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Abstract

:

Many disaster studies in the social sciences have so far pointed out that contemporary urbanization catalyzes the transformation of actual and potential risks into disasters. Compared with the greater attention paid to the losses of disasters, there is inadequate recognition of the roles of deep-seated social factors in addressing environmental changes and risks. In addition, very few discussions about social vulnerabilities have paid attention to China, even though they focus on developing countries. In the past four decades, China’s rapid urbanization, urban expansions, and large-scale rural-urban migration have led to increasing difficulties in urban management, generating a large number of marginalized populations and spaces that are often called urban villages. The current marginalization problems are connected with economic poverty, sustained exclusion, and social inequality under state-managed urbanization. This study aims to provide a valuable discussion on the relationship between rapid urbanization and urban marginalization to identify the underlying causes of social vulnerability from the perspectives of institution, space, and urban governance, reviewing the experiences of China’s urbanization. This study concludes that urbanization-induced marginalization has adverse impacts on structural resistance to external pressures such as natural disasters.
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1. Introduction


In the era of the risk society, with its distinct characteristics from other periods in history, human beings must cope not only with traditional risks, including natural disasters, public health concerns, industrial accidents, and social security (Kong et al. 2017) but also with the new challenges of population growth and aging, resource shortages, environmental pollution, climate change, ecological destruction, and so on. According to Beck (1992), who differentiated between dangers and risks, dangers have been known since the early history of mankind, for example, as a potential threat to life in natural catastrophes, while risks originate in decisions taken by man (Matten 2004). The potential harm from risks is an unintended side effect in the production of benefits (Battistelli and Galantino 2019), and ever-evolving and increasing risks are inextricably linked to urbanization. Moreover, in the context of the rapid process of social development, the transition from risk to disaster frequently occurs quickly and with little warning.



As the urbanization process accelerates, the uncertainty of risks is increasing (Wolsko and Marino 2016; Zhou and Zhao 2013; Zheng and Qi 2011). Although urbanization and industrial growth are often viewed as economically beneficial, they have the potential to harm the environment (Hussein and Ahmed 2016). Subsequently, environmental harm poses significant risks to urban areas and their inhabitants, exacerbating their vulnerabilities (Seto and Satterthwaite 2010). For example, there is evidence that fast urbanization and increasing megacities have resulted in the creation of extremely vulnerable urban populations, notably through informal settlements and poor land management practices (Garschagen and Romero-Lankao 2015). In the coming decades, rapid urbanization will be one of the greatest challenges to ensuring human well-being and the viability of global ecosystems (Redman and Jones 2005), in particular in Asia and Africa. Human interactions with extreme events can determine whether some phenomena merely pose hazards or will lead to substantial losses (Turner et al. 1996). Despite the hazard scale being small and quite local, catastrophe consequences can have negative repercussions on vulnerable individuals and communities, resulting in certain unforeseen losses (Sorrensen 2003).



China’s urbanization has accelerated rapidly in the past 40 years via a complex socio-spatial process. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China in 2020 and China Floating Population Development Report in 2020, the most prominent manifestation is the agglomeration of the population in cities and the continuous expansion of urban space: Between 2004 and 2018, the built-up area in China increased from 30,400 km2 to 58,500 km2, which reflects the speed and scale of spatial expansion. And in 2019, for example, there were approximately 850 million permanent residents in the cities of China and the country’s population mobility reached 247 million in 2020). Based on the data from United Nations in 2018, it is predicted that more than 80% of the national population will live in urban areas by 2050. In the coming decades, this high coastal mobility among the population is expected to continue growing, while dramatic increases in population agglomeration and spatial expansion are forecasted in the central and western regions, which are currently underdeveloped.



To date, China’s development has encountered enormous challenges. Urbanization in the form of an increase in spatial scale has long been considered a sign of economic vitality (Yuan 2007), and the GDP-oriented political assessment system of its regional and local governments has promoted the expansion of built-up areas. Rural land and communities surrounding the cities are quickly incorporated into the urban system, creating a unique space in the form of the urban village, which experiences a constant influx of labor migrants. This has led to a redistribution of space, wealth, and risk. With low priority policy concentration, these areas display the recognizable characteristics of instability and sensitivity in terms of population, society, and space. Compared with the growing academic debate about rural and urban disaster risk reduction (e.g., Wang et al. 2008; Zhai et al. 2014; Chan et al. 2017), the effects of urbanization on the vulnerability of these areas have not yet received sufficient attention.



With the irreversible increase in urban population and the continuous growth of urban space, disaster risk reduction (DRR) has increasingly become a core issue of social development. The reduction of disaster risk can through systematic efforts to identify and reduce the causes of disasters (UNISDR 2009). China is currently one of the most disaster-plagued countries in the world. As a result of the late start in the creation of disaster study, there is a scarcity of study on the impact of underlying societal causes on disaster risks, the present emphasis is still placed on physical sciences and engineering. Marginalization has also become an increasingly important issue in social development for the past few years (see Bacud 2018; Pongponrat and Ishii 2017). The concept can provide a more thorough understanding of specific vulnerabilities (e.g., Collins 2008; Poucki and Bryan 2014; Mitrović 2015), which are determined by physical, social, economic, and environmental factors or processes.



Thus, what kinds of relationships are there between urbanization, marginalization, and social vulnerability? What causes are deeply rooted in the urbanized society? To answer these questions, this study theoretically explores the root causes of social vulnerability in urban China by reviewing a variety of extant studies—both from within and outside of China—and by emphasizing the interaction of the spatial, demographic, institutional, and social elements of the country’s urban system. The discussion is especially focused on the socio-spatial mechanisms of marginalization, aiming to help reduce vulnerability and strengthen the disaster prevention capabilities of urban society. The authors hope that China’s experiences provide valuable contributions to theorizing the urban society and disaster risks from the perspective of a non-Western, rapidly urbanizing country.



The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the most recent disaster research trends. Section 3 outlines the marginal places and populations in urban China and notes the importance of addressing marginalization. This is followed by discussions about the mechanisms of institutions, space, and governance in the process of rapid urbanization to underline the determinants of this marginalization. Section 5 highlights that solely the undergoing large-scale physical reconstruction of urban villages may erode sustainable development. Finally, the paper ends with the conclusions of the research and an account of the current outlook.




2. Overview the Recent Trend of Disaster Studies in China


From Figure 1, global research on disasters has seen a surge in the last 20 years. In China, an earthquake of magnitude 8 that occurred in Sichuan in 2008 with painful losses, followed by a series of deadly earthquake disasters, including the 2010 Yushu, 2013 Lushan, and 2014 Ludian earthquakes, opened the door to a leap forward in the development of China’s disaster research. Henceforth, research on disaster prevention as an important subject has been conducted tangibly. There has been a significant increase in disaster studies in the last decade, however, the growth trend has been still slower than expected (Figure 1).



Until now, most of the research on disasters in China is based on natural sciences. As shown in Figure 2, the top three fields of Chinese disaster research are Geosciences Multidisciplinary, Environmental Sciences, and Water Resources, while there are only 125 papers published in economics, accounting for 2.3% of the total number of disaster research and only 123 papers in interdisciplinary Social Sciences, accounting for only 2.3% of the total number of disaster research.



Initially, disaster researchers and policymakers all over the world agreed that disaster risk management might be achieved through disaster engineering because of their availability to depict the scope and extent of disasters and evaluate the risk and susceptibility of buildings based on destructive capacities. Despite the fact that this research has given a better understanding of the physical mechanisms of natural hazards and engineering measurements of disaster prevention, however, natural scientists are often baffled as to why disaster losses continue to rise and why some places are disproportionately hit by disasters. Later studies discovered that disasters were caused not only by external risk pressures but also by particular social dynamics, and then “social vulnerability” be involved in disaster studies.



Since the 1980s, Western academic circles have been conducting extensive studies on social vulnerability to disasters, turning to the perspective of social processes and risk distribution (Hewitt 1983) and are concerned more with the structural factors of human society that are affected by disasters, emphasizing that vulnerability is a state that exists before disasters (Zhou 2012). In terms of qualitative research, sociologists and geographers (for example, Adger and Kelly 1999; Wisner et al. 2004; Bolin 2007; Alexander 2012; Aldrich 2019; Tierney 2019) have explained how social factors influence or shape the exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity of various societies and populations. For quantitative research, the research that has an important guiding role is Cutter et al. (2003), who, focusing on Georgetown County, used county-level socioeconomic and geographical data to divide the Social Vulnerability Index (SoVI) into multiple dimensions. Then, Vincent (2004) created an index assessing the relative vulnerability of social systems to climate-change-induced variations on a cross-national scale. Later, more researchers (for example, Rygel et al. 2006; Balica 2007; Flanagan et al. 2011; Armas and Gavris 2013) further assessed the social vulnerability of different regions and different groups. In the past 20 years, based on the findings of a significant number of qualitative and quantitative studies, the theoretical framework of social vulnerability has gradually improved (Pelling 2003; Adger 2006).



In China, however, disaster research has mostly focused on changes in precipitation patterns and temperature, models for disaster prediction and risk assessment, and disaster risk analysis in the context of climate change over the last 10 years (See Figure 2 and Figure 3). Although the number of vulnerability studies is increasing to a certain extent, physical vulnerability is still the main concern. Social vulnerability research, both theoretical and practical, has received little attention.



To summarize, disaster research has progressed steadily over the past 20 years internationally, but China’s key study topics remain concentrated in the natural sciences, and disaster research from the perspective of social sciences is severely weak. In fact, depending solely on physical science to predict natural disaster events and their consequences is extremely difficult, particularly in light of present climate change and rising extreme weather. There are a few studies on the social perspective, including, for example, Zhang et al. (2013) discussing the progress of community-based disaster management from the applied perspective, but before this, we argue that more emphasis in China should be paid to vulnerability studies from the standpoint of social sciences. Furthermore, vulnerability research needs to be tailored to the unique characteristics of particular places and fields (Khazai et al. 2014). Therefore, it is also necessary to deeply understand the specific socio-spatial contexts combined with the physical conditions before conducting assessments and proposing disaster prevention policies. This is also the original intention of this article.




3. Marginalization Created by Rapid Urbanization


Each society produces and maintains its own marginality (Dangschat 2009) and has its own respective places and populations of such marginality (Lefèbvre 1991). The concept of “marginality” remains a frequently discussed topic in geographical studies, encompassing a wide spectrum of phenomena from remote rural regions to disadvantaged urban populations (Bernt and Colini 2013). Marginalization includes key indicators that contribute to vulnerability, such as political, social, and economic powerlessness and disadvantage (Billson 2005); more concretely, it refers to sustained exclusion, social inequality, and economic poverty. Moreover, it can emerge in regions experiencing a process of growth, such as Asia and Africa, or those undergoing a shrinking process, as in European countries (e.g., Lang 2012; Bernt and Colini 2013). In fact, marginalization demonstrates great socio-spatial variety; therefore, it also represents uneven spatial development. Space provides a place for powers, interests, ideas, and other elements but also exacerbates the social differentiation and conflicts hidden behind urban expansion and population movement. The transformation and differentiation of space results in marginalization. The geographical notions of “marginalization” and “marginality” are very close to the meaning of “peripheralization” (see Danson and de Souza 2012); such peripheries can be situated within the geographical area of a city, a region, a country, or on their fringes (Kühn 2015).



The marginality of Chinese society has been somewhat created by its rapid urbanization. Unlike the market-oriented urbanization of Western countries, China’s urbanization was controlled by the state from 1949 to 1978. After 1978, the influence of state planning shrank, and a market process based on the state plan began to evolve, transforming China’s internal growth models and opportunities. Although this kind of “plan-plus-market system” has facilitated rapid social development, it has also become a driving mechanism for the creation of marginalized places and populations (Qi 2004). At the beginning of the country’s reform and opening up in the 1980s, the national government implemented preferential policies in the eastern coastal cities to encourage their prioritized development. This led to an imbalance in the growth of the eastern coastal and inland regions at the national level, mobilizing rural resources to support urban development, which created marginalized areas at the regional level. Marketization has widened the gap between the rich and the poor, leading to the emergence of vulnerable groups. This kind of socio-spatial heterogeneity, arising from policy disparity and reorganization, represents the essence of China’s marginalization process. It appears in every process of spatial expansion and social mobility, as well as in the construction of new social relations.



3.1. Marginal Places in Urban China


With the development of globalization, China has been transformed into the industrial factory of the world’s economy (Cassiers and Kesteloot 2012). Foreign direct investment has created employment opportunities that attract rural–urban migrants to the eastern coastal cities, which, in turn, stimulates the boom of urban economies. To provide ample space for urban development, the government relies heavily on the transformation of rural spaces to urban spaces, and this land-use strategy has brought considerable benefits to cities and stimulated rapid urban growth and urban sprawl. The spatial disparity induced by the flow of capital-controlled resources is manifested as a “center-periphery” phenomenon: The center region of a city continuously absorbs advantageous resources, such as population, intelligence, and wealth (Tang and Shen 2019), while many villages in geographically peripheral areas of mega-urban regions take in a large number of migrants and become spaces for cheap labor reproduction.



Saunders (2012) called these places where migrants enter the city “Arrival City,” while Chinese scholars have generally described them as “urban villages” or villages in cities. This kind of place is a combination of rural and urban systems and incorporates huge hidden veins of disaster risk, marked by high building density, undefined rights and obligations for management, environmental degradation, and inadequate provision of social infrastructure. The complex social and environmental realities brought about by the long-term urban–rural divide have meant that these areas are often ignored in the formation of the development agendas.



Urban villages in China are a country-wide phenomenon. They initially emerged in the mega-cities along the southeastern coast, such as Shanghai and Guangzhou. With the implementation of a new national strategy to develop Western China in the 2000s, a modernization program spanning from the coast to the interior areas has resulted in large-scale population movements and spatial restructurings in the hinterland (Song 2014). At present, urban villages are commonly found in almost all large and medium-sized cities in China.




3.2. Vulnerable Populations and Urban Deprivation


The emergence of vulnerable groups is a direct reflection of the negative consequences of rapid urbanization. The largest vulnerable group comprises low-skilled and low-paid rural–urban migrants who appeared in the era of China’s market economy and currently totals nearly 300 million. Over the past 40 years, this group has made substantial contributions to China’s economic growth; however, its cities cannot provide them with adequate economic, knowledge, or power resources. Additionally, many obstacles to their social rights and welfare are imposed by the dichotomous household registration system (Hukou), which allows them to live only in informal settlements in high-risk locations where they lack access to emergency services. As such, social and institutional factors shape migrants’ socio-economic instability while continuing to generate new urban poverty.



Contemporary urban poverty differs from traditional poverty in terms of economic considerations. It is closely connected to marginalization and entails far more than low income since, in market-based economies, a lack of income is significantly correlated with other causes of poverty and is a predictor of future deprivation issues (Wratten 1995). In the book Urban Outcasts, Wacquant (2008) proposed a definition of new urban poverty that encompassed the occupational dualization and resurgence of inequality (macro-social), the de-socialization of wage labor (economic), the retreat of the social state (political), and concentration and defamation (spatial). Adger (1999) held that access and entitlement to resources, which affects both baseline vulnerability and coping capacity with the impacts of extreme events, may become the key to understanding urban poverty. The poor do not have a voice in politics and are deprived of opportunities in economic activities, despised by other people, and vulnerable to external forces: The unavailability of resources undermines their capacity to withstand the impact of external pressure and eventually results in urban poverty. In short, in China’s urban society, migrants are on the margins of the economic, the social, and the institutional (Xu and Takahashi 2021), while the scale and depth of this urban marginality are underestimated by governments and society.




3.3. Socio-Spatial Heterogeneity: The Interaction between Space and Society


Much of the theorizing of space in human geography has largely accepted it as being relational, and geographic endeavors have moved from engagement with fixed or static space to more dynamic notions of space, such as socio-spatial relations. Space is thereby inextricably linked to society (Bachmann 2016). Marginalization in geographical study can be approached from the perspective of the socio-spatial redistribution of hazard risks. In the progress of urbanization, with its associated urban sprawl, the land-use patterns of rural areas are increasingly embedded in urban systems.



The original spatial structure is reconstructed, resulting in a new spatial form that produces an enduring effect on social differentiation and the uneven distribution of exposure to hazard risks. Thus, disadvantaged populations are pushed into a hazardous environment in urban areas, for example, living in unsafe buildings, on unstable slopes, or on low-lying land. Such geographical segregation is the projection of social structure onto space (Cassiers and Kesteloot 2012): It often overlaps and interacts with social, economic, and political factors to constrain individual or collective opportunities and capacities, which are related to vulnerable groups’ access to livelihood and ability to cope with, recover from, and prepare for external pressures.



Socio-spatial unevenness created by enduring rapid development increases susceptibility and diminishes the adaptive capacity of a society to cope with the impact of hazards. This unevenness can be measured with certain indicators of marginalization, such as poverty, ethnicity, exclusion, and inequity. From the community perspective, the Sendai framework for DRR 2015–2030 also aims to tackle the underlying drivers of disaster risk, including the consequences of poverty and inequality and the marginalization of certain groups, to reduce vulnerabilities and prevent risks (Stein and Walch 2017). Therefore, whether disaster studies focus on preparedness, mitigation, or management, it is important to explore the social vulnerability resulting from the marginalization phenomenon.





4. Driving Factors of Marginalization in Chinese Urban Society


4.1. Institutional Limitation and Inequality


In general, the common features of urbanization include the migration of a population from rural to urban areas and the conversion of land from agricultural to non-agricultural uses. Compared to Western countries, China’s experience of urbanization began later, via a state-led model. China’s unique dual land ownership and dual household registration systems are the key institutional arrangements for realizing its government-led urbanization. This duality relates to a widespread economic phenomenon in developing countries, in which the agricultural sector, based on traditional production methods, and the industrial sector, based on modern production methods, coexist with each other (Bian 2017). Urban villages are a result of the dual land ownership system and, in this sense, differ from the slum spaces created in a wide range of developing countries in the process of urbanization, regardless of the similarities in landscape.



China’s rural–urban migrants are restricted by the dual household registration system and are emerging as a disadvantaged societal group in terms of wage payment, health care, and education. Due to the urban–rural dichotomy, while urban villages and their inhabitants join the city spatially, in reality, they are excluded from the urban society, especially in terms of public service and management systems. Thus, the long-standing institutional inequality between urban and rural areas is the fundamental reason for the negative effects of urbanization in China.



In terms of its population structure, China is a traditional agricultural country, and its people have long depended on the land to survive. In the current transition period, the majority of the population still comprises farmers whose livelihoods rely on agriculture. The limitations of land systems have become the root cause for (re)producing social vulnerability and restricting the development of contemporary Chinese society. As far as land ownership is concerned, urban land has historically been owned by the state, and rural land has typically experienced a transition from private ownership to communal ownership: The Constitution of 1982 stipulates that the land in the city belongs to the state, while rural and suburban land is collectively owned. The property rights of urban land can circulate in the market, which controls its price. However, rural land cannot be used for purposes other than agriculture, and it cannot be purchased or sold without authorization. Even so, China’s government has increasingly decided to take its agricultural land out of productive use but has held a speculative investment or transferred it to other uses for the secondary industry and service sector. As the market values increase, the gains benefit local wealth or state interests (Pelling and Mustafa 2010). By constructing a dual system of land, the government transfers rural production factors to cities in the form of unequal exchange to provide sources or funds for industrialization and urbanization. This is generally argued to be a primitive accumulation of capital (Xu 2016); through such a primitive accumulation of capital, the rapid development of urbanization has been realized.



In the period before the reform and opening up, in particular from 1958 to 1978, the household registration system imposed strict limitations on population movement, which hindered the pace of urbanization in China. Gradually, from the 1980s onward, the income factor has become a pulling force encouraging the surplus labor in rural areas to move to urban areas. Owing to their low education and skill levels, such rural-origin laborers can usually only find jobs with low pay and poor conditions in the secondary labor market. Notably, in the eastern coastal areas of China where the migrant population is most intensively concentrated, surveys have demonstrated that the wages for low-level labor have not risen in the past 10 years due to the serious surplus of cheap labor under the market mechanism (Wen 2020). There are also few opportunities for upward mobility available to them.



The household registration system prevents many rural migrants from settling permanently in cities. Subject to the dual urban-rural system, the local government only provides some public services to city registration holders, and rural migrants are not given access to the state-provided social welfare to which urban residents are normally entitled. Moreover, a household’s hukou was/is inherited by the next generation; consequently, hukou status and, thereby, the educational attainment and eventually employment opportunities of the next generation of rural populations, are still restricted by birth. Thus, the hukou system has evolved from a formal institution that previously contained rural-urban migration to one that now controls spatial mobility indirectly (Afridi et al. 2015). For two reasons, we argue that it is unlikely that the social disparity created by the household registration system will be overcome in the short term. First, the land system and the household registration system are closely interrelated: In the course of China’s history, both have consistently played roles in restricting the flow of population and stabilizing the social order. Second, in the current regime, the household registration system is bundled with social welfare, such as employment, health care, education, and so on, and assumes the functions of welfare distribution and social security.




4.2. The Lack of Spatial Justice


Space constitutes the social and material conditions for the survival and development of the people who reside within it whilst also being an important means of urban development and the consolidation of national society. With the development of modernization, space is no longer simply regarded as a static container but has gradually become a tool of capitals, powers, and interests. Through space, the power class realizes capital accumulation, distributes labor, and organizes various flows (including those of population and resources). To overcome the lack of capitalist development momentum, capital converts space into commodity, and infinite capital accumulation necessitates the continual opening up of fresh room (Harvey 2001). This economically focused, benefit-oriented space occupancy thus becomes the driving force of class differentiation.



Based on Max Weber’s theory of “class and life chances”, geographers have further emphasized that space is not only an expression of social structure but also a major factor in its reconstruction (Ying 2017). On the one hand, as the market value of space rises, the domestic property class grows exponentially, widening the gap between the rich and the poor (Saunders 2012). Residents in impoverished areas, on the other hand, are unable to build effective social networks within the community or preserve their own quality of life, escape poverty, or participate in the power structure. In this manner, denying disadvantaged groups spatial rights reflects society’s structural function and hierarchical inequalities.



In urban spatial systems, living spaces tend to be basic units. Housing justice is the embodiment of civil rights in the allocation of space resources. In 1998, China initiated reforms of the housing system, converting dwellings from distributable capital to private properties, and gated communities gained overwhelming prevalence in the housing market (Wu et al. 2014). Although such gated and access-restricted communities have long been a presence in industrialized cities, they have emerged as a common form of urbanization in the cities of developing-countries and have created new forms of social exclusion (Seto et al. 2010).



Due to their limited ability to choose their housing, low- and middle-income migrants typically tend to concentrate in urban villages. In the Pearl River Delta, for example, large cities such as Shenzhen and Guangzhou have seen the development of hundreds of urban villages that provide affordable housing for millions of migrant workers (Ren 2013). In other developing countries and regions, there are also spaces similar to urban villages. In general, the inhabitants of these villages live either in self-built shanty areas on squatter ground or are accommodated in public property (Zhou 2014). In urban villages, housing is provided based on the relationship between the original villagers and the tenants (the bulk of the floating population). This kind of residential relationship means that migrants to cities move rapidly and find it difficult to become permanent residents there. This creates greater challenges for urban management, including disaster risk reduction.



In China, rapid urbanization has driven the appreciation of urban land, triggered by urban planning and the ongoing investment in infrastructure. The disproportionately high land price prevents the government from providing social welfare, including guaranteed housing, which continues to increase spatial differentiation and create a vicious circle of poverty. The trend of new urban poverty that is induced by unemployment, low wages, insecurity, and migration has gradually expanded from the Pearl River Delta that the fastest-growing region since the 1980s to the eastern coastal areas and large, inland cities. To a certain extent, the increased population mobility caused by spatial injustice will intensify the spread of risk across the country and could become a key issue threatening the sustainable development of Chinese cities in the future.




4.3. Uncertainty in Urban Governance: Changes from Danwei to Community


In the Chinese context, governance can be described as a mechanism that embodies the coordination and relationship between the state and society (Wu 2002) and is also widely advocated as one of the essential components in reducing disaster risk (Gall et al. 2014). Urban governance processes are critical for a wider understanding of regional and global environmental concerns in local urban decision making (Seto and Satterthwaite 2010), and how the occurrence and spread of disasters are reduced or prevented through urban governance directly affects the future of cities and societies.



It is worth mentioning that each community occupies a central position in state-society relations, playing an active role in the constitution and governance of society and providing a path ahead in the face of rising social fragmentation, life opportunities, and expectations (Raco and Flint 2001). The concept of “community” is no longer limited solely to the issue of the provision of services and welfare but extends to include culture, health, environment, education, and grassroots democracy. Compared with the Western notion of community, the community (shequ) in China holds a very specific, government-defined meaning and function (Ren 2013) and is renamed from the two lowest levels of urban governance: the Street Office (jiedaoban) and the Residents’ Committee (juweihui).



Before the development of community, from the establishment of the communist government to the 1990s, danwei (work-unit) radically transformed the socio-spatial landscape as the core constituent of urban China. The system very closely related a residence to a workplace which were virtually owned by the state in the cities and was a Chinese-specific socialist form in terms of power, subjectivity, and space (Bray 2005). Danwei served as a highly collectivized mode of production and consumption against a backdrop of resource scarcity, and its organization was manifested as the state’s overall control, upon which individuals were highly dependent (Liu and Chai 2012). We observed that the danwei system had profound significance for urban governance in the course of China’s history, while also detrimentally affecting contemporary urban development and risk management since some traditions are hard to shake off. During the danwei period, social life, economic production, and administrative management were highly unified; the state had enhanced its power in urban planning and community governance and established a State-Danwei-Individual vertical management system. After the disintegration of danwei, the new urban communities have been nominally self-governed, although, in fact, both their technology and financial support still come from the government. Top-down control is always adopted in the emergency management of urban communities; therefore, the community lacks initiative and room for spontaneity on major issues. This process can also be seen in instances of marginalization in which an individual or a group has lost some decision-making power (Déry et al. 2012).



Another important issue in urban governance is community participation and networks, which are vital components of the concept of governance (Dekker and van Kempen 2004). The process of creating a network is critical because it may foster community cohesiveness and mutual aid, therefore increasing community resilience (Djalante et al. 2011). As mentioned above, in the period of planned economy up until the early 1980s, China’s urban society was managed by danwei and characterized as homogeneous, featuring the low population mobility and tight social networks of the acquaintance society. Since the 1980s, the economic reforms and disintegration of danwei have generated an increase in social/spatial mobility and class differentiation, which has been reflected in the fragmentation of residential spaces and the differences in lifestyle between various social groups (Chai et al. 2013). The dissolution of the danwei system has caused the spatial separation of the city’s production and living activities, and neighbors have lost the bridging social capital that could help them to obtain information and resources. Consequently, the relationships of the acquaintance society have become a so-called “stranger community” with declining social trust and the loss of the sense of co-responsibility.



The specific institutional arrangement of China’s household registration system has remained an “invisible wall” between urban and rural areas. However, a large number of rural migrants have still flowed into the city, and the long-closed urban society cannot legally and institutionally guarantee their participation in the management of urban communities, resulting in their social marginalization. In recent years in China, it has become widely recognized that a local government and/or a community-based organization should have a broader vision of community participation in order to enhance urban resilience and the sustainability of communities; however, in reality, the government continues to ignore the need to review the long-standing issues of social inclusion and exclusion in specific urban-rural boundaries (Song 2014).



Since the Sendai Framework 2015, the importance of communities in disaster risk reduction has been well acknowledged. In the case of disasters, people at the community level are the first to be exposed to the impacts of hazardous events (Pandey and Okazaki 2005). Community-based disaster reduction efforts are most successful when they involve the direct participation of the people at risk in the planning, decision making, and operational activities at all levels of responsibility (Zubir and Amirrol 2011). However, in China, the lack of coordination between urban governance and economic growth stages leads to the insufficient endogenous strength of the urban community, a lack of capacity to respond to crises, and an increase in the risks and/or losses of disaster.





5. Can Rebuilding Urban Villages Promote the Sustainability of Urban Society?


Disaster risk is one of the biggest challenges for the sustainable development of contemporary urban China. Given that rapid urbanization has spawned a large number of marginalized and disadvantaged groups, the policies of DRR must take root causes of social vulnerability into account. Political factors define the responsibilities and rights that play a key role in shaping risky circumstances. However, for the government, there are conflicts of interest between economic surplus, environmental protection, resource exploitation, and social welfare (Walker 1989). Effective governance can enhance urban environmental sustainability, while ineffective governance could increase vulnerability. McGranahan et al. (2001) argued that in being confronted by a wealth of development issues and planning dilemmas, policymakers are in danger of not seeing the policy “wood” for the contextual “trees”. For a long time, urban villages have been considered to be the most hazardous space in cities; therefore, under the impetus of the government, Chinese cities have launched a huge transformation policy for urban villages over the past 20 years to solve their poor ecological conditions and backward infrastructure. This transformation is not intended to shape a stable and unique internal socio-ecological system of urban villages but rather for the expansion of new industrial and commercial land through demolition and rebuilding, such as the construction of executive real estate and the renewal of urban CBDs. The development of housing and other economic sectors has ignited the municipal and local governments’ enthusiasm due to their contribution to GDP growth, on which local officials are evaluated (Ong 2014).



By renting houses in urban villages, marginalized urban residents try to organize their livelihood activities (e.g., casual labor, street trading, crafts, etc.) in the big city neighborhoods (Wisner et al. 2004); indeed, they are not deemed to bear the expense of infrastructure. In the context of the increasing demand for urban resources and facilities, the long-term occupancy of urban villages in the city space has resulted in insufficient land for industrial development and housing construction. The rebuilding of urban villages may benefit the government, developers, and homeowners but not the flowing population. Even if extreme conflicts arise, they are likely to end up in negotiations for compensation between other stakeholders and the homeowners (Zhu 2014). To some extent, rebuilding can certainly reduce hazard exposure due to the new, reinforced buildings and infrastructure; however, reconstruction holds no value for the vulnerable floating population. Due to the governance of space dictated by the power and price determination in the market, the net result caused by such rebuilding is that the living space of marginal people is reduced, forcing their relocation and even pushing them into more hazardous environments (Xu and Takahashi 2021). If a dangerous place is the closest this population can get to economic opportunities with lower rents, marginal people will locate there almost regardless of the risk (Hardoy and Satterthwaite 1989). As such, vulnerable populations increasingly tend to be exposed to hazards and insecurity as a result of the rebuilding of urban villages.



Although the negative influences of urban villages are emphasized in urban planning, they have substantial, if not always positive, implications, such as providing affordable housing for migrants while also promoting the reproduction of cheap labor. If only demolition is adapted to achieve transformation, the result will exacerbate social problems, such as poverty and unemployment, thus undermining the capacity of disaster risk reduction. We argue, therefore, that it is more important for the Chinese government to enhance community resilience through efforts to involve socio-spatial marginalized people and to organize community-based disaster risk reduction than to devote itself to reconstruction projects.




6. Conclusions and Outlook


This study illustrates the marginalization phenomenon in urban China, combined with a focus on the unique institutional, spatial, and social dynamics of specific landscapes and populations. The marginalization processes that are triggered by urbanization influence the capacity of structural resistance to external pressures such as natural hazards and social insecurity. Social polarization, spatial exclusion, and the failure of community development, all of which are closely linked to the mechanism of institutions, space capital, and governance, are shaping the vulnerability of the current development of Chinese society.



First, the institutional arrangement is the most significant root cause of the creation and/or recreation of vulnerability and determines the distribution of resources, assets, and income. In constructing the basic structures of society, adapting to evolving conditions, and improving collective capacities, China’s institutional arrangement has essential implications; however, due to its hysteresis of transition, it often results in obstacles. To respond to the emerging risks associated with rising capital intensity and population movement, new institutions are needed.



Second, spatial inequality restricts accessibility to the stable living space of migrants and, subsequently, not only increases hazard exposure but also molds them as passive and incapable in the face of risks such as hydrometeorological hazards or epidemics. It is thus critical to promote the rationalization of housing prices and to build public housing in Chinese cities.



Additionally, the role of a community-based approach in urban governance and risk management has been grossly underestimated. The challenge for urban communities is the reconfiguration of responsibilities and the opening up of decision-making to greater participation. Further research is needed to understand how shequ prevents migrants from participating in network building since only the maximum involvement of marginalized people can move community participation from rhetoric to reality. As vaguely disreputable, marginalized places, urban villages are not merely an urban spatial phenomenon but also a social system that accommodates a large number of vulnerable groups. Their evolutionary process involves spatial, social, and political spheres. Currently, the local governments in Chinese urban areas are recklessly encouraging the clearance and reconstruction of urban villages without adequately perceiving how marginalization is created or recreated, which is a huge barrier to urban risk management.



The perspective that highlights the root causes of social vulnerability by focusing on the phenomenon of marginalization is relatively recent, and there has been little related debate to date in China. Incorporating an examination of multiple factors would be significant in helping to identify problems and find solutions for disaster risk reduction. It would also contribute to the recognition of the urban village as a special kind of community and an inevitable outcome of rapid urbanization, as well as providing a better understanding of the populations most at risk in this process. This topic is expected to enrich the awareness of urgent global issues, such as the future of urban migration, the affordability of emerging big cities, and the creation of resilient communities. Today, with growing urban pressure and risks, there is a need to conduct multidisciplinary research to reduce the vulnerability of such minority groups and enhance their resilience.
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Figure 1. The number of disaster studies in China and the worldwide from 2001 to 2020 (Data source: Web of Science, Access date: 14 October 2021). 
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Figure 2. The number of articles in different fields of disaster studies in China from 2011 to 2020 (Data source: Web of Science, Access date: 14 October 2021). 
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Figure 3. Main topics of disaster research in China from 2011 to 2020 (Data source: Web of Science, Access date: 14 October 2021). 
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