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“Suburban Society” and Three-level Analysis of Urban-Rural Relations in China
TIAN Meng

Abstract: The relationship between urban and rural areas is an important topic in the study of China’s
social form in the transitional period. Inspired by the theory of urban-rural dual structure in western
theoretical circles, combined with China’s national conditions and the reality of urban-rural development,
domestic academic circles continue to make localization efforts for the experience tracking and theoretical
construction of China’s urban-rural relations. This paper first analyzes the theoretical origin of the research
on urban-rural dual structure and its limitations in explaining the urban-rural relationship and its changes
since China’s reform and opening up, then combs the process of domestic academic circles trying to surpass
the urban-rural dual structure theory by building a “third yuan” in different periods, and finally puts forward
the view of taking suburban society as the “intermediate unit” of urban-rural relationship in the new period,
which enriches the existing urban-rural relationship theory. It is found that from the reform and opening up
to the eve of the new century, the “third element” between urban and rural areas is mainly “small towns”
embedded in local society; At the beginning of the new century, the “third element” between urban and rural
areas has become “migrant workers” and their “villages in the city”. In the new era, with the upgrading of
China’s industrial structure and the promotion of urban construction, the rise of suburban economy promotes
the formation of suburban society. Migrant workers and their industries gradually accumulate from the urban
core area to the suburbs, so that the suburban society has become an important link in the current urban-
rural relationship in China. Although as a concrete suburb is always being destroyed and changed, but due
to the relatively long transition period, the suburb as an image is in a relatively stable state and has a unique
attribute that is different from both the city and the countryside. Therefore, this paper proposes to regard the
suburban society as a relatively independent economic and social entity as the “third element” in the urban-
rural structure in the new era. Suburban society is a new change in the form of urban-rural relations in
China, which has guiding significance for the government to formulate and implement relevant policies.
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