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A Question of Confidence:


State Legitimacy and the New Urban Poor


Dorothy J. Solinger

If state benevolence is to serve as a critical condition for Chinese citizens’ acceptance of their government as legitimate, as Vivienne Shue suggests in this volume, then the concept and practice of official “benevolence” demands some interrogation in today’s China.  Does benevolence obtain, and do those who would depend deeply upon it believe in its presence?  And, as evidence of such belief, do they entertain an expectation that the state, in its guise as giver, , can be counted upon for what for them are vital extensions of its current offerings in the days to come?  

In this chapter I target the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee program (the zuidi shenghuo baozhang) and its subjects (the dibao duixiang, or dibao objects; dibaohu, or dibao households) to address this question.  I claim that a major issue is the extent to which a bond of trust entwines beneficiary and benefactor in their interchange in this welfare sector, the degree to which, that is, the one has faith in the other.  I will argue that paradoxically,  the recipients of this hand-out place far more confidence in the powers-that-be than the leaders are willing to   lend to them.  Thus, in querying the existence of any sense of legitimacy in the realm inhabited by the impoverished, it would seem that it is the state that raises questions of its partner, rather than the other way around.

In what follows, I first give a brief account of the context in which new poverty arose in Chinese cities in and after the mid-1990s and then of the social welfare program under consideration that was meant to address that penury.  I next move on to substantiate my claim that the state is much more suspicious of the indigent than the latter is of the state.  The upshot is that while the destitute treat their governors as legitimate, that honor is not requited.

Background
The cities, for the most part, appeared up until the middle of the 1990s to be islands within a larger Chinese political economy in which job-secured workers could be certain that their livelihood, health, education and living abodes would evermore undergird their and their children’s sustenance.  At least until the late 1980s (and in most cases through to the mid-1990s), urbanites who stuck with the state sector considered good treatment on the job a kind of birthright, an entitlement that was sure to be enforced.  Herein lies the root of the seemingly still unshakable expectation that the government is meant to, and will be able and inclined to, provide for its people, or for its urban people, at any rate.

In the cities after 1949, true, there had always been the disadvantaged – those without offspring or spouses, the disabled, and people unable to support themselves.  But this relatively tiny batch of individuals generally survived in the shadows and out of sight, subsisting – but just barely – as members of the “three withouts” (sanwu] if on a mere pittance, in the form of meager “social relief” disbursed by civil affairs departments.

Not only did cities seem immune from the perils of hardship up until just over a decade ago, but there was even reason to hope that the rise in living standards that followed China’s opening up after 1980 would continue for everyone in them.  For the dawn of the switch to the market economy in the early 1980s was accompanied by the credo that the wealth being generated--first by the fertilization infused by the inrush of foreign capital along the coast and later by rapidly shooting sprouts of the private sector – would in time shed seeds that fostered prosperity much more widely.    

But the drama of the displacement of those who are now destitute unfolded precisely in the midst of their state’s hell-bent drive to “develop.” At first the effects were slow to appear.  Throughout the late 1980’s, there had been scattered reports of job losses for “redundant workers.”
 In the main, however, managers were still constrained at that point from dismissing employees openly.
 In the early 1990s, though, the state-owned firms began to succumb to competition from imports, as well as from the non-state and foreign-invested sectors.
   The rivalry could be fierce as enterprises in these other portions of the economy lacked the responsibility that the state had long bestowed on the work units it owned and ran to provide welfare and other benefits for their staff and labor forces, a responsibility, again, that is at the root of the inclination of the presently poor to rely on the state.  Clearly, the discrepancy in behavior among the various ownership forms of firms enhanced the nonstate enterprises’ profitability and competitiveness at the expense of their state-owned rivals. 

There were other direct causes behind the plight of the official enterprises that came to visit adversity upon the old work force.  These included the obsolescence of much of these firms’ equipment in the wake of burgeoning technological imports from the developed world.  Added to this was the growing and serious mismatch between, on the one hand, the largely unschooled nature of a huge segment of the workforce (owing to its coming of age during the Cultural Revolution years, when schools were shut and the only education on offer entailed “learning from the workers, peasants and soldiers”), and the type of demand issuing from the labor market as the economy underwent its marketization, on the other.                

But it was finally at the end of the several-year-long austerity program introduced by then-Vice Premier Zhu Rongji in mid-1993 that a sudden outbreak of unemployment began. This austerity program produced significantly heightened market pressures. With its temporary but stiff curtailment of the lavish and guaranteed credit that state firms (and their workers), had regularly counted on, leading to massive firm losses 
  Already  in 1994, when a new Labor Law was written granting firm management freedom to fire workers if near bankruptcy or in serious difficulty,
 the phenomenon called xiagang --according to which employees in name retained their tie to their danwei (work unit), but were in fact without any work to do)began to gather speed.
 By spring 1996, urban unemployment, once strictly anathema to the Communist Party, was being termed “inevitable in a market economy,” which in China by that time unquestionably obtained.
  

Subsequently, a surge in job losses gathered new and ever-escalating momentum after the Communist Party’s Fifteenth Party Congress in September 1997.  At that meeting, then-Party General Secretary Jiang Zemin put forward two critical chores: first, to “adjust and improve the ownership structure”; and second, to “accelerate the reform of state-owned enterprises.”
  Neither of these objectives can be divorced from the subsequent flood of layoffs that followed the Congress.  At the end of the year, the Ministry of Labor’s National Work Conference announced, apparently with much chagrin in light of its customary munificence, that “Dismissing and laying off workers is a move against our will taken when we have no way to turn for help, but also the only way to extricate ourselves from [this] predicament.”
                                            

The upshot was that, for a significant section of the old proletariat in the factories of China’s metropolises, mounting losses among state companies came to spell involuntary unemployment.
  According to China’s own State Statistical Bureau, “the number of workers employed in the state-owned sector fell from 113 million to 67 million, a decline of 40 percent over the five years from 1996 to 2001.”
 And so for the first time in the cities of the People’s Republic,
 there were widespread instances of people with work ability and a desire to work who were unable to land “jobs,” or find employment of any sort.
  These moves, executed with reluctance as they may have been, nonetheless generated a whole new unemployed sub-sector of city society, a segment apparently set to stay.

The poverty-stricken (a prominent segment of the newly named ruoshi qunti, or weak masses, or the tekunhu, households in difficulty) then emerged as a most pitiable subset of those who had been discharged from their firms.  These were the people most disadvantaged--whether by their age, their poor health or disability, or their total lack of any skills or credentials—those most unable to find a way to sustain their existence on their own.
 A report by the Party’s Organization Department that came out in 2001 disclosed that an investigation done by the State Statistical Bureau, the State Council Research Office, and other units, discovered that, nationwide, 20 to 30 million staff and workers had fallen into poverty in recent years.  With their family members it was judged that altogether these people amounted to 40 to 50 million,
 or almost 13 percent of the urban population.
  The presence of this part of the population, stranded amidst much plenty, is also the result of the as-yet far from fully fulfilled need for the Chinese polity to undergird the livelihood of the unemployed masses in the cities with a workable and comprehensive social welfare system.
 

The Minimum Livelihood Guarantee Program

During the socialist era, workers in municipal enterprises were given work-unit-grounded, relatively universal, automatic security packages. But the economic reform program saw this system gradually slip away.  After a half dozen years of grass-roots experimentation, the state inaugurated a discretionary, means-tested cash transfer program,
 the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee (zuidi shenghuo baozhang], popularly called the “dibao” to take the place of the welfare these pre-reform units had provided.   In practice, the dibao is much akin to what Tony Judt has written of “modern welfare reform” in Western settings, in that both introduce “conditionality” into “social citizenship” by forcing beneficiaries to “pass certain tests and demonstrate appropriate behavior.”
  

The openly announced charge of the dibao was to provide for urban residents whose household income failed to reach a municipality-determined minimal threshold; the method was to supplement that income to the extent necessary to bring the family’s monthly wherewithal up to the level deemed requisite for basic survival in that city.
 The project was proudly labeled by its publicists as a “standardized, legalized, social guarantee system,”
 a characterization more aspirational than actual, especially at the time of the plan’s national promulgation in September 1999.
  Much like “reformed” Western welfare programs, it reeks of distrust of its objects. Unlike similar schemes in democracies, however, its administrators’ qualms are to be quieted by the watchful attention of the recipients’ co-residents in their community [shequ] courtyards.  

Indeed, a central justification for the creation of the scheme was to ensure control over and, ideally, the quietude of, the poverty-stricken.  One writer went so far as to refer to the dibao as a “tranquilizer,” a kind of pill that would permit the state enterprises in Shenyang’s Tiexi district (a site of massive layoffs) to proceed without obstruction. Without it, the essayist unabashedly penned, “these people must become a burden that the enterprises would find it hard to throw off…even to possibly arousing even larger social contradictions.”
 In essence, the policy amounted to supplying indigent individuals with funds that were “just enough to keep body and soul together,” in the words of its leading scholar within China, Tang Jun.
  That thrust of the mission is hard to miss when one learns that the average poverty line—a line set by individual cities-- across China in 2003 was just 149 yuan (less than US$20) per month;  the average per person subsidy, the sum meant to lift the insolvent up to the “poor” line, was a piddling 58 yuan ( about $7).  Four years later these averages had risen, but just to 179 and 95 yuan, respectively.

But, oddly enough, a people whose plunge in fortune  was more or less purposively manufactured by state-sponsored market reforms, still seem to look to this same state to alleviate its pitiful position. Unfortunately, what guilt, if any, the governors might experience for their prior choices is mixed with a heavy dose of suspicion that significantly limits their largesse.  These two conflicting mindsets – one of hope and apparent faith among the recipients, the other of doubt among the rulers accord the relationship a strange tinge of imbalance.

The State’s Suspicious Stance towards the Poor   
That the authors of the dibao program shaped it primarily in the interest of pacifying the payees is evidence enough of the leadership’s misgivings about the newly poor’s dependability and their honor.
 Indeed, the authorities’ skepticism has slanted the execution of the project from the start.  In part this doubtfulness is displayed in official prohibitions that dictate the type of people eligible for the funds and the activities of indigent people that should bar them from getting any allocation; in part it crops up in the course of determining whether or not specific households are in truth entitled to receive the money.  The extreme hesitancy with which applicants are vetted bespeaks less of stinginess (since the necessary cash is not really so scarce), than of a wariness in the face of what many donors judge very likely to be immorality and laziness on the part of the impoverished, or at least on the part of people felt by administrators to be fraudulently pretending to be poor enough to qualify.

Representative regulations outlining every detail of how possible beneficiaries should be designated, along with all the procedures involved in ensuring that they are deserving, were issued in a typical ruling by the Hubei Provincial Civil Affairs Bureau in mid-2003.
  Within the province, city districts, and sometimes even street (jiedao) offices are permitted to fine-tune and adapt these rulings.  But they clearly demand that residents should be excluded from becoming recipients  if their homes exhibit any of  the following phenomena: savings whose amount cannot be clarified, or “hidden income” that cannot be verified; if in the past three years the household has bought a home or undertaken high-quality renovation of its present dwelling; if it has purchased a refrigerator, an air conditioner, a digital camera, a computer or a camcorder; if it is discovered that there is some type of power-driven vehicle in the family’s possession that is not required for someone’s work; if the family has installed a telephone and/or has a phone bill higher than 30 percent of the local dibao allowance; or if any family member owns any kind of mobile communication device phone and makes use of it in the period when the dibao is being sought or enjoyed. 

Pleasure, too, is also out of the question: if the home contains “high-class pets,” or if family members are often encountered in restaurants or in places of entertainment, they are not to be funded. And as if to guarantee that the family persists in poverty over time, the regulations also mandate that if there are children enrolled in schools of their own choice or who are studying in private schools the household will not be certified as eligible for aid. Refusing to allow investigators to enter one’s home is another way to lose the privilege of entering the program.
  

The most rigorous regulation is about people of working age who are in good health but without employment; these individuals are sometimes treated as if they were in fact holding jobs. This behavior is justified by the same suspicion that pervades the program a practice justified thus: “Since household income is very difficult to determine, hidden employment is pervasive, and hidden income and resources [are known to exist], flexible standards are adopted everywhere.”
  According to this logic, families may be rejected from receiving the dibao simply because they are perceived as having the ability to work, thereby considering them as having been given the wages they would have earned had they been on a job. Such reckoning “regards as income” salary or even benefits that properly speaking ought to have been – but were not – paid to a person, using their city’s minimum wage or its unemployment insurance subsidy to assess the amount of the supposedly received income or benefit, and then taking that sum to be the person’s actual income.
 In short, those dispensing the funding are meant to determine that no one whose standard of living goes beyond the barest form of subsistence becomes a client.  

Not only do community program workers probe into supplicants’ style of life, occupation and assets, but their neighbors are invited to join in the assessment.  Each case must earn the approval of community members, who get an opportunity to protest when the details of the case are posted in a centrally-located courtyard on a public bulletin board (gongshilan).  Fellow citizens living nearby can be keen to raise objections when they believe that funds are being wrongly disbursed.  When asked why a person’s neighbors would report on him/her, the assistant chief of the dibao office in the Gansu Provincial Bureau of Civil Affairs replied with an idiom:  “bu huan gua er huan bujun,” whose meaning is something to the effect that “if you don’t worry about the few, then your worry is unfair.”  “If you go to work, there are a lot of people in the courtyard who will see you; it’s not just a matter of only one neighbor informing on you,” he continued.
  

Experimenters in Dalian pioneering a project that would compel dibao recipients to engage in community service learned in the course of their work that, indeed, many complaints had been leveled against beneficiaries with undeclared incomes who were nonetheless collecting allowances.
  In the interest of preventing such dissatisfaction, a committee charged with “democratic assessment” must certify that a family meets the criteria for aid before it can become a grantee.  One further check is deemed necessary as well: if someone in the household happens to be employed, the unit for whom that person works must submit a document showing his/her salary.

Permission to enroll in the program is only extended once the file has been fully reviewed at three levels, has successfully navigated three rounds of bulletin board examinations, and has achieved the endorsement of not just the community’s residents’ committee (juweihui) or community, but also of the corresponding committee at the street (jiedao) and then district levels.
  Thus, only after successfully satisfying reiterations of surveys and surveillance will an applicant obtain a bank book enabling the household head to draw a measly sum of money every month.  Besides, while restrictions from the start preclude the participation of persons found to be maintaining a “level of livelihood obviously higher than the norm pegged as [that city’s] allowance,” the scrutiny does not stop with the initial search.  Instead, program personnel continue to inspect households at regular intervals to ensure that their style of life remains one of destitution if they are to continue on the rolls.  And so it is only after invasive, extensive, and repetitive inquiries that a household can attain the lowly, and forever suspect, status of dibaohu.

Believing Beneficiaries

Have these suspiciously handled poor lost their faith in their state? It would be no surprise if they angered, argued, and prepared to rebel.  But that set of attitudes and actions has, by and large, not come to be, at least not among the members of the 65 households I and some Chinese graduate students were able to interview in the central China metropolis of Wuhan and in the neighboring smaller city of Jingzhou in the summers of 2007 and 2008.  Based on my admittedly limited sample, it would seem that instead and far more frequently, this pauperized populace in China’s cities  sits weakly at home, waiting, wishing, and hoping for greater beneficence from their official provider sometime later, in the future.  Their passivity could in part be related to the fact that, like upwards of 60 percent of dibao recipients nationwide, a large majority of the families we talked with included one or more people with a chronic or hereditary disease;
  
Setting aside the issue of whether these people are poised to act on their disappointments, our interviews uncovered what became for the researchers an all-too-familiar inventory of grievances.  What the informants want amounts to three aspirations: more hard cash in hand; security of the essentials of livelihood--health care, housing, education, and work; and fairness in the allocations, all of which they see as dependent upon the generosity of the ruling elite and their current system.  A number of these subjects expressed negative appraisals of the program in the form of desires for amelioration of their circumstances;  this openness suggests that they did not shy away from criticizing their government.

 In fact, whether their concerns were for more money for their own or their relations’ health care, for financial help with their children’s education, for more commodious dwellings, for vocational training or a place of employment, or whether they simply wanted more generous hand-outs, they almost to a person couched their yearnings in dreams of the present regime’s turning more bounteous and charitable, instead of disparaging the churlish and grudging dispensations of the state they know.  I would argue that this perspective comes from their training over decades of state socialism to expect provisioning from their government.
 Perhaps the poorest among them, still subsisting in a state of denial, have not yet fully perceived the stiff limits to the now-neoliberal state’s largesse.  Or perhaps, from a different perspective, their situations have just been so undermined by the collapse of the scaffolding that once buttressed their existence that – no matter what they might believe – they have no capacity left to fend for themselves.         

Many of the indigent spoke frankly of the necessity of even the piddling amounts of cash the dibao affords them.  In the words of one: “Thanks to the government’s giving us the dibao we can eat enough (chi baofan). You can see that society is so chaotic, [but] because of having the dibao our child needn’t go out to steal.”  Another vows her gratitude in even more desperate language: “If my health were better, I would think up a way to be self-supporting, but now I haven’t the ability and can only depend on the government’s policy; if we didn’t have the dibao policy, my family possibly would already be dead.”

However, despite these words of appreciation from some, desires for a greater outlay of state funds were common.  One female recipient told me:  “I feel the dibao amount is rather low, I hope it can increase a little.  I’m now wearing clothes that others gave to me, in the evenings I go out to collect bottles to sell and feel embarrassed.” A Mr. Fang, similarly, simply “hopes his dibao portion can be raised, to improve my living conditions.” A third man remarked that, “We are grateful for the government’s dibao policy, but now prices are rising; we feel the money is too low.  We think about raising its amount.”  Apparently these recipients have confidence that the state is in possession of the wherewithal for additional payouts, and they hope to become the beneficiaries.

In this same frame of mind, a couple in poor health, in need of medical attention, thought just of the state as the source for succor:  “I and my husband both have no work unit and no medical insurance; now our health isn’t as good as it was before.  We hope the government can give us more help.”  Another ill person, named Ms. Chen, was also strapped and, like her neighbor, signaled that relief was to be expected from her rulers. She worried that, “Because we have no work, we haven’t gotten any medical insurance.  If we get sick we don’t dare see a doctor, just let our granddaughter take a little medicine.  We hope the government can give us a medical treatment card.  My husband has suffered a stroke three times, but now if you see a doctor you only get compensated for 30 percent of the bill.  It’s really too little, we hope the government can help us.”
Housing problems were pervasive, and those stuck in tiny, rundown flats were also disposed to turn to the state for upgrades.  One family had “applied earlier for appropriate housing, but it’s still not been approved.  Now the community will be torn down, and the family hasn’t the money to buy new housing; the compensation won’t be adequate.  We’ve got no assets to renovate a new apartment, and we hope the government can give us a housing subsidy.”  A Mr. Huang, following the same line of thinking, “understand[s] the government also has difficulties, we are very grateful that now it can help us this much.  But we hope the government can improve our housing conditions.” Mr. Xie, his neighbor, “feels the apartment [they’re] living in is too small, and in summer it’s too hot.”  He goes on to explain that “in the future  this community  might be torn down and we’ll have to move.,  Since our space is too small the compensation will be too little, and in the future we won’t be able to afford a room.”  He is “very concerned that hereafter there won’t be any place to live,” and only “hopes the government can help solve this.” More of the same comes from a Mr. Hu, a nearly blind head of a household of three.  His desire is that “the government can improve my family’s living conditions.  Now our housing space is 18 square meters. Each month the government’s housing subsidy is very small.
  We hope it can raise its housing subsidy.”  Lastly, Mrs. Hong, whose previous home of 80 square meters was demolished, bemoans that “as far as housing goes, I hope the government can give us a cheap place to live;  this is my greatest wish.”  She finds it “very unfair” that a home whose market price was 1,700 yuan per square meter yielded a compensation of just 650 yuan per square meter, with the result that its market price was knocked down by two thirds.  True enough, the state sponsored the construction and allocation of low-cost housing in recent years, but without having been given any promises, these people appear automatically to assume that their leaders will eventually alleviate the living difficulties with which they struggle. Anxiety over the fate of the next generation similarly simply aroused a craving for the state to provide more care.  Turning her thoughts toward the time to come, Ms. Chen pointed out, “I’m not concerned about my son and his wife. They can do whatever they want (ganma, jiu ganma).  But I’m very worried about our granddaughter’s future. She’s our whole family’s hope.  This year she’s going to senior high. Her grades are very good, especially her English grades. She’s received Wuhan City’s first-level foreign language prize twice already.  Because we’re dibaohu, her school reduced her tuition by over 600 yuan per year.  But we still have to pay her allowance and the fees for her classes outside school.
 We hope the government can further reduce her school fees.” Ms. Liu viewed her situation in precisely the same way. Her view of the dibao was this: “Speaking just of myself, I’m rather satisfied with it; each month it at least meets our most pressing needs.  Like last week our son got sick and we used the money to send him to see a doctor.  I just hope the government can reduce his tuition some.”  

Another parent, a Ms. Hong, similarly tormented about her child’s education, fretting that, “My son is studying art as a specialty, tuition is very high, and his school hasn’t got a policy to reduce it.  He’s already examined into Shashi district’s best middle school, but the tuition is too high. We can’t afford it, so he only can go to some other school.”   One woman lamented that her son was “now in senior high and each year the tuition is more than 1,600 yuan.  This burden is very heavy and the government hasn’t given us any subsidy, so I hope after entering college he can get a government stipend.  I heard some colleges give school loans and some don’t,” she continued.  “I’m rather worried that in the future we won’t be able to afford college for him.”  The clear option for all these hard-up households was to look to the government, even without its announcing any aid of this sort for them.

Apprehensive about the issue of employment, another Mr. Hu (the elder brother of the Mr. Hu mentioned above) and his wife, both fully blind, “hope that after our daughter graduates the government can take care of finding her some work.” Ms. Lei, once from the countryside, has no work unit, nor does her husband, a former labor-reform criminal.  She also expressed unease about their inability to find work. “I haven’t any work unit, [so I’m] very worried about the future when I’m old.  I’ll have no livelihood security, no pension; I hope the government can give us more help.” Again, it is striking how people pushed from their work posts by government commands continue to seek sustenance from the very state that only recently had acted against their interests.

These varied forms of dependency, vulnerability and incompetence uniformly incline these subjects – at a loss as to where else to look – toward the state as, they trust, the ultimate provider.  Certainly the most disgruntled among them may rail bitterly against unfairness but do not seem enraged, just sorrowful about the scarcity and uncertainty that are their portion. But it is still under an understanding that the state stands for a certain decency to which they can appeal.   This becomes evident in the information offered by a Wuhan social policy researcher characterizing the mood of the discontented.  He pointed out that there have been occasions when dibaohu who, antagonistic, attack community officials with violence and severity. But this is apt to occur, he commented, only when they compare themselves with others.
  Such assaults, thus, are appeals to the state for justice, I would argue, in the expectation that this should be forthcoming from officialdom.

Another instance of this faith in the fairness of the authorities comes from another of  my subjects, a Ms. Li, who referred longingly, if inaccurately, to Shanghai, where, she reported, “each person who gets the dibao is given 240 yuan,
 while our whole family of three people gets only 355 yuan.  I feel it’s unfair.”  And several informants emphasized that the government ought to distribute funds on the basis of individual families’ actual situations, especially when their plight is particularly difficult, instead of making the allocations simply in terms of the number of people residing in the household, as is the official rule.  One who offered this opinion was a 51-year-old man with liquor on his breath, raising two children and caring for a wife whom illness had rendered deaf and dumb. He expressed this viewpoint after first claiming that, “The dibao is okay (shi keyide), without it our lives would be even worse (geng nan].”

Most notable in this regard was one pugnacious 67-year-old widow; she went so far as to wrangle with the administrators in her community. Judging that her family was not being treated fairly, she charged that,

In 2003, when we got into the system, the subsidy was very transparent, the public bulletin board told how much income each household had every month, what their subsidy was, and how much was deducted.  But these past two years, it’s changed.  Among us dibaohu we don’t know how much other people are getting.
Questioned whether she was being given a larger subsidy after inflation set in, “It’s not like that,” she inveighed.  Going on, she charged,

Since my daughter-in-law went out to work, and the residents’ committee found out, my son’s dibao was cut back.  Getting 100-plus yuan each month is not as good as when it first began.  We’re a family with an old person [meaning herself], my son can’t see and cannot work, my daughter-in-law’s little money can take care of her son, but [because of this] the committee now deducts our family’s allowance.  Other people have two people going out to work and their money wasn’t deducted. I argued passionately with the committee.  They said I shouldn’t compare myself with other people.  But our family has no money, has no connections, so things can only be this way...  I just hope to understand how this subsidy is granted, we ordinary people don’t get to see the civil affairs department’s documents….The committee ought to treat people equally, everyone should be equal before the regulations, and it shouldn’t happen that because of a certain family’s connections they can do whatever.
To judge from these interlocutors, the distress that grates most is the absence of justice, the lack of transparency, and the failure of officialdom to calibrate the charity to the case at hand.  That the state and its servants should be held to these standards is something the new indigents assume they have a right to expect, along with their presumptions of material comfort
Conclusion
Is the regime legitimate in the eyes of its most needy urban citizens?  Do these people – many of whom once securely staffed the factories of a socialist society – continue to place their trust in the leaders who led them to their present impotent and impoverished position?  My data—which, granted, comes from a set of especially downtrodden subjectssuggest that, despite their rulers’ niggardly payouts – a stinginess born of suspicion that cheats are legion, that tricksters lurk everywhere in the threadbare and barren homes of the wretched – despite that state parsimony, still, these nearly abandoned wards continue to cling to what seems to an outsider to be best cast as an illusion: that they may yet find their relief in the beneficence of that state.  For these beneficiaries, the state is legitimate; it is only themselves – in the eyes of their state – who are not.
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