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Abstract

This book is a collection of studies of various vulnerable groups in urban China with the inten-
tion of exploring the real life situation of the people in poverty and the social forces behind in tran-
sitional China. Based upon the analysis of the material collected and theoretical examination, the
authors expect to identify and reveal the flaws in the existing social structure and mechanisms so
that evidence could be provided as a basis for anti - poverty actions that have been taken by both
the government and the citizens.

The authors adopted field observation and case analysis as the basic approaches to the exami-
nation of different groups (including old persons, women, and other vulnerable groups) and vari-
ous phenomena (such as xia gang, social security reform, education of the marginalized groups,
housing demolition, and legal protection of rights). The book is composed of five chapters. The
first chapter is a literature review of the existing theories on poverty. Based on the teview, a theo-
retical framework for analysis has been developed. Attempting to explore the relationship between
povetty and human capabilities, the analytical framework defines three dimensions to follow: re-
source, institution, and culture, and adopts a perspective of direct and indirect deprivation in
scrutinizing the process of poverty production in a period of rapid social transition. The second
chapter focuses on depicting resource scarcity among the contemporary poor and analysis of the re-
lationship between resource scarcity and human capacity deptivation. The third chapter emphasizes
institutionalized poverty and related capability deprivation. The fourth chapter provides a discus-
sion from a cultural perspective that examines the relationship between culture and human capabili-
ties. The concluding chapter is a rethinking of the social forces that lead to poverty based on the
research findings clearly confirming that poverty is the result of the deprivation of human capabili-
ties,

Public discussion about the issue of poverty in China is, in fact, a relatively new phenomenon
in the last two decades. As the World Bank Annual Report 2000 - 2001 stated, poverty means
not only low income, low consumption, but also lack of educational opportunity, malnutrition, and
poor health status. More importantly, poverty means lack of right to claim one® own interest. The
Nobel Prize laureate of 1998, the famous economist Amartya Sen also argued that poverty should
be viewed as the deprivation of basic human capabilities rather than merely low income. The re-
search on the poor population of urban China is conducted with the above internationally acknowl-
edged concepts and measures as the guidelines. The reason for adopting these concepts is simple.
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According to Marx, our ideal is to eliminate the gap between the rich and the poor. The elimina-
tion of poverty should not only lead to improving the living standards of the people, but also elimi-
nate social forces that generate poverty. At the present, there is a concern about the economically
vulnerable segment of the urban population. Yin Zhigang® study of about 90,000 people eligible
for low income insurance of 2002 indicated that there was a 22.56% growth in number of people
qualified for poverty relief fund within three years. At the same period, the growth in number of
families in poverty was at a rate of 200% . The same study used a concept of “urban new poot” to
refer to a segment of the population that “lived a life of no starvation and cold, but lack of decency
and dignity. ” “They are located at the lowest layer of social power structure, physically and psy-
chologically vulnerable, lack of social resources as well as money. ” As a result, this group of peo-
ple has been deprived of the possibility of participating in social exchanges with dignity in the mod-
ern metropolis.

The existing literature tends to classify poverty into two categories: absolute poverty verses
relative poverty. Social production of poverty could also be categorized into absolute verses relative
deprivation. Considering the social reality of transitional China and the target population of this
study, we focus our analysis on the issues related to poverty as a result of absolute deprivation.
Different from the developed societies where major poverty issues are relative to the public accepta-
ble criteria, and where absolute deprivation is rare, this book emphasizes the analysis of various
forms of absolute deprivation in our society. Our research has led to the development of two new
concepts for analysis of absolute deprivation: direct deprivation (or visible deprivation) and indi-
rect deprivation (or invisible deprivation). Direct deprivation refers to an open expropriation by
compulsory, illegal, aggressive, discriminative, and irrational means. We view such type of dep-
rivation as the result of power control and oppression. Indirect deprivation is defined as a process
of expropriation that appears to be rational, legal, peaceful but imposing under cover.

This research reveals that indirect deprivation is a result of the function of the irrational social
systems, structure, and culture. In our society, there is a prevalence of deprivation in the name of
certain established institution and cultural dogmas. For instance, in the last decade, many workers
of the state — owned enterprises were laid off based upon some regulations.or policies acknowledged
by the public. The regulations on xia gang and buying out working years implemented in many en-
terprises appear to be legal with the support of the argument for economic development. However,
these are the policies made by some enterprises or related local government sectors only. There is
simply no social and legislative basis and rationality to support for such policies. There is even no
official approval for such practice from the central government. In the social arrangement under
which citizens have no opportunity to question, these seemingly “rational” policies or regulations
have divested many workers of the right to employment.

This research demonstrates that poverty in contemporary China is produced primarily by three
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forces. Poverty could be a result of resource scarcity. Resources are informational as well as eco-
nomic. Poverty could be a result of the function of irrational social institutions. Some policies or
systems clearly produce inequality in the population. Poverty could also be a result of cultural ex-
clusion. Social discrimination and cultural marginalization in terms of education and employment
prevent some segments of the population from a decent survival in our society. The above three
types of poverty appear to be the results of resource, institution and culture deprivation. The un-
derlying mechanism for poverty production is the deprivation of human capabilities. In other word,
poverty means the deprivation of capabilities of obtaining resources (including earning income and
obtaining information ) , deprivation of capabilities of political participation (including participation
in policy making, in monitoring the implementation of policies and reforming, in system build-
ing) , and deprivation of capabilities of social participation (including enjoying the right to equali-
ty and respect, resisting being marginalized and excluded).

In his book Development as Freedom (1999) , Amartya Sen insisted on viewing the relationship
between human capabilities and poverty from a perspective of freedom. He argued against the nar-
row view of development as only economic growth and believed that development should not be de-
fined simply as growth of productive value or as measures for consumption, health, and education.
Development should be the expansion of human capabilities, and the process of which should be
viewed as a process of expanding the enjoyment of real freedom. Such a view of development is
critical in rethinking of contemporary Chinese society where development has been viewed merely
as the growth of GDP, the increase of individual income, or progress in technology.

Equality, rights, and participation are basic aspects of poverty elimination. Some scholars
believe that poverty issues in the social reform deserve particular attention, for all reforms could be
seent as adjustment of social structures during which certain segments of the population are vulnera-
ble to being sacrificed. Moreover, economic poverty is usually a reflection of lack of social rights.
Finally, there is a lack of tight to participation in the process of policy making. Public policy is,
by origin, an important resource and means of protecting and empowering the citizens. Public poli-
cy making is a double flowing process in which the public could effectively participate. Therefore,
the process of poverty elimination should also be a process of struggling for equality, rights, and

participation in resource distribution, policy making, and cultural inclusion.
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