights. Both of these ideas are cultural resources that enable 

Chinese people to justify lower levels of de-commodification. But I also found that the notion of social 

rights is not completely absent in the interviews. Some interviewees, for instance, mentioned the right to 

subsistence, hence, justifying some level of de-commodification.  

  Third, most interviewees justified some stratification in welfare entitlements. Many interviewees 

justified insurance-based stratification by referring to people’s merits in the form of insurance payments, 
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work, or contributions to society. The notion of a meritocratic distribution of rewards and privileges is also 

emphasized in Confucian thought but has also become an important notion in reform-era China. Another 

aspect of welfare stratification in China is the distinction between rural and urban residents, which some 

interviewees also addressed. These interviewees believed that rural residents are somewhat non-

commodified, given their access to farmland; thus, they also do not need to be de-commodified—that is, to 

have social rights that ensure a certain living standard. These interviewees believed that rural residents’ 

access to farmland ensured their living standards. By applying these cultural resources, many interviewees 

justified some welfare stratification. However, some interviewees argued for more equal and universal 

welfare entitlements by emphasizing that everyone should have this kind of protection. The available 

cultural resources, hence, also enable Chinese people to justify welfare equality. 

  The findings suggest that the cultural resources available to Chinese people enable them to justify 

quite different welfare institutions: even though many interviewees were able to justify the Chinese 

unemployment policies, which resemble the productivist welfare regime type, several interviewees were 

also able to justify unemployment policies, which do not resemble the productivist regime type. As 

mentioned in the introduction, some researchers have suggested that the Chinese welfare system, 

throughout recent decades, has moved somewhat from resembling a productivist welfare model toward 

resembling a universal welfare model, thus, not clearly resembling any of those welfare models (Choi, 

2012; Kongshøj, 2013; Li et al., 2021; Ngok et al., 2020). Here, I have found that the cultural resources that 

Chinese people have at their disposal enable them to justify different kinds of welfare institutions, hence, 

not indicating an unambiguous cultural basis for the Chinese welfare system. It, therefore, remains an open 

question in which direction the Chinese welfare system will develop, because even though some cultural 

resources could be used to problematize more comprehensive and universal welfare policies, other cultural 

resources enabled interviewees to justify this kind of policies.  

  So, at this point, where the Chinese welfare system has already undergone quite significant changes 

in recent decades, and the Chinese government, with notions like “common prosperity” (Wang, 2022), 

possibly are ushering in further changes in the welfare institutions, there seems to be cultural resources 

available, which could enable ordinary Chinese people to justify and legitimize more comprehensive and 

universal welfare policies, even though cultural resources which problematizes this kind of policies are 

definitely also available to Chinese people.  
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No One Has an Obligation to Help You: 
Chinese People’s Belongingness and 
Allocations of Welfare Responsibilities 
Abstract 
Research on welfare attitudes has indicated that people’s preferences for granting welfare to someone are 

often dependent on their perception of belonging to the same community as the recipient. This research 

has focused on national communities; thus, preferences for welfare entitlements have been found to 

depend on perceptions of belonging to the same national community. However, nations represent only one 

kind of belongingness, and people can feel a sense of belonging to multiple persons and communities 

simultaneously. Because the notion of a Chinese national community is relatively new in Chinese society, it 

is particularly relevant to explore which notions of belongingness Chinese people have when reasoning 

about the responsibilities for people’s welfare. Based on 76 interviews with Chinese people in Beijing, I find 

that multiple notions of belongingness are available to Chinese people when reasoning about the 

responsibility for people’s welfare. Thus, this responsibility is not unambiguously tied to people’s national 

belongingness and their status as Chinese citizens; rather, the state’s responsibility for people’s welfare is 

balanced against the responsibilities of other units of belongingness, such as the individual and the family. 

1. Introduction 
Previous research has indicated that people’s attitudes toward the granting of welfare are dependent on 

their perceptions of the welfare recipients belonging to the same community as themselves (Mau, 2004; 

van Oorschot, 2000). Much of the research on welfare attitudes has been operationalized in national 

communities (van Oorschot and Roosma, 2015). However, the notion of a Chinese national community is 

relatively new in Chinese society (Hayton, 2020). This raises the following question: Which notions of 

belongingness do Chinese people have when reasoning about the allocation of responsibilities for people’s 

welfare? 

 I define belonging and belongingness as the perception that someone is attached to a given person 

or community. Units of belongingness are the people or communities to whom someone is perceived as 

attached. If people are perceived as belonging to a given person or community, some responsibility for the 

welfare of that person or the community members is implied (De Swaan, 1988). Responsibility for people’s 

welfare was part of the social rights inherent to citizenship in Britain in the twentieth century (Marshall, 

1950). As in other European countries, this citizenship was founded on a national community. 
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Belongingness has often been operationalized at the national level in research on welfare attitudes. 

Consequently, welfare recipients’ belongingness has been highlighted as dependent on whether they 

belong to the same nation as those granting the welfare (Carmel and Sojka, 2021; Kootstra, 2016; Kremer, 

2016; Magni, 2022; Osipovič, 2015; Reeskens and van der Meer, 2019; Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2012; 

van der Waal et al., 2010; van Oorschot and Uunk, 2007; Wright and Reeskens, 2013). However, people can 

perceive belongingness to units other than nations (Yuval-Davis, 2011). Indeed, in Chinese society, the 

notion of a Chinese nation has only recently become widespread (Hayton, 2020; Madsen, 2010, 2014, 2020; 

Morris, 2001). Individuals have traditionally been conceived of as belonging within their own webs of 

personal relationships (Fei, 1947). However, with the introduction of more comprehensive national welfare 

policies in recent decades (Leung and Xu, 2015), it is becoming increasingly relevant to explore which 

notions of belongingness Chinese people have when reasoning about the allocation of responsibilities for 

people’s welfare.  

 To explore this matter, I focused on healthcare. The needs of sick people tend to be more obvious, 

and health impairments are generally viewed as random and therefore out of the individual’s control (Mau, 

2004). For people’s evaluations of entitlements to healthcare, it is important whether people perceive the 

recipient as belonging to them or to their community, which implies some responsibility for the recipient’s 

welfare. Therefore, by examining evaluations of healthcare entitlements, we can explore the notions of 

belongingness that Chinese people deploy when reasoning about the allocation of responsibilities for 

people’s welfare.  

  Through a qualitative analysis of 76 interviews with Chinese people working in Beijing, I found that 

the interviewees had multiple notions of belongingness when reasoning about the allocation of 

responsibilities for people’s welfare. Consequently, welfare responsibilities are believed to be balanced 

between several units of belongingness rather than being solely allocated to the state.  

  In the next section, I elaborate on the theoretical framework of this article, and then I give an 

account of the notions of belongingness that have traditionally been present in Chinese society. In Section 

4, I describe the method of the study, after which I present my findings and conclude. 

2. Belongingness and Welfare 
Previous research has illustrated that belonging to the same community is a factor that influences people’s 

preferences for granting individuals public welfare. Van Oorschot (2000) emphasized common identity as 

one of five criteria that indicate who is found to be deserving of receiving public welfare. Mau (2004) 

emphasized that welfare requires people to have a feeling of membership in the same community. 

Researchers have empirically investigated how a perception of belonging to the same community 

influences people’s preferences for granting welfare to different groups of potential recipients (Carmel and 
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Sojka, 2021; Kootstra, 2016; Kremer, 2016; Laenen et al., 2019; Magni, 2022; Nielsen et al., 2020; Osipovič, 

2015; Reeskens and van der Meer, 2019; Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2012; van der Waal et al., 2010; van 

Oorschot and Uunk, 2007; Wright and Reeskens, 2013). Much of this research has focused on how people 

in European nations evaluate immigrants’ entitlements to public welfare; the findings have shown that 

people prefer to grant welfare to the local population rather than to immigrants. Belongingness to national 

communities is clear; recipients’ welfare entitlements are evaluated on the basis of their membership in 

the national community. This resonates with Marshall’s (1950) account of the development of citizenship 

and the civil, political, and social rights inherent in citizenship that emerged around national communities.  

  However, Yuval-Davis (2011) pointed out that belongingness is multilayered. This means that people 

can perceive belongingness to multiple persons and communities (national, ethnic, religious, local, etc.) 

simultaneously; thus, whether a recipient is seen as belonging is not straightforward. Being equipped with 

multiple notions of belongingness, one can emphasize different social actors’ responsibilities for people’s 

welfare by highlighting different units of belongingness. Informed by Swidler’s (1986, 2001) concept of 

cultural repertoires, I argue that different notions of belongingness can be seen as cultural resources that 

individuals have at their disposal as part of their cultural repertoire. People use and need cultural resources 

to structure their actions; when people evaluate the welfare entitlements of potential recipients, they draw 

upon their cultural resources. People’s perceptions of the responsibility for people’s welfare depend on the 

notions of belongingness that are available within their cultural repertoires. These can be multitudinous, 

meaning that people can perceive belongingness to multiple units simultaneously (Yuval-Davis, 2011), and 

nations are only one kind of unit to which people can be perceived as belonging.  

  China is especially interesting in this regard, as the notion of a Chinese nation was generally absent 

until recent decades (Fei, 1947; Hayton, 2020). In the next section, I turn to the question of which notions 

of belongingness have historically been prevalent in Chinese society. 

3. Chinese Belongingness 
The notions of the nation and citizenship have become increasingly prevalent in Chinese society throughout 

the past 150 years. Before that, the idea of a Chinese nation did not exist. However, the introduction of 

Western notions of nations and nation-states meant that Chinese intellectuals, such as Liang Qichao (Xiao, 

2002), began to conceptualize a Chinese nation and Chinese citizenship. Today, the idea of the Chinese 

nation is central in political discourses in China (Hayton, 2020; Madsen, 2010, 2014, 2020; Morris, 2001), 

and the idea of being a Chinese citizen with certain rights has become more prevalent in reform-era China 

(Lee, 2007). 

  The notion of a Chinese nation is still relatively new, and the concept of being a national citizen with 

inalienable rights is not very developed (Mühlhahn, 2010; Yan, 2010). In traditional China, people did not 
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think of themselves as belonging to a larger community, such as a nation. Fei (1947) described Chinese 

society as characterized by a mode of differential and orderly association, which itself was characterized by 

egocentrism. Thus, individuals are not seen as equals belonging to a larger community, such as a nation-

state per Anderson’s (1983) description of nations as imagined communities within which many members 

probably never meet but nevertheless feel some degree of belonging with one another. Rather, individuals 

are seen as being at the centers of their own webs of personal relationships. This means that individuals, 

first and foremost, belong to themselves. Therefore, they are responsible for and should take care of 

themselves (see also Yang, 2017). In reform-era China, individuals are increasingly perceived as being 

responsible for their performance in the market economy as well (Halskov Hansen and Pang, 2010; 

Madsen, 2019a, 2019b; Yan, 2010). 

  At the same time, individuals belong within a web of personal relationships, and there are certain 

expectations attached to the exchanges between the parties of each relationship according to the nature of 

the relationship. At the core of this web are family relationships, especially between parents and children: 

“The father conceals the misconduct of the son, and the son conceals the misconduct of the father. 

Uprightness is to be found in this” (Confucius, ca. 500 BCE). Family should help one another, and 

responsibility for family members is more important than consideration for others (see also An [2002] for 

Shuming’s emphasis on the family in social relations). Because morality is dependent on these specific 

personal relationships rather than universally applicable to all people, the nature of a relationship 

determines what responsibilities (if any) are attached thereto (Fei, 1947). Whereas responsibilities for 

family are ascribed based on each individual’s role (e.g., father, daughter, brother, etc.), responsibilities for 

non-kin, such as friends, are based on a reciprocal exchange of favors between the parties (Barbalet, 2020). 

Fei (1947) suggested that we think of Chinese social interactions as concentric circles, and individuals are 

the centers of their own circles. Within the innermost circle are family relationships. Accordingly, 

individuals belong primarily to—and are therefore responsible for—themselves and their families. 

However, individuals can extend their social outreach beyond these inner circles by cultivating relationships 

through exchanges of favors and sentiments (Barbalet, 2013, 2020; Bian, 2019; Fei, 1947). In this context, 

the concept of “family” (jia) has a rather elastic nature, which means that individuals can use the concept of 

“family” to indicate intimacy in a non-kin relationship (Fei, 1947). From this perspective, it might not be as 

useful to think about units of belongingness only in terms of communities; rather, belongingness is tied to 

specific people. Furthermore, the “family” concept can also be used to include even bigger groups of 

people, like “everybody” (da-jia; the big family) and “the country” (guo-jia; the national family) (Miao, 

2022). 

 The overall stability of society is dependent on individuals taking care of themselves and their 
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families (Barbalet, 2013; Bian, 2019). “Their [the ancients’] persons being cultivated, their families were 

regulated. Their families being regulated, their states were rightly governed. Their states being rightly 

governed, the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy” (Confucius and Zengzi, ca. 500 B.C.E). 

According to this Confucian perspective on one’s responsibilities for others, individuals should first cultivate 

themselves and then take care of their families to create overall social stability. Individual actions that aim 

to benefit the individual or the individual’s family are therefore seen as also benefitting the public. This 

means that individuals should only engage in non-family relationships to the extent that they do not 

disadvantage themselves or their families. Responsibilities for non-kin depend on a person’s surplus 

capacity after they have ensured their own and their family members’ wellbeing (Fei, 1947).  

 The Chinese context offers different notions of belongingness. On the one hand, the notion of 

belonging to the Chinese national community as equal citizens has become widespread in Chinese society. 

On the other hand, relational notions of belongingness have historically been prevalent in Chinese society. 

Furthermore, these units of belongingness are not thought of as separate; rather, they are interrelated 

(Miao, 2022). Accordingly, taking care of oneself and one’s family is the first step in creating a harmonious 

society. The perceived interrelatedness between different units of belongingness is identifiable in present-

day political discourses in China., within which the national community is viewed as interrelated with the 

family, as illustrated in the following quote from Chinese President Xi Jinping: “We should realize that only 

when every family is good can the country be good, and can the nation be good. […] At the same time, we 

should also realize that only when the country is good and the nation is good can families be good” (Xi, 

2016, author’s translation). This quote also shows how this perceived interrelatedness can have an 

influence in both directions: from family to nation and from nation to family. This indicates that these units 

of belongingness are not seen as mutually exclusive but as coexisting and interrelated. People can thus be 

perceived as belonging to themselves, their families, their non-kin relationships, and the national 

community simultaneously. There is no contradiction in this. However, if people have multiple notions of 

belongingness and can thus emphasize different units of belongingness, what do they think about the 

welfare responsibilities attached to these different units of belongingness? I return to this question in 

Section 5. 

4. Methods 
The empirical material for the analysis of this study consisted of 76 interviews. The interviewees were 

Chinese people who worked in Beijing. Four of the interviews were conducted by me, while Chinese 

student assistants conducted the remaining 72 interviews. We began interviewing in October 2019, and the 

final interview was conducted in September 2021. Initially, 16 interviews were conducted face-to-face, but 

because of the Covid-19 pandemic, we conducted the remaining interviews online. The interviews were 
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conducted in standard Chinese and were audio-recorded. They were then transcribed and translated into 

English. 

  We recruited interviewees who differed in age, gender, class, and household registration (hukou) 

status (registered in Beijing or not). Table 1 provides an overview of the background characteristics of the 

interviewees). The interviewees were recruited through the student assistants’ and my own networks. I 

approached different parts of our networks to diversify the sample. This sampling ensures that the findings 

based on these interviews are not attributed to a single segment of Chinese society, but were common 

among interviewees from different parts of society. However, since we only interviewed people in Beijing, 

the sample is not representative of the entire Chinese population. Therefore, I do not claim that the 

notions of belongingness identified in this study are dominant in all of China. However, they represent 

some of the notions available to some Chinese people and are likely relevant to Chinese people in similar 

environments, such as China’s other big cities. Future research should examine whether the findings are 

relevant to Chinese people in other parts of the country. 

Table 1. Background characteristics of interviewees 
Age Below 30 31–40 41–50 Above 51 

 17 24 24 11 

Gender Female Male 

 34 42 

Class Working class Middle class 

 39 37 

Household registration 

status 
Registered in Beijing Not registered in Beijing 

 39 37 

Note: The numbers in the table indicate the number of interviewees with that background characteristic. Class: 

Working class includes unskilled workers, skilled workers, and routine non-manual employees. Middle class includes 

service class II (lower-level controllers and administrators), service class I (higher-level controllers and administrators), 

and self-employed (Svallfors, 2004). 

Source: Author’s overview of interviewees. 

The interviews concerned the interviewees’ views on social justice-related issues. The interviewers asked 

questions about taxation and equality, unemployment, education, and healthcare. Below are some 

example questions from the interview guide, which was central to this study’s analysis: 

 Do you think that citizens of this society have responsibilities toward one another? Which 

responsibilities? Why? 
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 Would it be better if almost everyone’s medical expenses were paid through taxes? 

 When people are in need—poor or sick—who do you think is responsible for taking care of them? 

Is it their own problem, or should family, the community, philanthropists, or the government be 

responsible? 

I began the coding process using inductive data-based coding of interview content related to the allocation 

of responsibilities for people’s welfare in general and for their healthcare needs. I then consulted the 

literature on Chinese notions of belongingness and Chinese perceptions of responsibilities toward others. 

On the basis of the inductive coding and with insights from the literature, I organized the initial codes into 

categories that centered around different notions of belongingness. These categories are presented in the 

next section.  

5. Findings: Belongingness of Chinese People 
In the following subsections, I present the findings concerning the notions of belongingness in the 

interviewees’ allocations of responsibilities for people’s welfare.  

5.1 National Belongingness 
Some interviewees emphasized the Chinese national community as a central unit of belongingness; being 

Chinese implies having some responsibility for the welfare of other Chinese people. 

We should help each other. After all, this is a nation, and we are all Chinese. 
(male, 31, auto mechanic, migrant) 

Another way the interviewees expressed societal belongingness broadly was by referring to society as a big 

family. 

You live in this country, so you should make contributions. This is a big family. Strive for 
or contribute to this big family. This is due responsibility. (male, 66, owner of small farm 
vacation house, local) 

By deploying notions of belongingness underscoring the nation as a unit of belongingness, the interviewees 

emphasized some degree of responsibility between members of society for each other’s welfare, implying 

that they should help one another to some extent. 

 For most of the interviewees, the state has some responsibility for Chinese nationals’ healthcare 

needs. In addition to many interviewees emphasizing people’s need for public healthcare provisions, 

several interviewees also highlighted how people’s belongingness to the nation means that the state has a 

responsibility for their welfare. 
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He is, first and foremost, a citizen of this country. If he has fulfilled his duties as a citizen, 
that is, there is actually only one duty for a citizen: he has abided by the rules without 
breaking the law. [Because] he is a member of this group, then first of all, his primary 
guarantee is, of course, the state. (female, 23, cartoon editor, migrant) 

The main responsibility [for people in need] is the country’s. You are the people of the 
country. You are their people. […] It is the responsibility of the country as a system to 
take care of you when it is difficult. I think the country is a big family. If there are any 
difficulties, it is your safe haven. It has the responsibility to take care. (male, 36, owner 
of small printing shop, migrant) 

Most of the interviewees had a positive view of the public medical support offered to low-income 

households.  

It is a good thing; otherwise, he won’t be able to afford medical costs. The state should 
still guarantee the basic [treatments], like seeing a doctor and so on. Survival should be 
guaranteed. (female, 28, executive director, local) 

I think this is a good thing. Everyone has the right to live and the right to want to be 
healthy. If he has no money, the state will give him this part of the money, which may 
help him recover better. (male, 32, car washer, migrant) 

The notion of the nation as a unit of belongingness was used by several interviewees to justify that the 

state has some responsibility for people’s welfare. This belongingness is, however, expressed in two 

different ways, which are also illustrated in the quotes above: One way is to describe the nation as a family. 

This shows how the “family” concept has a certain elastic feature (Fei, 1947), which allows some 

interviewees to use “family” to underscore the belongingness within the national community. The second 

way is to emphasize being a Chinese citizen having certain rights and guarantees for one’s welfare, which is 

consistent with Marshall’s (1950) account of national citizenship. This notion of belongingness, with an 

emphasis on being a national citizen, was also identified by Lee (2007) among Chinese workers.  

  Many interviewees are hence able to think about members of society as belonging to the same 

national community—in line with Anderson’s (1983) account of nations as imagined communities—and as 

having some responsibilities for the welfare of their co-nationals. The notion of belongingness to the 

Chinese nation, which has only appeared in Chinese society in China’s recent history (Hayton, 2020; 

Madsen, 2010, 2014, 2020; Morris, 2001), hence seems to be available within Chinese people’s cultural 

repertoires. 

5.2 Egocentric Belongingness 
However, notions of belongingness to the nation and the nation-state were not the only ones that the 

interviewees deployed. Some interviewees emphasized that people are independent individuals who 

should take care of themselves first.  
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From a selfish point of view, each individual is independent and has nothing to do with 
others. (male, 49, production manager, local) 

Take care of yourself first, and do not bring trouble to others. (female, 37, accountant, 
migrant) 

By highlighting individuals’ independence, belongingness to others is somewhat diminished, and individuals 

are perceived as being closest to themselves. Hence, individuals are primarily responsible for their own 

actions and well-being. Consequently, when the interviewees were asked about responsibilities between 

citizens, some pointed to responsibilities concerning self-control, such as obeying the law and behaving 

properly in public spaces, rather than to responsibilities for others’ welfare and healthcare.  

As citizens, we must abide by a country’s legal system. Generally speaking, we must 
abide by some of the country's regulations, and we cannot bring any trouble to society. 
(female, 33, head nurse, migrant) 

We cannot destroy public facilities or affect the normal lives and work of others. At the 
very least, we must have a public responsibility. (male, 40, security guard, migrant) 

Subsequently, being responsible for one’s own actions is seen as a social responsibility and contribution.  

You ca9nnot say that you should take care of others, but first you should take care of 
yourself. That is, as long as you do not resort to some wrongful measures or methods, I 
think you are being responsible toward others. (female, 46, tour guide, migrant) 

The main theme of Chinese society is that making yourself good and not adding chaos to 
the country is the greatest contribution to society. (male, 56, owner of transportation 
company, acquired local) 

In this way, social responsibility is more focused on being responsible for one’s own actions than on being 

responsible for other members of society and their welfare and healthcare. 

  These perceptions of social responsibility are less driven by broad notions of societal belongingness, 

such as belongingness to the nation. Instead, they are tied to the fact that individuals are not alone in 

society. Society is a given condition, and the actions of one individual will unavoidably affect others; social 

responsibility means taking this into account. Some interviewees highlighted this. 

It is impossible to isolate. People are linked to each other. (female, 26, teaching and 
research specialist, migrant) 

Everyone may carelessly have some behaviors that may have a subtle influence on the 
whole human society or community or country. He also has some corresponding 
responsibilities. Surely, he will have responsibilities. (male, 41, owner of private 
enterprise, local) 
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It is not about having an emotional attachment to other members of society (belongingness) that makes 

one responsible for them; it is the fact that society and interactions between people are unavoidable, and 

individuals must thus be responsible for how their actions influence others, but they do not need to be 

responsible for others’ welfare and healthcare. 

 Instead, individuals are responsible for their own welfare. When asked about their views on low-

income households who cannot afford medical treatment even after receiving public medical support, 

many interviewees emphasized that individuals are responsible for themselves. 

The country can only implement this for these people. If you have medical insurance, but 
it is not enough, then the country certainly cannot save you. In fact, no one has an 
obligation to help you. Everything that should be done has been done. One has to save 
oneself. (male, 34, medical engineer, local) 

Find your own solution. […] [The government] gave you enough help. It cannot be 
unlimited help. (male, 45, firefighter, migrant) 

To the same question, some interviewees emphasized that individuals are responsible for ensuring that 

they have sufficient medical insurance.  

If he did not buy commercial insurance, then there is no solution. Now, the country has 
no better solution. If he really cannot afford it, he can just wait to die. (male, 45, auto 
painter, migrant) 

I think it is really a difficult problem, so everyone must buy commercial insurance. We 
must buy this insurance. There is no way. From the national point of view, what [the 
state] can reimburse you, it has already provided as much medical insurance subsidy as 
possible. If there are other things that cannot be reimbursed, you can only rely on 
medical insurance. I think this is a very good remedy. (female, 30, office worker in 
government institution, migrant) 

Although almost all interviewees expressed that the state has some responsibility for the healthcare of low-

income households, most believed it should not be the sole responsibility of the state. Individuals should be 

responsible for their own healthcare needs. Indeed, when asked about their views on a universal 

healthcare system financed through taxation, a few interviewees described it as unfair. 

It may not be fair because not everyone will be seriously ill, and then I paid so much 
money to help others, and this is a large expense. I do not think it is fair. (female, 21, 
teaching and research assistant, acquired local) 

Based on the belief that individuals are closest to themselves and therefore responsible for their own 

welfare, some interviewees saw the societal redistribution implicit in universal healthcare as unfair. For 

most interviewees, the belongingness between members of society does not imply that the state is solely 

responsible for people’s healthcare. 



11 
 

  For many of the interviewees—especially the younger among them—the individual is a central unit 

of belongingness in society. Individuals are closest to themselves and are therefore primarily responsible 

for their own actions and welfare. This resonates with Fei’s (1947) description of Chinese society as 

egocentric: individuals predominantly belong to themselves. The emphasis on individual responsibility was 

also identified by Yang (2017) as a central theme in Chinese psychological self-help discourses and by 

Madsen (2019b) in interviews with Chinese social workers. Hansen and Pang (2010) also recognized a 

strong sense of individual responsibility for one’s performance within society among young Chinese 

villagers. With this notion of belongingness, social responsibility refers to individuals taking care of 

themselves and their own welfare and healthcare.  

5.3 Relational and Familial Belongingness 
For most of the interviewees, social responsibility also had a relational aspect. While individuals are seen as 

independent, they also have certain responsibilities to some people based on the relationship between 

them. 

Every citizen is an individual, and he has no responsibility to other citizens unless that 
responsibility is [based on] a certain relationship. That is, a special relationship will 
produce certain responsibilities, but if it is just two separate citizens, there is no 
responsibility between them. (female, 41, head nurse, local) 

Many interviewees emphasized relationships with family members.  

I think the relationship between family and individual is stronger, while the family’s and 
individual’s relationships with society are very weak. (female, 30, business operator, 
migrant) 

As a matter of fact, an individual is inseparable from his family. Everything you do will 
affect the family, and this society as well. (female, 44, designer, local) 

Individuals belong to their families. Therefore, they have responsibilities to family members, especially their 

parents and children. 

If you want to talk about responsibility, it is a family responsibility at a small level, 
including your support for your parents and the education of your children. This is a 
manifestation of responsibility. (male, 46, financial and insurance salesman, local) 

If we are talking about social civic responsibility, then everyone definitely has their own 
family; everyone has their own family. If he is responsible, it must be [toward] his own 
family and his own career. (male, 20, search engine optimizer, migrant) 

By highlighting individuals’ belongingness to their families, some interviewees implied that it would be 

morally wrong for individuals to pursue other interests before providing for their families. 
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If you say that it is good for you to choose to study for personal development, or if you 
choose to do public good, then you may say that you think that this satisfies your ideals, 
your pursuits, but it may harm [your] family. (male, 31, lawyer, acquired local) 

If your family is not doing well, and you simply want to contribute to society, then you do 
not have much energy to take care of your family, which is also a wrong toward your 
family. (male, 45, deputy general manager in private enterprise, acquired local) 

Most interviewees talked about belongingness to family, though few of the older interviewees did so. For 

most interviewees, belongingness to family meant that individuals have a greater responsibility for the 

welfare of their family members than for that of people within society in general. Furthermore, most 

interviewees believed that people in need should be the responsibility of their own family members.  

I think the individual and the individual's family are mainly responsible [for the person in 
need]. [The family] should be the primary [provider of welfare], but not the only one. 
(male, 28, bar owner, migrant) 

Of course, the family may play a bigger role [in helping people in need], no matter 
whether it is psychologically or financially. (female, 41, virtual community administrator, 
migrant) 

The notion of belongingness to family was used to justify that one has responsibilities related to the 

welfare of family members, and these responsibilities are greater than those to members of society in 

general. 

 Between members of society, there are limited responsibilities for others’ welfare. Indeed, having to 

get help from people outside one’s family is seen as bothering these people. 

Take care of your own family affairs. Do not bring too much burden to society. 
(female, 49, shopping guide, migrant) 

Some interviewees implied that responsibilities toward people outside of one’s family were based on the 

reciprocal exchange of favors between the parties.  

I personally feel that, as long as you help others, others will help you. An old man in our 
hometown says, “If you are away from home, help others, and they will help you.” 
(male, 27, painter, migrant) 

If you are indifferent to everyone, then who should care about you? What you do to 
others, they will do to you. 
(female, 53, housekeeper agent, migrant) 

Whereas responsibilities toward family members are based on belongingness to one’s family, 

responsibilities toward others are formed through exchanges of favors with them. Barbalet (2020) also 

pointed out the distinction between kin and non-kin relationships. One’s responsibilities toward others do 
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not manifest in the same way as one’s responsibilities toward family members. Moreover, individuals have 

no fixed responsibility to help people in general. 

If I am rich, [I] will definitely help others. If I have problems and others do not help me, I 
won’t say anything. People do not have this obligation. (female, 54, farmer, local) 

This implies that responsibilities beyond one’s family are more voluntary in nature. Hence, when asked 

about their views on low-income households who cannot cover the medical costs for a serious disease, 

several interviewees suggested that low-income households could try to raise funds through voluntary 

donations. 

Like some mutual assistance funds on Alipay. There may be some people who are very 
poor and cannot afford insurance, but then everyone comes together. If this person is ill 
and everyone helps each other, everyone may donate one or two cents, and then 
300,000 people will give a lot of money. Aren’t there many such mutual assistance funds 
on Alipay, including Waterdrop [crowdfunding] or something; all of this is equivalent to 
helping each other. (female, 32, section manager in private enterprise, migrant) 

There are some social [organizations] or individuals, or welfare funds organized by the 
government, or fundraising; most of these can solve this [problem]. And charitable 
donations from society. There are many ways to solve this problem. (male, 35, delivery 
man, local) 

For these interviewees, the responsibilities between members of society were seen as voluntary, and 

further state assistance for poor people with serious diseases was not necessary.  

  Notions of belongingness to relationships were prevalent among the interviewees. Although the 

individual was emphasized as the central unit of belongingness, belongingness to family and responsibility 

for family members’ welfare were also significant themes in the interviews (see also Chen et al., 2018; 

Halskov Hansen and Pang, 2010; Hsu, 2019; Thøgersen and Ni, 2010). Because there is not the same kind of 

belongingness to non-family members, responsibilities for them and their welfare are seen as voluntary 

and dependent on the reciprocal exchange of favors (Barbalet, 2020). These notions of belongingness 

resonate with Fei’s (1947) description of individuals belonging within their own web of personal 

relationships. Individuals belong to specific people, and the nature of each relationship determines the 

responsibilities each person has for the other’s welfare.  

5.4 Multiple Belongingness 
As the findings indicate, the interviewees had multiple ways of talking about belongingness that 

emphasized different units: the nation, the individual, family, and other relationships. However, most 

interviewees not only highlighted belonging to different units but also saw these communities as 

interrelated. The interviewees described this interrelatedness in different ways. One method, which was 
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more common among the older interviewees, was to emphasize how a well-functioning society is a 

prerequisite for individuals’ and families’ well-being.  

How can there be families without society? Or individuals, right? How can you develop 
individually if society does not develop? (male, 57, security guard, migrant) 

I think, as everyone always says, if the big family is not doing well—"the big family" 
refers to the country—then the small families will not do well, right? (female, 51, 
planning and finance expert, local) 

Another way, which was less prevalent among the older interviewees, was to emphasize harmonious 

families as a precondition for a well-functioning society. 

A big country is composed of many small families. As long as your family is well 
maintained, you will make contributions to this big family—that is, make contributions 
to the country. (male, 39, owner of education company, local) 

Society will be more harmonious if families are harmonious. (female, 30, teaching and 
research employee, migrant) 

A few interviewees emphasized that family harmony is necessary for individuals to develop. 

Only when you have a good family can you develop personally and have time to develop 
without any worries. Therefore, family harmony is the first thing to do. (male, 31, 
security employee, migrant) 

However, the most widespread way of describing the interrelatedness of units of belonging, especially 

among the younger interviewees, was by describing how individuals should focus on themselves and their 

personal development first; only after doing so might they be able to contribute to their families and to 

society. This resonates with the Confucian perspective on one’s responsibilities for others and for society 

described in Section 3 (Barbalet, 2013; Bian, 2019; Confucius and Zengzi, ca. 500 B.C.E). 

Only when individuals develop can they contribute to society and families. If you do not 
have opportunities and prospects for personal development, then you are a burden to 
your family and may not make great contributions to society. (male, 52, distributor, 
acquired local) 

I think that only when my personal development is good can I do more for my family and 
society. (female, 29, researcher at hospital, acquired local) 

The interviewees had different ways of emphasizing the interrelatedness between the different units of 

belongingness (similar to the quote from Chinese President Xi Jinping’s [2016] in Section 3). Rather than 

highlighting one unit of belongingness, they highlighted how one unit influences another. They were not 

saying that other units were not important—on the contrary, all units of belongingness are important 

because performances within one kind of unit affect conditions within other units.  
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  Accordingly, responsibilities for people’s welfare are perceived as tied to multiple units of 

belongingness. One simultaneously has responsibilities related to oneself, one’s family, and members of 

society. While almost all the interviewees believed that the state should have some responsibility for 

people’s welfare, they also felt that it should not be the sole responsibility of the state. By emphasizing the 

individual and the family as important units of belongingness, the interviewees highlighted individual and 

familial responsibilities for people’s welfare. These are not competing notions of belongingness; rather, 

they are perceived as coexisting. Consequently, responsibilities for people’s welfare are seen as shared 

among multiple units of belongingness. 

We have President Xi to worry about the state’s affairs, [and] the secretary of the Beijing 
municipal government is responsible for the affairs of Beijing. Then, the affairs of the 
family are taken care of by the mother. That is, I think this kind of education is quite 
good in China. Only by having a stable family, and then a stable community, can a stable 
society be established. Therefore, it is not necessary to go up one level after another to 
solve problems on a small scale. (female, 35, director in social work organization, 
migrant) 

I think [oneself, family, community, charity, and government] should all take care of [this 
person in need]. If the individual cannot take care [of himself], it is the family’s 
responsibility. If the family cannot take care of him, it is the community’s responsibility. 
If the community cannot take care of him, there are charities. If charities cannot do it, it 
is [the responsibility of] the state. This is very natural. (male, 29, courier, migrant) 

Because each individual is perceived as belonging to themselves, their family, and the nation, responsibility 

for the individual’s welfare is shared among these units of belongingness. National belonging implies some 

state responsibility, but belongingness to other units means that the state does not have complete 

responsibility for individuals’ welfare.  

The country has really already tried its best to use the health insurance system to treat 
you, and if you cannot afford the rest, what do you say you want the country to do? It is 
not that it doesn’t care about you. It has already saved you a lot. You still cannot afford 
the rest. What else can the country do? (male, 26, app engineer, migrant) 

If you want to reduce the country's burden, because the country may not be able to take 
care of [you], because I think it is still people's own [responsibility]. Depend on yourself. 
(male, 61, gardener, local) 

Faced with the conflict of the state having some—but not sole—responsibility for people’s healthcare 

needs, many of the interviewees justified the limits of the state’s responsibility with alternative logics that 

did not directly express that the state’s responsibility should be less but viewed the state’s limited 

responsibility as a consequence of other factors. When asked about their views on poor people not being 

able to afford treatment for a serious disease even after receiving public financial support, some 
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interviewees pointed out that illness, and eventually death, are natural phenomena, and that some 

diseases are uncurable, so the state cannot help anyway.  

Life is a regular pattern. Sometimes, lives cannot be saved. It is not about money. 
[Money] can only prolong the time, but your life is an organism. If it is already dead, so 
you should respect the pattern. […] Sometimes, we should respect the laws of birth, 
death, and illness. (female, 50, government official, acquired local) 

[Whether the government should help poor people with serious illnesses] depends on 
what disease. If it is cancer, how can it help? It cannot help—it cannot cure it. But for 
some diseases that can be cured, and the expense is not particularly large, I think the 
government should help. (male, 28, owner of dry cleaning shop, migrant) 

These interviewees thus turned the matter of non-affordable treatment into a matter of non-treatable 

diseases. This framing of the issue resonates with Chinese traditional beliefs, which regard illness and death 

as natural parts of life (Chen, 2001; Hsu et al., 2009). 

  Many interviewees emphasized that the state does not have the financial capacity to cover too many 

medical costs; however, they did not consider that the state’s financial capacity could be expanded through 

taxation. This concern about the scarcity of state resources was especially tied to the size of the Chinese 

population. 

It would be better [if most of everyone’s medical expenses were paid through taxes], but 
it is not realistic now. There are too many Chinese, and the country cannot afford it. 
(male, 35, finance director, local) 

With such a large population, I think even if [the government] wants to help [poor 
people with serious illnesses], it cannot. (female, 47, logistics worker, migrant) 

Emphasizing the inevitability of illness and death or the state’s scarce resources are examples of alternative 

ways of justifying the state’s limited responsibility for people’s welfare without directly expressing that it 

should be limited. Previous research on welfare attitudes in Europe (Laenen et al., 2019; Nielsen et al., 

2020) has highlighted the scarcity of state resources as a way that people justify the state’s limited 

responsibility for the welfare of certain groups of people—in particular, immigrants. Due to potential social 

desirability effects (i.e., the interviewees were reluctant to express that the state should care less about 

people’s welfare and healthcare needs), the interviewees justified the state’s limited responsibility for 

people’s welfare with these alternative reasonings. However, they still illustrate how the notion of 

belongingness to the nation entails only some state responsibility for people’s welfare. 

 When discussing welfare entitlements, the interviewees deployed multiple notions of belongingness 

to allocate responsibilities for people’s welfare. Because individuals belong to multiple units of 

belongingness simultaneously, it is not simply a matter of being inside or outside of one given community, 
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such as the nation; rather, it is a matter of balancing the responsibilities that are tied to different units of 

belongingness. Responsibility for people’s welfare is not unequivocally tied to their national belongingness 

and status as Chinese citizens; it is also tied to other units of belongingness. Hence, rather than seeing the 

state’s responsibility for people’s welfare as an inalienable right inherent to being a Chinese citizen (in line 

with Marshall [1950]; see also Mühlhahn [2010] and Yan [2010] on the [missing] notion of inalienable 

individual rights in Chinese society), the interviewees deployed multiple notions of belongingness to 

negotiate the state’s responsibility for people’s welfare balanced against the responsibilities of other units 

of belongingness.  

6. Conclusion 
Existing research has indicated that people’s preferences for granting welfare entitlements depend on 

them perceiving the recipient as belonging to the same community as themselves (Mau, 2004; van 

Oorschot, 2000). Research has focused on belongingness to national communities (van Oorschot and 

Roosma, 2015), but the notion of a Chinese national community is relatively new in Chinese society 

(Hayton, 2020). Based on 76 interviews with Chinese people in Beijing, I explored the question of what 

notions of belongingness Chinese people have when reasoning about the allocation of responsibilities for 

people’s welfare. In particular, I focused on how the interviewees allocated responsibility for people’s 

healthcare needs. 

  The interviewees had several notions of belongingness when evaluating who was responsible for 

people’s welfare. The notions of belongingness to the nation and being a Chinese citizen were deployed by 

some interviewees, which has some resonance with both Anderson’s (1983) description of nations as 

imagined communities and Marshall’s (1950) account of national citizenship comprising inalienable civil, 

political, and social rights. The notion of belongingness to the Chinese nation has become increasingly 

prevalent in Chinese discourses in the last 150 years and is today central to Chinese political discourses 

(Hayton, 2020; Madsen, 2010, 2014, 2020; Morris, 2001). The interviews indicate that the notion of 

belongingness to the Chinese nation is a cultural resource available to Chinese people to allocate some 

responsibility for people’s welfare to the state. 

  The interviewees also deployed other notions of belongingness. Many believed that individuals 

primarily belong to themselves and are responsible for themselves and their own welfare. This notion of 

belongingness to oneself echoes Fei’s (1947) description of traditional Chinese society as egocentric—

individuals are closest to themselves, and their own well-being should be their first concern. The reflection 

of this idea in the interviews suggests that the notion of egocentric belongingness is a cultural resource 

available to Chinese people to allocate responsibility for people’s welfare to the individual.  

  Many interviewees deployed relational notions of belongingness when reasoning about the 
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allocation of responsibilities for people’s welfare. This means that the responsibility for the welfare of 

another person depends on the nature of the relationship between oneself and that person. In particular, 

belongingness to family members was a notion at many interviewees’ disposal which enabled them to 

allocate responsibility for people’s welfare to family members. With regard to non-family relationships, 

some interviewees described how responsibilities for others’ welfare were voluntary and depended on a 

reciprocal exchange of favors between the parties. Thus, the interviewees described the responsibility for 

others’ welfare as dependent on the specific nature of the relationship, further echoing Fei’s (1947) 

description of traditional Chinese society.  

  The interviewees had several notions of belongingness that they deployed in their deliberations 

about the allocation of responsibilities for people’s welfare. These notions emphasized different units of 

belongingness, but the interviewees did not see these units as mutually exclusive. Many described the 

different units of belongingness as interrelated, thereby attaching some importance to all units of 

belongingness. By deploying multiple notions of belongingness, the interviewees reasoned that the 

responsibility for people’s welfare cannot be allocated to a single unit; rather, this responsibility should be 

shared among multiple units of belongingness: oneself, one’s family, one’s other relationships, and the 

nation-state.  

  The findings of this study indicate that to understand how perceptions of belongingness influence 

people’s preferences for granting welfare, we need to think beyond national belongingness and consider 

alternative notions of belongingness available to people for their deliberations about the responsibilities for 

people’s welfare. The interviewees in this study had multiple notions of belongingness for their 

deliberations about the allocation of responsibilities for people’s welfare. For them, it was not simply a 

matter of being inside or outside of a given community, such as the nation; rather, the allocation of 

responsibilities for people’s welfare was balanced between different units of belongingness. Hence, the 

interviewees did not unambiguously allocate the responsibilities for people’s welfare to the nation-state by 

emphasizing notions of national belongingness and national citizenship with certain rights. Instead, by 

deploying multiple notions of belongingness, the state’s responsibility was negotiated against the 

responsibilities of other units of belongingness. 

  Although this article focused on China, its findings may have some relevance for research on the link 

between belongingness and the allocation of welfare responsibilities in other parts of the world, as having 

multiple notions of belongingness is not a uniquely Chinese characteristic (Yuval-Davis, 2011). However, 

which notions of belongingness are available to people in other countries for their deliberations about the 

allocation of welfare responsibilities is a question for future research.  
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Appendix 1: The digital flyer 
Below, I have provided an English translaƟon of the text on the digital flyer. The original Chinese version is 
on the next page. 

 

Dear Ms./Mr., 

 

Do you want to want to get 100 yuan for a chat? 

The Sino-Danish Center for EducaƟon and Research is conducƟng an interview survey. We want to interview 
[descripƟon of requirements for parƟcipaƟon (this was adjusted conƟnuously to target different groups of 
people)]. 

The purpose of the interview is to invesƟgate Chinese people's views on social welfare. 

We just want to hear about some of your experiences and opinions. You don't need to be parƟcularly 
familiar with these things. We need to interview people from all walks of life and with different educaƟonal 
backgrounds. The interview is just like chaƫng. The answers are open-ended, there is no right or wrong. 

 The interviewing language is Mandarin Chinese. 
 The interview Ɵme is about 1 to 1.5 hours. 
 The interview is conducted by voice call. 
 The interview will be recorded. 
 You can choose the interview Ɵme. Day, night, or weekend. Please be in in a separate and quiet 

room with good network signal. 
 The interview will be conducted by a graduate student in Beijing. 
 AŌer the interview, you will get the parƟcipaƟon fee of 100 yuan. 

All research parƟcipants are completely anonymous, and the interview materials are only used for research 
purposes. If you want to know more about the project or are interested in parƟcipaƟng, please add my 
WeChat (amoej1990 or scan the QR code) or write me an email (amoej@socsci.aau.dk). You are also 
welcome to forward it to your colleagues, family, and friends. 

 

With cordial greeƟngs, 



尊敬的女士/先生，  

 
奥尔堡大学 | 丹麦 

Depar t ment  of  Soc io logy  
and Soc ia l  Work  

社会学与社会工作系 

www.aau .dk  

 

 

 

中丹科教中心 

www.sdc . un iv ers i t y   

 

 

您想要聊聊天就可以有 100 元拿吗？ 

中国丹麦科教中心正在进行一个采访调

研。我们想采访有[description of 

requirements for participation]。 

采访目的是调查中国人对社会福利的看

法。 

我们就是想听您的一些经历和看法，您

不用特别了解这些方面的东西。我们需

要采访各行各业与不同学历的人。采访

就像平时聊天一样。答案是开放式的，

不分对错。 

 采访语言为普通话。 

 采访时间约 1 到 1.5 小时。 

 采访通过语音通话进行。  

 采访将被录音。 

 您可以选择采访的时间。白天，晚

上或周末均可。请在一个独立，安

静，网络信号较好的房间进行。  

 采访将由一名北京在校研究生进行。 

 采访后，您将获得 100 元参与费。 

 

所有研究参与者完全匿名，采访资料仅作为研究用途使用。如果您想对项目了解

更多或有兴趣参与，请加我的微信(amoej1990 或扫二维码)或写电子邮件给我

(amoej@socsci.aau.dk)。也欢迎您转发给您的同事，家人和朋友们。 

致以亲切的问候， 

Andreas Michael  Øs te rby -Jørgensen |  安达  

PhD fe l l ow  |  博士生 ;  MSc  |  硕士 

 

PHONE |  电话 :  (+45)  9940  3781  

EMAIL  |  邮箱 :  amoe j@socs c i . aau .dk  

WEB |  网页 :  vbn .aau .dk / en /pers ons /144821  

ADDRESS |  地址 :  
Aa lborg  Un iv ers i t y  
Kroghs t ræde 7 ,  room 90 
9220  Aa lborg  Ø  
Denmark  |  丹麦  

Morten Freder iksen 。   
Pro fes sor  |  教授 ;  PhD |  博士  

 

PHONE |  电话 :  (+45)  9940  2690  

EMAIL  |  邮箱 :  m f r@socs c i . aau .dk   

WEB |  网页 :  vbn .aau .dk / en /pers ons /126271   

ADDRESS |  地址 :  
Aa lborg  Un iv ers i t y  Copenhagen 
F reder i k sk a j  10B,  2 th  f l oo r   
2450  Københav n  SV 
Denmark  |  丹麦  
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Appendix 3: Interview guide – Just Worlds, PRC 
采访指南——“正义世界”项目，中国 

 

Introduction (before turning on recorder) 采访介绍 (打开录音之前) 

- We will be talking about your values about how people treat one another and your opinions on social 

policies for e.g. healthcare and unemployment as well as how you think of China’s transformations in these 

matters. 
- 我们一会儿会聊一下你怎么看待各个社会政策，比如失业补助和医疗保健，另外还有你怎么看关于这

些年中国在这些方面的变化。 

- There are no right or wrong answers. All your thoughts are of interest 
- 答案没有对错。主要就是想了解一下你的个人看法。 

- We will guarantee you full confidentiality. Your name will not appear anywhere in the published articles and 

recordings will be stored on a secure university hard drive 
- 我们保证完全保密。你的名字不会出现在发表的文章里，录音会保存在我们大学的一个安全硬盘上。 

- We will start with around 10 minutes of survey-questions. We then begin the interview as a normal 

conversation which will take around 1 hour and then end with some further survey-questions in the last 10 

minutes. 

- 我们先有大概 10 分钟的选择题。然后，我们进行采访，就像平时聊天一样，大概需要 1 个小时。最

后 10 分钟还有一些选择题。 

- Feel free to break off the interview at any time or ask any questions you may have 
- 中间有需要的话可以休息，有问题也可以随时问。 

- It is important to us that you understand that we collect this interview with your full and informed consent 

and that you may stop participating in the study at any point during or after the interview, in which case we 

will completely delete any information and data provided by you.  

- 重要的是，你了解并且同意我们保存这次采访记录。你有权利在采访的时候或之后退出研究，如果你

决定退出的话，我们会删除所有和你有关的信息和记录。 

- (Read the Informed Consent form out aloud, point by point. The interviewee should express consent to each 

point.) 

- (念知情同意书，一个点一个点念。受访者要同意每个点。)  
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Equality and tax 平等和税收 

What do you think of China's current allocation of resources among people? 

你觉得中国目前人与人之间的资源分配情况怎么样？ 

- A very small group of people in society are very rich and influential. Is that fair? Why (not)? 

- 社会上的一小部分人又很有钱又很有影响力。这公平吗？为什么？ 

Do you think that there are groups in the PRC who pay too much tax? Too little? 

你觉得在中国是否有一些人纳税太多？或者太少了？ 

- People with higher incomes pay more taxes. What do you think about this? 

- 收入高的人交更多的税。你怎么看这个？ 

- Do you think that citizens of this society have a responsibility towards one another? Which 

responsibilities? Why? 

- 你觉得这个社会的公民对彼此有责任吗？什么样的责任？为什么？ 

Which do you think should be more important: contributing to society, contributing to family or personal 

development? Why? 

你觉得对社会做贡献，对家庭做贡献还有个人发展，这三个，哪一个应该更重要？为什么？ 

Do you think that there is too much or too little equality between people in the PRC? Why? 

你觉得在中国，人与人之间太平等还是太不平等？为什么？ 

- Is economic equality a good thing? Why? To what extent? 

- 经济平等是好事吗？为什么？什么程度（算是好事/坏事）？ 

Do you think that among Chinese people it is economically more equal or more unequal now than before?  

你觉得现在中国人在经济方面上比以前更平等还是更不平等？  

How was it before? How is it now? 

以前怎么样？现在怎么样？ 

Do you think this change has been for the better or for the worse? Why? 

你觉得这个变化是好是坏？为什么？  

Do you think society should focus more on supporting people with the most potential or helping those least able 

to take care of themselves? Why? 

你觉得社会应该把重点放在，支持最有潜力的人还是帮助那些最没有能力照顾自己的人？为什么？ 
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Do you think that people who move here from other parts of China should have the same rights to social benefits 

as the local people? Why? 

你觉得从中国其他地方搬到这里的人应该享有和当地人一样的社会福利吗？为什么？ 

Do you think that people who move to the PRC from other countries should have the same rights to social benefits 

as Chinese people? Why? 

你觉得从其他国家搬到中国的人应该享有和中国人一样的社会福利吗？为什么？  

 

Unemployment 失业 

Do you think that it is important that the government ensures support for people when they are unemployed? 

Why? 

你觉得政府对人们在失业的时候的支持重要吗？为什么？ 

Do you have the social insurance? 

你有没有社会保险？ 

- Unemployment insurance is mandatory and funded through fixed contributions from employers and 

employees - is it a good thing that the government forces employees to buy unemployment insurance? Or 

do you think it would be better if unemployment insurance was not mandatory and everyone decided 

themselves whether to buy unemployment insurance or not? Why? 

- 失业保险是强制的，通过单位和员工按照固定份额共同出资的，政府强制员工买失业保险是一件好

事吗？还是你觉得如果失业保险不是强制性的，然后每个人自己决定是否要购买失业保险，会更

好？为什么？  

- Workers without a formal employment contract are not covered by this unemployment insurance - Is that 

a problem? Why? 

- 没有正式的就业合同的员工没有失业保险 – 这是个问题吗？为什么？ 

o What if there was an unemployment insurance that covers all the people, for example, that 

through tax can cover all the people, do you think it would be better? 

o 那么假如说有一个覆盖全民的这种失业保险，比如说通过税收可以覆盖全民，那您觉得这样

子会更好吗？ 

- Should anyone not have the right to unemployment benefits? 

- 是不是有一些人不应该收到失业补助的权利？ 
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People with no or very low income can receive cash benefits as well as other benefits through the government-

funded dibao-policy. What do you think of these benefits? (Why?) 

没有收入或收入很低的人可以通过政府资助的低保政策获得现金福利和其他福利。你对这个怎么看？（为

什么？） 

- Should anyone not have the right to get dibao? Why? 

- 是不是有一些人不应该收到低保的权利？为什么？ 

- What do you think it is like to raise a family on dibao? 

- 你觉得靠低保生活的家庭的生活状况是怎么样的？ 

For how long should the government keep providing for people who are unable to provide for themselves? 

政府应该为那些不能养活自己的人提供多长时间的帮助？ 

- What if they are alcoholics, drug addicts or criminals? 

- 那如果那些人是酗酒者，吸毒者，或者罪犯呢？ 

Some people do not have jobs, what do you think are the reasons? 

有些人没有工作，你觉得有哪些原因？ 

Do you think Chinese people are more or less worried about unemployment now than before?  

你觉得现在中国人比以前更担心，还是不担心失业？  

How was it before? How is it now? 

以前怎么样？现在怎么样？ 

Do you think this change has been for the better or for the worse? Why? 

你觉得这个变化是好是坏？为什么？ 

 

Education 教育 

The government is funding basic education for everyone, that is, everyone can get 9 years of free education – 

what do you think about that policy? (Why?) 

政府资助每个人的基础教育，就是每个中国人可以享有 9 年的免费义务教育— 你怎么看这个政策？（为什

么？） 
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Some schools are administered by local governments (public schools), some schools are run for profit (private 

schools), and some schools are administered by charity organizations. Who do you think should administer the 

schools? Why?  

有的学校由地方政府管理(公立学校)，有的学校是盈利性的(私立学校)，有的学校由慈善组织管理。 

你觉得应该由谁来管理学校？为什么？ 

- Some people can afford to move to districts with better schools, while others cannot afford it. How does 

that make you feel? Why? 

- 有些人负担得起搬到有更好的学校的学区，而另一些人负担不起，你对这个怎么看？为什么？ 

- Who do you think go to private schools? 

- 你觉得哪些学生会去私立学校？ 

o Is it a good thing for society that these students go to private school? Why (not)? 

o 对整个社会来说，这些学生去私立学校是一件好事吗？为什么？ 

- Who do you think go to public schools? 

- 你觉得哪些学生会去公立学校？ 

- Are public schools important? Why? 

- 公立学校重要吗？为什么？ 

- Do you think some people get inadequate education due to the system? 

- 你觉得在现在的教育系统条件下，有人得不到足够的教育吗？ 

Do you think that educational opportunities are more equal or more unequal now than before? 

你觉得现在受教育的机会比以前更平等还是更不平等？ 

How was it before? How is it now? 

以前怎么样？现在怎么样？ 

Do you think this change has been for the better or for the worse? Why? 

你觉得这个变化是好是坏？为什么？ 

Do you think the educational system is a fair system? Why? 

你觉得现在的教育系统公平吗？为什么？ 
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Health insurance 医疗保险 

What do you think about healthcare insurance being part of employment contracts? (Why?) 

你对医保作为就业合同的一部分怎么看的？（为什么？） 

- Would it be better, if most of everyone's medical expenses were paid through taxes? 

- 如果通过税收来支付所有人的大部分医疗费用，会更好吗？ 

- Some people get personal medical insurance via a commercial insurance company – is that more 

reasonable? Why (not)? 

- 有些人自己买商业医疗保险 — 这样更合理吗？为什么？ 

Some public hospitals have VIP wards, where better-quality treatment is offered, but it is also much more 

expensive - do you think public hospitals should have VIP wards? Why (not)? 

有的公立医院有高级病房，那里医疗条件更好，但是也更贵 - 你觉得公立医院应该有高级病房吗？为什

么？ 

  

Some people, who are unable to cover their own healthcare expenses, can have part of their medical costs 

covered through the dibao system – is that a good thing? Why? 

一些没有能力付自己医疗费用的人可以通过低保制度报销一部分医疗费用 — 这是好事吗？为什么？ 

  

- Sometimes when people encounter more serious illness, the financial support provided through the dibao 

system is not enough to cover the expenses - what do you think about that? (Why?) 

- 有时侯，人生了大病，通过低保报销后仍付不起医疗费用 - 你对这个怎么看？（为什么？） 

Do you think the healthcare system is a fair system? Why? 

你觉得现在的医疗保健系统公平吗？为什么？ 

- Do you think some people do not get healthcare due to the system? 

- 你觉得在现在的医疗保健条件下，有人看不起病吗？ 
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Do you think that access to healthcare is more equal or more unequal now than before?  

你觉得现在医疗保健比以前更平等还是更不平等？ 

How was it before? How is it now? 

以前怎么样？现在怎么样？ 

Do you think this change has been for the better or for the worse? Why? 

你觉得这个变化是好是坏？为什么？ 

 

Overall redistribution 总体再分配 

When people are in need – poor or sick – who do you think are responsible for taking care of them? Is it their 

own problem or should family, community, philanthropy or government be responsible? 

当人们需要帮助的时候 — 比如他们很穷或生了病 — 你觉得照顾他们应该是谁的责任？是他们自己，家

庭、社区、慈善机构还是政府应该负责？ 
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Appendix 4: List of Coding Categories 

Deserving Hukou: 

 IdenƟty 
o NaƟonal idenƟty: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on their 

belongingness to the naƟon. 
o Universalism: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on the belief 

that all people are equal. 
o SubnaƟonal idenƟty: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on their 

belongingness to local communiƟes and places. 
o Resource-scarcity rejecƟonist logic: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated 

based on the beliefs that Beijing’s welfare capacity is not sufficient to include migrants, and 
it would aƩract more migrants if enƟtlements were made equal. 

o InsƟtuƟonal rejecƟonist logic: Statements where migrants’ deservingness is evaluated 
based on a descripƟon of the insƟtuƟonal features of the household registraƟon system.  

 Reciprocity 
o Effort: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on their 

contribuƟons in a broader sense, such as working or making an effort. 
o Monetary contribuƟon: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on 

their monetary contribuƟons, such as tax or social insurance payments. 
o Qualified contribuƟon: Statements in which migrants’ deservingness is evaluated based on 

their ability to make qualified contribuƟons, which are needed in Beijing. 

 

High and Low: 

 Merit-based inequality (the meritocraƟc framing): Statements in which economic inequality is 
jusƟfied based on the belief that the distribuƟon of resources should be based on individual merit, 
such as work, ability or contribuƟons. 

 Development-generated inequality (the developmental framing): Statements in which economic 
inequality is assumed to enable economic development. 

 Difference-Order inequality (the difference-order framing): Statements in which economic 
inequality is jusƟfied based on the belief that because people are born into different segments of 
society, they are also naturally provided with different sets of resources. 

 Procedural jusƟce: Statements in which economic inequality is seen as fair if opportuniƟes for 
economic advancement are perceived as equally distributed. 

 Inequality creates instability: Statements in which economic inequality is seen as a threat to social 
stability. 

 

EvaluaƟng Chinese Welfare: 

 State IntervenƟon in the Market:  
o An intervening state: Statements in which the interviewee supports that the state 

intervenes in the market and in the free choice of individuals. 
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 A state of need: Statements in which state support for unemployed people is 
jusƟfied based on their perceived need for assistance. 

 A threat to social stability: Statements in which state support for unemployed 
people is jusƟfied based on the perceived threat that unemployed people pose to 
social stability, such as crime.  

 Some people not aware of unemployment risk: Statements in which compulsory 
unemployment insurance is jusƟfied based on the percepƟon that some people are 
not themselves aware of the risk of unemployment. 

o Market: Statements in which the interviewee problemaƟzes that the state intervenes in the 
market and in the free choice of individuals. 

 Buy insurance, if you think you need it: Statements in which the interviewee 
problemaƟzes compulsory unemployment insurance based on the belief that it 
should be an individual choice. 

 De-commodificaƟon:  
o A choice: Statements in which the interviewee problemaƟzes unemployment benefits by 

describing unemployment as an individual choice. 
o A family maƩer: Statements in which the interviewee jusƟfies limiƟng unemployment 

benefits based on the belief that family should support unemployed people. 
o Right to subsistence: Statements in which unemployment benefits are jusƟfied based on 

the perceived right to subsistence. 
 Welfare StraƟficaƟon: 

o Earned right: Statements in which the interviewee jusƟfies welfare straƟficaƟon based on 
the belief that welfare enƟtlements should depend on one’s merits, such as insurance 
payments, work, or contribuƟons. 

o Farmers do not need to worry about unemployment: Statements in which the interviewee 
emphasizes that farmers do not need to worry about unemployment because they have 
access to farmland. 

o Universal unemployment insurance: Statements in which the interviewee supports a 
universal tax-financed unemployment insurance. 

 

No ObligaƟon to Help You: 

 NaƟonal belongingness: Statements in which the interviewee supports that Chinese people in 
general are responsible for each other’s welfare. 

o A big family: Statements in which the interviewee jusƟfies that Chinese people in general 
are responsible for each other’s welfare based on the belief that society is like a big family. 

o CiƟzen: Statements in which the interviewee jusƟfies that Chinese people in general are 
responsible for each other’s welfare based on the belief that as a Chinese ciƟzen you should 
be enƟtled to certain rights and guarantees.  

 Egocentric Belongingness: Statements in which the interviewee supports that individuals in general 
are responsible for themselves and their own welfare. 

o Within society your acƟons always affect others: Statements concerning how people 
unavoidably are part of society. 

 Familial belongingness: Statements in which the interviewee highlights that individuals should 
primarily be responsible for family members and their welfare. 



3 
 

 RelaƟonal belongingness: Statements concerning the responsibiliƟes between ordinary members of 
society, such as friends and charity. 

 Interrelated belongingness: Statements in which the interviewee describes how one kind of units of 
belongingness can affect other units of belongingness. 

 Joint responsibility: Statements in which the interviewee describes how the responsibility for 
people’s welfare is shared between different units of belongingness. 

 State not complete responsibility: Statements in which the interviewee describes how the state 
does not solely have the responsibility for people’s welfare. 

o Non-treatable deceases: Statements in which the interviewee points out that some 
deceases cannot be cured, so the state cannot help anyway. 

o Resource-scarcity: Statements in which the interviewee emphasizes that the state cannot 
provide healthcare to so many people. 
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SUMMARY
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In this thesis, I have explored the cultural resources which Chinese people 
have for their evaluations of social justice in China today, that is, the ideas 
and beliefs they use to interpret phenomena related to the distribution of re-
sources, opportunities, welfare entitlements, work, and income among mem-
bers of society. Based on 76 qualitative open-ended interviews with Chinese 
people working in Beijing, I find that even though Chinese people have been 
exposed to and known very different distributive orders in a not-too-distant 
past, the cultural resources that many interviewees deployed in their evalu-
ations of social justice enabled them to justify, rather than problematize, the 
inequalities of the current distributive order in China. However, the findings 
also suggests that there are cultural resources which potentially can be used 
to criticize certain aspects of the distributive order. It is therefore essential 
for researchers to continue to pay attention to Chinese people’s evaluations 
of social justice in China.
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