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Reconceptualizing Urban-Rural Relations for Integrated Development:

A Socio-Spatial Approach to Theory and Practice

Liang Dong Lin Juren
(School of Philosophy and Social Development, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, P. R. China)

Abstract: With the acceleration of modernization, cities have gradually become the main driving
force of China’ s development. A lot of research has been produced on China’ s urban-rural
development and urban-rural relations. However, these findings fail to effectively explain the deep
contradictions that still exist between urban and rural development in China. For example, the
current characteristics of “semi-urbanization” in China remain prominent. Semi—urbanization is a
typical manifestation of the lag of social urbanization behind material urbanization. How to achieve
genuinely balanced urban-rural development, and how to advance theoretical innovation in the study

of urban-rural relations, have become important issues under the new circumstances. Because urban-
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rural integrated development has become an inevitable requirement of Chinese-style modernization,
and a socio-spatial perspective can provide a new understanding of China’ s urban-rural relations.
Since the 1970s, there has been a “spatial turn” in social science research. Currently, with the
acceleration of globalization and informatization, urban-rural relations are increasingly less tied to
fixed “places”. Academia has increasingly focused on finding the roots of urban-rural inequality from
a socio-spatial perspective, attempting to establish an analytical framework of urban-rural space to
discuss the above issues. This paper is an attempt in this sense. Its perspective differs from
traditional regional research perspectives and also differs significantly from institutional and policy
analysis. The spatial perspective can help understand both the geographical separation and disparities
between urban and rural areas and the coexistence of conflict and integration at the socio-spatial
level. Its essence lies in emphasizing the spatial construction of urban-rural social relations and their
mutual interaction, thereby endowing space with social meaning. The form and internal
contradictions of China’ s urban-rural relations are embodied in the “capital-power-expert” logical
chain of urban space production. This mechanism has produced an unbalanced socio-spatial
relationship between urban and rural areas, spatial segregation, and the phenomenon of semi-
urbanization. These socio-spatial contradictions between urban and rural areas are specifically
manifested in multiple dimensions, including social, economic, social welfare, and symbolic
systems. To achieve urban-rural integration, it is necessary to cross spatial segregation and carry out
spatial governance over the flow of spatial elements, population distribution, and industrial layout.
In recent years, China’ s development strategy has demonstrated a tendency to pursue spatial
breakthroughs, placing greater emphasis on the connection between rural and urban areas and
introducing a new-type urbanization strategy focusing on county-level spaces. In the future, China
needs to make sustained efforts in the following aspects to realize urban-rural integration. First,
China needs to establish an awareness of spatial equality between urban and rural areas, with special
attention to the integration of urban and rural social spaces and regard rural space as an equal subject
to urban space. China must take people-centeredness as the core guiding principle of urban-rural
integration and rebuild the spatial justice between urban and rural areas. Second, China must build a
balanced urban-rural spatial structure, give full play to the role of small towns and county seats, and
move beyond an urbanization strategy that relies excessively on large cities. Third, in the process of
continuous daily connections, the urban lifestyle in China is accelerating its spread to rural areas,
meaning that the social space of the city is also expanding into the countryside. With the
advancement of rural construction, the space of China’s rural society has also become more open to
the city. Therefore, China needs to respect the spatial differences between urban and rural areas,
promote the deep integration of urban and rural lifestyles and cultural models, and achieve genuine
urban-rural integration at the dimension of everyday living space. Finally, this paper underscores the
need to attend more closely to the agency and subjectivity of actors in urban-rural interactions.

Keywords: Social space; Urban-rural relationship; Urban-rural integration; Spatial sociology
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