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Abstract 

 

This study aims to enrich existing local sociological literatures on Mainland new 

arrivals by exploring the assimilation of their children, including 1.5 generation 

born in Mainland China and second generation born in Hong Kong. In particular, 

it focuses on the everyday schooling experiences of children of Mainland new 

arrivals, such as their learning experiences, their relationship with school or 

teachers, and their everyday communication with peers. Combining Michele 

Lamont’s concept of boundary and Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of field and 

capitals with contemporary assimilation theories in the U.S., this study 

conceptualizes assimilation as a multidimensional process through which 

migrants and their subsequent generations use different available strategies and 

capitals to adopt, negotiate, and draw boundaries in various social fields in order 

to be recognized members of the host community they are living in. Drawing on 

11 in-depth interviews with children of Mainland new arrivals studying in 

secondary school, this study finds that, contrary to the oppressive experiences of 

first generation Mainland new arrivals especially mothers, second / 1.5 

generations have more room or structurally enabled agency to negotiate rather 

than simply adopt boundaries defining “us” and “other” in the school context. 

This can be seen, for example, when second and 1.5 generation students alike 

actively use and modify social meanings represented in cultural products such as 

electronic games and TV programs to draw boundaries to build and sustain peer 

relationship in school. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

We drew near and came to a point from which, where at first there 

appeared to be merely a break, like a fissure that divides a wall, I saw a 

gate, with three steps beneath for going up to it, of different colors, and 

a warder who as yet spoke not a word. And as I looked more and more 

intently I saw that he was seated upon the topmost step, and in his face 

he was such that I endured it not. In his hand he had a naked sword, 

which so reflected the rays on us that often in vain I directed my eyes 

upon it.  

 

“Say from there, what is it you seek?” he began to say; “Where is the 

escort? Take care lest the coming upward be to your hurt.” “A heavenly 

lady who knows these things well,” my master answered him, “said to 

us just now: ‘Go that way, there is the gate.’” “And may she speed your 

steps to good!” began again the courteous doorkeeper; “Come forward, 

then, to our stairs.” […] Upon this step the angel of God held both his 

feet, seated upon the threshold that seemed to me to be of adamant. Up 

by the three steps, with my good will, my leader drew me, saying, “Beg 

him humbly that he withdraw the bolt.” 

 

I threw myself devoutly at the holy feet; I besought for mercy’s sake 

that he would open to me, but first I smote three times upon my breast. 

Seven P’s he traced on my forehead with the point of his sword and said, 

“See that you wash away these wounds when you are within.” Ashes, or 

earth that is dug out dry, would be of one color with his vesture, and 

from beneath it he drew two keys, the one of gold and the other of silver. 

First with the white and then with the yellow he did so to the gate that I 

was content. […] Then he pushed open the door of the sacred portal, 

saying, “Enter; but I bid you know that he who looks back returns 

outside again.” 

 

—The Divine Comedy: Purgatorio, Canto IX, 

Dante 

(1980, Part 1, p. 91-95)



2 
 

1.1  The Background 

When Dante and his guidance Virgil were proceeding towards the Gate of 

Purgatory, they were requested by the Angel guarding the Gate to present their 

“passport” for distinguishing themselves from those souls who were hovering 

around the Mountain of Purgatory and who did not qualify for entering the Gate. 

Virgil did so by saying that they were once headed by a heavenly lady named 

Lucy who was willing to bring them to the Gate. Dante then kneeled humbly 

before the Angel and hit his own chest three times to admit his sinfulness, so as to 

beg the Gatekeeper to open the door. Having recognized Dante’s qualification to 

enter, the Guardian Angel, who had the power, skill, and wisdom to decide 

opening the Gate for whom, therefore used a sword representing God’s authority 

to sketch seven wounds on Dante’s forehead signifying his seven sins, and 

demanded Dante to “wash away” these wounds and hence his sins in the 

Purgatory. This, of course, is what the “Purgatory” means—it is a place, or a 

process, through which souls purify or cleanse their sins for becoming legitimate 

members in the Paradise. (Dante, 1980, p.91-95) 
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We can see that Dante’s narration of the aforementioned part in the Divine 

Comedy is strikingly similar to the common story of immigration and assimilation 

in general and of Mainland new arrivals in Hong Kong in particular. Immigrants 

often have to acquire some kind of legal documents before or soon after their 

arrival in order to enter into or stay in the host country. However, the possession 

of legal documents usually does not mean full acceptance of immigrants in the 

host society. As narrated in some classical assimilation theories, depending on 

migrant’s class background and ethnicity, many of them would be seen by either 

the government or the public of the host society, or both, as at best not fitting to 

the society in some sense or at worst totally unacceptable or undesirable even if 

they have some sort of legal status to stay. The first generation of migrants would 

usually be trapped in such a legal but undesirable status for their whole lifetime. 

However, after spending some generations to purify their “sins”—or more 

concretely, to unlearn their original cultural and social traits such as language, 

manners, and socio-economic status, and to model after some “desirable groups” 

which usually refer to the (imagined) native middle class and 

professionals—migrants’ later generations would often become socially 

recognized and legitimate members in the host country. (Warner & Srole, 1945; 

Gordon, 1964) 
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It seems that the first half of this story applies to the first generation of 

post-1990 Mainland new arrivals in Hong Kong. “Mainland new arrival,” a term 

introduced by the HKSAR government, usually refers to those Mainland people 

who come to Hong Kong through One-Way-Permit and who are not permanent 

residents, or in other words who have lived in Hong Kong for less than 7 years.1 

Their difficulties and discriminatory experiences have well been documented in 

local sociological literatures about female Chinese immigrants and their 

experiences and citizenship. (Lee, 2004; Leung, 2004; Pun & Wu, 2004; 

Newendorp, 2008; Hung & Fung, 2011; Choi, Cheung, & Cheung, 2012) They 

are usually lower class women with low educational attainment married to Hong 

Kong husbands and their children born in Mainland, who have to apply for the 

One-Way-Permit before reuniting their families in Hong Kong. Five to ten years 

later, when they eventually obtain the Permit and later the Hong Kong Identity 

Card, they, especially the first generation women, have to work in low-paid, risky, 

and “unskilled” jobs in service sector and face discrimination from government’s 

                                                      
1  The government indeed uses different terms to refer to post-1990s Chinese immigrants. 

“Mainland new arrival” usually appears in statistical reports or research reports studying those 

immigrants who have resided for less than 1 year. (Central Policy Unit, 2013; Home Affairs 

Department & Immigration Department, 2016) However, starting from the 1990s, the government 

has been collecting census data from “persons [i.e. one-way-permit holders] from the Mainland 

having resided in Hong Kong for less than 7 years” (PMRs). There were thematic reports of the 

same name in past Population Census (Census and Statistics Department, 2006; 2011). Given that 

Mainland immigrants having resided for less than 7 years cannot be permanent resident and cannot 

enjoy full social and political rights as Hong Kong citizens, and given the common use of the term 

“new arrival” which refers to PMRs in the public, this study would use “Mainland new arrivals” to 

refer to PMRs.  
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social welfare policy, social workers, neighbors, and even their in-laws because of 

their socio-economic status, their accented Cantonese, and the stereotypes that 

they are lazy, welfare-reliant, and gold-digger.  

This study, however, aims to preliminarily tell the second half of the story in an 

uncommon way by exploring assimilation of an equally important group largely 

absent in existing local sociological literature about Mainland new arrivals 

focusing on married women and mothers—i.e. their children who are either the 

1.5 generation born in Mainland or the second generation born in Hong Kong. In 

particular, this study focuses on their assimilation and experiences in school, the 

most important domain of social lives of their age. Drawing on Michele Lamont’s 

(1992) concepts of boundary and boundary work, Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) 

concepts of field and capital, and contemporary assimilation studies in the U.S. 

(Alba & Nee, 2003; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2008; Alba & 

Waters, 2011; Warikoo, 2011) which emphasize the multi-faceted nature of 

assimilation and second generation’s agency embedded in social structures and 

which are more capable of accounting for diverse assimilation outcomes of 

children of immigrants, the present thesis argues that, rather than merely 

unlearning “undesirable” traits, the second / 1.5 generation of Mainland new 

arrivals can have room to negotiate and redefine social and cultural boundaries 
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through daily interaction with peers. In this sense, this study also explores the 

structural conditions and contextual factors under which the second / 1.5 

generation of Mainland new arrivals are able to negotiate boundaries, and their 

advantages and disadvantages for doing so. 

 

1.2  Research Setting and Methodological Issues 

I initiated this study for exploring how children of Mainland new arrivals 

experience obvious, implicit, and subtle discrimination and exclusion in school, a 

topic which is also absent in local sociological literature. To answer this original 

research question I decided to do participant observation in schools and 

semi-structured in-depth interviews with students and teachers, so that I could 

observe meticulous process of discrimination and exclusion in everyday 

interactions in schools. Different from structured and standardized interview, 

semi-structured in-depth interview allows me to ask questions and follow-up 

questions about informant’s life story in a more flexible and conversational 

manner, so that I can get as much information as I can from conversation with 

informants. I consequently drafted a set of interview questions about informant’s 

personal and family background, daily peer communication and interaction in and 

after school, teacher-student interaction, local or new arrival students’ perception 
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of Mainland China and Hong Kong, second / 1.5 generation’s living experiences 

in Mainland China, and informant’s opinion regarding recent Mainland-Hong 

Kong conflict. 

The original research topic and research design were later proven to be 

extremely difficult to achieve. On the one hand, lacking deep connection with 

local schools which are often conservative and cautious about letting outsiders 

know what is happening inside, my request for participant observation was 

rejected by the only few schools I could have access, and I was only allowed to 

interview very few students of one school. Nor did the school allow me to 

interview teachers. Without observation, I could not really verify and triangulate 

what my informants have said in the interview. Also, I could not figure out the 

more subtle details of their daily interaction that they were not able to tell me 

verbally. Moreover, without at least a period of participant observation I could not 

really gain good rapport with my informants and their classmates, so that there 

should be a lot of things that they have not disclosed to me. On the other hand, 

after finishing all the interviews, I found that all of my informants said that they 

did not experience or witness any discrimination against and exclusion of new 

arrivals and children of new arrivals in school. During the time when I was 

transcribing and coding the interviews, the data gave me a very obvious sense that 
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even the experiences of my new arrival informants were very much similar to that 

of native students in my imagination based on my past experiences as a native, 

local student. 

It was under this context that, after a seminar presentation of my preliminary 

findings in which I received suggestion to consult literature of assimilation studies 

and boundary studies in the U.S., I changed the theoretical focus from 

discrimination and exclusion to assimilation, a concept which, in its latest version 

in the U.S. context, usually refers to the multi-dimensional and dynamic processes 

that immigrant’s subsequent generations organize their social lives in different 

manners, and which does not necessarily equate with hardship, social exclusion, 

and mere “purification of sins.” Fortunately, my interview data were analyzable 

with the theoretical tools of contemporary assimilation studies and boundary 

studies, for I spent a lot of times in interviews asking informants about their daily 

communication with peers, their criteria of forming friend circles and of including 

and excluding others, and the way their schools and teachers treated them. These 

questions and data eventually allowed me to scrutinize what boundaries existed in 

informant’s schools, how my second / 1.5 generation informants dealt with these 

boundaries, and what advantages and disadvantages they had in such processes. 
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The present thesis therefore draws on 11 semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with second / 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals studying in secondary 

school in Hong Kong. I focus on school and choose secondary school students as 

my sample target because firstly, school is undoubtedly the most important area of 

children’s social life and everyday encounters, and secondly, I assume that 

students at the age of secondary school would be more capable of telling 

complicated narratives and opinions. This was also the reason that, although in the 

past five years I have been volunteering in several local organizations fighting for 

welfare rights of new arrival mothers, I did not utilize these personal connections 

to recruit informants for the this study, as children of these mothers in those 

organizations were too young to be interviewed—most of them were still in their 

age of kindergarten, or at best in their early primary school years. 

My informants can be further divided into three sub-types—Mainland new 

arrivals’ second generation who were born in Hong Kong, 1.5 generation who 

were born in Mainland but who had settled in Hong Kong during their early 

childhood, and recently arrived 1.5 generation who have been living in Hong 

Kong for less than seven years. Of all my informants, there are two belonging to 

the first type, two to the second type, and seven to the last type. I gave all my 

informants a randomly chosen English name in order to anonymize them. Their 
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ages range from 12 to 19. Nearly most of them belong to working class or lower 

class, as most of them are living in public housing or sub-divided flats (a kind of 

housing common for impoverished population in Hong Kong), and as most of 

them have a low-educated family. Although I do not purposively balance the 

number of informants according to gender, it turns out that the number of boys 

and girls are relatively balanced, with 6 of them are boys and 5 of them are girls. 

Appendix 1 shows a table summarizing the background and characteristics of my 

informants. 

With limited time and resources, I establish this study as an exploratory one 

which aims to suggest at least some concepts and theoretical focuses for further 

studies or at most some possibility of unconventional cases that do not match with 

the common understanding of either discrimination or assimilation, but not to 

provide a generalized and comprehensive picture of children of new arrivals in 

Hong Kong. Therefore I adopted convenient sampling to recruit informants for 

this study, though as noted above it turned out that even convenient sampling was 

not actually “convenient” at all. I first officially contacted three secondary schools 

in autumn 2015 expressing my will to do participant observation and interviews. 

Two of them were my alma maters, and one was my friend’s school. One of my 

alma maters rejected me by replying that they “don’t have any Mainland new 
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arrival students.” The other one did not response to me at all. Being rejected by 

my alma maters, in order to secure at least some informants even if no school 

would reply me, I started to approach to a local non-governmental 

organization—which has been providing social services to Mainland new arrivals 

for over a decade—for recruiting children of new arrivals. I chose this 

organization because it has a much longer history of dealing with new arrival’s 

issues than those organizations that I have been participating in. This means that 

this organization could possibly have more clients or members at the age of 

secondary school, and they would be my target. Four of my informants were 

recruited from the organization. Two of them are second generation. The other 

two were born in Mainland, but had settled in Hong Kong during their early 

childhood. Their mothers have all been members of the organization, who had 

sought help from it when they were still new arrivals in 2000s. 

In winter 2015, just after I had finished the aforementioned four interviews, I 

received approval from my friend’s school for doing research. The school, 

however, only allowed me to interview students, and to do so on the conditions 

that, firstly, I would significantly limit the number of interviewees so that I would 

not affect the school routine, secondly, all interviews should be held in the school 

for ensuring student’s safety, and finally, these students would be referred to me 
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by a teacher, the Discipline Master of that school. Under these conditions, 

together with the fact that there was no newly arrived 1.5 generation in the former 

four informants, I decided to ask the Discipline Master to recruit informants 

belonging to this sub-group. Eventually, he referred 7 newly arrived students to 

me for doing interviews. All these 7 students have their father or mother or both 

being new arrivals now or in the past.  

Two important precautions have to be made here. Firstly, as this study is after 

all an exploratory one, readers should not treat any of my subsequent analysis and 

research results as those that are generalizable, all-encompassing, and conclusive. 

There were at times that I wrote the analysis of my findings in a certain, decisive, 

and even cause-and-effect tone. I inadequately did this partly because of my 

limited choices of English words and sentences, and partly for the sake of 

convenience and simplicity of expression. However, one should not simply see 

the small sample and thus the analysis of this study as merely minor or 

exceptional cases without importance. Although the experiences of my informants 

are quite different from what have been documented in past local studies of new 

arrivals, analyzing the boundaries these “minorities” experience in daily lives can 

in turn tell us more about the “mainstream” itself and provide more insights on 

why and how new immigrants especially mothers face more serious exclusion. 
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This is why in the final chapter I would conclude by relating the result of this 

study to the commonly documented experiences of new arrival mothers. Secondly, 

due to the aforementioned sampling process and restriction, it is possible that 

there is a selection bias affecting my result. Although I do not aim to give an 

overly optimistic picture of children of new arrivals, readers would probably have 

a sense that this thesis portrays them as having many advantages over local 

students. It is important to admit that children of new arrivals, especially newly 

arrived students in this study have been doing relatively better than their peers, 

and that they did not perceive discrimination against “Mainlanders” or “Mainland 

new arrivals” in school. This might be because all of my newly arrived informants 

were recruited through the Discipline Master of the school. The Discipline Master, 

who is in charge of managing student’s conduct, might intentionally refer “good” 

students to me so that I would only meet students who have relatively better 

academic results, and that none of them would disclose anything problematic or 

controversial among students (such as obviously racist acts) to me. Taking this 

plausible selection effect into consideration, I carefully compared the experiences 

of the 7 newly arrived students with that of the 4 second / early settled 1.5 

generation students coming from 4 different schools, so that I could present their 

similarity and difference in this thesis. Moreover, even though the 7 students are 
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relatively “good” students referred to me by the Discipline Master, during 

interview some of them were willing to talk about interesting stories of how some 

people excluded others or how and why someone in their class was excluded, 

though these stories seemed to have nothing to do with ethnic or racial 

discrimination. 

 

1.3  Organization of Thesis 

This thesis would be organized in the following manner. Chapter 2 briefly 

sketches the history of Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong in relation to the 

transformation of immigration policy and the development of local identity. It was 

originally written for understanding discrimination in schools within a larger 

context of social exclusion of “Mainlander” in general and Mainland new arrivals 

in particular. It now serves only as a historical background for those readers who 

are not familiar with Hong Kong history and issues relating to Chinese 

immigrants in Hong Kong, and does not have direct and significant relation to the 

result and analysis of this study. Chapter 3 reviews important theories and 

empirical studies relating to immigrants and their incorporation or exclusion in 

the Hong Kong and the U.S. respectively. It calls for a multidimensional and 

dynamic theoretical framework that considers structurally embedded agency to 
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understand how new arrivals’ second / 1.5 generation negotiate boundaries in 

different area of social (or school) lives in order to be a recognized member of the 

community they are living in. Chapter 4 discusses some of the reasons that all of 

my informants did not perceive ethnic discrimination against “Mainlanders” in 

school even when, on the one hand, there was a clear ethnic boundary 

distinguishing “Mainlanders” from “Hong Kongers” in school, and on the other 

hand, there were occasionally some very obviously racist acts (as I interpret them) 

in school. Chapter 5 examines the general disadvantages and contextual 

advantages newly arrived 1.5 generation has for being academically “proper” 

students in school under a highly elitist education system in Hong Kong. It also 

shows that “second generation students” (and probably local students) do not have 

such contextual advantages under the same system. Chapter 6 indicates how the 

elitist culture originated from the academia was sometimes adopted, other times 

twisted by second / 1.5 generation in daily peer interactions. More importantly, it 

portrays the way through which they create and negotiate their own boundaries of 

forming friend circles under the influence of global cultural consumption so as to 

be included or to maintain their status and dignity among peers. Chapter 7 

concludes by discussing how findings of this study can response to, and can be 

compatible with existing local sociological literature of Mainland new arrivals. 
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Chapter 2: A Brief History of  

Chinese Immigrants in Hong Kong 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Before entering into literature review and subsequent analyses, it is important 

to briefly sketch the history of Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong, so that one can 

understand the present study in context. Therefore, in this chapter I would 

illustrate the history of incorporating and excluding Mainland Chinese immigrants 

during different periods in Hong Kong. As Ku (2004) has noted, one cannot 

understand these without considering the inter-relation between the development 

of immigration policies and the development of a local identity. Therefore, I 

would sketch the immigration history by focusing on the aforementioned two 

aspects and their relationship. Meanwhile, I would also include scholars’ 

explanation on the historical development of Hong Kong immigration policies 

and identity and on their relation to the incorporation or exclusion of Mainland 

immigrants. 

This chapter is by no means a comprehensive and all-encompassing account of 

Hong Kong history. It just serves as a simplified background for those who are 

not familiar with Hong Kong and issues related to Chinese immigrants to know 
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the context within which the present study was undertaken. Therefore, there are a 

lot of historical details and explanation that I would not present here because of 

limited space. Subsequent parts of this chapter would be divided into three 

sections according to three phases of history regarding Chinese immigrants, 

immigration policy, and Hong Kong identity. The first section deals with the 

period before 1970 in which Chinese immigrants were mainly refugees. The 

second section outlines the development of a Hong Kong identity among the first 

large wave of locally born population after the 1970. The third section provides 

some examples to illustrate how Hong Kong society has been excluding 

post-1990s Chinese immigrants, whose children are the target of this study. 

 

2.2 The First Phase: Illegal Refugees and Open Door Policy before 

1970 

Hong Kong has been a city of migrants, and in particular Chinese migrants 

since the mid-19th century when it became one of the British colonies. (Siu, 1996) 

Starting from the period just before the British Empire colonized Hong Kong, and 

until the end of the Second World War, Chinese people of different strata enjoyed 

relatively free movement between Hong Kong and Mainland China for seeking 

employment and doing business. (Ku, 2004, p.333) The lack of control on 
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immigration and population was because on the one hand that Britain originally 

colonized Hong Kong only for using it as an entrepôt to trade with China, and on 

the other hand that population in Hong Kong before the 1940s was highly mobile 

and temporary. (Chan, 2008, p.153-155) 

Not until 1949 did the colonial government officially introduce the Immigrants 

Control Ordinance to distinguish legal immigrant from the illegal and to require 

all legal immigrants to present valid document for entrance and to register an 

identity card for residence, since the large influx of Chinese refugees escaping 

from the 1945 Chinese Civil War and the subsequent Communist rule led to 

seriously insufficient supply of daily necessities such as food and housing. (Law 

& Lee, 2006, p.219) In 1950 the colonial government further introduced a quota 

system in accordance with the Ordinance to regulate immigration from China, 

which provoked resentment from the PRC government insisting that only Chinese 

authority could have the sovereignty to control the movement of its people on 

Chinese soil, and hence implying that China possesses the ultimate sovereignty of 

Hong Kong. Upon an agreement with the colonial government, the PRC 

government established the One-Way Permit quota system to limit the number of 

Mainland Chinese immigrating to Hong Kong. The compromised practice was 

that the colonial government permitted those who were issued a One-Way Permit 
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to land in Hong Kong. (Lam & Liu, 1998, p.8-9) As we will see, after 1980, 

getting a One-Way Permit from the Chinese government has been the only legal 

way for (lower class) Mainland Chinese to join their family and settle in Hong 

Kong. 

Despite all these immigration controls, most of the Mainland immigrants 

settled between the 1950s and the 1960s were illegal refugees since it was very 

difficult to obtain the One-way Permit, and the colonial government did not have 

strict enforcement of repatriating illegal refugees. Some argued that the colonial 

government adopted an open-door attitude towards illegal Chinese refugees in this 

period because Hong Kong could hardly continue its role of entrepôt due to the 

embargo on China imposed by the United Nation and the U.S. when the Korean 

War broke out in 1950, and the Chinese refugees at that time, with the diversity in 

terms of socio-economic status, provided huge amount of capitals and cheap 

labors to help transforming Hong Kong into an industrial economy. (Siu, 1996, 

p.339; Chan, 2008, p.156-157) 

Immigrants from the 1950s to the 1960s did not identify themselves as Hong 

Kong people, but were still seeing themselves as Chinese committing to 

traditional Chinese cultures and values. This was reflected, for instances, in local 

print media during the 1950s which had been reporting issues occurring in 
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northern part of China but not in Hong Kong and in local films at that time 

portraying how people tackled their everyday conflicts, tragedies, and problems 

with traditional Chinese culture such as filial piety and family ties. (Ma, 1999, 

p.22-23) The common explanation for the lack of Hong Kong identity in this 

period was that Chinese refugees only saw their settlement in Hong Kong as 

temporal, and had been considering going back to their homeland once the social 

and political turmoil in Mainland China was resolved. (Mathews, 2003, p.57-58) 

In retrospect their wish to re-settle in Mainland China was unrealistic, given the 

continuation of Communist rule and the subsequent social and political disasters 

occurred in China for more than 2 decades. Chinese refugees had no choice but to 

stay, live, work, and give birth to their children in Hong Kong. 

 

2.3 The Second Phase: Post-War Baby Boom and the Development 

of Local Identity 

Only starting from the late 1960s and the early 1970s did people in Hong Kong 

begin to have their own local identity (or sense of belonging), when the post-war 

baby boom descending from those Chinese refugees settled between the 1950s 

and the early 1960s constituted the very first wave of huge locally born 

population in Hong Kong, who had no direct experience in, connection with, and 
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hence patriotic sentiment towards China. (Mathews, 2003, p.58-59) This 

formulated the demographic basis of the development of a local consciousness, 

which would be further consolidated into a Hong Kong identity with the help of 

several political, socio-economic, and cultural factors. (Fong, 2010) 

Political factors were those derived directly or indirectly from the 1966 and 

1967 riots. (Turner, 2004) In 1966, a young adult named So Sau Chung suddenly 

stood up to protest against fare increase imposed by the government of Star Ferry, 

which was the most popular transportation travelling between Hong Kong Island 

and Kowloon at that time. His action stimulated many young people such as 

university students to join the protest, which later became a riot of a few days. 

Although So’s action originally was targeting the problem of price increase, 

slogans of anti-colonialism existed in the protest, so that So and some of the 

protesters were suspected by the police that they had connection with the Chinese 

Communist Party. (Sinclair & Ng, 1997) The riot was eventually suppressed by 

the police and British army, and the government later published a very detailed 

report in the same year scrutinizing the causes and processes of the riot, and 

suggesting various social policies aiming to exercise social control on children 

and youths. (Lui, 2002, p.428) 
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In 1967, a strike occurred in an artificial flower factory demanding 

improvement of wage and working conditions. The strike was soon taken over by 

pro-CCP (Chinese Communist Party) trade unions, and became a large scale 

anti-colonial riot echoing the Chinese Cultural Revolution at that time. For more 

than a half year of riots, the Chinese Communist Party and the PRC government 

supported rioters discursively, diplomatically, and economically in different 

phases, such as publishing articles in official newspaper to advocate riots and to 

criticize the colonial government, complaining the British government through 

diplomacy, providing subsidies to rioters via local trade unions, and organizing 

marches in Beijing to support rioters in Hong Kong. Since the colonial police and 

British army suppressed riots by shooting real bullets and arrested rioters in the 

community, pro-CCP schools, and pro-CCP organizations, rioters also started to 

place both real and fake bombs everywhere in order to attack the police or prevent 

them from capturing rioters. With bomb attacks running out of control, the PRC 

leader Zhou Enlai expressed his disapproval of rioters using bombs, leading the 

riot to end in failure. (Bickers & Yep, 2009, p.6-9) 

Turner (2004) argued that the 1966 riot, which indicated the rise of social and 

political consciousness among the young baby boom population, and the 1967 riot, 

which indicated the strong affiliation between some local political groups and the 
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Chinese Communist Party, led the colonial government to launch a series of social 

policies and programs starting from the early 1970s in order to stabilize the 

society, through which the Hong Kong identity as a marker of citizenship and as 

an entity against and independent from China was socially constructed. These 

policies and programs included free and compulsory education for children and 

youths, social security and assistance, enlarged public housing program, and 

several events discursively constructed Hong Kong as citizen’s “home,” such as 

the Festival of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Clean Campaign. (Ng, 2002, 

p.91-92) 

If we simply stop here, one would treat the development of Hong Kong identity 

as no more than a political conspiracy hatched by the colonial government. 

However, the Hong Kong identity was not entirely a top-down creation. Indeed, 

the Economic Miracle and popular culture ever since the 1970s played an 

important role to consolidate local sense of belonging and construct negative 

stereotypes on Mainland people. On the one hand, as Hong Kong became one of 

the successful Asian industrial economies having fast growth in the 1970s, an 

important portion of local population experienced upward social mobility and 

acquired an improved living standard. This economic improvement and upward 

mobility led to a widespread individualistic ideology that everyone would be 
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successful if he or she works hard, so that Mainland immigrants arrived during 

and after the 1970s would be easily stereotyped as lazy or having personal failure 

because most of them were impoverished. (Leung, 2004, p.106) 

On the other hand, with the popularization of colored Television and local 

movie industry reaching its golden era, huge amount of popular TV drama and 

movies were produced in this period, many of which constructed Mainlander as 

essentially uncivilized and as communist being comparing to the modern, 

civilized, capitalistic Hong Kong citizen. (Ma, 1999, p.29-30) For instance, in 

1979, a male character named “Ah Chan,” who was a new immigrant came from 

Mainland China, was represented as lazy, dirty, uncivilized, and irrational in a 

famous TV drama called The Good, The Bad and the Ugly, the story of which was 

about how Ah Chan had to support and work for his family after migration since 

his middle-class elder brother was imprisoned. Thereupon, this character and the 

term “Ah Chan” became a commonly used label throughout the 1980s and the 

1990s to describe immigrants from China. (Ma, 1999, p.31) This example indicate 

the very first period when Hong Kong citizens discriminated against Mainlanders 

alongside the solidifying of local identity, although at that time Mainlander in the 

eyes of Hong Kong people was more like a disgusting but funny joke, so that this 

discrimination was not as hateful and aggressive as what we can see nowadays. 
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At approximately the same time when the Hong Kong identity was establishing, 

the colonial government changed its open-door practice regarding illegal Chinese 

refugees to a more exclusionary policy. Although some argued that births 

accounted more for the population growth during the 1960s, illegal refugees had 

been continuing to flee to Hong Kong because of the Cultural Revolution. (Law & 

Lee, 2006, p.220) In 1973, some 50,000 illegal Mainland immigrants settled in 

Hong Kong, a number near to the sum total of the previous decade. In order to 

avoid their participation in crime or illegal, exploitative employment, in 1974 the 

colonial government tightened the immigration control and granted legal status to 

successfully settled refugees by implementing the Touch-Base-Policy, under 

which illegal Chinese immigrants would be repatriated if they were caught on the 

border, or they could apply for permission to stay if they could successfully 

escape from capturing and arrive to the urban area to find their relatives or a 

proper accommodation. (Siu, 1996, p.340; Chan, 2008, p.159) 

Subsequent to the skyrocketing of the number of illegal immigrants 

successfully “touched base” from 1978 to 1980, the Touch-Base-Policy was 

eventually abolished in October, 1980 with the agreement of the PRC government, 

and thereupon all illegal Chinese immigrants would be repatriated immediately. 

(Chan, 2008, p.160) Lower class Mainland Chinese who wants to migrate to 
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Hong Kong and join their family must apply for the One-Way Permit scheme, 

which had a quota of only 75 per day—later the quota would be increased to 105 

in 1993 and further to 150 in 1995—and which could cost some 5 to 10 years for 

going through the application procedures. (Siu, 1996, p.341; Siu, 1998, p.208) By 

contrast, starting from the 1990s, middle and upper class Mainland Chinese have 

been allowed to settle in and bring their family to Hong Kong after staying 7 

years under various professional, study, and employment schemes, many of which 

were / are quota-free. (Chan, 2008, p.177-179) 

 

2.4 The Third Phase: Social Exclusion of Mainland New Arrivals 

While both illegal and legal Chinese immigrants during the 70s and 80s were 

mainly lower class young adult male, most of the immigrants in and after the 

1990s were lower class women and children seeking to reunite with their Hong 

Kong husbands / fathers through One-Way Permit. (Siu, 1998, p.210-214) Many 

of these Hong Kong husbands / fathers were the aforementioned impoverished 

immigrants in the 70s or 80s who could not marry in Hong Kong due to 

significantly imbalanced sex ratio, while some of them were born locally and 

married women in Mainland due to increased contact between Hong Kong and 

Mainland China after China’s economic reform. (Siu, 1996, p.343) Many of these 
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post-1990 immigrants, especially women, possessed primary or junior secondary 

educational qualification, and very few of them had professional or tertiary 

qualifications which sometimes would not be recognized by Hong Kong 

employers. (Chiu, Choi, & Ting, 2005) They are now commonly known as “new 

arrivals” (新來港 Xīn láigǎng) or “new immigrants” (新移民 Xīn yímín). 

However, the post-1990 government, especially the HKSAR government after the 

handover of sovereignty, has not been tolerant towards the (potential) new arrivals. 

Indeed, if the first wave of (soft) discrimination against “Mainlanders” can be 

seen as co-produced by the colonial government and popular culture in the 1970s, 

one can say that the second wave—which has been seriously anxious and 

institutional—was ironically initiated after the handover of sovereignty by the 

HKSAR government. This can be illustrated in two controversial policy reforms 

after 1997. 

The first one was the amendment of immigration law and the subsequent 

re-interpretation of the Basic Law by the National People’s Congress in 1999 

regarding the right of abode in Hong Kong. When the Sino-British Joint 

Declaration was signed in 1984 confirming the handover of sovereignty, the 

identity of “Hong Kong Permanent Resident” was established for the first time in 

the Declaration (and later in the Basic Law), clearly defining who belongs to this 
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category and hence possesses the right of abode in Hong Kong after the handover. 

Aside from Chinese citizens born in Hong Kong and Chinese citizens lived in 

Hong Kong for 7 years, children and offspring of these two kinds who were born 

outside Hong Kong were also included in the definition of permanent resident and 

hence were supposed to have the right of abode in Hong Kong. This was supposed 

to mean that children of Hong Kong citizens born in Mainland China could 

automatically be Hong Kong Permanent Resident after 1997. Therefore, in order 

to reunite with their families, soon after the handover hundreds of Mainland 

children stayed in Hong Kong with their parents to claim their right of abode. 

Their parents were mainly lower class citizens refuged to Hong Kong before the 

abolishment of Touch-Base-Policy, who were forced to leave some of their 

children in Mainland China prior to migration. Nevertheless, the government did 

not accept their claim and prohibited their incoming through amendment of the 

immigration law with unusually simplified procedures in the Provisional 

Legislative Council. Some parents of these Mainland children were thus 

disappointed and therefore appealed to the Court, stating that the amendment was 

unconstitutional. On 29th January, 1999, the Court of Final Appeal judged in favor 

of the parents, confirming the right of abode of their children. Given that the 

judgment was final while the government was still insisting to prevent the 



29 
 

immigration of Mainland children, it instilled public fear of and anxiety about 

Mainland immigrants by announcing an exaggerated estimation that about 1.67 

million of them would flood into Hong Kong and would overload Hong Kong’s 

public spending on social welfare, health care, education and so on. The public 

panic consequently helped the government to gain public support to request the 

National People’s Congress of the central government to re-interpret the Basic 

Law and hence to bypass the final judgment of the Court, so that these children 

could not automatically be Hong Kong Permanent Resident under the new 

interpretation, and would be repatriated to Mainland China. If they want to 

migrate to Hong Kong, they must apply for the One-Way permit, for which they 

were not qualified at that time. (Chan, 2008, p.169-174) 

The second one was the establishment of a 7-year residential requirement in 

2004 for applying Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) scheme. 

Formerly known as the Public Assistance scheme set in the 1970s, the CSSA 

scheme has been the most important social security program in Hong Kong. After 

the 1998 Financial Crisis, aiming to exercise financial austerity, the HKSAR 

government first promoted the discourse that receiving CSSA was more profitable 

than having an employment, and thus that the CSSA bred lazy people; and later 

reformed the CSSA scheme in 1999 so to significantly reduce the amount of 
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monetary support and to force all able-bodied, adult CSSA recipients to join the 

Support for Self-reliance (SFS) Scheme, which required all participants to find 

paid employment, and hence to quit the CSSA scheme as soon as possible. (Hung 

& Fung, 2011, p.179-180)  

Economic crisis was furthered in early 2003 due to the outbreak of Severe 

Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), and the legitimation crisis became critical 

later in the same year as about 500,000 people joined the July 1st protest, the 

largest march ever since 1997. In the meantime, the government further decreased 

the monetary support of CSSA and established a 1-year residential requirement 

for applying the scheme in 2003, and later strengthened the requirement to 7 years 

in 2004 so to exclude all new immigrants from social security (Chou, 2013, 

p.191), perhaps because the government was in need of more reduction in welfare 

spending and a scapegoat to distract political attention and regain political 

legitimacy. 

As I observed in my community participation, before the Court of Final Appeal 

ruled in 2013 that the 7-year requirement was unconstitutional, only very 

exceptional cases of immigrant families, such as those of lone mothers with 

serious illness or disability who ought to take care of their children on their own, 

could be granted CSSA upon discretion from the Social Welfare Department, 
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although in such discretionary cases the amount of monetary support would at 

most be only half of the normal amount because the Social Welfare Department 

would like to limit the support solely to the children but not the mother. Although 

the number of CSSA cases involving new immigrants decreased dramatically 

since 2004 (Census and Statistics Department, 2015), paradoxically the 7-year 

requirement helped to combine the discourse that CSSA breed lazy people with 

the previously promoted negative stereotype of “Mainlanders” and thus to 

consolidate them into a continuous stigma that Mainland immigrants are lazy 

welfare-recipients. 

The public fear which over-emphasized the “burden” of new arrivals on Hong 

Kong economy, and the aforementioned stigma that Mainland new arrivals are 

lazy welfare-recipients, provided the foundation of recent hateful discrimination 

against “Mainlanders” in general and “new arrivals” in particular. For instances, 

in 2011, some local netizens constructed hateful and humiliating label describing 

Mainlanders as “locust,” which implies that Mainlanders would only destroy 

Hong Kong by plundering its resources without any contribution.2 

 

 

                                                      
2 See, for instance, a famous music video published in 2011 by a group of netizens from the Hong 

Kong Golden Forum named Locust World. An English version was published in 2012, see: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueNr7mfFZu8  
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In short, and in simplistic terms, one can characterize post-war history of 

Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong into at least three phases. Chinese immigrants 

in the first phase were mainly illegal refugees escaping from social and political 

instability in China during the 50s and 60s. The colonial government adopted a 

rather tolerant and open-door attitude towards immigrants in this period. The 

second phase, which was composed of two developments, occurred between the 

1970s and the 1980s. One the one hand was the development of a local identity 

independent from and against Chinese nationality among the post-war baby boom 

generation, many of whom were the second generation of refugees in the first 

phase. One the other hand was the tightening of immigration control imposed on 

Chinese immigrants, which can be seen in the establishment and abolishment of 

the Touch-Base-Policy. The third phase was (and is) mainly about female 

marriage migrants and their children settling in Hong Kong through the 

One-Way-Permit quota system during and after the 1990s. This type of 

immigrants, or “new arrivals,” mainly belongs to lower class and is facing serious 

discrimination both from the government and from the public. This study would 

mainly focus on the assimilation of children of new arrivals in the third phase. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I would review some of the important theories and empirical 

studies relating to immigrants and their incorporation or exclusion in Hong Kong 

and America respectively. Firstly, existing studies about post-1990 Mainland new 

arrivals in Hong Kong would be critically summarized. Secondly, I would 

illustrate the development of different theories of immigrant’s assimilation in the 

United States, and compare their advantages and disadvantages. After that, I 

would discuss the foundation of my theoretical framework by drawing on 

valuable components of the contemporary assimilation studies (Alba & Nee, 2003; 

Kasinitz et al., 2008; Alba & Waters, 2011; Warikoo, 2011) and combining them 

with Michele Lamont’s (1992) concepts of boundary and boundary work and 

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) concepts of field and capitals. 

As Max Weber (2011) once pointed out, knowledge is always 

contextually-bound, for it is produced only insofar as it is culturally and socially 

significant to social agents at a particular historical moment. In order words, every 

theory or study, no matter what level of generalizability it contains, must have its 

corresponding historical background and motivation of production. Therefore, I 
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would try to discuss local literatures of Mainland new arrivals with regard to the 

historical background outlined earlier. I would also discuss different assimilation 

theories in the U.S. according to the American immigration history, and would 

explain how far different theories can be applied to study assimilation of children 

of new arrivals in Hong Kong. 

This chapter would argue that although psychological, sociological, and 

anthropological studies on Mainland new arrivals had different focuses, majority 

of them shared the assumption that there was some kind of “mainstream” and 

unchangeable Hong Kong culture or way of life that would not be affected by 

immigrants and would be imposed on and adapted by immigrants without their 

negotiation. I would also argue that sociological studies about new arrivals have 

been focusing extensively on the structural and everyday social exclusion of 

female marriage migrants (i.e. migrant mothers), while the experiences of their 

children were at best largely ignored or at worst objectified as “burden” and 

“problem” of migrant mothers or “issues of family conflict,” and the studies of the 

incorporation of young Mainland new arrivals were substantially psychological 

and quantitative. In this sense, further studies on the agency and strategy of 

children of Mainland new arrivals during the adaptation process, and on how they 

negotiate and even change the mainstream culture are necessary in order to 
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supplement existing literatures regarding the issue. Consequently, since 

contemporary assimilation theories in American sociology had enormous and 

fruitful discussions on the incorporation of immigrants’ second generation (or 1.5 

generation), they would be important to and helpful in providing analytical tools 

and insights for exploring the previously undocumented adaptation strategies and 

experiences of Mainland immigrants’ children or young Mainland immigrants. 

Moreover, I would also argue that combining contemporary assimilation theories 

with Michele Lamont’s concept of boundary and Bourdieu’s theory can be 

analytically useful and politically critical, in the sense that it can help to scrutinize 

the mechanism of assimilation or incorporation in specific social area without 

seeing assimilation as an unidirectional process with single standard, while 

reminding us that assimilation incorporate the (mis)recognition of at least some of 

the dominant social norms in the host society as legitimate, and hence above all it 

is about power relation. 
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3.2 Psychological Literature on Mainland New Arrivals and Their 

Children 

The increasing number of Mainland new arrivals, and the two incidents of 

social and institutional exclusion to them as mentioned in chapter 2, stimulated a 

lot of psychological and sociological studies investigating and explaining their 

adaptation and the discrimination against them. 

A large number of literatures on Mainland new arrivals in general and their 

children in particular were psychological studies of their acculturation and 

adaptation coming from scholars and organizations of social work or social 

service sector. (See, for instances, Wong, 1998; Lam, Tsoi, & Chan, 2003; Wong, 

Lam, Yan, & Hung, 2004; Wong, 2008) These studies were often quantitative, and 

were psychological at least in two important senses. Firstly, their 

conceptualization of acculturation and adaptation were psychological. For 

instances, borrowing definition and theoretical framework from acculturation 

psychologists John Berry, Chan, Yuen, Lau, Wu, & Ip (2003) conceptualized 

acculturation as a process through which individual changes his or her behavior, 

faces stress, and deals with potential psychopathology when making contact with 

the people, life, and culture of the host society. (p.36-39) Hui, Chen, Leung, & 

Berry (2015) adopted definition of adaptation from Colleen Ward and her 
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colleagues, referring it to two types of outcomes after 

acculturation—psychological adaptation, which means the mental well-being and 

the sense of self-esteem; and sociocultural adaptation, which means the 

acquisition of appropriate personal attitude, social skills, and communicative 

skills to live in the host society. (p.72) Secondly, and consequently, the focus and 

measurement of these studies were often psychological and attitudinal. Although 

different and even contrasting results would occur, most of them commonly 

measured acculturation and adaptation by self-reported survey of mental health, 

quality of life, satisfaction with life, stress, depressive symptoms, social network, 

and so on; and they tested whether different kinds of variables, such as age, 

gender, socio-economic status, years of arrival, and perceived discrimination 

would have positive or negative effects on new arrivals’ adaptation, and compared 

new arrivals’ mental health and satisfaction of life with that of natives. (See, for 

instances, Cheung & Leung, 2009; Chou & Wong, 2011; Wong, Chou, & Chow, 

2012; Ng, Lee, Wong, & Chou, 2015; Yuen & Lee, 2016) 

There are two limitations of this psychological type of studies. On the one hand, 

although quantitative method with representative samples can help to investigate 

new arrivals’ general level of integration, mental health, perceived discrimination, 

and some other factors relating to their adaptation, and to see what variables 
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correlate to their adaptation, it cannot provide any in-depth information about the 

actual process of how new arrivals deal with the new environment of host society 

in different contexts, nor can it help to answer how and why some kinds of 

variables would have effects on their adaptation. 

More importantly, on the other hand, the conceptualization of acculturation and 

adaptation used in many of these studies was problematic. This can be seen in the 

example of John Berry’s (1980) characterization of 4 types of acculturation, 

which were applied in some of the psychological studies of new arrivals. In his 

typology, integration means migrants’ participation in both their original culture 

and the host culture; assimilation refers to migrants’ total participation in the host 

society without maintaining their original culture; separation is that migrants 

totally participate in their original culture but not the host society; and 

marginalization is the absence of migrants in practicing either their original 

culture or the mainstream culture of the host society. All these 4 types of 

acculturation imply a strict and impermeable boundary between the so-called 

“original culture” and “host culture / host society.” There is no possibility in this 

conceptualization that both “original culture” and “host society” would be 

changed in the process of migration and adaptation, as if migrants can only 

passively choose between learning and ignoring culture of the host society. The 
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over-emphasis on mental health, psychological well-being, stress, and depression 

in these studies also reflected the problem of this conceptualization, since they 

commonly assumed that migrants could only be incorporated into Hong Kong 

society by receiving and learning Hong Kong culture, and learning a new, 

unfamiliar culture is always difficult and hence stressful. However, as will be 

discussed later, this assumption has been challenged by some contemporary 

assimilation theorists in the U.S., not only because it is too ethnocentric (and 

racist), but also because it fundamentally ignores the constantly changing nature 

of both the “original” society and the “host” society under the influence of 

increasing flow of migration, and underestimates the ability of migrants to 

permeate and alter boundaries in the host society in different aspects of everyday 

lives. (Alba & Nee, 2003) 

 

3.3 Critical Literature on (Female) Mainland New Arrivals 

While most of the social work or social services literature focused on the 

psychological aspect of acculturation and adaptation of Mainland new arrivals and 

their children, there were some critical and sociological studies regarding the 

social exclusion, discrimination, and social problems faced by new arrivals. Most 

of them were historical analysis of immigration policy and public discourses in 
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post-1997 era, or ethnographic studies of the everyday discrimination, experience 

and subjectivity of lower class, married female Mainland new arrivals, while a 

little of them were quantitative and demographic studies. 

Many of these studies utilized the concept of citizenship to explain the social 

exclusion of Mainland new arrivals after 1997. They commonly argued that 

Mainland new arrivals, who were largely belonging to lower class, could not gain 

full citizenship in Hong Kong because of their class background. (Leung, 2004; 

Pun & Wu, 2004; Chiu et al., 2005; Law & Lee, 2006; Chan, 2008; Zhang & Wu, 

2011) On the one hand, since the manufacturing industries had nearly completed 

their relocation to China in the 90s, the majority of these immigrants, who were 

less educated, could only work in unskilled and elementary sectors or at best 

service sectors, or otherwise could only be homemakers, so that their economic 

situation, such as income, were significantly worse than the whole Hong Kong 

population. On the other hand, since the HKSAR government wanted to develop a 

high-value-added, knowledge economy and to maintain Hong Kong as an 

international financial center, these lower class, unskilled immigrants were treated 

as improper kind of human capitals, so that their immigration had been strictly 

controlled and some of their basic welfare rights were plundered, while 

professional or upper class Chinese immigrants were at least institutionally 
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welcomed through implementation of various employment schemes and study 

schemes. 

Some studies supplemented the discussion of social exclusion with a gender 

perspective by exclusively focusing on the discrimination against and experiences 

of married female new arrivals. (Lee, 2004; Pun & Wu, 2004; Newendorp, 2008; 

Newendorp, 2010; Hung & Fung, 2011; Choi, Cheung, & Cheung, 2012; Ho, Ho, 

Wong, & Pau, 2014) These studies documented migrant mothers’ experience in 

different aspects of everyday lives upon arrival, such as being verbally abused or 

ignored by social workers when seeking for help; having conflict with their 

mother-in-law regarding issues of space-utilization at home, food preparation, 

child-rearing, and work because of the in-law’s traditional gender expectation or 

stereotype of Mainland wives; facing high vulnerability of domestic violence 

from husband or in-laws; having the double-burden (and paradox) of work and 

childcare due to traditional gender norm, Hong Kong “workfare” system, and the 

lack of public childcare services; and encountering difficulty to find jobs because 

of various gender stereotypes and the devaluation of their qualification acquired 

from Mainland. 
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Given that female marriage migrants have been a significant component of 

Mainland new arrivals in Hong Kong, it is not surprising that many of these 

studies had their samples largely composed of married females or intentionally 

put their focus on migrant mothers. Moreover, from a critical perspective, it is 

also reasonable to focus on the difficulty of and discrimination against these 

female new arrivals with the analysis of class and gender, for they were (and 

probably still are) one of the most suffered and disadvantaged groups in Hong 

Kong. However, since these studies put their focus on migrant mothers’ sufferings 

in workplace, social service organization, governmental department, and family, 

and on how these sufferings were structured under the mixed system of 

neo-liberalism and patriarchy, these studies tended to see migrants not as active 

agents who could have their own strategies to negotiate different situations and 

difficulties in daily lives, but as passive beings that could only follow the 

“mainstream” standard or culture in Hong Kong with no hope. As a consequence, 

critical, sociological, or ethnographic studies risked a similar problem possessed 

by psychological studies—they assumed a clear-cut, rigid, and impenetrable 

boundary of a “mainstream” Hong Kong culture or Hong Kong society, and thus 

failed to recognize the diversity of Hong Kong society before and after migrants’ 

arrival.  This can be illustrated by the concept of citizenship applied in the 
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discussion of structural social exclusion of Mainland new arrivals. Critical studies 

commonly explained the social exclusion of new arrivals by arguing that the 

citizenship in Hong Kong was (and still is) middle-class / upper-class oriented. 

This explanation, although is reasonable to some extent, neglects the fact that a 

large portion of Hong Kong people, including local citizens and migrants from 

South-East Asian countries, belong to working class and lower class. This means 

that Mainland new arrivals do not only interact with middle-class minded social 

workers or government officials, but also with other lower class people in local 

communities. Therefore, the aforementioned explanation is not fully applicable to 

analyze the interaction (including discrimination) occurring between Mainland 

new arrivals and other poor or disadvantaged people in Hong Kong. 

Furthermore, although children and youth were an equally significant portion 

of new arrivals, and although most of the migrants mothers had their children 

either born in Hong Kong or migrated with them from China, there were very 

little attention put on children of new arrivals or young new arrivals in the critical 

or sociological literature, even when many of the non-governmental organizations, 

through which aforementioned scholars gained access to their informants, utilized 

discourses of child-rights to fight for social and governmental support for 

Mainland migrant mothers. More importantly, as shown in the above summary, 
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since many of the ethnographic studies tried to document the difficulties of 

migrant mothers from their own perspective, children of these mothers were often 

objectified as “burden” and “problem,” “the future hope of new arrivals mothers,” 

or “issues of family conflict,” as if children were the property or ancillary of their 

mothers. 

 

3.4 Problems in Studies on Children of Mainland New Arrivals 

Very few local scholars paid attention to children of new arrivals or young new 

arrivals with a focus other than mental health and psychological qualities. These 

studies were usually educational and linguistics studies using qualitative methods 

and focusing on educational attainment, teacher’s discrimination against students, 

new arrival students’ identity and language use. For example, by doing 

ethnography on young new arrivals studying in secondary school, Chee (2010) 

argued that teenage new arrivals tended to internalize the local cultural belief that 

“good education attainment guarantees economic upward mobility,” and would 

not challenge the belief when they failed to have good educational attainment (i.e. 

getting into university). In another article, she argued that teachers’ essentialist 

and negative perception on the cultural difference between Hong Kong society 

and migrant’s original society would have negative impact on migrant’s 
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educational attainment. (Chee, 2012) Drawing on in-depth interviews with new 

arrival students and participant observation in school, Gu (2011) argued that new 

arrival students tended to establish their own Putonghua-speaking circles because 

of their inability to speak fluent Cantonese and thus because of their isolation 

under a language hierarchy in which Cantonese was seen as more legitimate than 

Putonghua. 

These rare studies, though important, are not without insufficiencies. Due to 

their research focus and conceptual assumption, they tend to treat new arrival 

students as merely victims by (over)emphasizing their disadvantages and 

neglecting the possibility that new arrival students can also negotiate cultures in 

their everyday life. For instance, Chee’s exclusive focus on the failure of 

educational attainment (and hence downward social mobility) neglected an 

important fact that academic competition is not the only area in school lives 

through which youth in general and young immigrants in particular socialize to be 

members of the (host) society, and having good academic performance is not 

always the only or the most significant agenda of both local and migrant youth in 

school. Focusing extensively on educational attainment and economic 

assimilation would risk imposing normative agendas and expectation of 

researchers (and perhaps migrant parents) on migrant youth. Therefore, to 
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understand the incorporation and adaptation of young new arrivals, it is important 

to consider other area of their social lives even within school or educational 

system, such as friendship, consumption, and so on. Moreover, Gu’s interviews 

and her interpretation of them were largely built upon an assumption of binary 

opposition between Cantonese (and hence the Hong Kong identity) and 

Putonghua (and hence the Chinese identity), so that students in her interviews 

seemed to have to choose between Cantonese and Putonghua in an 

either-or-manner. However, as Yuen (2008) found in her interviews with new 

arrival students and cross-border students, they indeed had mixed use of different 

languages (including Cantonese, Putonghua, and dialects) in their daily life and 

had ambiguous identity. 

Both psychological and non-psychological studies of young Mainland new 

arrivals commonly defined the very term “Mainland new arrival” by directly and 

uncritically adopting the original government’s definition of the term—Chinese 

immigrants who were granted One-Way-Permit and who have settled in Hong 

Kong for less than either 1 year or 7 years. Two groups of youth and children 

were thus excluded from this definition. The first group was post-1990 Chinese 

immigrants settled in Hong Kong for 7 years or more. Although Mainland new 

arrival would become Hong Kong Permanent Resident after settling for 7 years, 
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this cannot automatically signify full incorporation, assimilation, or integration of 

them. Even if we assume that this relatively “old” migrants would have a high 

degree of incorporation into Hong Kong society, given their longer period of 

settlement in Hong Kong, their experiences are still important in new arrival 

studies in the sense that they can provide richer details and larger pictures about 

the incorporation and adaptation of Mainland new arrivals and their children. 

The second group was the children of Chinese “new” / “old” arrivals born in 

Hong Kong (i.e. the second generation). Many studies of young Mainland new 

arrivals, especially the quantitative, psychological studies, compared “young 

Mainland new arrival” and “young locally born students” under the 

aforementioned uncritically adopted definition. (Lam, Tsoi, & Chan, 2003; Wong, 

2008; Yuen & Lee, 2016) This kind of comparison, however, ignored an important 

fact that an important portion of locally born children after the handover was the 

offspring of new arrivals or to-be new arrivals. Indeed, in 2001, the number of 

babies born to Mainland women, whose spouses were Hong Kong Permanent 

Resident, accounted for about 14% of all locally born babies. The proportion 

increased to about 17% in 2005. Only until 2007 did the actual number of babies 

born to these to-be female new arrivals significantly decrease, perhaps due to the 

policy implemented in the same year, which required all Mainland women to pay 
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at least HK$39,000 in order to give birth in public hospital. (Food and Health 

Bureau, 2012) These numbers have not yet included babies born to the settled 

Mainland new arrivals. Since the family structure of this group of children (i.e. 

the second generation) is similar to that of the 1.5 generation—they all have at 

least one parent migrated from Mainland China in post-1990 era—it is reasonable 

to assume that both groups would have similarities in many aspects of everyday 

lives. Therefore, it would be impossible to see the similarity and difference 

between the two groups under the uncritically adopted definition. 

To sum up, past studies regarding Mainland new arrivals have three major 

problems. Firstly, most of them assumed a rigid boundary defining “Hong Kong 

society / culture” which could not be affected by new arrivals, and hence ignored 

their agency to deal with their everyday situation in Hong Kong. Secondly, there 

was a lack of studies devoting to critically and deeply understand the 

incorporation, adaptation, and assimilation of children of Mainland new arrivals 

(including 1.5 and second generations). Thirdly, the government’s definition 

adopted in the studies of “young Mainland new arrivals” excluded two important 

groups—the “old” arrivals and the second generation—which can provide 

important insights to investigate incorporation of children of new arrivals. As 

discussed above, these problems derive from the problematic conceptualization, 
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theoretical framework, and the relating focus of research. Therefore, in order to 

fill in these gaps, a new conceptualization and theoretical framework of 

immigrant’s assimilation is required. In the next section, I would discuss and 

compare different types of assimilation theory in American sociology, and would 

illustrate how and why particular type of them can be applied to Hong Kong for 

filling the aforementioned literature gaps. 

 

3.5 Classical Assimilation Theories in the U.S. 

Just as Marx and Weber were often taken into consideration in the discussion of 

social class and capitalism, it would be a useful way to consider American 

assimilation theory through examining its classics. Milton Gordon’s book, 

Assimilation in American Life (1964), was widely regarded as one of the most 

important classics in American assimilation theory, particularly because it was 

recognized as the first book which systematically conceptualized and theorized 

assimilation in a sociological sense. It aimed to study prejudice and discrimination 

against ethnic minorities (including immigrants) and in particular to investigate 

the structural possibility of eliminating such prejudice and discrimination. 
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Gordon found unsatisfactory that previous common ideology or scholar’s 

discussion of assimilation and acculturation, whether or not this two terms were 

differentiated, merely considered the cultural dimension, or in other words, the 

diminishing of the differences between two or more ethnic groups in terms of 

cultural behaviors, but not the structural dimension. (p.61-65) He consequently 

expanded the concept of assimilation of a minority group into seven stages: 1) 

cultural assimilation, or acculturation, which refers to the change of cultural 

patterns and behaviors towards those of the core group (i.e. middle class 

protestant white of Anglo-Saxon origin); 2) structural assimilation, a large-scale 

involvement of primary / personal relationships with the core group; 3) marital 

assimilation, a large scale inter-marriage with the core group; 4) identificational 

assimilation, which means identifying with the core group; 5) behavior 

receptional assimilation, meaning the absence of discriminatory behavior from the 

core group; 6) attitude receptional assimilation, the absence of prejudiced attitude 

from the core group; and 7) civic assimilation, which means the minority group 

does not have value and power conflict with the core group in public or civic life. 

(p.70-71) 
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These seven stages of assimilation were applied to evaluate the degree of 

assimilation of different ethnic / immigrant groups, so that Gordon was able to 

theorize the mechanism of full assimilation and hence the structural possibility of 

eliminating discrimination and prejudice against immigrants and ethnic minorities. 

Reviewing the historical experiences of four important groups of immigrants and 

minorities prior to the 1960s—i.e. African Americans, Jews, Catholics 

(immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe), and Puerto Ricans—Gordon 

found that acculturation was usually the first and nearly inevitable stage which 

minorities and immigrants would go through. (p.76-77) However, contrary to the 

public belief that acculturation automatically brings about successful assimilation 

and dissolution of ethnic compartmentalization, he found that, as in the case of 

African Americans, acculturation did not guarantee the occurrence of other stages 

of assimilation. Given the obvious association between structural assimilation and 

marital assimilation, and the logical outcome of diminishing prejudice and 

discrimination subsequent to marital assimilation, Gordon argued that it is the 

successful entrance into structural assimilation rather than acculturation that is the 

most important precondition of full accomplishment of other assimilation stages; 

and once structural assimilation occurs, sooner or later other stages would 

naturally follow. (p.80-81) 
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One can see at least two important characteristics in Gordon’s assimilation 

theory. Firstly, his theory of assimilation is relatively unidirectional. On the one 

hand, it is unidirectional because his understanding of cultural assimilation or 

acculturation was all about how the core group or host society influenced 

immigrants or minority, but not the opposite. On the other hand, it is 

unidirectional in the sense that he characterized the theory in a stage-by-stage 

manner, so that the process of assimilation in his mind was irreversible, and, even 

if some groups (such as African American) would be besieged in a particular stage 

for a prolonged period (such as acculturation), the whole process would after all 

be directed to a single goal (i.e. the elimination of discrimination and prejudice 

against minorities, and hence the absence of ethnic conflict in civic life). Secondly, 

and consequently, this single, relatively ideal goal indicated Gordon’s optimistic 

view about assimilation. In his mind, once structural assimilation occurs, 

elimination of discrimination and prejudice against a particular group would 

eventually be foreseeable in the long run, perhaps after several generations of 

settlement. 

Indeed, these two characteristics—unidirectional characterization of 

assimilation and optimism about the prolonged, eventual goal of 

assimilation—were not uncommon among many important theories about 
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assimilation in America regarding pre-1965 immigrants, especially during the first 

half of the twentieth century, even though they may have very different (and 

sometimes opposite) conceptualizations of assimilation and different normative 

views on assimilating into the “middle class protestant white.” For instance, 

Robert Park (1950), one of the founders of Chicago School sociology, developed 

the famous theory of race relation cycle, through which ethnic groups first make 

contact with each other as a consequence of migration, then compete and struggle 

with each other for advantages and resources, and after that start to accommodate 

with each other within a hierarchical social structure. Finally, after a long period 

of accommodation, assimilation, which Park defined rather positively as the 

process directing towards national solidarity of people from different ethnic 

origins, occurs as a consequence of proliferation of personal relationships 

involving people from each group. The term “cycle” here does not mean that 

ethnic groups successfully assimilated would again be separated, as Park himself 

thought that the whole sequence is irreversible and progressive. He used the term 

“cycle” because in modern society, where migration becomes increasingly 

feasible and frequent as a consequence of advanced technological, social, and 

economic development, the process would occur and repeat itself globally. 

(p.150) 
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In a more functionalist vein, W. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole (1945) studied 

European immigrants of the early twentieth century in the Yankee City. Based on 

the fact that the second generation of these white, European, working class 

immigrants left their ethnic enclave and successfully achieved upward social 

mobility to work in more decent occupations during the World War II, and that the 

pattern of daily and cultural behaviors of this second generation were more 

similar to “American mainstream,” Warner and Srole argued that, governed by the 

core American cultural values and class social order, all ethnic groups would 

inevitably undergo assimilation, and thus that ethnic groups and ethnic enclaves 

would eventually be eliminated through their absorption (assimilation) into the 

American capitalist class system and economy. The only real difference between 

various ethnic groups, according to Warner and Srole, is their variation in the 

required time for assimilation. They thereby predicted the time scale required for 

each ethnic group at that time to assimilate: white people of different origins need 

“short” period—not more than six generations—to assimilate, dark-skinned 

Europeans need “moderate” period—more than six generations—and African 

Americans need a delayed and prolonged period until the racially segregated 

social order changes. (p.292) 
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Therefore, it was these two features that characterized the “classical” 

assimilation theories before 1965. However, it was also the legacy of the two 

theoretical characteristics that shaped the research focus of subsequent empirical 

studies of immigrants and assimilation in America. Since many of the important 

assimilation scholars in this “classical” period theorized assimilation as a 

stage-by-stage, progressive, and irreversible process requiring at least several 

generations to go through, second and later generations of immigrants were (quite 

paradoxically) treated as the constituent and inalienable part of an immigrant / 

ethnic group. This understanding of “immigrant” is strikingly different from that 

of the new arrival studies in Hong Kong as noted before, for many Hong Kong 

scholars merely used the status of permanent resident to differentiate between 

“new arrivals” and “natives,” so that the second generation of Mainland new 

arrivals born in Hong Kong and the 1.5 generation settled for seven years or more 

were uncritically and automatically grouped into the “native” category. It was 

because of the inclusion of second and later generations into the understanding of 

assimilation that later there appeared substantial and significant empirical studies 

regarding assimilation of second generation children and youth in America, which, 

as will be shown, would be helpful to shed light on studying children of new 

arrivals or young new arrivals in Hong Kong. 
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3.6 Downward or Segmented Assimilation Theory 

Despite this fundamental legacy, one finds it difficult to apply the classical, 

unidirectional, and optimistic theoretical framework to understand assimilation of 

post-1965 immigrants and their second generation, given the mismatch of the 

changing U.S. context after the 1970s and some assumptions of classical 

assimilation theory. In response to this mismatch, downward or segmented 

assimilation theory emerged, which became influential in the 1990s. Downward 

social mobility or intergenerational poverty of contemporary immigrants was first 

anticipated by sociologist Herbert Gans (1992), who foresaw the possibility of 

“second generation decline” and questioned the adequacy of what he named the 

“straight-line” assimilation theory, especially the theory of Warner and Srole 

(1945).  However, it was Alejandro Portes, Ruben Rumbaut, Zhou Min, and 

some other scholars who developed the segmented assimilation theory 

systematically. (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Portes, 

Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 2005; Portes & Fernández-Kelly, 2008; Haller, Portes, 

& Lynch, 2011a; Haller, Portes, & Lynch, 2011b) 

For instance, Portes and Zhou (1993) argued that the abolishment of 

immigration quota based on national origin in 1965, the subsequent proliferation 

of lower class and non-white immigrants came from Mexico, Latin America, and 
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some African countries, and the restructuring of America into a neo-liberal, 

flexible economy ever since the 1970s made it necessary to reconstruct 

assimilation theory. Based on these contextual changes, they argued that two 

particular assumptions of the ethnocentric version of classical assimilation theory 

were problematic in the study of post-1965 immigrants. One was the assumption 

that successful assimilation requires unlearning of cultural patterns of minorities 

and vanishing of ethnic communities / enclaves. Another was that since 

assimilation in American context always means assimilating into middle-class 

white, assimilation into local community often implies upward social mobility or 

the maintenance of middle-class status. They were seen as problematic not only 

because of ethnocentrism, but also because the contextual changes made it more 

dubious to expect upward social mobility of the post-1965 immigrants and their 

second generation, for these (mainly non-white) immigrants had significantly 

lower family income under the polarized American occupational structure in 

which people without professional qualification were more likely to occupy 

low-paid, low-status service jobs that had very little chances of upward mobility. 

(p.76-80) 

 

 



58 
 

They thus studied various non-white and contemporary immigrant communities 

of Mexican, Latin American, African, and Asian origins in the 1990s, and found 

that there were diverse outcomes of assimilation among these groups which could 

not fit into the classical model, or could even turn it on its head—assimilation into 

native community could sometimes perpetuate intergenerational poverty, while 

preserving and remaining in an ethnic enclave could sometimes provide more 

stable social and economic life for the second generation. For instance, facing 

prejudice and discrimination from the public and the government, and living near 

to the inner cities where lower class native-born African Americans concentrated, 

the second generation of Haitians and some groups of “Hispanic” immigrants, 

who were already impoverished, was exposed to the anti-social sub-culture of 

native African American as a response to the hostile discrimination. They thereby 

developed distrust of American mainstream in general and American educational 

system in particular, dropped out from school, and alienated them from their 

parent’s expectation of upward social mobility. (p.87-88) Contrary to the 

experiences of intergenerational poverty of these groups, Indian immigrants living 

in rural area of Northern California, despite facing hostility and discrimination 

from native whites, had managed to achieve a relatively successful adaptation. 

Indians in this area established a close knit ethnic enclave in which orchard 
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farming was the main economic activity. This tight ethnic enclave on the one hand 

helped parents to exercise rigid restrictions on their children’s contact with native 

white students in order to preserve their traditional culture and to escape from 

discriminatory behaviors. On the other hand the first generation in this enclave, 

who had managed to be farm owners, created a close circle of economy which 

could provide both economic and social capitals for the second generation to 

sustain a relatively comfortable life. (p.89-90) 

Given the historical variations of assimilation outcomes ranging from 

successful upward social mobility of white Europeans to intergenerational poverty 

of non-white groups assimilating into native minority, and to the relative 

economic success of immigrants remaining in ethnic enclave, Portes and Zhou 

argued that the question at stake about assimilation in American context is “into 

what sector of American society a particular immigrant group assimilates.” (p.82) 

Extending the discussion of segmented assimilation, Portes and Rumbaut, in their 

book Legacies (2001), further elaborated a comprehensive theoretical framework 

to explain and predict differentiated assimilation outcomes of second generation 

of different ethnic groups, including Mexicans, Filipinos, Chinese, Koreans, 

Jamaicans, and so on. The framework consists of three general dimensions. The 

first one is individual characteristics and resources, such as age, income, 
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occupation, and educational attainment. The second one is what they call the 

mode of incorporation, which takes into account whether the government of host 

society imposes hostile policy on an immigrant group, whether the public attitude 

towards immigrant in the host society is prejudiced, and whether there is a 

pre-existing and well-established co-ethnic community of the immigrant group. 

(p.46-51) 

Although segmented assimilation theory provided a more comprehensive and 

sophisticated framework to understand assimilation of contemporary (non-white) 

immigrants in America, it was not without its disadvantages. Perhaps the most 

important problem—which Portes would certainly not agree that this is a 

“problem”—was that the whole theory reflected immigrant parent’s desire and 

aspiration of their children’s upward social mobility, maintenance of middle class 

status, and achievement of a more or less entrepreneurial economic life. Haller, 

Portes, & Lynch (2011b) indeed did not hesitate to admit this point in a recent 

debate of the relevance of segmented assimilation theory. However, the 

acceptance of this desire made the theory vulnerable to three more important 

problems. Firstly, by standing on parent’s perspective to study second generation 

assimilation, they neglected the thought, subjectivity, and agency of the second 

generation youth and children—their original target—in the very first place. This 
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is problematic because it would only treat the second generation as the appendage 

to fulfill the dream and desire of the first generation and hence would risk 

objectifying the second generation. Secondly, the reflection of such desire greatly 

narrowed the understanding of assimilation merely as (upward) social mobility 

and socio-economic status, thereby fundamentally ignored the multifaceted nature 

of social lives in general and assimilation in particular. This narrowness can be 

seen as falling back because even Gordon’s (1964) classical model recognized 

different aspects of assimilation, though in stage-form. Finally, in order to explain 

the intergenerational poverty of non-white immigrants living near to the inner 

cities, the theory essentialized native minority, especially lower class native 

African Americans and their subculture, as entirely anti-social, and thus implicitly 

reinforced the racist idea that black people perpetuate poverty because of their 

own culture. This perhaps reflected immigrant parent’s (more or less racist) 

anxiety and moral panic about letting their children to make contact with black 

youth and black culture. 
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3.7 Dynamic and Multidimensional Assimilation Studies: 

Contemporary Approach 

In the meantime, another camp of scholars, whom I shall call them 

contemporary assimilation theorists, argued against segmented assimilation theory 

and criticized its inadequacies by providing more critical, multidimensional, and 

systematic theoretical framework and empirical studies. (Alba & Nee, 2003; Alba, 

2005; Kasinitz et al., 2008; Waters, Tran, Kasinitz, & Mollenkopf, 2010; Alba, 

Kasinitz, & Waters, 2011; Alba & Waters, 2011; Warikoo, 2011) One of the most 

important works of contemporary assimilation theory was Remaking the American 

Mainstream (2003) written by Richard Alba and Victor Nee. In this book, Alba 

and Nee found that most of the previous assimilation theories, including classical 

assimilation theory and segmented assimilation theory, assumed a static American 

mainstream which would be imposed on immigrants and which would not be 

influenced by immigrants. However, this was not the case, when, for instance, the 

modern American leisure culture of drinking, music, and furniture was indeed 

brought into America by the early German immigrants of the late nineteenth 

century. (p.13) Therefore, in order to take into consideration a continuously 

changing “American mainstream” which can be influenced by immigrants in the 

discussion of assimilation, they conceptualized assimilation as the process 
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through which the relevance of ethnic distinction and its corresponding cultural 

and social differences diminish in various area of social life. (p.11) Because 

assimilation in this definition means the decreasing relevance of ethnic 

differences, but not merely the learning of mainstream culture by immigrants, it 

does not rule out the possibility that the “mainstream” can be changed by 

immigrants. Adding the concept of boundary into this definition, Alba & Nee 

(2003) and later Alba (2005) further classified three ideal-types of assimilation: 

boundary crossing, boundary blurring, and boundary shifting. Boundary crossing 

refers to the aforementioned “straight-line” assimilation through which individual 

immigrant crosses the ethnic (and class) boundary without changing it. Boundary 

Blurring refers to the diminishing of the rigidity and distinctiveness of a boundary, 

which can be seen in the mixing of different cultures of different groups or 

interracial marriages. Boundary shifting refers to a large-scale re-establishment 

and relocation of a boundary, so that populations who were once excluded are 

now totally included as insiders. Alba and Nee (2003) argued that the former two 

types are more relevant to the situation of new immigrants and their second 

generation because the last one requires some fundamental, long-term, and 

revolutionary changes. 
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One therefore can see that agency of immigrants and their second generation is 

indispensable in shaping their assimilation process under this theoretical 

framework. However, in order not to over-emphasize agency and hence to 

sacrifice the structural aspect of assimilation, Alba and Nee (2003) adopted 

neo-institutionalism to develop their new assimilation theory. Neo-institutionalists 

believe that social agents are rational in making choices to act, but this rationality 

is contextually-bound. Agents act according to the structural constraints AND 

resources available to them under given institutions, which are social relationships 

providing norms, choices, and resources to agents for making decisions. They 

consequently argued that the particular way of assimilation of a particular group is 

often the unintended consequence of the group’s purposive actions shaped by: 1) 

the social and cultural norms of their close-knit social network; 2) the forms of 

capital the group possesses; 3) the larger social environment, such as legal 

institution, degree of prejudice and discrimination, and large scale social 

movement of a particular historical period. (p.38-50) 

Another important work was Inheriting the City (2008), a comprehensive 

empirical study about assimilation of second generation and 1.5 generation in 

New York City carried out by Philip Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, Mary Waters, 

and Jennifer Holdaway. This extensive study responded to segmented assimilation 
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theory in two ways by studying not only immigrant groups but also native 

minority such as African Americans. Firstly, while admitting differentiated and 

unequal progress of assimilation among different immigrant groups and their 

second / 1.5 generation, they found that most of the second / 1.5 generation, 

disregarding their ethnic background, were doing relatively better than their 

parents in terms of educational attainment and socio-economic status. 

Intergenerational poverty and high drop-out rate were more serious in native 

minority groups especially African Americans than in immigrant groups. The 

book consequently argued that instead of a second generation decline, there has 

been a (relative) second generation advantage among various groups of 

immigrants, given that one does not uncritically compare the experiences of 

second generation with the imagined, dominant white middle class, but with the 

experiences of first generation immigrants. (p.15-22) Secondly, and relatedly, the 

book studied how second generation of different groups intentionally or 

unintentionally utilized the second generation advantage to tackle their daily lives 

in multiple social area such as language, family, education, community, peer 

circle while facing discrimination and embarrassment. For instance, most of the 

second generation could speak English fluently, while they could not speak but 

could only understand or listen to their ethnic language. This partial bilingualism 
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on the one hand made them feel embarrassed because of the inability of speaking 

their original, ethnic language; and on the other hand made them feel empowered 

especially when they were requested to translate their parent’s language into 

English for tackling various family issues. (p.243-256) Moreover, in terms of 

education, affirmative actions which were originally established to downplay 

discrimination against African Americans after massive civic rights movements 

failed to do so because of deep-rooted discrimination, and paradoxically benefited 

immigrant groups especially Asian Americans, so that they could have higher 

ratio of college admission. (p.142-147) The multi-dimensional analysis therefore 

avoided exclusive focus on socio-economic attainment, and hence the 

over-pessimism of segmented assimilation theory, without sacrificing the 

observation of discrimination against and disadvantage of second generation. 

The merit of these contemporary assimilation studies is that while recognizing 

differentiated and segmented outcomes of assimilation among second generation 

of non-white immigrants, these scholars did not adopt an over-pessimistic and 

thus anxious attitude towards second generation immigrants, so that native 

minority such as African Americans were not stereotyped as the cause of 

immigrant’s failure. Moreover, they utilized a more dynamic definition of 

assimilation, seeing the inter-relation between structure and agency of young 
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second generation or 1.5 generation in order to explain the process and outcome 

of their assimilation, so that inter-group and intra-group differences as well as 

advantages and disadvantages of a group could be indicated and explained. With a 

dynamic conceptualization of assimilation, they treated “American society” or 

“host society” as a continuously changing entity involving in various degrees the 

influence of immigrants, instead of a static middle-class white existence. 

Moreover, they commonly saw assimilation as a multidimensional process, so that 

different aspects of immigrants’ social life, such as their socio-economic status, 

school experiences, peer culture, communal experiences, and family structure 

could be considered both independently and inter-relatedly. 

To sum up, one can find at least three important developments of assimilation 

theories in American sociology. The first one was the development of classical 

assimilation theories regarding the assimilation of pre-1965 immigrants and their 

subsequent generations, which were unidirectional, more or less optimistic, and 

explicitly or implicitly ethnocentric. The second one was the development of 

segmented assimilation theory regarding the second generation decline of 

post-1965 immigrants, which was pessimistic, parent-oriented, and narrow in 

terms of the understanding of assimilation merely as successful socio-economic 

attainment. The third one was the development of contemporary assimilation 
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theories, which were more dynamic and multi-dimensional in terms of 

conceptualization, and which were cautious about over-pessimism and 

essentialization of native minorities. I would argue in subsequent sections of this 

chapter that contemporary assimilation theories are more suitable to the present 

study, and that they can provide a useful and comprehensive framework to 

understand the second / 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals insofar as they 

were combined with Michele Lamont’s (1992) concept of boundary and Pierre 

Bourdieu’s (1984) concepts of field and capitals. 

 

3.8 Applying Contemporary Assimilation Theories to Hong Kong 

Context 

I have noted in earlier section the insufficiencies of existing studies about 

(young) Mainland new arrivals. Most of these studies uncritically adopted 

government’s definition of new arrival, and thus excluded second generations and 

some 1.5 generations from their consideration. Psychological studies 

conceptualized assimilation or acculturation in a unidirectional way, implying no 

agency of immigrants and their children to exercise their influences on the 

ever-changing Hong Kong society. The few non-psychological studies of new 

arrival’s second generation have only focused on (unsuccessful) educational 
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attainment and neglected other area in school and in daily lives where immigrants 

would not necessarily face indissoluble disadvantages. It is in this sense that 

contemporary assimilation theories in American sociology are useful and 

applicable to understanding the experiences of Mainland new arrivals’ second / 

1.5 generations. Given the tradition that second / 1.5 generation was treated as 

members of an immigrant group, contemporary assimilation theories were built 

upon comprehensive empirical studies about the experiences of young second / 

1.5 generations, so that they can provide important insights on the 

intergenerational progress or decline of a particular group. This means that second 

generation and some of the 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals, which had 

been excluded in previous local studies uncritically adopting government’s 

definition of “new arrival,” would automatically be included in assimilation 

studies applying contemporary assimilation theories. Alba and Nee (2003) 

conceptualized assimilation as the diminishing of the relevance of ethnic 

boundary in immigrants’ social lives, so that both “straight-line” assimilation 

(boundary-crossing) and the active alteration of mainstream culture 

(boundary-blurring) by immigrants can be considered. Their conceptualization of 

assimilation can help to supplement that used in local literature of Mainland new 

arrival which assumed a rigid and unchangeable “mainstream” and which thus 
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excluded the possibility of migrants and their children changing the mainstream 

of the host society. Kasinitz et al. (2008) studied assimilation in a 

multidimensional way so that both advantages and disadvantages of second 

generation in a particular area of social life and the strategic use of these 

advantages to tackle various difficulties can be examined. Such a 

multidimensional perspective can help to avoid the pessimistic view on children 

of Mainland new arrivals in school derived from an exclusive focus on 

educational attainment.  

The dynamic and multi-dimensional conceptualization of assimilation is 

important to the understanding of new arrivals’ second / 1.5 generation in school. 

On the one hand, given the same national origin and relatively similar traditional 

culture shared by Mainland new arrivals and the so-called Hong Kong locals, it is 

reasonable to expect boundary blurring or even the non-existence of clear 

boundary in some area of social lives; at the same time it is also reasonable to 

expect the requirement of boundary crossing in certain area given the institutional 

differences between Hong Kong and Mainland China under One Country Two 

Systems. On the other hand, school is de facto a multi-functional institution 

wherein youths do not only acquire academic knowledge, but also develop peer 

relationship and future social network, establish patterns of consumption, undergo 
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socialization, or even gain opportunity for mate selection. Therefore, I would 

conceptualize assimilation and develop theoretical framework for the present 

study by adopting contemporary assimilation theories. However, neither the 

theoretical framework nor the multi-dimensional empirical studies mentioned 

earlier can be directly and completely adopted in the present study. As will be 

shown in the next two sections, there are some theoretical insufficiencies of 

contemporary assimilation studies when applying them to the Hong Kong context. 

And I would argue that these can be solved by combining them with Lamont’s 

concept of boundary and boundary work and Bourdieu’s concepts of field and 

capitals.   

 

3.9 Adopting Lamont’s Concept of Boundary 

While Alba & Nee (2003) used the concept of boundary to define assimilation 

and outlined three general ways of assimilation (boundary crossing, boundary 

blurring, boundary shift), their study was more macro and historical. This study, 

however, aims to investigate the subtle process of assimilation in student’s 

everyday life especially school life. In order to apply contemporary concept of 

assimilation to this study, we need a concept of boundary that is more everyday 

life oriented and which can help to understand subtle process of how boundary 
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can be crossed or blurred in everyday interaction without sacrificing the 

consideration of macro social structure. It would be useful to borrow Michele 

Lamont’s concepts of symbolic boundary and boundary work here. In her studies 

of black and white upper / middle and working class in France and America, 

Lamont (1992) defined symbolic boundary as the subjective and conceptual 

distinction people draw to differentiate and categorize people, time, objects, space, 

and so on in their everyday lives; and boundary work as the process and criteria 

through which people draw various boundaries. (p.9-11) She further differentiated 

three factors affecting people’s boundary work—larger and remote social 

structure, such as globalized economy, recession, and governmental policies; 

proximate social structure, such as individual class position, occupation, 

residential area, and community; national or even global cultural repertoires, such 

as media, national history, popular political discourse. (p.6-7) She consequently 

studied how different classes and ethnic groups in France and America drew 

boundaries to distinguish insiders and outsiders of their own group in daily life, 

and how these boundary works were shaped and influenced by remote structure, 

proximate structure, and different national cultural resources. For instances, 

drawing on in-depth interviews with white middle class and black lower class in 

America, she found that the former drew moral boundaries of diligence and 
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honesty to define their class (Lamont, 1992), while the latter saw themselves and 

their insiders as having generosity and fraternity because of their long 

participation in church and civic movements (Lamont, 2000). 

There are two advantages to supplement contemporary assimilation theory with 

Lamont’s concept of boundary. Firstly, Lamont’s concepts of boundary and 

boundary work are conceptual tools (rather than a sophisticated theoretical model) 

for empirically finding out what boundaries several groups actually draw, how 

they draw, and whom they include or exclude throughout this process. In this 

sense, these concepts do not presume the existence of any boundaries and hence 

any kinds of compartmentalization before they are empirically observed. Secondly, 

and consequently, her concepts implied the structurally embedded agency and 

subjectivity of various groups to create their own boundaries regarding different 

aspects of social lives and daily lives, and are therefore suitable to be utilized 

within the dynamic and multi-dimensional concept of assimilation. 

 

3.10 Adopting Bourdieu’s Concepts of Field and Capital 

Kasinitz et al.’s (2008) comprehensive study of second generation in the U.S. 

provided a lot of subtle details of their assimilation in different area of daily life 

such as language, community, school, and so on. However, their studies lack a 
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systematic framework to analyze and integrate those multidimensional details and 

everyday practices in a more cohesive manner. Borrowing Bourdieu’s (1984, 1986) 

interrelating concepts of field and capital are useful here. Bourdieu (1984) once 

characterized society as constituted by multiple “fields” each with its own logic. 

(p.101) Field refers to a specific social space in which individuals, groups, or 

strata with different positions struggle for symbolic power—i.e. their status and 

prestige in society in general and in the field in particular—upon an implicit 

agreement of several underlining rules. (Wacquant, 1989, p.39-40) These rules 

define what types of resource, or in Bourdieu’s term, capitals, people in a 

particular field commonly accept as mostly important for the struggle. Individuals 

or groups of individuals thus try their best to utilize, obtain, and accumulate 

particular types of capitals deemed important in a field to maintain their status and 

distinguish themselves from others, or in order words, to draw boundaries 

defining and separating insiders and outsiders and to ensure the status and prestige 

of insiders. Each field would have its specific rules so that capitals important in 

one field might not be so in another. Only insofar as an individual possesses 

enough amounts of capitals of the important kind can he or she succeed in the 

process of struggle and distinction in a particular field. However, as an individual 

would at the same time engage in various fields, his or her amounts and 
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combination of capitals may lead him or her more successful in one field but not 

in another. Moreover, it is also possible that people re-define and critically reflect 

upon the rules of a particular field so that less successful or failed people can 

re-negotiate their position in the field. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.94-102) 

Bourdieu (1986) differentiated three general types of capitals, which are 

economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital. Economic capital refers to 

money and property rights in modern sense. Cultural capital can be divided into 

three sub-forms. Embodied cultural capital generally refers to long-lasting skills, 

knowledge, and dispositions individuals acquire through their mind and body. 

Objectified cultural capitals are cultural objects or cultural goods individuals 

possess, such as books, painting, furniture, and videos. Institutionalized cultural 

capitals are the institutional recognitions of people’s knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions, such as educational qualification. Social capital refers to the social 

network, connection, and group membership individual possesses, such as 

membership in professional association, which can give symbolic credential to 

him or her. (p.241-258) 

Among the three general types of capitals, cultural capitals played the most 

important and central role in Bourdieu’s empirical studies and theorizing. This is 

not only because he is well-known for his study of how the taste of arts influences 
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educational attainment in France, as many scholars would interpret his works in 

such an overly simplistic way. (Lareau & Weininger, 2003) Rather, it is because 

Bourdieu’s very understanding of the term “culture” encompasses every single 

detail in our everyday social practices and interactions. In his classic Distinction 

(1984), Bourdieu began by putting forward a rather simple but sociological 

argument that the judgment of artistic taste, or in other words, the selection and 

practice of cultural consumptions, is the practice of class distinction, through 

which individual or social group draw class boundaries distinguishing oneself 

from others to maintain or increase social status in social hierarchy. However, 

Bourdieu later reminded us that culture should not be confined to as merely arts, 

but should be understood in an anthropological sense. (p.99) In other words, as 

Raymond Williams had noted in his famous article Culture is Ordinary (2014), 

one should “use the word culture in these two senses: to mean a whole way of 

life—the common meanings; to mean the arts and learning—the special processes 

of discovery and creative effort.” (p.3) In this sense, what Bourdieu wanted to 

advance was not merely the aforementioned basic argument, but also that all 

subtle details of everyday social practices, including consumer behaviors, 

selections of food, clothes and furniture, bodily manners, and language can be 

practices of drawing boundaries for distinction or for maintaining social status. 



77 
 

Adopting Bourdieu’s concepts of field and capital in contemporary assimilation 

theory is useful in two senses. Firstly, the concept of field is able to capture the 

multi-faceted nature of social lives in general and assimilation in particular, and is 

thus compatible with the multi-dimensional approach of contemporary 

assimilation studies, because it characterizes social agents as simultaneously 

participating in a number of fields, each with its own relatively independent and 

unique logic. Secondly, the emphasis on individual’s possession of capitals 

enables us to observe obvious or subtle inequality in the process of drawing 

boundaries, inclusion and exclusion, and maintaining status in a particular field. 

 

3.11 Conceptualization of Assimilation for the Present Study 

Combining the concept of field and capitals with Lamont’s concept of boundary, 

one may consider three sets of questions in an empirical study of assimilation: 1) 

what fields exist in a given institution, location, or domain such as country, 

company, and school? What boundaries exist in a particular social area or 

sub-area (i.e. field)? What is the relative importance of each boundary found in 

this field? Which is the most / least important one for distinguishing insiders and 

outsiders? 2) What types of resources (i.e. capitals) are deemed important to 

accept, reject, cross, negotiate, or alter a particular boundary, or even to create a 
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new boundary in this field (i.e. what is the underlying rule of drawing boundary in 

this field)? Are these capitals equally distributed? Who have more or less capitals 

deemed important? 3) How does a particular boundary in this field reflect the 

influences of remote and proximate social structure and national or global cultural 

repertoires? Under the influences of these contextual factors, and with a given set 

/ amount of capitals, what are the strategies of a social agent in this field to accept, 

reject, cross, negotiate, or alter a particular boundary, or even to create a new 

boundary? Is she or he successful in doing so? 

These questions indicate that combining Lamont’s concept of boundary with 

Bourdieu’s theory can guarantee simultaneous observation of both agency and 

inequality, and can help to illuminate the actual strategies of a social agent to deal 

with boundaries of unequal importance. Indeed, the usefulness of this 

combination can be seen in some studies about contemporary assimilation of 

second generation. Natasha Warikoo (2011), an Indian American scholar, and a 

student of Mary Waters, compared the school experiences of teenagers from New 

York and London in order to criticize segmented assimilation theory. Contrary to 

the assumption that immigrant’s second generation would develop anti-social and 

anti-education attitude when exposing to black culture such as hip-hop, she found 

that although most of her research informants listened to hip-hop and dressed up 
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in “black” way, they still believed in dominant expectation of educational success. 

In their school life, two important social fields existed among all her informants, 

which were maintenance of peer status and academic success. While being cool 

and acting “black” were the peer boundary of insiders and hence could maintain 

peer status, the field and the boundary of peer were sometimes in conflict with the 

field of academic success. For instance, one could be cool and thus could 

maintain peer status by responding to bullying and discrimination violently, yet 

this would cause school suspension. (p.6-7) Therefore, teenagers adopted the 

strategy of balancing act to maintain status within the boundaries of both peer 

field and academic field. (p.114-117) Only insofar as one intentionally or 

unintentionally inclined to one field could he or she fail in another. This 

conceptual combination thus enabled Warikoo to extract the underlying 

mechanism through which various immigrant groups assimilate in school life and 

to explain their success or failure. 

Putting together the dynamic and multi-dimensional assimilation theory, 

Lamont’s concepts of boundary and boundary work, and Bourdieu’s concepts of 

field and capitals, I therefore define assimilation for the present study as the 

multi-dimensional process through which immigrants and their second / 1.5 

generation strategically accept, reject, cross, alter, blur, or even create boundaries 
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in various fields of their daily lives in order to be a recognized member of the host 

society under the influence of remote and proximate social structures, the capitals 

they possess, and national or global cultural repertoires. With this 

conceptualization of assimilation, the present study would answer the 

aforementioned three sets of question in local school context so as to understand 

and explore assimilation of Mainland new arrivals’ second / 1.5 generation. 
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Chapter 4: Ethnic Boundary and  

The Lack of Perception of Discrimination 

 

4.1 Introduction 

I have conceptualized assimilation earlier as the process through which second 

/ 1.5 generation of immigrants utilize their capitals to accept, reject, modify, or 

even create boundaries in different fields under a given geo-political area (such as 

country) or institution (such as school), so as to be a recognized member of the 

host community. With this conceptualization, I argued earlier that one should 

examine the actually existing fields and boundaries in such area or institution, the 

relative importance of these boundaries, the capitals deemed relevant to draw or 

comply with such boundaries, the proximate and remote structural factors shaping 

these boundaries, and the strategies children of immigrants applied to deal with 

these boundaries. Therefore, Chapter 4 to Chapter 6 would draw on in-depth 

interviews with second / 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals to answer these 

empirical questions. 
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Similar to Warikoo’s (2011) study of teenagers in New York and London, I 

found that two social fields were deemed important in the secondary school life of 

my informants. One was the field of friendship, in which making connection, 

sustaining collectivity, behaving with similarity, and having similar status and 

visibility among peers were seen as vital. Possession of objective and embodied 

cultural capitals of entertainment—i.e. cultural commodity and its corresponding 

skills for consumption—determines one’s successfulness of being included in the 

boundary of field of friendship. Another was the academic field, which is all 

about distinction, getting ahead, and getting higher marks or higher rank in school. 

Semi-institutional cultural capitals—i.e. academic results and individual ranking 

in school—and embodied cultural capitals of knowledge in different academic 

subjects were essential for dealing with the boundary of academic field. While 

boundary in the field of friendship was shaped more by global cultural 

consumption, and was more dynamic and uncertain, that in the academic field was 

shaped more by pre-established elitist culture in Hong Kong education system, 

and was more stable and rigid. Therefore, students had more opportunities to 

create or alter boundaries in the former field (i.e. boundary-blurring), while they 

could only try their best to cross the boundary in the latter field without changing 

it (i.e. boundary-crossing). 
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Chapter 5 and 6 would examine the boundaries affecting second / 1.5 

generation’s advantages, disadvantages, and strategies of assimilation into the 

academic field and the field of friendship respectively. In this chapter, however, I 

would examine what boundary is, surprisingly, irrelevant for their assimilation in 

school life—i.e. ethnic boundary distinguishing “Hong Konger” and “Mainlander.” 

In particular, I would explain the lack of perception of ethnic discrimination and 

the absence of obvious Hong Kong-Mainland conflict in the secondary school 

context of my informants. I would specifically focus on why the aforementioned 

two elements were absent in peer relationships of my informants, or as I put it 

later, the field of friendship in secondary school. I would argue that there is a 

discrepancy between larger Hong Kong society and the secondary school context 

in this study—i.e. while ethnic conflict and social exclusion of “Mainlanders” has 

been acute in recent years, my informants however did not perceive ethnic 

discrimination against them in school. I would also argue that the lack of 

perception of discrimination and the absence of obvious Hong Kong-Mainland 

conflict in the secondary school were the consequence of a generally depoliticized 

secondary school environment in Hong Kong and a trans-border subjective social 

geography shared by second / 1.5 generation of new arrivals and their 

schoolmates. 
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  If there are any differences between “Hong Konger” and “Mainlander,” one 

may immediately question whether such differences should be discussed under 

the title of “ethnicity” or “ethnic groups.” After all, nowadays Hong Kong people 

would be seen by some as also belonging to “Chinese” either in a culture sense or 

political sense. However, it is reasonable to use the term “ethnic boundary” to 

describe the subjective boundary separating “Hong Konger” and “Mainlander,” 

because firstly such boundary is obviously widely understood by many (including 

people of both groups) as “ethnic,” and secondly even within the category of 

“Chinese” there are a lot of ethnic groups defined upon geographical locations, 

cultures, languages and so on.     

The focus on peer relationship or the field of friendship for explaining the lack 

of perception of discrimination and of ethnic conflict in secondary school has both 

empirical and theoretical importance. Empirically, peer relationship was deemed 

more important by my informants. In all my interviews, informants were asked 

similar sets of questions regarding daily communication and interaction in 

different types of relationship, including peer relationship and teacher-student 

relationship. While they could tell me interesting stories and comprehensive 

details about their interaction with peers, they did not have much to say about 

teachers. They commonly reported that they did not have much contact or 
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personal talks with teachers outside classroom. This contrast itself signifies that 

peer relationship (but not teacher-student relationship) was the most important 

personal relationship in school. This was why, as will be shown later, when asked 

about whether there was (perceived) discrimination informants automatically 

spoke of how they interact with friends in school, and denied its existence by 

referring to their daily peer interaction. Teacher-student relationship then 

belonged to the sphere of secondary relationship rather than of primary 

relationship, to use Milton Gordon’s (1964) terms. In terms of the present research, 

then, teacher-student relationship operates in the academic field. 

This is not to say that we do not need to examine inequality deriving from 

teacher-student relationship or academic field involving second / 1.5 generation of 

new arrivals. Nor was it that second / 1.5 generation of new arrivals did not 

experience educational inequality based on their social status as a migrant or 

migrant’s children. Quite the contrary, as will be shown in Chapter 5, newly 

arrived 1.5 generation faced significant institutional inequality in the academic 

field, though paradoxically such inequality provided them temporary advantages 

for assimilation in academic life. Therefore, I would explain the lack of perceived 

discrimination among my new arrival informants in Chapter 5 in relation to the 

discussion of their advantages and disadvantages in the academic field. 
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Theoretically, this focus helps to replenish the uncritical assumption that 

primary relationships essentially counteract ethnic boundaries and conflicts. Ever 

since classical assimilation theory, inter-racial primary relationship such as peer 

relationship and marriage has been one of the important indicators of structural 

assimilation and subsequent diminishing of ethnic boundaries and ethnic conflicts 

in assimilation studies. This, however, was based on a rather straightforward 

assumption that successful establishment of primary relationship in itself means 

irrelevance of ethnic boundaries or disappearance of ethnic discrimination and 

stereotype. Yet, studies in recent years showed that this was not necessary. In his 

study of how recurring flows of immigration affected ethnic boundaries of 

Mexican immigrants and their subsequent generations in America, Tomás Jiménez 

(2008) found that native white Americans would perform racist talks about 

Mexican recent immigrants in front of their Mexican American friends. In Hong 

Kong, Newendorp (2008) found that new arrival women would be labeled by 

their mother-in-law or even their husband with common stereotypes such as 

“gold-digger,” which would result in many family conflicts. Therefore, rather than 

assuming the absence of ethnic boundaries in primary relationships, we should 

examine in details why and to what extent certain types of ethnic boundaries are 

relevant or irrelevant in a type of primary relationship under a given context. 
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4.2 Discrepancy between Larger Society and Secondary School 

Context 

As noted in chapter 1, the original concern of the present study was 

discrimination against second / 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals instead of 

assimilation, although the two are not mutually exclusive. The Hong Kong 

political context and several events occurred in the past few years justified the 

original focus. In 2011, some local netizens of a famous Internet forum 

HKGolden.com published a music video named Locust World on Youtube. Lyrics 

of the song were modified by these netizens from a Cantonese song of Eason 

Chan. The song labeled Mainlanders as “locusts,” criticizing their behaviors and 

manners and their “seizure” of resources such as daily necessity and social 

welfare in Hong Kong. The video involved numerous photos and pictures 

depicting the “improper” behaviors of Mainlanders—such as pissing in shopping 

mall—alongside disgusting images of locusts and other pests. Later, in the same 

year, a group of local pregnant women opened a Facebook page expressing their 

strong opposition against Mainland mothers giving birth in local hospitals. Since 

Chinese babies born in Hong Kong, disregarding their parent’s identity, would 

automatically be Hong Kong Permanent Residents and have the right of abode, 

local mothers organized several demonstrations refusing Mainlanders to gain 
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citizenship and social welfare in Hong Kong. (Apple Daily, 2011) This forced the 

government in 2012 to prohibit reservation of birth from Mainlanders in both 

public and private hospitals. (Department of Justice, 2013) 

This vigorous anti-mainlander sentiment did not only circulate in the public, 

but also in local academia. Dr. Horace Chin Wan Kan published his famous book 

On the Hong Kong City-State (2011), arguing that Hong Kong people should 

defend their local interests instead of supporting democratic movement in China 

and that the government should have the right to further restrict immigration of 

Mainland immigrants as they are culturally inferior to local people and would 

plunder public resources. This book nurtured the development of “Localism,” and 

indirectly triggered the establishment of various localist political organizations 

later. After the 2014 Umbrella Movement, dissatisfied by its failure and the 

long-standing claim of democratizing China promoted by the Hong Kong 

Federation of Students (one of the organizers of the movement), localist students 

were elected to form the executive committees of student unions in various 

universities, which collaborated to withdraw from the Federation. (Apple Daily, 

2015a) With localist student unions dominating various universities, localist 

movements have been diffusing into every corner of local universities which aim 

to assert “localness” as against anything came from the Mainland. 
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In mid-February, 2016, just after all my interviews were finished, a dispute 

over the use of simplified Chinese, the official type of Chinese written language 

in Mainland China, was occurred on the democracy wall at Hong Kong Baptist 

University. The dispute was originated by a pest control notice of a campus 

canteen, which was written solely in simplified Chinese. In response to this notice 

the student union published an official announcement arguing that the canteen 

should use traditional Chinese common in Hong Kong instead of simplified one 

since the majority of this school is Hong Kong citizens and since Hong Kong 

society after all belongs to local people. Perhaps feeling insulted by the student 

union, some Mainland students put a poster on the democracy wall, requesting the 

student union to refund the member fee because the student union only publishes 

notice in traditional Chinese which they “do not understand.” This poster further 

stimulated numerous responses from both local and Mainland students arguing 

against each other over issues of language use, cultural differences between Hong 

Kong and Mainland people, and even sovereignty of Hong Kong. A lot of racist 

labels were used in these debates. 
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With all these events and examples, it is very reasonable to expect that second 

or 1.5 generation of Mainland new arrivals studying in secondary school would 

perceive or experience high degree of institutional, verbal, and even physical 

ethnic discrimination in school, or at least that vigorous Hong Kong-Mainland 

conflict would also occur in secondary school. The result of this study, however, 

surprised those who had this expectation, including me and all the scholars sitting 

in a departmental seminar where I presented the preliminary results of this 

research. Despite admitting the existence of discrimination against Mainlanders 

and Mainland new arrivals in Hong Kong society, all of my informants reported 

that they personally have not experienced or even witnessed any discriminations 

in school (and even in other area of their daily lives) based on the status of new 

arrivals or children of new arrivals. The only exception was Kate, who noted a 

very obvious act of ethnic discrimination against her; but this incident too was not 

occurred in school. 

Kate was a secondary three student studying in an all-girls school. She was one 

of the four students whom I recruited from the NGO concerning rights of 

grass-root citizens and Mainland new arrivals. She settled in Hong Kong at three 

years old along with her mother, a lower class new arrival at that time who sought 

help from the organization. Kate has also been participating in the NGO and other 
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groups organized by local churches. Starting from primary school age, she has 

been one of the representatives of the NGO commenting on government’s policies 

regarding child rights and child poverty. A few years ago, when the chief 

executive C.Y. Leung had just inaugurated, the NGO held a press conference 

commenting on Leung, and Kate as one of the child representatives was 

interviewed by some local journalists regarding her general opinion about Leung. 

Leung at that time was accused of concealing his unauthorized building work, and 

hence of having the problem of dishonesty. While Kate commented that it was 

important to consider his dishonesty, it was also important to judge him based on 

his policies in the long run. This statement was later misrepresented by the 

journalist as judging C.Y. Leung only upon his policies disregarding his 

dishonesty, and hence as implicitly supporting Leung. After the newspaper 

published, some local netizens labeled her as “small locust” and “mainlander,” not 

only because her seemingly “supportive stand” towards Leung, but also because 

netizens thought that her Chinese name was unusual in Hong Kong. 

 

 

 

 



92 
 

Kate’s exceptional example and the recent political context as noted above 

indicate a discrepancy between Hong Kong civil society and local secondary 

school. On the one hand, anti-mainlander sentiment and social exclusion of 

whatever kind of mainlanders are obvious and vigorous in the larger society and 

universities. On the other hand, however, this sentiment and exclusion are at least 

not explicit in the secondary school context of my informants, and even if implicit 

exclusion or discrimination occurred, my informants did not perceive it as 

exclusionary or discriminatory. One may immediately explain this discrepancy by 

arguing that the present study was not randomly and systematically sampled and 

thereby the result is not representative to the whole population of new arrivals’ 

second / 1.5 generation. This might be true. Yet, though without representative 

sample, the present study is neither the first nor the only one discovering low 

level of perceived discrimination among children of new arrivals. Indeed, some 

quantitative and psychological studies in the social service sector as noted in 

chapter 3 also recorded low (or at most moderate) level of perceived 

discrimination young new arrivals or low level of exclusion by local peers in 

schools. (The Boys' & Girls' Clubs Association of Hong Kong, 1996; Chan, 1998; 

Cheung & Leung, 2009) Surely one should not directly compare the present study 

with those quantitative and psychological studies, given that their study target was 
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slightly different from that of this study and that many of them were conducted in 

the late 90s and early 2000s when racist sentiment towards Mainlanders was not 

as serious as that in recent years. Nevertheless, this at least suggests that 

unrepresentativeness is not the only valid reason to explain the discrepancy, and it 

deserves a more detailed and sociological examination and explanation. 

 

4.3 Clear but Irrelevant Ethnic Boundary 

Yuen (2008) found that new arrival students and cross-border students in her 

sample did not have a clear sense of cultural identity. One plausible explanation 

for the lack of perception of discrimination among young new arrivals, then, can 

be that since youngsters’ identities are still in the formation process or are not 

well-established, and since that they only need to get along with their peers 

without clear sense of identity but not with adults having solidified identity in 

workplace or other public social area, their level of perceived discrimination 

would not be comparable to that of adult new arrivals especially women. 

Re-phrasing this plausible explanation with the theoretical language of this study, 

then, suggests that ethnic boundary is weak and unclear among youths in general 

and secondary school students in particular. This, however, was not the case in my 

study. In order to examine how discrimination operates in secondary school, 
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during interviews I asked a lot of questions regarding the criteria of making 

friends and circles, of including and excluding others, and of judging peers in 

school or in class, and questions regarding their self-perception of ethnic identity 

such as “Hong Kongers” and Mainlanders,” and their understanding and opinion 

about recent “Hong Kong-Mainland conflict.” Their answers indicate that indeed 

they (and as they described, their peers and classmates) had very clear sense of 

boundary distinguishing between Hong Kong students and students came from 

Mainland. This can be seen in the following conversation with Carmen, a 

secondary 5 student settled in Hong Kong for about 4 years. 

 

IP: So, do your classmates know you were from Mainland? 

 

Carmen: Actually many of them guessed wrongly at the beginning, 

because they thought I’m Hong Konger, perhaps because I can speak, 

that is, good, rather basic Cantonese, like many of you. I’m not dare to 

say I’m some of the best [Cantonese speakers], but at least I can speak 

fluent Cantonese, so they thought I’m Hong Konger, but I told them 

actually I’m not Hong Konger, and they were surprised, and I said I 

lived in Guangzhou when I was small, then they understood. 

 

IP: So, that is to say, everybody mainly uses language to identify who 

were born in Hong Kong and who were from Mainland? 

 

Carmen: Language is the most obvious difference. 
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One can see that in this conversation, Carmen automatically equated the 

identity of “Hong Konger” with place of birth—those who were born in Hong 

Kong are Hong Kongers—and the criteria she and her classmates used for 

identifying who is Hong Konger and who is not (i.e. who were born in Mainland) 

was the ability to speak fluent Cantonese. This ethnic boundary based on place of 

birth and signified by language was so clear and stereotyped that Carmen’s ability 

to speak fluent Cantonese soon after arrival made her classmates thought that she 

was a “Hong Konger,” and later made them surprised when they knew the truth. 

And this is not the only case. When other informants were asked similar questions 

about identification and criteria, a very common and immediate answer was 

language. For instance, after Sabrina, a locally born secondary 2 student whose 

mother was from Mainland, told me that there were at least one third of her 

classmates came from Mainland, I asked her how she could identify her 

classmate’s origin, and her answer was that those who could speak Cantonese 

fluently without accent were more likely to be “Hong Kongers,” while those who 

could speak Mandarin very well were more likely to be students came from 

Mainland. 
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Their identification of someone’s birth place or origin with language, and the 

surprise Carmen brought to her classmates, implies that asking or talking directly 

about place of birth face-to-face was not a common phenomenon in school. Most 

of my informants noted that students would rarely talk about their place of birth or 

origin explicitly, and their understanding of one’s identity was based more on 

language and other implicit knowledge. In the school where I recruited the seven 

students of newly arrived 1.5 generation, one of the implicit knowledge through 

which people could identify someone as new arrival or not was the status of 

transfer student (student admitting in a class in the middle of a term, or new 

student admitting directly to an already existing cohort). They told me that this 

type of student is more likely to be new arrival. This is because, on the one hand, 

(local) students who have already admitted to a secondary school starting from 

secondary one would rarely leave the school prior to graduation and completion 

of the public examination for university entrance (i.e. HKDSE), while on the 

other hand due to the often unexpected and sudden issuance of One-Way-Permit, 

new arrivals who were studying junior or even senior secondary level in Mainland 

had to terminate their study and admit to similar or lower level in Hong Kong 

secondary school. (School system in Hong Kong will be further examined in 

Chapter 5.) 
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Even in the rare occasions in which students directly asked and talked about (or 

recognized) someone’s migration status, these occasions were neither hostile nor 

obviously discriminatory. Some of my informants reported occasions that when a 

student was good at Mandarin, Mathematics, and Chinese Language, other 

students would ask if he or she was from Mainland, and would seek help from 

him or her in order to improve their academic result of the aforementioned 

subjects. Another example was that when a classmate was introducing friends 

from other classes to my informants, sometimes the classmate would tell if he or 

she and those friends belonged to the same hometown in Mainland. This example 

is somewhat similar to a culture of old generation immigrants a few decades ago 

that they would introduce each other by telling and asking the original hometown 

they lived in Mainland. 

The fact that students would communicate with each other even if some of 

them were Mainland new arrivals, and that they would make friends with students 

came from Mainland, further implies that the Hong Kong / Mainland identity is 

not so important or relevant in their daily schooling interaction, especially peer 

interaction. All of my informants reported mixed friend-circles in school in terms 

of ethnic composition. That is, they would have friends in the same circle who 

were born in Hong Kong and in Mainland China. Moreover, when asked who 
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would be included / excluded and who were popular / unpopular in class, 

informants never mentioned ethnic identity as a criterion. Overall, the criteria of 

making friends and circles, of including and excluding someone, and of 

evaluating someone as popular or unpopular were more about gender, personality, 

and behavioral appropriateness. Not surprisingly, girls were more likely to make 

circles with girls, while boys were more likely to hang around with boys. Popular 

students having many friends and respect from others were funny and helpful, 

while unpopular students were usually weird, dirty, arrogant, “flirty” or “slutty” 

(especially among girls), selfish, and so on. And there were examples of 

unpopular or excluded students of both “Hong Kongers” and “Mainlanders.” 

While boundary and criteria of building friendship in school would be 

examined in more details in chapter 6, my point here is that the irrelevance of 

ethnic boundary for peer interactions in school was so obvious, that peer 

exclusion based on ethnic identity was not even imaginable by Kate, who 

personally had experience of ethnic discrimination and bullying on the Internet. 

When asked whether students would exclude someone because he or she was 

from Mainland, she replied: “How come? Who would be so naive?” The point 

here, then, is not that ethnic boundary is weak and unclear among students, but 

rather that clear and stereotyped boundary distinguishing “Hong Konger” from 
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“Mainlander” was not significant and relevant for students to develop peer 

relationships, or to use Milton Gordon’s (1964) term, primary relationships in 

school. 

Nevertheless, perhaps because of the irrelevance of ethnic boundary in peer 

relationship, some occasions of implicit discrimination or racist act (as I 

interpreted) were not seen as discriminatory and racist. Most of my informants 

reported that classmates would laugh together when a new arrival student made 

wrong pronunciation of some Cantonese words while speaking accented 

Cantonese. Alan, Esther, David, and Iris, who was or still is speaking accented 

Cantonese, did not feel insulted even when they were experiencing this kind of 

“laughing,” and just saw it as jokes or funny moments during which they 

themselves would also laugh. Their classmates would kindly correct their 

pronunciation after short laughing. Sabrina even said that a new arrival student in 

her class were popular and had many friends because this student would actively 

make jokes by acting like speaking accented Cantonese while being totally able to 

speak non-accented fluent Cantonese. Besides, Thomas, a newly arrived student, 

once made joke with a local classmate by happily accusing each other with racist 

labels like “HK-pig” (港豬 Gǎng zhū) and “Mainland-pig” (大陸豬 Dàlù zhū), as 

if using these labels was not an issue and was nothing seriously related to them. 
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This incident was occurred after a Liberal Studies lesson in which students 

discussed the topic of Mainland-HK conflict. 

 

4.4 Depoliticized School Environment and Trans-border 

Subjective Social Geography 

Why was the ethnic boundary, which has been widely circulating in the public 

and universities and causing so much ethnic conflicts, social exclusions, and 

discriminations in recent years, clear enough but not relevant for my informants 

studying secondary level to build relationships in school, so that even some 

discriminatory or racist acts were not seen as problematic? Michele Lamont (2000) 

once argued that whether a public or political discourse would be incorporated to 

draw boundary by a group of people, and whether a particular boundary is 

important to this group depends significantly on the shared everyday experiences 

and encounters among this group, which are shaped by various structural factors. 

White professionals or upper class in the U.S. did not refer to racist stereotypes of 

blacks to draw boundary because they were living in relatively wealthy suburban 

communities where no lower class African Americans existed. However, white 

working class did refer to racist black stereotypes such as gangster and drug 

addict to draw boundary and express their continuous anxiety about crimes of 
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African Americans because they were living in poor neighborhood where lower 

class African Americans existed and where crimes were not uncommon. In this 

sense, in order to explain the irrelevance of ethnic boundary for building peer 

relationships and hence the lack of perception of discrimination against 

“Mainlanders” in secondary school, it is important to examine the shared 

everyday experiences among these secondary students. 

For sure, school is one of the most significant institution and area in which 

students arrange their everyday life. Therefore it is indispensable to consider the 

contextual factor in school leading to the irrelevance of ethnic boundary in peer 

relationship. The incidence noted by Thomas, that he and his local classmate 

accused each other happily with racist labels while did not see this as problematic, 

was occurred after a Liberal Studies lesson. Indeed, most of my informants noted 

that Liberal Studies lesson is the only context in which they actually talked about 

or discussed the Mainland-HK issue, and thus that they did not often talk about 

this issue in front of peers. Liberal Studies is a compulsory course for university 

entrance, in which students have to discuss local and global social issues. Some 

local scholars, however, have noted that the teaching of Liberal Studies in Hong 

Kong has been problematic and unhelpful for students to develop independent, 

critical thinking about social and political problems surrounding them. For 
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instance, Hui (2008, 2012) argued that Liberal Studies in Hong Kong often 

requires students to remain “objective” in the sense that students should maintain 

a “central” or “moderate” stand seeing all the opinions for and against an issue, or 

all the pros and cons / advantages or disadvantages of an issue—a stand which 

had been criticized severely by Max Weber (2011) as unhealthy and harmful to 

the discussion of social issues. Similarly, Stapleton (2011) found that teachers in 

local secondary school commonly interpreted “critical thinking”—the supposedly 

most important goal of liberal studies curriculum in Hong Kong—as thinking 

“from different viewpoints” or thinking “on both positive and negative sides of 

the issue.” (p.18) This uncritical mindset regarding social issues would lead 

students to develop depoliticized understanding about social issues such as 

Mainland-Hong Kong conflict. 

This uncritical and depoliticized mindset did not only appear in Liberal Studies 

lessons, but also circulate in other area or moments in school. During the period 

from September to November, 2015, shortly before the first interview of this 

research, the Hong Kong Football team attended two competitions for the 2018 

FIFA World Cup qualification. Hong Kong fans and audiences attending the 

competitions hissed at the Chinese national anthem and displayed banners with 

the slogan “we are Hong Kong” and “Hong Kong is not China.” (Liberty Times, 
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2015) Later, in January, 2016, after finishing one of my interviews, I witnessed an 

exhibition board discussing this incidence in the school where I recruited my 

informants. I was told later that this board was made and managed by teachers. In 

order to explain and evaluate the incidence, half of the board was spent to argue 

that political intervention from the central government and the dysfunction of 

government’s policy led to the proliferation of dissatisfaction among Hong Kong 

citizens, while another half was spent to criticize the behaviors of Hong Kong 

football fans as disrespectful to players. In a similar vein, not surprisingly, when I 

was asking my informants about their opinions regarding Hong Kongers’ criticism 

to Mainlanders, many of them answered in this way without challenging the racist 

and discriminatory stereotype of Mainlanders: “both sides have something wrong 

and both sides have something reasonable or forgivable.” It is in this sense that 

accusing each other with racist labels was deemed not problematic, for they did 

not need to take a critical side when dealing with such issues and hence did not 

need to see through the racist and discriminatory elements deeply rooted in the 

use of such labels as “locust” and “Mainlanders.” The ethnic boundary of “Hong 

Kongers” and “Mainlanders,” and recent political discourse surrounding this 

boundary was refracted by the uncritical and depoliticized atmosphere when it 

entered into school, so that not only obvious conflicts but also critical reflection of 
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the racist elements of the issue were from the beginning prevented in the school 

context. 

Apart from school, another important and obvious similarity among my 

informants is that they all have residential experiences in Mainland China because 

they either were born in Mainland or have access to their parent’s social network 

or extended family in Mainland. Benson and Kate, who were 1.5 generation and 

had arrived to Hong Kong at age of 2 and 3 respectively, lived with their mother’s 

extended family in Mainland prior to migration. Sabrina and Frank, who were 

second generation born in Hong Kong and who belong to single-parent family, 

would go back to Mainland and live with their mother’s extended family during 

holidays because the economic cost for living there is much lower than that in 

Hong Kong. The newly arrived 1.5 generation of my informants, such as Carmen, 

Peter, and Esther, had been living and studying in Mainland for over a decade. 

Some of them still have a house in Mainland and would go back and spend 

holidays there. More importantly, while Sabrina noted that over a third of her 

classmates were born in Mainland, this number is also shared by the secondary 

school where I recruited the newly arrived 1.5 generation informants, and this 

number still have not included second generation born in Hong Kong. It is 

therefore very reasonable to assume that this often continuous residential 
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experience in and connection with Mainland are not only shared by my 

informants, but also by many of their classmates. 

In her study about migration experience of Hong Kong middle class families, 

Johanna Waters (2005) found that middle class parents sent their children to 

western countries such as Canada for education because western educational 

qualification was more valuable than local qualification in East-Asian regions 

including Hong Kong. Their children can therefore acquire strategic and valuable 

educational capitals in the West and work in professional occupations in Hong 

Kong or nearby regions in order to maintain their middle class status. Applying 

Bourdieu’s theoretical language, Waters subsequently used the term “transnational 

social field” to describe the subjective social geography of these middle class 

families, in which different countries or area across the globe were seen as 

integral or linked parts throughout the life-cycles of their family members. (p.360) 

This concept helps to explain why ethnic boundary separating “Hong Konger” 

and “Mainlander” was not relevant for my informants and their classmates to 

build peer relationship in school. Although most of my informants clearly 

recognized social, political, and cultural differences between Hong Kong and 

Mainland China, the shared experiences of residing in both Hong Kong and 

Mainland among my informants (and probably also among their classmates) led 



106 
 

them to develop a subjective trans-border social geography wherein their 

residential area in Hong Kong and in Mainland were seen as integral and linked 

parts of their hitherto stages of life-cycle. This subjective social geography made 

vigorous or obvious exclusion based on ethnic boundary impossible because 

commonly having life experiences in both Hong Kong and Mainland China 

precludes the possibility that students saw Hong Kong and the place they lived in 

Mainland China as two mutually exclusive, opposite, and conflicting entities, and 

thus the possibility that students isolate hostilely from each other as if they 

belongs to different social worlds. 

The point then, is neither that they must choose being either Hong Konger or 

Mainlander, nor that they should give up their Mainland identity to acquire the 

Hong Kong identity, but rather that, due to their participation in both societies, 

elements of their lives in Hong Kong and Mainland can be brought into being 

simultaneously or independently for tackling different situations—Sabrina’s 

popular classmate, who intentionally spoke accented Cantonese to please his 

classmates, can be an example here—so that the boundary separating Hong Kong 

from Mainland did not function as criterion for inclusion and exclusion, but as a 

cabinet storing two different ingredients ready to be cooked in one pan. This 

“second generation advantage”—the advantage which second / 1.5 generation of 
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immigrants particularly possess due to their early participation in two or more 

cultures / societies—as Kasinitz et al. (2008) named, can be shown in a seemingly 

paradoxical conservation about identity between me and Benson. 

 

4.5 Fluid and Mixed Identity of Second / 1.5 Generation 

Benson, a 1.5 generation arrived to Hong Kong at age of 2, was the first 

informant I interviewed. Because of the vigorous conflict occurring in the society 

and various universities, at that time I assumed that students in secondary school 

or even primary school would treat “Hong Konger” and “Mainlander” as mutually 

exclusive and conflicting entities. With this assumption in mind, I asked Benson 

several questions regarding his identity. His answers were seemingly paradoxical 

and inconsistent at first sight. In the middle of the interview, I asked: 

 

IP: Are you Mainlander or Hong Konger? 

 

Benson: Mainlander. 

 

Curious about why he chose the identity of “Mainlander” after settled in Hong 

Kong for a decade, I further asked: 

 

IP: What are the advantages to be a Mainlander? 

 

Benson: Mainlanders have better academic result. 
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However, in a later conversation about discrimination against Mainlanders, he 

provided an answer seemingly inconsistent with the aforementioned choice: 

 

IP: You have mentioned that there is discrimination against Mainlanders 

in Hong Kong now. Do you think that this discrimination is affecting 

you? 

 

Benson: No. 

 

IP: So, do you think you are discriminated? 

 

Benson: I’m now a Hong Konger but not a Mainlander. 

 

Because of this inconsistency, I changed the discussion slightly, and a few 

minutes later asked him again about his identity for confirmation: 

 

IP: Are you a Hong Konger or Mainlander now? Now. 

 

Benson: Now…I’m both. 

 

With the assumption that the two identities are mutually exclusive, I soon came 

up with an idea that despite Benson identified with both, he should give more 

importance to one of them or like to be one of them more. Therefore, I asked: 

 

IP: Do you like to be Hong Konger more or Mainlander more? 

 

Benson: Hong Konger. 

 

A similar question indeed was asked at the beginning of the interview, but the 

result was again inconsistent with this. After introducing his migration 



109 
 

experiences, I asked him earlier to compare life in Hong Kong and life in 

Mainland. He noted that life in Mainland was better because the house was bigger 

and television programs were more interesting. Therefore, when he said that he 

likes to be Hong Konger more, I asked with confusion: 

 

IP: Why do you like to be a Hong Konger more? Earlier you have said 

that life in Hong Kong is not as good as in Mainland. 

 

Benson: Yes, but Mainlanders would be discriminated, Hong Kongers 

would not. 

 

If we assume that “Hong Konger” and “Mainlander” were seen as mutually 

exclusive and conflicting entities in student’s mind, we can only see confusion 

and inconsistency in the above conversation. Only insofar as we treat Hong Kong 

and Mainland as parts of the same subjective social geography, in which elements 

of both places can be brought into being for the narrative of self under various 

situations, can Benson’s thoughts be treated as a harmonious whole and be 

comprehensible. Based on his understanding and involvement of both places, he 

could strategically choose to be either Hong Konger or Mainlander, or even a 

combination of both, depending on what advantages he could have under a given 

situation. This was obvious when he chose to be Mainlander because of the often 

better academic results of students came from Mainland, while he chose to 

identify himself as a Hong Konger because this could help him to avoid being 
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discriminated in certain circumstances. This identity shift or combination is only 

possible when he sees himself as actually belonging to both places and having 

elements of social lives in both places simultaneously. 

In short, the depoliticized and uncritical school atmosphere and the trans-border 

subjective social geography help to explain the irrelevance of ethnic boundary 

separating Hong Kongers from Mainlanders in peer relationship, and hence the 

absence of perception of discrimination and vigorous ethnic conflict in school, 

despite the fact that this boundary is clearly recognized. These can provide 

insights to explain why, for instance, in contrast to the secondary school context 

of my informants, there have been more vigorous Hong Kong-Mainland conflicts 

and discriminations against Mainlanders occurring in universities. In university, 

clear arguments, and thus clear and sharp stands regarding academic and social 

issues are more desirable than fake objectivity, as can be seen in grading criteria 

of term papers and discussions in tutorials. University students are therefore more 

likely to misunderstand open localism and active use of racist arguments as 

politically radical and intellectually critical, especially when localism is widely 

circulating in the society. Furthermore, unlike family migrants who would settle 

in the host society, Mainland students in Hong Kong universities are more like 

international students because on the one hand they share similar institutional 
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rights and responsibilities (such as doubled tuition fee, priority in registration of 

student hall) with international students from other countries, and on the other 

hand majority of them would only stay temporarily for study but not to settle in 

Hong Kong. Therefore, majority of Mainland students in universities, just like 

international students from other countries, do not share similar subjective social 

geography and hence life experiences with local students. This leads to a (high) 

possibility that students draw and apply ethic boundary separating “Hong Kongers” 

from “Mainlanders” for including “us” and excluding “others.” 
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Chapter 5: New Arrival Students’  

Assimilation into Academic Field 

 

5.1 Introduction 

As early as segmented assimilation theory prevailed in assimilation studies, 

education has been one of the central focuses of debates. Portes and Zhou (1993) 

explained intergenerational poverty of immigrants living in inner city by arguing 

that they had learned anti-education culture from African American youths and 

thus that they had dropped out from schools. In response to this pessimism, 

Kasinitz et al. (2008) argued for “second generation advantage” through 

comparing educational attainment of the second generation and that of their 

parents, although they did not think that education was the only area where 

second generation could exercise their advantages. What was common in these 

opposite arguments was their emphasis on the result of education (or educational 

attainment) especially measured by the success or failure of finishing high school 

and promoting to college. Behind this common emphasis was a problematic 

assumption or ideology of upward social mobility, that the success in obtaining a 

college degree somewhat guarantees a better (i.e. middle class) socio-economic 

status. However, if we incorporate educational attainment (and by the same token, 
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upward social mobility) as one of the indicators of assimilation, we implicitly 

neglected the fact that in every (host) society there are locally born working or 

lower class citizens without college degree for generations, who are thus 

experiencing intergenerational poverty, but who are (discursively or legally) 

recognized as legitimate members of the society. 

Focus derives from assumption. And if we abstain from the assumption that 

assimilation requires upward social mobility, we have to put aside educational 

attainment for our analytical focus in dealing with education of migrant groups. 

Evading from attainment, what remains for our analysis is then the process of 

education, through which second / 1.5 generation, under the influence of 

pre-established criteria in the educational system, applies various strategies to 

draw and cross boundaries in their everyday schooling, sometimes for getting 

better results, sometimes for admitting to universities, and sometimes, more 

importantly, for becoming a recognized member—a proper student—in their 

school life. For sure, this study is not the first one to examine the process of 

education experienced by children of new arrivals. For instance, as noted earlier, 

Chee’s (2012) ethnographic study found that teacher’s stereotypical view on 

different types of migrants led to unfair treatment to south-east Asian and 

Mainland immigrant students. She also found that new arrival students 
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experienced institutional inequality in school, such as the requirement of 

repeating grades which led to low aspiration for studying. (Chee, 2010) However, 

her studies were still result / attainment oriented, in the sense that she studied the 

educational process to explain failure in educational attainment. On the contrary, 

my focus here is to study the process for its own sake, because it is this process 

(of boundary construction) that is meaningful in studies applying contemporary 

assimilation theory. 

The analytical strategy oriented to process instead of result is especially 

important for two additional reasons. One reason is that, for exploratory and 

qualitative studies such as the present one, in which it is too early to know 

whether informants can successfully promote to colleges, it is impossible to 

determine the overall picture of whether second / 1.5 generations are doing better 

than their local peers or their parents in terms of academic achievement. Another 

reason is that educational inequality does not only appear in educational 

attainment, but also in the very process that this attainment is successfully or 

unsuccessfully achieved. A lower class student can for sure works very hard, even 

harder than their middle or upper class counterpart, to admit to medical school or 

law school to become a professional middle class. However, one should not say 

that the educational attainment and successful social mobility of this lower class 
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student in any senses indicates equality, for the very fact that a lower class student 

should sacrifice most of his or her times and pay so much efforts to work far 

harder than a middle class student in order to admit to medical school is already a 

kind of inequality. 

In this chapter, I would first briefly examine how education system in Hong 

Kong produces a system of elitist and hierarchal boundaries penetrating into every 

school, which would significantly affect the assimilation of new arrival’s second / 

1.5 generation in the academic field. After that, I would mainly use cases of my 

1.5 generation new arrival students to examine assimilation of children of new 

arrivals in the academic field. I focus more on the educational experiences of my 

new arrival instead of second generation informants here because, having 

received education in Mainland for about a decade and that in Hong Kong for a 

relatively short period (usually about two to three years), the cases of new arrival 

informants can help not only to illuminate the differences of education between 

Hong Kong and Mainland China, but also to indicate more explicitly the 

advantages and disadvantages for Mainland students in general and new arrival 

students in particular to assimilate into Hong Kong school life especially in 

academic sense. This is not to say that I would neglect cases of my second 

generation informants or 1.5 generation informants settled in their early 
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childhood. 3  Rather, because “second generation” received education 

predominantly in Hong Kong starting from primary school or even kindergarten 

and because their educational experiences are supposed to be similar to or even 

the same with that of local students, these cases would be treated as local cases 

here for comparison. Therefore, after analyzing the academic performance and 

educational experiences of new arrival informants, I would briefly compare the 

advantages and disadvantages new arrival informants had with those that second 

generation informants possessed. Finally, I would conclude this chapter by 

suggesting why new arrival students did not perceive their educational inequality 

in Hong Kong as discriminatory. I would argue that the elitist education system in 

Hong Kong and its corresponding system of hierarchal boundaries in schools on 

the one hand produced new arrival’s institutional disadvantage in admitting to 

university, but on the other hand paradoxically led them to possess some relative, 

contextual, and temporary advantages in school for their assimilation in the 

academic field. These advantages, alongside their perception regarding Hong 

Kong society in general and Hong Kong education in particular, masked their 

general disadvantages, so that they did not perceive their experiences in the 

academic field as discriminatory. 

                                                      
3 For the sake of simplicity and clarity, I would use the term “second generation” to refer to these 

two types of informants throughout this chapter. 
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5.2 Education System in Hong Kong and Elitist Boundaries 

As noted before, boundaries are not drawn in vacuum. They are shaped by 

structures and systems of various levels and by everyday subjective experiences 

of the very social actor drawing such boundaries. Therefore, we have to examine 

the educational structure (of secondary school) before investigating how my 

informants and their peers draw boundaries in the academic field. This has to do 

with the admission system and its by-product—an implicit ranking system of 

secondary schools. In general there are three types of secondary schools in Hong 

Kong. The first type is government or aided secondary schools, which are 

managed and / or fully funded by the government and which therefore do not 

charge tuition fee. The second type is direct subsidy secondary schools, which are 

partially funded by the government and are permitted to charge tuition fee. The 

third type is private schools, including international schools, which are totally 

self-funded. The first type accounts for about 80% of all secondary schools in 

Hong Kong, so that majority of secondary school students study in this type of 

school, so do all of my informants.4 

 

 

                                                      
4 For the number of different types of school in Hong Kong, please refer to the school search 

engine provided by Education Bureau at 

http://applications.edb.gov.hk/schoolsearch/schoolsearch.aspx?langno=1 
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There are two ways to admit to government or aided secondary schools. One is 

direct admission (usually for transfer students, and therefore teenage new arrival 

students) as noted in chapter 5. However, as also noted, transfer students in 

secondary level are exceptional cases. The majority of students, that is, locally 

born students, or students who have studied in local primary schools, have to go 

through the Central Allocation (CA) under the Secondary School Places 

Allocation (SSPA) System for their secondary school admission, so that “second 

generation” students usually admit to secondary school through this system. This 

system is district based, meaning that the majority of students can only admit to 

school belonging to the district where their primary school locates. For each 

cohort, the Education Bureau would first collect their academic results in primary 

5 and 6, and then divide students into 3 bands according to their in-school 

academic performance. Students having the best performance would be grouped 

into “band-1.” Students are required to submit their choices of schools before the 

end of the academic year of primary 6. The Education Bureau would then allocate 

secondary school places according to students’ banding and choices—students 

belonging to higher band would have higher priority to be allocated with more 

desirable choices. (Education Bureau, 2016) 
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Deriving from this allocation system is a vicious circle of elitism diffusing into 

every level of school bureaucracy and of unequal allocation of students (and 

hence resources) among secondary schools. Before the 2000 education reform, the 

government had been grouping primary 6 students into 5 bands according to their 

result of Academic Aptitude Test (AAT). Under this banding system, schools 

having better reputation—usually indicated by several inter-related factors 

including university entrance rate, school environment, atmosphere of studying, 

and conduct of students—attracted more applications from “band-1” students (or 

parents). Parents and students thus tended to give priority to these well reputed 

schools over others in order to secure better learning experiences and higher 

opportunity to enter universities. “Good” schools have consequently been 

receiving exclusively “band-1” students and obtaining a basis for maintaining its 

academic standard, while “bad” schools have been continuously “bad” since only 

remaining students of lower bands would be allocated to these schools. An 

unofficial but commonly recognized system of “school ranking” based on the 

allocation thus has been acting as a kind of implicit and local community 

knowledge and has been circulating among parents, students, and teachers. (Poon 

& Wong, 2008)  

 



120 
 

The reform, which abolished the AAT and reduced the number of bands from 5 

to 3, has been interpreted as an attempt to reduce inequality and elitism in the 

Hong Kong education system. (Lau, 2005; Poon & Wong, 2005) However, in 

reality, as Poon & Wong (2008) put it, the reform did not actually reduce or 

eliminate elitism, it by contrast even caused other kinds of educational inequality, 

such as pushing parents of professional class to send their children to study 

abroad for acquiring more valuable qualifications. Indeed, striving for admission 

to “good schools,” or, as what people usually called, “band-1” schools, and the 

corresponding categorization of students and schools with regard to the number of 

bands, are still common not only for the parents of my “second generation” 

informants, but also among the public in Hong Kong. The difference is just that 

before the reform, people group schools and students according to 5 bands and 

after that do so according to 3 bands. 

In ideal-typical terms, “band-1 schools” usually refer to those schools 

exclusively consist of students in band-1, which thus signify “good schools,” 

while “band-2 schools” mean those schools exclusively consist of students in 

band-2, and so forth. Given Hong Kong’s colonial history, “band-1” schools, 

especially those popular schools founded by Protestant churches or Catholic 

Church, are usually schools that utilize English as the medium of instruction for 
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most subjects, so that students in “band-1” schools would have more chance to 

secure certain level of English ability for fulfilling basic university entrance 

requirement (i.e. passing major subjects including English). On the contrary, 

many “band-3” schools and “lower-band-2” schools use Chinese as the main 

medium of instruction, so that students in these schools generally have lower level 

of English ability and hence lesser chance of fulfilling university entrance 

requirement. (Chee, 2010) In order to maintain or increase academic standard and 

university entrance rate, not only “band-1” schools and “upper-band-2” 

schools—schools having mixed composition of students in both band-1 and 

band-2—but also some “band-3” schools often utilize elitist strategies to 

encourage academic competition among students as soon as they are in secondary 

1, such as promoting some of the best students to “elite class” while confining 

some of the worst students to “bottom class” with extra after-school tutorials 

about basic, low-level knowledge. 

The allocation of students has been increasingly unequal in recent years. Due to 

low birth rates, the size of locally born students’ population has been decreasing 

significantly. This means that larger proportion of (local) students can admit to the 

so-called “band-1” schools under the aforementioned elite culture, and that many 

of the “band-2” and “band-3” schools would face serious problem of 
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under-admission, hence termination. (Apple Daily, 2015b; HK01, 2016; Oriental 

Daily, 2016) Although to the best of my knowledge there is no official statistics 

about the distribution of locally born and newly arrived students according to 

school bands (perhaps because the concept of “school bands” itself is unofficial), 

under this situation, it is not hard to estimate that locally born students and / or 

“second generation” students have relatively more opportunities to study in 

“band-1” and “upper-band-2” schools, while newly arrived 1.5 generation 

teenagers tend to concentrate in “lower-band-2” and “band-3” schools. The reason 

is simple—when newly arrived teenagers seek to apply for direct admission, only 

“lower-band-2” and “band-3” schools still have places to offer. This is why news 

about how “band-3” schools standing on the edge of termination try to attract new 

arrivals has been flourishing in the past 2 to 3 years. (Oriental Daily, 2010; Apple 

Daily, 2014; Sing Tao Daily, 2014) Moreover, all of my new arrival informants 

belong to the same “band-3” school, while only Sabrina (second generation) and 

Kate (1.5 generation settled at 3 year-old) belong to upper banding schools. And 

when I contacted my alma mater—a “band-1” school in New Territories—for 

recruiting informants, they told me that they did not have any new arrival 

students.  
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The unequal allocation of school places leads to a series of pre-established, 

elitist, and hierarchical boundaries penetrating into every single school, which 

classify students within the same cohort or even the same class according to their 

academic performance. Since such elitist boundaries are pre-established, students 

can only utilize embodied and semi-institutional cultural capitals—i.e. knowledge 

in different subjects, examination results, and student’s individual ranking in 

school—to maintain their status in a given strata or to cross boundary for 

promoting into an upper strata without changing the boundaries. Thus their 

advantages and disadvantages in the academic field are also highly structured and 

determined by the education system consisting of pre-established elitist 

boundaries. Under the unequal school allocation system and the hierarchal system 

of boundaries, my “second generation” informants were more diverse in terms of 

their academic performance, and their educational experiences were similar to 

local students, as they have been receiving education predominantly in Hong 

Kong. However, my newly arrived informants, who were studying in a “band-3” 

school via direct admission, faced a paradoxical situation in which their migrant 

status and elitist school allocation system together led to their overall 

disadvantage in future educational attainment but temporary and relative 

advantage in their process of assimilation into the academic field. On the one 
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hand, failure in admitting to upper banding schools meant that they could not have 

better educational quality (especially better training in English), and hence could 

have lesser chance to acquire better educational attainment such as admitting to 

university. On the other hand, due to their better training in other important 

subjects in Mainland China, especially Chinese Language and Mathematics, they 

could manage to get a relatively better academic result than that of their 

classmates in “band-3” school wherein academic standard was generally low and 

Chinese was used as the main medium of instruction. They consequently had in 

general a positive attitude towards their educational experiences in Hong Kong. 

 

5.3 General Disadvantage of New Arrival Students 

For my new arrival teenage informants (1.5 generation), educational inequality 

started at the very beginning when they were applying for secondary school in 

Hong Kong. Firstly, as noted before, they were more likely to be admitted to 

“band-3” schools due to the elitist system of school places allocation. Secondly, 

however, things did not go unhindered even when they were applying for these 

so-called low-standard “band-3” schools. The school (where I recruited them for 

interviews) required them to take an entrance examination of main subjects 

(including Chinese, English, and Mathematics) so as to re-assess their individual 
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academic ability and thus to decide which grade they would be offered. This 

practice, as also observed by Chee (2010), indeed signifies the distrust of or 

disregard for education in Mainland by local schools and teachers. Local teachers’ 

assessment of new arrivals’ academic ability relative to general performance of 

the school would be at stake. New arrival students would be placed to a cohort 

that teachers thought they could “catch up with”—i.e. they would be able to do 

better than average students of that cohort. 

David, for example, was a 19-year-old secondary five student. He is much older 

than other students of his cohort because normally in Hong Kong students of his 

age usually have finished high school and have started their first or second year of 

college. He had finished secondary three in Mainland China, and when he first 

applied for this school, he wanted to repeat secondary three. After David taking 

the first entrance examination, the vice president of the school advised him to 

study in secondary four because he thought that, on the one hand, David would be 

able to catch up with the level of secondary four, and on the other hand, he would 

be too old to attend HKDSE—the public examination for university entrance—if 

he repeated. David then took a more difficult examination for assessing his 

academic performance, and consequently admitted to secondary four. He turned 

out to be the number one student in his cohort, academically speaking. 
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But David was an exceptional case of not repeating. Indeed, most of the newly 

arrived 1.5 generation students I interviewed did repeat one year or more after 

they were admitted to the new school. Carmen and Alan had finished secondary 

one in mainland, but they had to repeat it in Hong Kong. Peter and Iris had to 

repeat secondary two. The worst case was Esther, who had been studying 

secondary five in mainland but had to start over from secondary three when she 

came to Hong Kong. Given the fact that new arrival students usually have to 

repeat grade(s) even if the school they are admitted to is a “band-3” school, which 

is supposed to have lower academic standard, it is not hard to imagine what would 

happen when they apply for an upper banding school—they would be rejected 

simply because there is no place to offer, or because the school thought that they 

were far from capable of dealing with high academic standard and teachings 

primarily run in English. However, the problem here is not merely about 

devaluation of educational qualification obtained from Mainland. It is also a 

problem of double standard. New arrival students had to repeat grade(s) because 

they were assessed by teachers as not being able to “catch up” with the grade they 

were supposed to promote to in a normal educational pathway. Yet, there are 

always (local) students in a cohort or a grade who are doing no better than below 

average but are not forced to repeat their study of the same year. 
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5.4 Contextual Advantage of New Arrival Students 

Chee (2010) argued that repeating grade often leads new arrival students to 

experience boredom and lose their motivation in studying, and thus results in the 

decline of their academic performance and hence educational attainment. My 

informants, however, told some quite opposite stories. Although the newly arrived 

1.5 generation students I interviewed had to study in a “band-3” school and to 

repeat a grade or more, they generally could manage to keep an above average 

result. Every term, teachers would announce their individual ranking in class and 

in the cohort calculated upon their term-examination results. Most of them could 

be top ten out of thirty-something in a class and top twenty out of more than a 

hundred in a cohort. Some, like Peter and Alan, could keep being top one or two 

in a cohort in Mathematics, while others, like Carmen and Esther, could continue 

to get more than a pass in both Mathematics and Chinese Language, thanks to the 

harder training in these two subjects in Mainland. For some, academic 

performance in Hong Kong was an improvement either in absolute sense or in 

relative sense, when comparing to past experiences in Mainland. Peter improved 

in absolute sense, because while he had been failing main subjects like Chinese, 

English, and Mathematics in Mainland, he passed in Hong Kong. Thomas 

“improved” in relative sense, because while in Mainland his individual ranking in 
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school was below average even if he could get eighty-something out of one 

hundred scores in main subjects, in Hong Kong he became top twenty out of more 

than a hundred students with marginal pass in main subjects. 

English is perhaps the greatest challenge to new arrival students in Hong Kong. 

When I was asking my new arrival informants about their most important 

difficulty of adaptation to Hong Kong life, nearly most of them immediately 

answered “English.” Indeed, except Peter, who had just marginally passed the last 

English examination before the interview, all of my new arrival informants have 

been failing English since they commenced their study in Hong Kong, even if 

they could obtain more than a marginal pass in Mainland. Although English 

education varied in terms of level and format across different area in Mainland 

China, my informants suggested some of its common characteristics they 

experienced. English education in Mainland usually starts later than it does in 

Hong Kong, and its level in Mainland is often lower than that in Hong Kong. For 

instance, some of my informants noted that they started learning English only 

when they had promoted to senior primary level, and that the English training in 

Mainland junior secondary level was at best only equivalent to English training of 

primary five or six in Hong Kong. Vocabularies were limited and simple in 

Mainland. In the worst case, Carmen, who studied in rural school, did not even 
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know the English term of some everyday stuff, such as “air-conditioner” and 

“projector.” The format of English test or examination was much simpler, 

consisting of multiple choices, reading comprehension of very short passage, and 

some fill-in-the-blanks questions; sometimes there was no listening test, other 

times no oral test. 

They suddenly have to face English education at a relatively more advanced 

level and with very different format in Hong Kong. There are a lot of new 

vocabularies waiting for them to check dictionary. They have to read longer 

passage for reading comprehension. They need to write relatively longer articles 

of a few hundred words. They are required to answer open-ended questions with 

long or short sentences. People are speaking too fast in the audio tape of listening 

test. They have to learn more complicated sentence structures and grammar. And 

they are required to do free discussion in oral examination. Yet, some of them did 

not even understand what the examination questions meant. English teachers did 

not necessarily understand their difficulties in learning English, and would 

sometimes blame the student instead of providing help. Iris once witnessed that 

one of her new arrival classmates was blamed by the English teacher when she 

had bad test result. When her classmate told the teacher that she was from 

Mainland and had difficulty understanding what was taught in class, the teacher 
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just replied “why don’t you work harder in English if you are from Mainland?” 

Nevertheless, failing English was not a particularistic problem that only new 

arrival students would encounter in the school where I recruited my informants. 

Indeed, it was a rather universal problem that the majority of students in the 

school would face. In order to help senior secondary students to better prepare 

HKDSE, the school divided all secondary five students into five groups according 

to their English ability. Even in the best group, only two to three students would 

occasionally get a pass in English test or examination. And even though most of 

my new arrival informants have been failing English, their English result was still 

located at average or above average of their cohort. Nor did their English ability 

affect their general academic performance and overall ranking in school. Since 

most of the subjects were taught in Chinese in this school, they had no difficulty 

in catching up with the curriculum of main subjects, including Chinese Language, 

Mathematics, and Liberal Studies. 

It is not hard to understand why my new arrival informants could do relatively 

better than other students in school. The unequal system of school places 

allocation led my informants to study in a so-called “band-3,” Chinese school 

which was supposed to have low academic quality. The devaluation of 

educational qualification obtained from Mainland led my informants to repeat one 
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grade or more in this school. However, when my new arrival informants study in 

a repeated class of a “band-3” school using Chinese as medium of instruction, 

they ironically obtain quadruple advantages in terms of their academic 

ability—their training in some main subjects such as Chinese Language and 

Mathematics received in Mainland is relatively more advanced than that in Hong 

Kong; they have no specific difficulty in “catching up” with the curriculum of 

main subjects (except English) because the medium of instruction of these 

subjects is Chinese; they only have to compete with students belonging to the 

lowest strata of academic performance in Hong Kong; and studying in a repeated 

class means that they have already been familiar with some of the content of the 

main subjects they are now studying. In other words, the unequal system of 

school places allocation and the devaluation of new arrivals’ institutional cultural 

capitals (i.e. their academic qualification obtained in Mainland), paradoxically 

made their embodied cultural capitals (i.e. academic training and knowledge of 

main subjects received in Mainland) temporarily and relatively more valuable in 

school, so that they could have some advantages in maintaining a better status in a 

given strata or crossing boundary for promoting into an upper strata in the 

hierarchal academic field. 
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5.5 New Arrival Student’s Positive Attitude towards Education in 

Hong Kong 

Given their relatively better academic results in school, it is not surprising that 

my new arrival informants indeed have in general a positive attitude towards 

education in Hong Kong. This positive attitude derives from their differential 

educational experiences in Mainland and in Hong Kong. During interviews, new 

arrival informants compared differences of educational experiences between 

Hong Kong and Mainland in terms of student’s workload, teaching format and 

quality, student’s autonomy in learning, and overall stress student faces. In 

Mainland, student’s timetable of a day is usually fully-filled with classes and 

homework. Teaching is boring because teachers just read aloud class materials 

sentence-by-sentence, and students have no chance to discuss course materials or 

do experiments in class. Students are expected to remember and recite but not to 

understand class materials. Students are highly stressful, not only because there is 

too much homework, but also because too many tests. Thomas, for instance, 

studied nine subjects in Mainland secondary school. Sometimes each subject 

would have one to two pieces of homework per day. And they had “a small test 

every three days, a big test every five days.” On the contrary, studying in Hong 

Kong requires less homework and test, hence produces less stress. Alan, for 
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example, had at least six to seven pieces of homework per day in Mainland, but 

only two to three per day in Hong Kong. Teaching in Hong Kong is more strategic, 

useful, and explanatory, as teachers would normally elaborate and explain 

everything needed for examination so that students can clearly understand rather 

than just hardly remembering things. Students have more autonomy to discuss 

class materials, ask questions, and do experiments in class. Because of these 

differences, all new arrival informants told me that they prefer to study in Hong 

Kong over Mainland. 

They sometimes perceive these differences in relation to their subjective 

understanding of the defining characters of Hong Kong society. When I was 

asking them about the general differences between Hong Kong and Mainland 

China, they commonly noted that Hong Kong society has more freedom, more 

democratic system, and rule of law. For instance, more social movement or 

demonstration, which is a good characteristic of Hong Kong as Thomas thought, 

was the very first thing he mentioned when I was asking this question. The more 

autonomous, practical, and less stressful learning environment, as some of them 

thought, was a consequence of the defining character of Hong Kong society, 

which emphasizes individual freedom. This can be shown in my conversation 

with Esther. 
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IP: You said you prefer Hong Kong’s education. In what way do you 

like it? 

 

Esther: I knew it from my family, my elder brother, because he would 

like to know more about Hong Kong society, and it is like, it is very free, 

like freedom of press, freedom of speech. There is no such situation in 

Mainland, and everything is under control, like even they broadcast 

news, they have to follow, that is, their [the government’s] thoughts. 

 

IP: But how do this relate to education? 

 

Esther: That is, it is free. And it feels like many subjects are taught in 

Hong Kong. They don’t work like education in Mainland, which are 

only taught according to books. It feels like in Hong Kong there are 

more practical stuffs, like chemistry, we only watch how teachers do 

experiment in Mainland, but in Hong Kong we can do it. 

 

This line of reasoning that better (or more westernized) society leads to better 

school environment and hence to their better educational opportunity or 

experience, was more explicit in David’s thought. David was originally a 

professional sport player at province level in Mainland China. Witnessing a lot of 

corruptions in Chinese national sport team, he could not see desirable future in 

Mainland, and actively asked his mother (once a new arrival) to bring him to 

Hong Kong. When asked about his understanding of the differences between 

education in Hong Kong and that in Mainland, he, like Esther, thought that 

student’s freedom was the most important difference. While students in Mainland 

were severely regulated in terms of their schedule, behavior, and workload, 

students in Hong Kong have a far more relaxed timetable and after-school 
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freedom. He, however, was a little bit disappointed by the fact that students in his 

(“band-3”) school did not treasure this kind of freedom and wasted their time for a 

lot of entertainment. Having witnessed corruption and institutional injustice in 

China, he thought that it is not only a rare opportunity, but also an obligation to 

work hard to achieve a better life with all these freedoms and resources. Therefore, 

he fought so hard to become the number one in his cohort, and targeted to go to 

university. 

In other words, their positive attitude towards educational system in Hong 

Kong was based on the fact that even though they were studying in a “band-3” 

school, they had better educational experiences not only in terms of academic 

performance but also in terms of teaching format and school environment when 

comparing to their learning experiences in Mainland China. This attitude was 

further strengthened by their (mis)conception that Hong Kong society in general 

is better than Mainland China especially in ways of respecting individual freedom 

and rule of law, although in reality, as presented in chapter 2, political oppression, 

corruption, and other kinds of injustice or inequality have always been operating 

in Hong Kong society ever since it was colonized by Britain. 
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The paradoxical phenomenon that the general educational disadvantage of my 

new arrival informants generated their contextual advantages in school and their 

positive attitude towards daily educational experiences is more obvious when 

comparing to the educational experiences of my “second generation” informants, 

who can be seen as “locals” here temporarily given their long period of education 

in Hong Kong. Living and studying in Hong Kong since their early childhood, my 

“second generation” informants have relatively more chance to study in upper 

banding school (and thus perhaps university), but they did not possess the relative 

and contextual advantages that new arrival informants had. Kate, Sabrina, Frank, 

and Benson have all been studying in Hong Kong since kindergarten. They were 

all admitted to their secondary school through the normal pathway of school 

allocation system. Therefore, they either study in upper banding schools with 

some unhappy experiences because of the highly competitive academic 

environment and elitist school culture, or, when comparing to “Mainland 

schoolmates,” have bad or relatively lower results studying in lower banding 

schools. 
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Kate was studying in a “band-1” school using English as the main medium of 

instruction. She was studying in an elite class, and was one of the top students not 

only in her class but also in her cohort. She, however, was not entirely happy with 

her educational experiences because in her first year she was not performing well 

and thus was excluded by her elite classmates. Sabrina was studying in an elite 

class in an “upper-band-2” school, wherein English is the medium of instruction 

of elite classes. Although she could get good grades in English and Mathematics, 

and average results in other subjects such as Chinese Language and Chinese 

History, she only belonged to the average portion of her class. Her mother was not 

quite satisfied with her academic results, and they often argue with each other 

because of that. She hates classmates talking about academic results whenever test 

result is released. (The case of Kate and Sabrina regarding their academic 

performance and elite culture in class will be further discussed in Chapter 6.) 

Frank was studying in a “lower-band-2” school using Chinese as the medium of 

instruction. He cares nothing but playing computer games, and so unfortunately, 

he failed all main subjects, including Chinese Language, English, Mathematics, 

and Liberal Studies. His mother could do nothing regarding his results but to 

constantly blame him. Benson’s experience was perhaps more similar to that of 

my new arrival informants. He was studying in a “band-3” school, and could 
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manage to obtain a result above average. He was the top 10 in his class and top 40 

out of some 120 students in his cohort. However, during the interview, he told me 

again and again that “Mainland students” were better than him academically, and, 

as illustrated in Chapter 4, he sometimes wanted to be a “Mainlander” because he 

thought that they usually have good academic results. 

 

5.6 Explaining the Lack of Perception of Discrimination in the 

Academic Field 

I do not aim to portray an over-optimistic picture of my new arrival informants. 

For sure, in terms of future educational attainment, most of my new arrival 

informants are facing important disadvantages when comparing to other students 

in Hong Kong, especially because their failure in English alone automatically 

means failure in getting into college. And indeed most of them either did not have 

strong desire of getting into university, or did not think that they are capable of 

doing so. Nor did their working class parents strongly hope and want them to go 

to university. Perhaps Peter and David are exceptional cases. Peter’s parents have 

college degree obtained from Mainland, and for him getting into university is a 

must. Fortunately, he at least has a chance to do so because he could manage to be 

the top of some subjects and to get a pass in English. David, as noted above, 
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thought that he was obliged to be admitted to university given better chance and 

freedom in Hong Kong. Unfortunately, while he was the number one in his cohort, 

he was still failing English, and will thus be very likely to fail admitting to 

university. However, just like failure in English, failure in university admission 

through public examination is a common phenomenon in the “band-3” school. It 

is so common that Thomas noted that it would be very lucky if there were two to 

three students in the whole school successfully admitting to university each year. 

Moreover, for some of my informants, sometimes living in Hong Kong by itself 

means improvement of economic life, so that university degree is not necessary. I 

asked Carmen whether she agrees that living in Hong Kong would have better 

opportunity for future development. She said she totally agreed, because her 

cousin could only earn about one thousand Chinese Yuan per month (about 

HK$1200) in Mainland even though he has a college degree, while people do not 

need college qualification to earn at least a few thousands in Hong Kong. 

The point, then, is that educational attainment especially in terms of successful 

admission to university through public examination is not a proper indicator of 

successful assimilation—i.e. being a recognized member of the host society. This 

is especially true for Hong Kong, because university entrance rate in Hong Kong 

has been significantly lower than that in other advanced economies in Asia. From 
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2012 to 2016, students receiving offer from government-funded bachelor degree 

programs only accounted for less than 30% of the total population attending 

HKDSE, while similar statistics in Taiwan and South Korea was about 90% and 

70% respectively. (Ip, 2014) This means that even the majority of local youths 

does not possess a college degree, and thus is no better than new arrival youths in 

terms of educational attainment. In this sense, it is not fair to expect (or require) 

new arrival youths to obtain a college degree in order to assimilate. 

Once we abstain from the focus of educational attainment, temporary and 

relative advantages of new arrival informants throughout the process of education 

become visible. These temporary advantages, which were paradoxically 

embedded in a system unfair to new arrivals, can help to explain why although 

they faced those unfair treatments in Hong Kong education system, they did not 

perceive their educational experiences and teacher-student relationship as 

discriminatory. Although their educational qualification obtained from Mainland 

was devalued in entrance examination, new arrival students were generally 

welcomed by “band-3” school because of the unequal allocation of school places. 

Even though they had important disadvantages in English ability and admission to 

university when comparing to “band-1” students, their classmates (i.e. “band-3” 

students) were no better in these two senses. The devaluation of their educational 
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qualification paradoxically helped them to manage to do better than their local 

“band-3” classmates academically. And all these advantages, alongside the 

experience of what they perceived as better educational setting in Hong Kong, led 

them to have a positive attitude towards education in Hong Kong. In other words, 

the institutional exclusion or discrimination against new arrival students (such as 

concentration in “band-3” schools and devaluation of qualification obtained in 

Mainland) under Hong Kong education system, which can lead to their failure in 

attaining a college degree (hence upward social mobility), was masked by the 

relative, contextual, and temporary advantages this unequal system ironically and 

unintentionally produced to them. 

However, this misconception is possible only insofar as there is a system of 

contextually diffused elitist and hierarchal boundaries operating in every level of 

the education system, which cannot be changed easily by individuals. In this 

system of boundaries, students are constantly required to compete with other 

students in the same school, the same cohort, or the even the same class. Their 

understanding of their own educational experiences is thus constantly bound by 

the relative advantages or disadvantages in in-school competition. This is 

especially true for new arrival students who are more likely to concentrate in 

“band-3” schools, because without knowing the academic performance in upper 
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banding schools it is more difficult for them to see through their general 

disadvantage in Hong Kong's education system, although the disadvantage in 

admitting to university does not necessarily lead to failure of assimilation, as 

many local students also share this disadvantage. Indeed, in the above cases of 

new arrival students, it was the unequal education system that on the one hand 

produced their disadvantage in educational attainment, and on the other hand 

paradoxically led them to have relative advantages to assimilate in school—i.e. to 

be a proper student in school through maintaining a status of above average in the 

in-school system of elitist and hierarchal boundaries. 
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Chapter 6: Assimilation in the Field of Friendship 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The nature of peer relationship or friendship in school is tricky. It comes into 

being because students are forced to attend the same school or classroom. Yet, its 

development is relatively (or perhaps largely) independent from school control. 

Moreover, although people nowadays often see school environment as an 

exemplar or prototype of adult’s workplace, peer relationship builds neither upon 

collective economic production nor division of labor. In other words, the field of 

friendship acts like a virtual enclave of which sovereignty does not belong to the 

country of the territory encompassing it. The sovereignty belongs to students, who 

thus have room to actively adopt, modify, and redefine boundaries, social values, 

and norms from other social fields or social area and insert them into the field of 

friendship for their daily peer interaction and communication. 

This chapter, like the previous one, would examine boundaries that were 

deemed significant and relevant in the field of friendship for my second / 1.5 

generation informants to assimilate into secondary school life of Hong Kong. I 

would analyze what structural and contextual factors influence the boundaries, 

what capitals are important for my informants to be included in such boundaries, 
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and what strategies did they use to deal with boundaries in the field of friendship 

for their assimilation. The present study found that two structural factors, 

including the elitist culture in the academic field and flexible cultural 

consumption among peers, influence student’s boundary works in the field of 

friendship. Under the influence of the former factor, informants in upper banding 

schools adopt elitist and hierarchal boundaries in the academic field to make 

friends and circles, while those in the lower banding schools, especially 1.5 

generation new arrival students, ought to be cooperative and helpful enough to 

disregard elitist boundary in the field of friendship in order not to be excluded by 

their classmates. Semi-institutional cultural capitals—i.e. academic results and 

individual ranking in school—and embodied cultural capitals of knowledge in 

different academic subjects, then, sometimes have to be used in another way so 

that informants can maintain their status in the field of friendship. 

The latter structural factor, that is, flexible (and global) cultural consumption 

among peers, has a more universal influence on my informants regarding their 

boundary work in the field of friendship. Students usually rely on talks about or 

collective participation in cultural consumptions, such as playing video games, 

listening to famous music, and watching TV programs to sustain their day-to-day 

interaction and communication with peers. They adopt, modify, and redefine 
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boundaries represented in cultural products and insert them into the field of 

friendship as criteria of making friends and circles. This means that possessions of 

objective and embodied cultural capitals of entertainment—i.e. cultural 

commodity and its corresponding skills for consumption—affect one’s 

successfulness of being included in the boundary of field of friendship. The 

possession of such capitals, as will be seen later, depends on how popular a 

particular type of cultural commodity is in both Mainland China and Hong Kong. 

In general, there are two important characteristics of boundaries in the field of 

friendship under the influence of global cultural consumption. Firstly, since 

consumption in general and cultural consumption in particular have been 

increasingly flexible, cheap, and disposable in recent years, boundaries adopted 

from cultural products can easily be changed or modified by students, especially 

when the “sovereignty” of the field of friendship belongs not to teachers or school 

but to students themselves. Secondly, gender plays a significant role in the 

boundary work of the field of friendship under the influence of global cultural 

consumption, not only because students tend to form their circles according to 

gender, but also because cultural products sometimes consist of a set of norms 

regarding gender role, sexuality, intimacy, and so on. In later sections, I would 

first discuss how elitist and hierarchal boundaries in the academic field affect the 
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boundaries in the field of friendship. After that, I would examine in details the 

boundary work of my informants in the field of friendship under the influence of 

global and flexible cultural consumption.  

 

6.2 Elitist and Hierarchal Boundaries and their Alteration in the 

Field of Friendship 

In chapter 5, I explored how the unequal secondary school allocation system in 

Hong Kong led to a highly elitist and hierarchal culture (thus set of boundaries) 

penetrated into every level of a school. I argued that within the elitist and 

hierarchal boundaries new arrival informants studying in “band-3” schools 

possessed temporary, relative, and contextual advantages in terms of their 

academic performance when comparing to local or “second generation” students 

especially those who were studying in upper banding schools. I also argued that 

such “advantages” were paradoxically the product of the larger unequal education 

system in Hong Kong which also produced new arrival’s general disadvantages in 

admitting to better secondary school and even university. In other words, the 

unequal school system and its subsequent elitist boundaries led to differentiated 

experiences not only between informants of different bands, but also between new 

arrival students and “second generation” or local students. 
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However, as the cases of this study show, such elitist and hierarchal boundaries 

and the differentiated experiences they produced did not only operate in the 

academic field. They also extend to the field of friendship. This can be seen by 

comparing the experiences of my new arrival informants with those of the 

“second generation” informants studying in upper banding school, particularly 

Kate and Sabrina. On the one hand, my new arrival informants, who were 

possessing contextual academic advantages in “band-3” school, have to 

“redistribute” their academic advantage to their (local) classmates (e.g. to be 

humble, helpful, and cooperative) in order not to be excluded by them in the field 

of friendship. On the other hand, as will be shown by the cases of Kate and 

Sabrina studying in upper banding schools, the boundary separating “elite class / 

student” from “low-performance class / student,” which was originally 

constructed by schools to enhance competition in academic field, was adopted by 

students to be their general subjective categorization of peers in schools, so that it 

became one of the important boundaries in the field of friendship. 

In the last chapter I also argued that new arrival students’ contextual academic 

advantage existed because they had received relatively better training in some 

subjects while they only had to compete with students belonging to the lowest 

strata of academic performance in Hong Kong in a repeated grade. Such 
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advantage, then, only matters in an academic environment where competition is 

not tense. This means that local students or “second generation” students, 

especially those who were studying in upper banding schools, did not have such 

“advantage” not only because they have been receiving education in Hong Kong 

since early childhood, but also because they were participating in a highly 

competitive academic environment in which students in general have higher 

standard of academic performance. 

The cases of Sabrina and Kate can show that studying in such a competitive 

environment requires students to constantly evaluate themselves and others by 

adopting elitist boundaries to maintain their status or to promote to a higher status 

in the academic field. They consequently are more likely to develop a general 

subjective categorization of their peers based on academic performance and its 

subsequent indicators such as test result, personal academic ranking, and the 

status of studying in an elitist class, which goes beyond the academic field and 

enters into the field of friendship, affecting student’s formation of friend circles 

and daily peer interactions. Kate, who is now studying in one of the best “band-1” 

schools in her residential district, is an example. Although Kate did not face 

discrimination in school based on her migrant status as a 1.5 generation, she did 

experience exclusion from peers in secondary 1. Kate was not doing well in the 
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first year. She failed to submit her homework several times, and received 

punishments frequently from her teachers. She also did not have good academic 

results at that time. However, many of her secondary-1 classmates were from 

high-end primary schools producing a lot of “band-1” students. She told me that 

because of her low academic performance, she was obviously excluded by these 

“good” classmates. For instance, when students were required to form groups for 

doing group projects, many of her classmates refused to group with her, or felt 

unlucky when they were asked to group with her. Perhaps because of this unhappy 

experience, she significantly improved her academic performance in secondary 2. 

She became some of the top students in Mathematics and Sciences. She was 

ranked 20 out of some 130 students in her cohort, and was promoted to an elite 

class in secondary 3. Academically, she is now the best one in her peer circle. She 

noted that a classmate once disliked her in secondary 1 is now one of her close 

friends. 

Kate was a rather successful case in obtaining sufficient cultural (academic) 

capitals to cross the elitist boundary in both the academic field and the field of 

friendship. But not everyone was entirely successful in doing so. Sabrina, for 

instance, was a less successful case. She is now studying in an “upper-band-2” 

school. Her school has a policy that, out of more than a hundred students in a 
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cohort, students ranking 36 or above can be promoted to elite class. Sabrina’s 

academic result was not bad, and is now one of the 36 students studying in elite 

class. She could maintain results of most subjects at average level, and get good 

grades in English and Mathematics. During the interview, it was obvious that she 

was proud of being an elite class student. She admitted that she and her 

classmates would look down on students in low-performance class. I asked her if 

there were real differences between elite class students and low-performance class 

students, her answer was personal quality or behavioral conduct. In every class 

there is a class committee formed by students, and is responsible for organizing 

class events. Sabrina once witnessed how committee members of a 

low-performance class held their meeting. She noted: 

 

That is, when looking at those [students] of Class A [i.e. a 

low-performance class], because once Class A held [committee] 

meeting in McDonald, and I was eating with my friends there…and it’s 

like I suddenly had this [bad] feeling, how did you guys’ teacher or you 

guys run the class committee? Because we booked a classroom by 

ourselves, and then called teacher to attend the meeting, but they were 

playing electronic games during their meeting, and then I suddenly had 

a feeling that, they were too, that is, [I] pretty much looked down on 

them. [My emphasis in italic] 

 

Thus, for Sabrina, the difference between elite class and low-performance class 

was not only about academic result, but also about culture and attitude, therefore 

about group identity. This is indicative of the fact that when Sabrina was 
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describing the casualness and disorganization of the committee of the 

low-performance class and comparing it with her own committee which would 

officially book a classroom and invite teacher in advance, she used plural 

pronouns such as we, they, and them to differentiate her from students she 

witnessed. This implies that, for her, academic performance / competition and its 

relating personal qualities were defining characters of group identity of a class 

and of group differences between elite class and low-performance class. 

However, while Sabrina could successfully join an elite class, she could not be 

included in the elite sector of her class. Comparing to her classmates, her 

academic results were at best on (and sometimes below) average. This makes her 

feel embarrassed whenever test or examination results release. While her 

classmates are usually enthusiastic to ask for other’s grades and to compare with 

each other whenever test result releases, she does not prefer this kind of 

comparison. When classmates were discussing their results, she would remain 

silence and pretend that she was not listening to them and would completely shut 

down her interaction with others temporarily. If someone actively talks about his 

or her result in front of Sabrina, she would interpret this classmate as trying to 

show-off, and would use an ironic tone to say, for instance: “oh, you are so 

brilliant,” so as to indicate her unwillingness to continue the conversation. In 
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other words, in a situation where she has sufficient capitals to cross the elitist 

boundary, she makes use of this boundary to perceive others. While in a situation 

where she cannot cross the boundary, she tries to reject such boundary by staying 

silence or digging at her classmates. 

Such elitist culture in the field of friendship was not obvious, or was even 

absent in my “band-3” informants’ school experience, especially among my new 

arrival informants. This does not mean that academic comparison or competition 

is entirely absent in “band-3” schools of my informants. For instance, Benson 

remembered an occasion in which friends in his circle compared their 

examination results, and decided that the one who got the lowest grade had to buy 

some drinks for others. Peter and one of his close friends usually get the highest 

and second highest marks of Mathematics in their class. Sometimes their positions 

would be exchanged—Peter gets the second highest, while his friend gets the 

highest. When the exchange of positions occurs, other friends in this circle would 

make minor jokes by naming them as the “ex-highest” and “ex-second-highest.” 

The point is that informants in “band-3” schools did not adopt the elitist boundary 

of the academic field to seriously perceive their peers in daily schooling. This is 

evident in David’s description about the difference between Mainland China and 

Hong Kong in terms of educations as noted earlier: 
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[…]Because they, like a normal secondary student [in Mainland], 

would spend a whole morning for revision, from 6:00 a.m. to 7:50 a.m., 

and then have a [quick] breakfast, and go to lessons at 8:00 a.m., until 

midday, and he would have lunch and a one-hour break, and continue 

lessons. At night you study until 10:00 p.m. and then go to sleep. Some 

hardworking students would still continue studying [after 10:00 p.m.]. 

It’s like you spend 24 hours a day studying without stopping[…]as for 

Hong Kong, I’m just talking about this school, it ends lessons at 3:35 

p.m., and after school you can leave freely, you don’t restrict what you 

are going to do[…]and go to play games, play computer, maybe sing 

karaoke, eat something, all kinds of entertainment…[in Hong Kong] 

there is no one forcing you to do something[…]like you have to finish 

this work by today, or give a lot of homework to students, leads to 

student’s lack of pressure, and naturally lack of motivation…[My 

emphasis in italic] 

 

We can see in this description that David, the number one in his cohort, clearly 

recognized the autonomous environment and the lack of academic motivation 

among local students in his school when comparing that with what he had seen in 

Mainland. But what is more important is how he discursively phrased such 

comparison. The frequent use of singular pronouns including he and you, and the 

description of an overall situation entirely consisting of a hypothetical individual 

case, signified that in his mind students’ academic performance and motivation, 

which he referred to as one of the key differences between education in Mainland 

and that in Hong Kong, did not constitute strong elitist boundary and group 

identity for categorizing other students in David’s school context, so that it was 

not a significant factor for building friend circles in his school. 
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What is more interesting, however, is that although David was the number one 

in his cohort, and although in the interview he expressed his criticism to local 

student’s “laziness” and their abuse of autonomy, he indeed was seen as a very 

helpful and kind person who would offer academic help to classmates and who 

would never “show-off” his academic performance in front of others. This can be 

seen when Esther, a classmate of David, referred to him when I was asking her 

about who was popular in their class. I asked David whether classmates would be 

jealous of his (contextually) high academic performance. He said no, and 

furthered that if someone praises or is amazed by his good grades whenever test 

result releases, he would just humbly reply “I have no idea” or “whatever” so as 

to downplay the distance between them derived from differences in academic 

ability. This implies that he indeed would not express the aforementioned 

criticism in front of other students in order to make friends. In this sense, in the 

“band-3” school context of my new arrival informants, elitist boundaries of the 

academic field were rejected or suppressed by students in the field of 

friendship—that is, students who get better grades (e.g. my new arrival informants) 

have to be humble enough to downplay their academic performance among their 

peers so that they would not be perceived as showing off. 
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More appropriately, it was not only suppressed, but also reversed. In other 

words, in the “band-3” school context, the culture of using academic performance 

for distinction in peer relationship, as shown in the cases of my informants in 

upper banding schools, was replaced by or turned on its head to be a culture of 

cooperation among peers. This was usually done by a mutual redistribution of 

academic (embodied) capitals between students with different academic 

performances or specialties, and in particular between new arrival students and 

local or “second generation” students. Talking about the discussion of academic 

stuff with classmates, most of my new arrival informants told me that they often 

discuss academic issues with their friends (in a circle consisting of both local and 

“mainland” students) when some of them have questions about something or do 

not understand something. More specifically, new arrival students who are better 

in Mathematics would try to help answering local students’ mathematical 

questions, while the former would on the contrary ask for help from the latter 

regarding issues of English. This was why Carmen saw helpfulness as an 

important personality to make friends, or an indicator of “kindliness”: 

 

IP: Is there anyone in your class who are pretty popular, whom your 

classmates like to get along with or talk to? 

 

Carmen: Yes… 
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IP: What makes your classmates like him or her? 

 

Carmen: [Because he / she] usually treat people nicely, that is [my 

emphasis] willing to give a hand to somebody who has difficulty, not 

for any return of benefits. Basically this kind of people already has 

friends in class. 

 

IP: Many people are like this? 

 

Carmen: Many. Even someone who has a vulgar mouth, if he / she helps, 

and a lot of them do help, then people are willing to get along with him 

/ her. But as for the girl I mentioned earlier, no one would like to get 

along with her, and all try their best not to provoke her. [My emphasis] 

 

The girl Carmen noted in the last sentence of the above conversation, a local 

student, was the only one that was excluded by the whole class. The reasons that 

this female classmate was excluded were simple. On the one hand, she was eager 

to join the game of “distinction” established by the school for getting benefits. On 

the other hand, contrary to being helpful and friendly, she indeed left her own 

responsibility and burdens to her classmates. In other words, she took advantages 

of her classmates to get benefits, and she did get. Every year, the school would 

offer a cash award of $800 to students who have over 18 records of “merit.” 

“Merit,” as a kind of academic honor or credit commonly used in Hong Kong 

secondary schools, would be given to students who have good academic results, 

good conduct, and / or good services to the school. One rather easy way to receive 

a “merit” is to volunteer for being the class monitor (i.e. someone who assists 
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teacher to maintain order in the class or handles general issues of the class) or a 

subject leader (i.e. someone who assists teacher in a particular subject to handle 

tasks or issues of that subject, such as distributing notes). The female student did 

get some “merits” and the cash award by volunteering for a number of such 

positions. But indeed she left a lot of tasks of these positions to other classmates 

who were not responsible for them. In other words, she was excluded because she 

violated the principle of being friendly, helpful, and cooperative, and she even 

went further to do the exact opposite—distinction and doing harm to others. 

Just as the highly competitive academic environment led informants in upper 

banding schools to adopt elitist culture and boundaries from the academic field to 

the field of friendship, it is not hard to understand why the same process did not 

happen in the “band-3” school context of my new arrival informants. Not only has 

the level of academic performance been generally low in such school, but the 

hope or prospect of getting into university has also been scarce, either because 

students know it is nearly impossible, or because they just do not have such vision, 

or perhaps because of both. In this vein, showing off one’s own academic 

performance in front of others or distancing from or even hating those who have 

bad results automatically means assaulting and distancing from the majority of 

students in school. It is because of this that my new arrival informants, who have 
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acquired the contextual academic advantages, have to downplay or even 

redistribute such advantages to their fellow classmates in order to make 

friends—i.e. to assimilate into the field of friendship. Fortunately, most of them 

have managed to do so.  

 

6.3 Structural Influence from Flexible Accumulation & 

Consumption 

While elitist culture and boundary in the academic field have differential 

influences on the boundary work in the field of friendship, depending on which 

type of school new arrival’s second / 1.5 generation is studying in, another 

factor—cultural consumption—has affected the boundary work in the field of 

friendship of all my informants, no matter which band of school they were 

studying in. Indeed, empty of direct school / teacher’s interference and collective 

experiences of production, one of the most important kinds of shared experiences 

that automatically filled in for establishing and sustaining friendship was 

consumption, especially cultural consumption. This was very obvious because 

nearly all of my informants immediately mentioned playing the same electronic 

game, being fans of the same celebrity, or watching the same Television program 

when they were asked about what they actually did or talked with friends during 
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break or lunch and after school. Sabrina and her friends were obsessed with 

Taylor Swift, so obsessed that she had once secretly spent some 500 dollars to buy 

a package of Swift’s posters while her family has been living on 6000 dollars per 

month under CSSA. The most common “extracurricular activity” for Peter, Alan, 

Thomas and their friends was playing online game together, especially 

collaborative shooting games requiring not only techniques but also teamwork. 

Daily conversations among the circles of Carmen and Esther were usually about 

famous local dramas or Korean dramas. 

In this sense, not until we examine the nature of (cultural) consumption in this 

contemporary capitalist era can we truly understand the nature and boundaries of 

the field of friendship. The importance of consumption on peer interaction has 

been widely recognized. Warikoo (2011) found that because of globalized music 

industry, both students in New York and in London listened to black music such 

as hip-hop, so that student’s consumption of black culture was not necessarily an 

anti-social behavior, but just a kind of common consumption. Allison Pugh (2009, 

2010) found that students consumed similar, global cultural products such as 

Gameboy and Pokemon cards to maintain dignity, visibility, and connection 

among peers, while they would use different strategies of “facework” to downplay 

inequality manifested in peer’s consumption, such as refusing parents to buy 
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expensive soccer boots when impoverished peers were still wearing cheap shoes 

in game. Yet, in assimilation studies, little have been said about how consumption 

in a globalized era structurally affects assimilation of second / 1.5 generation in 

general and the development of their peer relationship in particular. Since 

consumption, alongside production, is an indispensable part of the economic 

process, global economic structure should be examined insofar as one would like 

to understand the nature of contemporary consumption and its influence on 

assimilation. 

Back to the 90s, when Portes and Zhou (1993) were formulating the segmented 

assimilation theory, one of the contextual changes they saw as requiring doubts on 

the inevitable upward social mobility presumed in the traditional straight-line 

theory was the disappearance of menial labor and intermediate occupational 

positions initiated by global economic restructuring starting from the 80s. What 

they did not mention was that the economic structure did not only become 

polarized, but also ever more flexible. In order to explain the social condition 

which grounded the development of postmodern culture and philosophy, David 

Harvey (1989) examined the change of capitalist mode of production in the 

twentieth century. As a response to the inter-war Great Depression, Fordist regime 

of capitalism prevailed in western societies subsequent to the end of Second 
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World War. Under the Fordist regime, capitalists went hand in hand with 

Keynesian welfare states by providing full employment for mass production and 

by managing mass consumption to ensure continuous and stable economic growth. 

On the one hand, giant and highly bureaucratized corporations employed workers 

of different strata to perform standardized mass production. On the other hand, the 

state implemented various subsidies, welfare programs, and relatively 

comprehensive labor law to ensure that workers could afford to collectively 

consume cheap products produced by large firms. However, this regime was too 

rigid for capitalists to escape from large-scale economic crisis in the 70s, so that 

the regime of flexible accumulation emerged thereafter. Subsequent to the victory 

of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, massive trend of privatization, “free” 

trade, and government’s financial austerity—in a word, neo-liberalization—has 

been occurring first in western societies and then in other countries. Production 

became more flexible, in the sense that more contractual employments replaced 

permanent employments, and that more and more giant firms outsourced various 

sectors of their production. Flexible regime of accumulation and neo-liberalism 

allowed capitalists to terminate employments and relocate their capitals, 

production, and markets with low cost globally during crisis. Global consumption 

thus also became flexible, not only because consumers can now choose to buy 
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wide range of products around the world under continuous global relocation of 

capitals, but also because capitalists now produce more short-lived, disposable, 

and “fashionable” products instead of standardized products in the past so as to 

avoid huge loss in a fast-changing global society. Where there is flexible 

production and consumption, there is a flexible global industry of advertisement. 

Images and symbols can be represented and re-represented with various meanings 

in a short period of time for selling short-lived and disposable goods. Enormous 

time-space compression thus occurred under flexible production and consumption, 

through which people develop a sense of uncertainty regarding their everyday 

lives, ethics, and understanding of the social world, leading to the emergence of 

postmodernism and nihilism in the 80s. 

Nothing was more paradoxical than the fact that even some Marxists in the 90s 

distanced themselves from such structural critiques of culture and commodity as 

those performed by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (2002) and Walter 

Benjamin (1936), and instead focused on symbols, representation, and 

interpretation of cultural consumption in a poststructuralist manner. For instance, 

Stuart Hall and his colleagues suggested the concept of “circuit of culture” to 

analyze cultural commodities. This circuit involves five processes, including 

production, consumption, representation, identity formation (interpretation), and 
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regulation. They emphasized that every product of commodity for cultural 

consumption must be represented with meanings through production, and later be 

interpreted or even re-represented in the process of consumption, so that 

consumers themselves have agency to insert meaning into, make sense of, and 

develop identity out of cultural commodities. What is important is that cultural 

products here are seen as “empty signifiers” into which various meanings can be 

inserted by different social actors simultaneously or at different times. (du Gay, 

Hall, Janes, Madsen, Mackay, & Negus, 1997) This understanding of cultural 

products as vacuous, plastic, and flexible entities, and hence the emphasis on 

agency of social actors to interpret, construct, and deconstruct meanings, was 

obviously reflecting postmodernist and poststructuralist thoughts developed in the 

80s. In retrospect, following Harvey’s argument, the vacuity, plasticity, and 

flexibility of cultural products were socially and structurally grounded upon the 

proliferation of flexible accumulation under the global era. More importantly, then, 

the very agency of consumers to interpret and (re)represent meanings through 

consumption of cultural products is also structurally enabled by the regime of 

global flexible accumulation. For only insofar as meaning of a symbol (e.g. a 

commodity) is fundamentally uncertain or vague in the very first place can social 

actors such as consumers to retrieve, insert, or modify the meaning. 
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Yet, not only did the nature of consumption become uncertain and vacuous in 

the era of flexible accumulation, the nature of relationships, especially primary, 

personal relationships also did. Anthony Giddens (2008), for example, saw the 

emergence of pure relationship and plastic sexuality in the age of 

globalization—intimate relationships established for its own sake that is 

fundamentally uncertain and empty of traditional meaning and patriarchal norm. 

Although Giddens explained its emergence in terms of phenomenon embedded in 

the overall development from modernity to late modernity, such as constantly 

changing nature of modernity, elimination of traditions, and rapid 

professionalization, it is also possible to explain it with global economic 

restructuring. Indeed, it is not difficult to understand why relationships in the 

global era have been more uncertain and “vacuous” under the influence of flexible 

accumulation. We live in a society of mass production and mass consumption, 

wherein we do not only need to consume, but are also forced to consume anytime 

and anywhere. Consumption thus is not merely for satisfying our daily necessity. 

We define every aspect of our social life by consumption, and thus we build 

relationship by consumption. This is not hard to see when, for instances, having a 

date with someone automatically equals to having dinner with someone, watching 

movies with someone, and / or buying something for someone. Insofar as the 
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nature of consumption is now increasingly flexible, uncertain, and vacuous, so 

would be the nature of whatever kind of social relationships. 

However, while Giddens provided important insights on how the development 

of modernity have led to the emergence of pure (and hence flexible) relationship, 

he exaggerated about that intimate pure relationship, which was supposed to be 

more equal and radical in nature, could bring equality and democracy to all other 

primary relationships and public, secondary relationships. Lynn Jamieson (1999), 

for instance, criticized Giddens’ optimism and argued that a lot of contemporary 

heterosexual couples have been committing to traditional gender roles and 

unequal gender division of labour, either because they would like to maintain their 

relationship, or because they were still believing in patriarchal norms. Moreover, 

Solomon, Warin, Lewis, & Langford (2002) argued that although parent-children 

relationship has been involving some characteristics of pure relationship as noted 

by Giddens, such as mutual disclosure through communication, such 

characteristics indeed facilitated parents’ control and monitoring on their 

children’s private life. In other words, we should not automatically equate flexible 

relationship with radical and progressive relationship. More importantly, flexible 

relationship can also be traditional and patriarchal. If relationship in the global era 

is fundamentally flexible in the sense that its norms or meanings can easily be 
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inserted, modified, and replaced, then logically speaking whatever meaning can 

be adopted in a relationship, be it radical or traditional or both or any other else, 

depending on the social and cultural context within which a relationship is 

established, maintained, and dissolved. This can be indicated by the fact that 

China has been experiencing a revival of patriarchal norms of family ever since 

its marketization in the 1980s, as the loosening of government’s ideological 

control on family lives gave rooms to the spread of patriarchal gender norms 

through consumption and media. (Cao & Hui, 2007; Pun, 2005, p.139-140) 

Although Hong Kong had not really experienced Fordist regime of capitalist 

production, one can easily observe the proliferation of flexible accumulation and 

flexible consumption in 21st century’s Hong Kong society. Outsourcing is now a 

norm shared by the government, universities, and many companies. Flexible 

employments, such as contractual employment and part-time employment, have 

well been documented. (Chiu, So, & Tam, 2008) We have new cell phones 

releasing in every single month (perhaps week). With the technological advance 

of mobile devices and Internet, we have uncountable amount of games, software, 

music, images, and whatever kinds of digital cultural goods downloadable 

anytime and anywhere with low or even no cost. It is under this background that 

the relation between consumption and peer relationship of my informants in 
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secondary school context can be examined. As their peer relationships are built 

largely upon day-to-day communication regarding cultural consumption in this 

era of flexible accumulation, my study shows that students adopt social norms and 

social meanings from the cultural products they consume to draw boundaries in 

the field of friendship. However, due to the fact that the “sovereignty” of the field 

of friendship belongs to students, and that the resources they rely on to draw 

boundaries in this field—embodied cultural capitals (i.e. skills and knowledge) of 

the consumption of cultural especially digital products that are cheap, short-lived, 

and very disposable—can easily be acquired and disposed of with low economic 

cost, students are grounded more room and agency not just to directly receive 

social and cultural meanings from the products, but also to actively modify or 

even reverse those meaning so as to draw and negotiate boundaries in the field of 

friendship. 

My findings show that while all of my informants build and sustain peer 

relationship within their own circles through daily communication regarding 

shared cultural consumption, boys and girls consume very different kinds of 

cultural products, and thus their boundaries in the field of friendship are 

significantly gendered. On the one hand, boys who love to play cooperative 

shooting electronic games use willingness of sustaining collectivity as an 
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important criterion for evaluating who is and who is not a good friend. On the 

other hand, girls who favor watching romantic local and Korean TV dramas tend 

to exclude those girls who are regarded as “slutty” or sexually aggressive. Not all 

go smoothly in this process. As will be shown later, there are moments that my 

new arrival informants in particular face difficulty engaging in daily peer 

communication because they do not have much to talk in conversations about 

certain types of cultural products, although this does not prevent them from 

involving in a rather stable friend circle consisting of both local and “Mainland” 

students. Whether a particular type of cultural products that peers consume is 

popular in both China’s and Hong Kong’s market affects, in particular, new arrival 

student’s possession of embodied cultural capitals of consumption and hence their 

easiness of everyday communication with peers in school. 
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6.4 Boys’ Boundary through Cultural Consumption: Collectivity 

Perhaps Frank is the best case to elaborate how boys draw boundaries out of 

and negotiate them through consumption of electronic games. Frank is a 

secondary 1 student and a locally-born second generation living in a single-parent 

family receiving CSSA. His mother, settled in Hong Kong for more than 7 years, 

is an active member in the organization where I recruited other second / 1.5 

generation informants. Not even approaching halfway through the interview, 

Frank started to show his impatience and boredom, perhaps because the interview 

itself was boring, or perhaps he could not wait to bring me into his social world of 

electronic game. Indeed, during the interview, he encouraged me again and again 

to install his favorite smartphone game and to play with him immediately. It is a 

free shooting game developed by a Chinese company, first launched in Mainland 

China in 2014, and soon became popular not merely in China, but also in Hong 

Kong and Taiwan. A game needing teamwork and technique, it requires players to 

cooperate as a team to accomplish missions of various levels of difficulty. 

Although players need only to sign-up a free account for playing the game, they 

can choose to pay for enjoying important advantages such as the authority to kick 

out someone from the team, and to get ultra-powerful weapons immediately. 

Players who do not pay cannot enjoy some of these advantages, and can only get 
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good weapons with luck or through gradually promoting to missions of higher 

levels. Frank was initially introduced to this game by one of his primary school 

classmates came from Mainland China. Finding this game interesting, he then 

actively encouraged his secondary school classmates to play this game together, 

and soon the game became popular among boys of his cohort (not only his own 

class). He claimed that he was the first one who brought this game to his school 

and to his peer circle. 

What is more interesting was how Frank drew boundaries through this shooting 

game to categorize students in his circle and his cohort. He was very proud of his 

identity of a “skillful player” who did not pay for getting ultra-powerful weapons. 

He thought that “true” skillful players were those who made efforts for promoting 

to higher level, so that he was one of the very few true skillful players in his 

school. Skillful players were adorable not only because of their technique, but 

because they could, and some of them actually did, team-up with beginners and 

assist them to pass through missions of beginning and intermediate levels, so that 

they could enjoy the excitement of playing higher levels together as soon as 

possible. Where there was payment, there was socio-economic difference. 

Deriving from the payment system for privileges and advantages was a subjective 

class structure dividing different groups of players. Frank and his friends 
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identified those who could pay as “rich” players (although in reality players were 

only required to pay some 50 HK dollars for getting such advantages). However, 

Frank and his peers turned this system of privilege on its head. Unlike privileged 

people in the social class system of wider society who would have higher social 

and symbolic status, “rich” players were not welcomed to join Frank’s team (and 

as he noted, many other teams) unless they were willing to share some 

ultra-powerful weapons to the team. The reason of this was simple—Frank noted 

that “rich” players were unpopular because they would abuse their authority to 

kick out people in the middle of a game. A promise of sharing weapons, then, 

acted as a sign of kindness and friendliness which could help Frank and his peers 

to secure their team from being destructed by “rich” players. 

After finishing all my interviews, I soon discovered that shooting games of this 

type, and some other online cooperative games (which are masculine and which 

involve fights and violence) were popular not only in Frank’s school, but also 

among circles of all my male informants. It is therefore reasonable to distill from 

these shared gaming experiences some important characteristics of boundary in 

the field of friendship among male students in secondary school context. If one 

would like to summarize Frank’s case to describe such characteristics of boundary 

in peer relationship, the best phrase, I think, is the willingness to establish and 
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sustain collectivity. Many details of the aforementioned case can show that 

collectivity was deemed the most significant factor for drawing boundary (and 

hence circles) among male peers. The shooting game requires cooperation from 

the first place. A true skillful player is adorable partly because he benefits the 

collective. But not all social meanings represented in the game was chosen and 

adopted in the field of friendship. The “socio-economic” hierarchy introduced by 

the payment system was rejected by Frank and his circle in favor of sustaining 

collectivity. “Rich” players were unwelcomed because they had tendency to 

destroy the team. This was why Frank required “rich” players to benefit the team 

insofar as they would like to join. 

This concern of sustaining collectivity could also be found in other moments of 

peer interaction of my male informants’ school life. David told me an interesting 

case. During the time I was interviewing him, he was the president of student 

union in the secondary school where I recruited all other new arrival informants. 

When he was studying in Mainland, there was no such thing as student union in 

school. He only knew such kind of organization and such position as the elected 

president via some Japanese animations he watched in Mainland. Therefore, when 

he first attended a consultation assembly for the election of student union, he 

quickly decided to form a cabinet and run for the election next year in order to 
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gain this unprecedented but seemingly amazing experience. Although he 

eventually won the election and became the president, the preparation process was 

not entirely happy. As he said, one of the proposed vice president of his cabinet 

originally wanted to join just for being “cool.” Later, when the proposed vice 

president understood that running a student union requires huge amount of 

workload, he secretly asked secondary 5 and 6 students not to vote for this cabinet, 

so that this cabinet would fail and he would not need to take up those heavy 

responsibilities. Fortunately, David’s cabinet won, but vice president’s secret 

action which could probably destroy the cabinet was disclosed, and he soon 

resigned. David and other members of the cabinet thus hated the former vice 

president and excluded him from their circle. In other words, the former vice 

president was deemed totally unacceptable because he tried to destroy the 

collective for his own interests. 

The value of collectivity among children and youths has well been recognized 

in some previous researches. For instance, Pugh (2009, 2010) , as noted before, 

argued that children’s consumption behaviors were more about bridging 

connection and sustaining collectivity than about distinction and getting ahead. 

Yet, her explanation of this phenomenon was quite essentialist, since she argued 

that this was because children (essentially) have a unique social world which 
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would be different from that of adults full of competition. This explanation is 

unsatisfactory because it fails to see adults and groups concerning more about 

collective interests than self-interests. For example, Lamont (2000) observed that 

working class African American drew boundary by distinguishing who was 

generous or fraternal and who was not. Children and adults, then, do not 

necessarily have different or contrasting social worlds and world views. Instead, I 

would argue that it was because of (male) student’s consumption of particular 

type of product under the global structure of flexible accumulation that shaped 

their value judgment, and thus boundary, regarding what is a desirable peer 

relationship. Common consumption of cooperative games, and their interpretation 

and re-representation of meanings of these games, grounded students (mostly 

boys) active construction of peer boundaries with the criterion of sustaining 

collectivity. 
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6.5 Girls’ Boundary through Cultural Consumption: Sexual 

Aggressiveness 

While boy’s entertainment was mainly about playing electronic games, that of 

girls was commonly about watching dramas or movies or music videos of famous 

Korean (and sometimes local) stars. They either watch these through Internet 

(both legally and illegally) or through free broadcast television of the most 

popular broadcasting company in Hong Kong—TVB. Television programs, 

dramas, and new releases of music stars were the common topics of everyday peer 

communication among girl circles in school. For example, when I was asking 

Carmen about what did her friends do or talk during break or lunch, she 

immediately mentioned TVB dramas, Korean stars, their new music videos, and 

so on. Such talks, as Carmen recalled, were not flat, but hyper-energetic, 

enthusiastic, and fetishistic, which could instantly attract some more students to 

join in the conversation, and could further increase the energy, just like the 

process that Emile Durkheim (1976) called collective effervescence. Surely, not 

all female students, including my informants, are interested in watching or 

catching up with trendy TV dramas or movies or music videos. Carmen herself 

preferred reading traditional Chinese novels such as Dream of the Red Chamber. 

Kate usually plays online computer games instead of watching television at home. 
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However, insofar as daily peer communications were filled with talks about those 

media cultural products, the process of inclusion into (or exclusion from) friends 

circle, or in other words, the boundary work of my informants and their peers in 

the field of friendship would indispensably be affected by the consumption of 

these products. 

The boundary which my female informants and / or their peers adopted to 

discredit or exclude someone in their class or their cohort drew on certain 

characteristics of femininity deemed undesirable in modern heterosexual 

relationships. Kate, for example, told me that in her school (a girl school), 

students from different circles which were hostile to each other would accuse each 

other as Haau Po (姣婆). In Cantonese, the word Haau (姣) usually refers to slutty, 

over-sexualized, or flirty women, while the word Po (婆) can refer to old women 

or undesirable women, or a combination of both. The whole term Haau Po in 

Hong Kong context, which consists of double negative meanings, is usually used 

for degrading a woman by accusing her as slutty and flirty. Kate told me that 

students in her school would label a classmate as Haau Po if she was discovered 

that she was flirting with boys or having many male friends. Kate personally 

knew a classmate who was dating a boy of another school. This girl was seen as 

Haau Po because she was discovered that she was at the same time secretly and 
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frequently texting with another boy, who was actually a friend of the boy she was 

dating. In other words, female classmates who were seen as sexually aggressive 

and active in terms of establishing intimate and romantic relationships would be 

treated as undesirable in friend circles. 

But the gendered boundary in female circles did not just exclude peers with 

regard to certain constructions of femininity. It also excluded people when 

someone was accused of violating the norm of monogamy in modern heterosexual 

romantic relationship. Iris, a secondary 3 student just arrived for not more than 

two years, is an example here. When she was studying secondary 2, her classmate 

and friend Stacy was having a secret crush on a secondary 5 boy.5 Stacy wanted 

to write a letter to confess her crush, but she did not have courage to do so. She 

therefore asked Iris to also write a letter to another boy in secondary 5, so that she 

could have the courage. Iris did write a confession letter to a secondary 5 boy she 

did not actually like, without knowing that the boy indeed was having a girlfriend 

in his class. Iris just saw the letter as a playful joke aiming to encourage Stacy to 

confess her own crush. But once this boy received the letter and let his girlfriend 

know it was from Iris, his girlfriend bad-mouthed Iris in front of many other 

students from different cohorts, accusing Iris of seducing him. 

                                                      
5 Stacy was not my informant, and I never met her. I use this randomly chosen name here just for 

convenience to narrate this story. 
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Thereafter Iris became a “public enemy” of many girl circles in different 

cohorts, as she was seen as a sexually aggressive girl who could ruin other’s 

romantic relationship. She was almost completely excluded from girl circles not 

only in her class but also in her cohort. Girls would frequently dig at her by 

accusing her of seducing some other boys without evidence. Iris recalled an 

incident sometime after she became the “public enemy,” that once when she was 

attending a physical education lesson in the playground, a boy from another class 

was staring at those girls in the lesson while he was incidentally passing through 

the playground. Iris just casually asked the male teacher in charge of the lesson 

what the boy was doing in the playground. In response, the teacher hilariously 

asked Iris in front of other girls if she was interested in the boy. This incident soon 

became a hot topic among girls for a while, further reinforcing the accusation of 

Iris as sexually aggressive in flirting and seducing many different boys 

simultaneously. She could not even ask girls in her class for help. Instead, for 

instance, when she did not understand something during the English lesson, she 

could only ask some boys nearby to explain it to her. Iris explained her isolation 

in terms of cultural differences between Hong Kong girls and Mainland girls, as 

she said that girls in Mainland would not take those jokes seriously, though 

surprisingly she did not think that people isolated her because she was a new 
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arrival. In other words, she did not see her isolation as a kind of discrimination 

against “Mainlanders.” 

That girls’ daily peer communication concentrates on media cultural products 

such as television dramas and music videos while their boundary in the field of 

friendship draws upon patriarchal gender norm that woman should be sexually 

submissive and passive and should be loyal to monogamous heterosexual 

relationship, should not be seen as mere coincidence here. Scholars in recent years 

have been identifying the reproduction of Confucian patriarchal gender norms 

through media representations in Asian television programs circulating in Asian 

regions such as Hong Kong, Mainland China, Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, and 

Korea. Anthony Fung (2007), for instance, argued that Hong Kong audiences 

would prefer to watch Japanese soap opera rather than western TV dramas 

because Japanese soap opera, similar to Hong Kong dramas, often portrays 

heterosexual couples or families that on the one hand belong to middle class or 

professional class, and on the other hand obey patriarchal norm that male should 

be dominant, independent, and strong while female should be submissive, soft, 

and supporting the male behind the scenes. Later, when the “Korean Wave” took 

place, Lin and Tong (2008) found that female audiences in Hong Kong and 

Singapore turned themselves over to Korean dramas because women in these 
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dramas were represented as capable of successfully maintaining at the same time 

a professional career, a more glamorous and cosmopolitan middle class life-style, 

and a romantic relationship in which woman do not only respect and serve her 

lover or husband, but also her in-laws. It is only under this context that we can 

understand why girls in my informants’ schools would draw boundary in the field 

of friendship upon patriarchal gender norms that see sexually active or aggressive 

students as undesirable. 

 

6.6 Moments of Uneasiness: Tiny Disadvantage in Consumption 

Talks 

At first glance, analysis of the last two sections regarding cultural consumption 

and its corresponding boundary in the field of friendship seems to indicate that in 

this respect the experiences of new arrival’s second / 1.5 generation did not differ 

much from that of the so-called local students in secondary school. Indeed, when 

Warikoo (2011) was examining peer culture in schools in the U.S. under the 

influence of global cultural consumption, her aim was to emphasize the similarity 

rather than difference between immigrant’s second / 1.5 generation and native 

white and black Americans in terms of their aspiration of doing well in the 

academia and their wishes of maintaining prestige and status among peers. She 
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did so, however, for the purpose of arguing against segmented assimilation theory 

which attributed second generation’s downward assimilation in part to their 

exposure to the supposedly anti-social black culture. Nevertheless, the purpose of 

analyzing the influence of global consumption on peer culture in this study is in 

part to explore the advantages or disadvantages or the combination of both that 

new arrivals’ second / 1.5 generation acquire under specific structural conditions 

throughout the process of assimilation into the field of friendship in school. In this 

vein, we should also examine the differences between experiences of my 

informants and that of their (local) classmates in this process, even when such 

differences are meticulous and small. 

A closer look at the comparison of male peer culture and female peer culture 

indicated by my informants’ cases can show that the smoothness of assimilation 

into the field of friendship through cultural consumption depends on how popular 

a particular cultural product is simultaneously in Hong Kong and Mainland China, 

and hence on the embodied cultural capitals (i.e. knowledge and skills) students 

possess regarding that product. If a cultural product is well circulated in both 

markets, students tend to have no difficulty initiating and participating in 

conversation about such product. This is especially true for my male informants, 

regardless of the fact that they are locally born second generation or newly arrived 
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1.5 generation. This is perhaps because male students in Hong Kong and 

Mainland China commonly play similar kinds of free electronic games or games 

that can be “freely” (and often illegally) downloaded from Mainland websites as 

the license of these games were usually cracked by Mainland hackers or netizens. 

Indeed, as shown in the above example, it was a “Mainland student” who 

introduced to Frank the popular smartphone shooting game that was first released 

in Mainland China. 

By contrast, there were moments that my female new arrival informants in 

particular faced difficulty engaging in daily peer communication because they did 

not have much to talk in conversations about certain types of cultural products, 

although this did not seriously ruin their friendship. Esther, for instance, would 

sometimes feel isolated when her friends were talking about Korean or local 

dramas because she indeed watched very little of them prior to and after migration, 

and thus she could not fully engage in such talks, although sometimes Esther’s 

friends would notice her silence and re-invite her to participate in the conversation 

by changing the topic. Carmen also noted that she would sometimes feel 

frustrated when classmates were energetically talking about Korean stars or music 

videos. This is not surprising. Although since the early 2000s more television 

programs and dramas produced from other Asian regions such as Hong Kong and 
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Korea have been broadcasting in Mainland China, the Chinese government still 

imposes relatively tight ideological and political control on media and 

broadcasting materials. (Leung, 2008) Indeed, nearly all of my informants told me 

that although they could watch, for examples, TVB programs in Mainland, there 

were many occasions in which shows, advertisements, and news reports would 

temporarily be suspended due to the ideological control. The government or 

television broadcasting company would instead broadcast word-only notices 

regarding public hygiene or regulation of citizens’ conduct during the suspension. 

In other words, since my new arrival informants did not have full access to 

television programs in Mainland, they would have the possibility of not acquiring 

enough cultural capitals to engage in related talks in peer circles in Hong Kong. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This study has explored assimilation of Mainland new arrival’s second / 1.5 

generation in Hong Kong secondary school. It aims to enrich existing local 

sociological literatures regarding Mainland new arrivals by focusing on the 

everyday schooling experiences of their second / 1.5 generation children. It 

adopted a theoretical framework combining dynamic and multifaceted 

assimilation theories from the U.S., Lamont’s concept of boundary, and 

Bourdieu’s concepts of field and capitals. It consequently conceptualized 

assimilation as a multidimensional process through which migrants and their 

subsequent generations use different available strategies and capitals to deal with 

boundaries in various social fields / sub-fields in order to be recognized members 

of the host society. Drawing data from 11 in-depth individual interviews, I 

analyzed the existence and relevance of different boundaries in their secondary 

school lives. I explained how social structures of various levels shaped boundaries 

and their corresponding strategies, and what types of capitals were deemed 

important for boundary works of different fields. 
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Similar to some existing assimilation studies in the U.S. drawing on the concept 

of boundary and field, I found that the academic field and the field of friendship 

were the two most important fields operating in my informants’ school lives. 

Subsequently, in chapter 4, I argued that, although the Mainland-Hong Kong 

conflict and ethnic discrimination against whatever types of “Mainlanders” have 

been vigorous in wider Hong Kong society (including universities), and although 

my informants clearly understood the boundary separating “Hong Konger” and 

“Mainlander,” ethnic boundary was not relevant for students’ everyday 

interactions and establishment of peer relationships in secondary school context. 

This was due to the depoliticized school environment and a trans-border 

subjective social geography commonly shared by my informants and their peers. 

In chapter 5, my cases show that the highly elitist school allocation system in 

Hong Kong placed my new arrival informants and “second generation” 

informants into different situations in the academic field, so that the general 

disadvantages (such as studying in lower banding school and having lower 

English ability) new arrival informants had for promoting to college ironically 

gave them contextual advantages to cross the boundary of being an academically 

“proper” student in school. “Second generation” informants, including those 1.5 

generation students settled during their early childhood, did not have such 
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contextual advantages (such as better training of some subjects obtained from 

Mainland schools) because they have been receiving education nearly entirely in 

Hong Kong but not in Mainland. But due to the same reason, “second generation” 

informants had more chance than new arrival students to study in upper banding 

school, and hence more chance to get into university 

In chapter 6, I showed that my “second generation” informants and their peers 

studying in upper banding schools adopted the elitist boundary from the academic 

field and applied it in the field of friendship to perceive and categorize their peers. 

My newly arrived informants studying in “band-3” schools, however, reversed 

such boundary in the field of friendship to downplay their relatively better 

academic performance so that they would not be excluded by their peers whose 

academic performance were generally low. Moreover, my cases show that second 

/ 1.5 generation and their peers alike drew and negotiate boundaries in the field of 

friendship through everyday talks and common consumption of cultural products 

such as electronic games and television programs. Boys playing collective 

shooting games drew boundary of collectivity to evaluate who was or was not a 

proper friend. Girls consuming romantic television dramas and other media 

products from Asian countries created boundary to form friend circles and 

exclude others by using patriarchal norms of romantic love, sexuality, and 
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femininity. However, girls’ cases also indicate moments in which new arrival 

students felt uneasy when peers were talking about local or Korean dramas, since 

new arrival students might not have equal access to these media products when 

they were in Mainland. 

Although the present study is after all an exploratory one, it should be fair 

enough to argue that there are two important ways that the findings of this study 

contribute to existing literature of Mainland new arrivals. Firstly, my findings 

open up a possibility, which has been neglected by existing local sociological as 

well as psychological studies, that children of Mainland new arrivals can have 

what Kasinitz et al. (2008) called the “second generation advantage” for 

negotiating boundaries and thus changing rather than simply learning or following 

the so-called mainstream Hong Kong culture in their everyday life. One should 

not, however, think that all children of Mainland new arrivals must essentially 

have such “advantage.” As my previous analysis shows, the advantages they have 

for negotiating boundaries are specific to particular social domain or context, such 

as school environment and certain fields, and are granted by larger social 

structures or structural factors specific to particular historical period and 

geographical region, such as school allocation system and global cultural 

consumption. Consequently, and secondly, the multidimensional and dynamic 
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approach of assimilation allows us to understand the experiences of migrants or 

their children in relation to the specific social domain important to their daily 

lives, the fields they are participating in, the boundaries they need to deal with, 

and thus the specific advantages, disadvantages, and strategies they have to live in 

the host society. 

This approach can help to understand why the experiences of my informants 

were so different from that of the first generation mothers documented in existing 

sociological literature. As noted in Chapter 3, sociological studies regarding 

female new arrivals have documented how they were deprived of full citizenship 

(i.e. possession of equal social, economic, and political rights) in the sense that 

they could only work in underpaid or low-skilled jobs, or that they could not 

receive social welfare during economic hardship. It was often argued that in a 

neo-liberal city like Hong Kong, the economy of which has been knowledge and 

financial oriented since the 90s, lower class migrants (e.g. female new arrivals in 

this case) would not be granted full citizenship because they were not seen as 

desirable citizens and labor forces (i.e. middle class professionals or upper class 

entrepreneurs) for the economy of such global city. 
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One then can see that economic field was deemed more influential and 

significant to the lives of migrant mothers. This is not surprising, given that in a 

capitalist society adults are expected to spend most of their time in workplace or 

business. What is important, however, is the fact that in a neo-liberal city such as 

Hong Kong, the boundary of a desirable citizen in economic field, which is 

defined by upper-middle class status and its corresponding ideologies (including 

self-reliance, entrepreneurship, and so on), has been so strongly pre-established 

and widely diffused that even local lower class people are faithful in it. This can 

well be shown in the fact that local poor people often stereotype 

welfare-recipients as lazy, dishonest, and government-reliant. (Chung, 2010) This 

boundary, at least until now, has hardly been contested, altered, and re-defined. In 

order to cross the boundary of a desirable citizen in the economic field, a 

combination of economic capital, institutional cultural capital (i.e. professional 

qualification), and embodied cultural capital (e.g. personal quality of 

hard-working) is needed. However, new arrival mothers often do not have 

sufficient capitals of these kinds since many of them did not receive higher 

education (or even if they did, their qualification would not be recognized in 

Hong Kong), could only participate in low-paid service jobs, and were often 

forced to apply for social welfare due to the dilemma between work and childcare. 
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In this sense, they were seriously excluded because they did not have sufficient 

capitals to cross a strongly established boundary in a field which was highly 

important to them. The experiences of my second / 1.5 generation informants 

stood in stark contrast to that of new arrival mothers not because findings about 

either of them are wrong or not representative, but because they spent most of 

their time staying in different social domains (workplace and school respectively) 

with different social fields important to them. The secondary school context of 

this study, as we have seen, allows students to create and negotiate their own 

boundaries especially in the field of friendship because of many contextual factors, 

such as the absence of direct control and influence from the school and teachers 

regarding formation of friend circles, and the flexible and highly disposable 

cultural consumption that enabled students to adopt and modify social meanings 

in cultural products to draw their own boundaries. 

Despite the possibility that children of Mainland new arrivals can negotiate 

boundaries and change culture in their everyday life, one precaution about the 

political nature of this study should be made here. One should not confuse the 

main arguments of this thesis with the now popular “localist” belief that 

“Mainlanders” or “Mainland new arrivals” can destroy or wash away the 

“well-established Hong Kong culture.” As shown, for example, in the famous 
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music video made by local netizens labeling “Mainlanders” as “locusts,” such 

belief was developed upon a rather essentialist and uncritical assumption that 

there has been a set of well-established, successfully maintained, and 

unchangeable mainstream Hong Kong culture, values, and identity ever since 

Hong Kong was colonized by Britain. However, the argument of this study, that 

children of Mainland new arrivals can negotiate boundaries and change 

mainstream culture, draws upon contemporary assimilation studies from the U.S. 

which critically and fundamentally denied the existence of a static, unchangeable, 

and universally legitimate “mainstream.” Indeed, one can obviously see that, 

corresponding to the essentialist assumption, localist believers often use such 

ideas as “invasion,” “replacement,” and “destruction,” instead of “change” or 

“negotiation,” to signify their imagination of how “Mainlanders” or Mainland 

new arrivals affect the so-called Hong Kong culture. However, the history of 

Chinese immigrants presented in chapter 2 should be enough to reject such 

uncritical and unempirical belief, in the sense that, for instance, the immigration 

policy and the Hong Kong identity corresponding to its development have always 

been socially re-constructed and negotiated because of specific historical and 

political reasons. Therefore, this thesis strongly and firmly rejects any attempts to 

apply findings of this study to support uncritical and essentialist localist claims. 
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  Apart from the aforementioned two contributions to local studies of Mainland 

new immigrants, this study also tried to challenge the common understanding of 

“assimilation” by using the concepts of boundary work, field, and capitals. It 

seems very common that people from the academia as well as the public would 

understand “assimilation” as a migrant group totally washing off all their original 

characteristics and learning a completely different set of culture in the host society, 

or in other words, “purifying their sins.” We may therefore expect an assimilation 

study to emphasize what is so significantly different before and after their 

migration, or perhaps what is so “sinful” before and how “clean” they are after 

migration. It is also in this sense that many parts of this study, like the part of 

consumer culture and gender boundaries, would give people an odd or weird 

sense because the stories presented in those parts did not actually show something 

really ethnically or culturally different before and after migration. 

  But such assumption or understanding of “assimilation” is not quite applicable 

to nowadays context and in particular the context of this study. After all, we are 

not talking about Mexicans migrating to the U.S. or Japanese migrating to Canada. 

We are talking about people (mostly) from Guangdong migrating to Hong Kong, 

and especially about their second / 1.5 generation. It is not so adequate to expect 

study of this kind to exaggerate the before-and-after differences because many 
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urban and sub-urban area in China or in Guangdong are modernized enough even 

though they may not be as global as Hong Kong, and because Hong Kong was 

historically part of Guangdong and had great influence from it. It is therefore not 

surprising that even new arrival students in this study may share much similarity 

with local students in terms of everyday culture and practices. Even in the U.S., 

scholars of contemporary assimilation studies noted similar phenomenon 

observing the school life of second generation. Kasinitz et al. (2008) and Warikoo 

(2011) actually found that in terms of everyday culture, such as language, 

consumption, and youth culture, second generations are much similar to natives 

than what we can expect. This was why they claimed in their writings that their 

researches turned out to be not just a study of migrant groups, but youth in general 

in New York City. And it was also the context in which they argued for second 

generation advantage, when comparing second generation to their first generation 

parent. Assimilation, after all, is a process that migrant groups including their 

children become members of the host society. Second generation practicing 

similar consumer and youth culture is therefore part of the picture of how they 

become a member of the host society, even if they don’t feel anything 

significantly different between Mainland and HK in terms of such cultural 

practices.  
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  The concepts of boundary work, field, and capitals played important role in 

challenging the understanding of assimilation that exaggerates before-and-after 

differences. Lamont’s boundary work, as a conceptual tool, allows us to observe 

empirically the symbolic, conceptual, and actual boundaries groups employ in 

their everyday interactions without presuming existence of any significant 

differences between two or more groups. With the help of Bourdieu’s concepts of 

field and capitals, studying everyday boundaries allows us to scrutinize what 

actually separate people in different social domains, places, and times, and after 

all, in a fundamental sense, to know what “groups” actually exist in migrant’s or 

their children’s everyday life. Applying such concepts, therefore, urges us to ask 

the fundamental question of whether the status or identity of “migrant” or 

“migrant children” actually makes a difference in a particular social domain and 

context before asking the question of how the status makes a difference. 

  If “difference” is just one side of the coin, then in the same vein this also means 

that we are urged to ask what is common among different groups. For so long in 

social sciences, and in particular studies of migrant, race, and ethnicity, scholars 

have been paying so much attention on differences between groups. This is for 

sure reasonable, as looking at differences is an important way to analyze what 

kinds of inequality exist and how they work. But if we sincerely want to achieve 
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an equal, just, and multi-cultural society wherein people of different groups can 

life together and work hand-in-hand with each other, finding some commonality 

or common ground that people of different groups can build upon is as important 

as pointing out inequality, injustice, and difference. Certainly, this exploratory 

study is far from enough and qualified to indicate such commonality. But it at 

least has shown some directions in doing so, as I believe.           
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Appendix 1: Background Information of Informants 

 

Name Benson Sabrina Frank Kate Peter Alan Thomas Carmen David Esther Iris 

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Male Male Female Male Female Female 

Age 14 14 12 14 18 17 17 18 19 18 16 

Place of 

Birth 

Guangdong 

Foshan 

HK HK Guangdong 

Zhaoqing 

Guangzhou Shenzhen Guangdong 

Zhongshan 

Guangdong 

Taishan 

Henan Guangdong 

Shanwei 

Guangdong 

Shanwei 

Years of 

Settlement 

in HK 

11 N.A. N.A. 11 3 4 2 4 1 2 1.5 

School 

Banding 

3 2 2 1 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

School 

Year 

S. 2 S. 2 S. 1 S. 3 S. 5 S. 5 S. 5 S. 5 S. 5 S. 5 S. 3 

Type of 

Housing in 

HK 

Public 

Housing 

Public 

Housing 

Public 

Housing 

Public 

Housing 

Purchased 

Tenement 

Sub-Divided 

Housing 

Public 

Housing 

Sub-Divided 

Housing 

Sub-Divided 

Housing 

Public 

Housing 

Rented 

Tenement 
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