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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.
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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

 ’     

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279422000204 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279422000204


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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