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The Spatial and Social Mobility of New
Migrants to Beijing: Staying or Leaving?

Yu-Ling Song" Kam Wing Chan”™

Abstract

This paper investigates whether new migrants to Beijing have achieved
upward social mobility to become the middle class through spatial mobility.
Expanding the size of the middle class is one of China’s development goals.
With the household registration system still exerting a strong influence on
Chinese society, there exists a complex relationship between spatial and
social mobility among new migrants. This research asks two questions:
What are the factors affecting the social mobility of new migrants to
Beijing? Can spatial mobility overcome institutional obstacles on the path
to social mobility?

Our research focuses on analyzing the characteristics and grouping of
new migrants through fieldwork and in-depth interviews of 57 respondents.

Based on their social class status, we divide the new migrants into four
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groups: “marginal professionals,” “marginal white-collar,” “new college
graduates,” and “marginal new rich.” The relationship between social and
spatial mobility of the individual groups of new migrants are identified
through overlapping their major features. Our findings show that among

the four groups, the “marginal professionals” and “marginal new rich”,
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who possess the most and the least cultural capital, respectively, have
more opportunities to accumulate capital through spatial mobility and
continue their movement in the future. The “new college graduates” also
have plentiful cultural capital, but their experience in spatial mobility is
all education-related. These moves cannot be turned into the capital to
increase social mobility. For new migrants to Beijing, cultural capital
cannot become the key driver of social mobility. The unique phenomenon
of Beijing’s marginal middle class also shows in their view of the hukou
system. Because of the exclusion by the hukou system, groups having more
negative views of the hukou system tend to search for the possibility of
social mobility through spatial mobility. On the other hand, groups which
are indifferent to the hukou system or succumb to the pressure of the hukou
system are are less likely to accumulate capital through spatial mobility.
Though they are candidates for the new middle class, their living space in
the city has been increasingly reduced under the new urbanization policy.

They face a difficult decision as to whether to stay, or leave Beijing.

Keywords: spatial mobility, social mobility, marginal middle class, new

migrants, Beijing
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