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From “falling leaves return to their roots” to “taking root locally”: Spatial survival dilemma and social

capital paradox of youth groups under the urban-rural dual structure
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[ Abstract] The cultural consensus of “falling leaves return to their roots” in traditional rural society is
gradually evolving into the realistic choice of “taking root locally” amid China’s urbanization process. Behind this
conceptual shift lies not a mere cultural transformation, but a profound structural contradiction: fourth- and fifth-tier
cities and county-level societies have formed high-density relationship barriers based on acquaintance networks,
exposing returnees without local social capital to implicit exclusion in survival and entrepreneurship. In contrast, big
cities provide individuals with a competitive living space centered on capability through marketization and mobility,
yet they also create the dilemma of “difficult rooting” through high costs and stringent structural screening thresholds.
The resulting predicament—*"“no way back to hometown, no foothold in big cities”—has emerged as the core paradox
of spatial survival for contemporary youth. Adopting social capital theory and a spatial stratification perspective, this
paper analyzes the resource allocation logic in urban and rural fields, reveals the institutional and social roots of the
dilemma, and explores potential breakthrough paths.

[ Keywords] Population mobility; Home-returning entrepreneurship; Social capital; Spatial stratification;
Urbanization; Acquaintance society
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