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Abstract

Based on 12 months of field work and participant observation in Shenyang in 2006 and 2007
 this paper investigates the role of the new middle classes in the making of post-industrial Shenyang and in the redefinition of its moral geography.
It suggests two empirical questions. One is structural, about the relationship between the individuals’ position in the system (type of employment, family background, relationship to the state and residence) and their ability to gain access to quality housing during the first two decades of the housing reform. We argue that the ability of certain households to profit from state policies and get ahead in the housing market is largely dependent on their position within the system, although the structure of incentives is changing rapidly to the disadvantage of the younger generation. Housing remains, in our observation, an important element of the state’s funding of the new rich and a determinant of the different paths to wealth experienced by different (entrepreneurial, professional and public servants) groups within the new rich.
The second question concerns the role played by the new wealthy in changing the city, especially by providing an alternative source of value-making and by embodying the aspiration to a competitive, clean, modern and efficient city that is replacing Shenyang’s traditional image of a dirty and conflict-ridden industrial site. While industrial production moves to new anonimous peri-urban areas crowded by a transient population, traditional city districts are reconfiguring themselves and competing with one another for a slice of the commercial, service and residential economy. The different levels of the government play a major role in promoting this transition, one where there is a clear role for the wealthier groups. 
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