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From Rural to Urban—Rural China: Historical Transformation of
Rural Social Assistance in the Context of Social Changes and the

Evolving Urban—Rural Pattern
Gang Shuge
(Institute of Comprehensive Governance, Beijing Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100101, China)

Abstract: Rural social assistance is a major institutional arrangement for safeguarding the livelihoods
of the rural population. Since the founding of the People's Republic of China, rural society and urban—
rural relations have undergone significant transitions, reflecting the historical evolution from "rural
China" to "urban—rural China". From the perspective of social change and the transformation of the
urban—rural pattern, and focusing on two core components of social assistance — the Minimum Living
Standard Guarantee (dibao) and the Five Guarantees (wubao) scheme — this paper analyses the
development trajectory and practical features of rural social assistance in China since 1949. It argues
that, given China's specific national context characterised by dual imbalances across regions and
between urban and rural development, decades of gradual reform and institutional innovation have
cumulatively built a modern rural social assistance system. Under conditions of uneven development,
the evolution of rural social assistance displays features of gradualism, responsiveness, innovation,
adaptability and rule-of-law orientation. However, the current development of rural social assistance
remains imbalanced; the urban—rural gap persists. Continuous policy refinement and innovations in
practice are needed to advance integrated urban—rural development.

Keywords: urban—rural pattern; rural social assistance; dibao; social changes
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