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Socioeconomic Status and Risk Exposure:

An Environmental Justice Perspective
Gong Wenjuan

Abstract: In western environmental justice research, Rational Choice Model, Social-Political Model
and Racial Discrimination Model are frequently employed to explain environmental injustice problems.
Whether Chinese citizens are unequally exposed to environmental risk and how to explain the possible envi-
ronmental injustice, these questions remain uninvestigated systematically. Based on the survey about environ-
mental risk of waste disposal in Beijing,Chongqing and Xiamen, this essay examines two central questions to
assess the potential application of Social-Political Model in China: (1)whether disproportional risk exposure
exists in China, and if it does, (2)what indicators can be used to identify disproportional risk exposure. The
results tell us that disproportional risk exposure does exist in China due to socioeconomic status differences,
and the influential factors includes income, household assets, Hukou, neighborhood type, occupational reputa-
tion and social networks. Hukou is a key factor affecting disproportional risk exposure in China, an important
finding differing from those of the Western environmental justice literature. The study suggests that the influ-
ence of socioeconomic status differentiation penetrates through the environment welfare. The distribution of
environmental risk reversely overlaps, to some extent, with the distribution of wealth/power, and both strength-
en the class differentiation as well.

Key words: risk exposure; socioeconomic status; capability of risk aversion; environmental justice
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