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Inclusion and Harmony :
Improving Mutual Understanding of

Development in Minority Regions

INTRODUCTION

The “ethnic minorities” in China are referred to as

&

“nationalities”
. This implies an interpretation based on the Stalinist “four commons”
characterizing a nation; “community of language” , “community of terri-
tory” , “community of economic life, economic cohesion” , and “com-
munity of psychological make-up” (Stalin, 1942) . Thus, the defini-
tion of a “nationality” according to above-mentioned definition of a “na-
tion” can be interpreted as a “historically constituted, stable community
of people, formed on the basis of a common language, territory, eco-
nomic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture”
(Mackerras, 2003, p.37) . Currently, China has 56 such nationali-
ties in total, one of which is the ethnic majority, the Han Chinese, and
55 of which are minorities ( Gladney, 2004) . Among the country’s 55
official minority categories, 44 occupy their own autonomous regions,
prefectures, or counties and through their “Minority Autonomous” sta-
tus, ethnic groups have certain rights and privileges such as developing
limited autonomy and special regulations, using and developing minority
languages, respecting and protecting minority religious freedom, main-
taining and reforming minority customs as well as arranging and manag-
ing autonomous economic development and utilities. Moreover, at the

level of Autonomous Regions minorities are also in charge of developing
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education, science and technology, culture and other social undertak-
ings somewhat independent of the central government of China. Although
the concept of minority often implies particular needs, minorities are not
always economically or politically deprived. Along with other minority
privileges, the Chinese government has relaxed the “ One-child Policy”
restriction with respect to minority populations in order to encourage re-
gional development, and as a result, currently the growth rate of minor-
ity populations is higher than that of the majority, and higher than the o-
verall national average rate. Another factor explaining certain particularly
high growth rates may well be that more people actually declare them-

selves to be part of a minority population than in the past.

DEVELOPMENT OF MINORITY AUTONOMOUS REGIONS

During the last three decades China has experienced some of the
fastest economic growth in the world. However, along with this extraor-
dinary growth, unequal development has generated economic and re-
gional imbalance. Such economic growth cannot be sustained without
taking into consideration the social and political development of minori-
ties. Furthermore, including these vulnerable populations in the devel-
opment process remains a real challenge. Despite a few exceptions, al-
though the overall situation is a lot better than in the past, most ethnic
minorities in China still experience certain levels of poverty (Mackerras,
2005) . The errors of history have shown that achieving the delicate bal-
ance between minority rights and social cohesion is one of the most im-
portant developmental challenges for China, particularly in areas that
are home to a great number of minorities.

Clearly, development in minority regions is closely related to socio-
economic conditions ( Gao;, 2004; Tang and Gao, 2004 ) . Zhang
(2004) argues that the key to balanced development in China is to de-
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velop the minority regions. As indicated above, with continuous govern-
ment support, these regions have been developing slowly over the last
fifty years, but socioeconomic differences from majority regions continue
to exist. Mackerras (2005) points out that these differences might be a
result of ;v unfavourable natural conditions, fewer opportunities for educa-
tion, poor social environment, unbalanced industrial infrastructure,
want for communication networks, and lack of urbanization. These re-
gional differences continue to hinder the development of minority re-

gions.

MINORITIES AND THEIR REGIONS

Owing to the traditional lifestyles that minority groups usually lead,
and historically, to competition with the Han population, they tend to
occupy less advantageous ge;)graphic areas. This does not automatically
deny opportunities for improvement and economic development, al-
though these are often more limited. While underdevelopment occurs in
all societies, it is more common in ethnic minority areas, and some-
times is a result of state integration policies that lacked sensitivity to local
needs and realities. This is an important reminder that development can-
not be separated from political realities—either at the stage of concept,
policy, implementation, or outcome. For example, it has been noted
that “politics” are integral to the socio-economic disparities which hin-
der the establishment of a common good and produce communities often
characterized by “sharp conflicts of interest” ( Gupta et al. , 2004
p-30) . It is often such disputes that prompt the eventual inclusion of
‘marginalized groups in development policies and programs, yet many
governments demonstrate inability or unwillingness to address adequately
some of the underlying causes of conflict.

Still, it is important to avoid categorising minorities as necessarily
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poverty-ridden societies, beset with social problems. Li’s study of up-
land communities demonstrates how overcoming the stereotype of “inno-
cents, victims or villains” helps to more fully understand their agency,
and contributes to awareness of minority aims and objectives (Li, 1999
p.- xv) . Nonetheless, having said this and despite a heightened aware-
ness of the issues faced by the ethnic minority groups, economic and
material poverty is still a major and persistent problem.

Disenchanted with reliance upon market and state, many observers
have come to view increased local power and autonomy as the favoured
option to overcome marginalization ( Rigg, 2003; Rist, 1997) . For
this and other reasons, decentralisation policies have been introduced in
many developing countries in order to encourage growth which addresses
local needs and contexts. China has implemented policies aimed at de-
veloping minority areas and promoting equitable access to some social
services, such as education. In 1984, the Law for Autonomous Gover-
ning of Minority Regions was introduced. Amongst other things, it em-
phasized the autonomy of local governments in deciding on education in
local minority languages (Zhou, 2001) . In 2000, the Chinese gov-
ernment introduced the Western Region Development Strategy to address
disparities between the developed eastern and the lagging western areas
that are home to 80% of minorities in China. As development of minority
regions across China has been a priority for the government, a lot has
been accomplished as a result of this sustained effort over the past dec-
ades. Still, achieving balanced development remains a highly challeng-
ing process. Within this context, the objective of this volume is to bring
together and present current research surrounding the development of mi-
norities in China as well as some cases studies of successful experience

in minority development around the world.
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AN OVERVIEW

The development experience over the last decades has shown that e-
conomic growth cannot be sustained without taking into consideration the
social and political development of vulnerable populations, including
greater recognition of the importance of building a multi-ethnic harmoni-
ous society. Within this context, the objective of this collection of pa-
pers is to support the interdisciplinary discussion that aims at joining the
studies surrounding the development of minorities, particularly in Chi-
na. This volume integrates the recognition of issues faced by minorities
in different regions of the country with a goal of stimulating a harmoniza-
tion of existing imbalances between ethnic groups in China. In addition,
a few case studies which show successful experiences of minority devel-
opment projects undertaken in other countries that may serve as a model
for the development of Chinese ethnic minorities are also included. The
volume brings together scholars not only from different provinces across
China but also from different countries around the world such as Canada,
Japan, Finland and the United Kingdom, coming from various academ-
ic backgrounds and providing interdisciplinary narratives that reveal dif-
ferent cultural needs, situations, and innovative methods of problem
solving.

We examine four broad themes related to minorities and their devel-
opment ; minority history and culture, socioeconomic development in mi-
nority regions, education and healthcare for the minority populations,
government and NGOs in minority regional development. The first theme
examines the history and culture of Chinese minorities. Wang Xianjun
looks at the history, culture and social development of minorities in
Hainan province. He generally introduces the origin, folk culture and
traditions of the Li, Miao and Hui minorities of the island, discussing

the progress of their social development. Using the “Sanyuejie” Bai na-
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tionality festival in Dali as example, Zhang Lijian elaborates on the pro-
tection, inheritance and development of minority culture in the “festival
economy” , suggesting solutions to dealing with the relationship between
economic development and minority cultural maintenance. Tian Jian-
qgiang , Li Hua and Liu Sufang explore the rich history, cultural mean-
ing, social functions and values of the bamboo dances of the Li minority
in Hainan. Candice Cornet on the other hand, explores the identity and
the development of ethnic tourism in the Dong village of Zhaoxing in
Guizhou province, sharing her outlook on the role of “ethnic tourism” in
the construction of ethnic identity. Xian Minhui, Luo Bing and Chen
Hua examine other aspects of ethnic tourism, focusing®primarily on the
development of the minorities’ sport tourism in Hainan province. They
discuss the remarkable characteristics of Li and Maio minorities, repre-
senting undeniable potential for future development.

The second part of this book addresses issues related to socio-eco-
nomic development in minority regions. Maimaitiming Anwear and Cao
Huhua discuss the evolution of urbanization process in Western China, a
region that is home to 80% of the total minority population in China. U-
sing Geographic Information Systems ( GIS) and statistical analyses,
they explain the structure and spatial development of urban growth,
highlighting the issues of urban inequalities in Western China during the
past two decades. Shan Ligin and Ma Haiying focus on the Northwest
minorities region’s innovation demand and supply. The authors discuss
the reasons for backwardness of technological innovation in the region by
means of contrasting these underdeveloped areas with ones that are more
developed. Ma Shengquan and Han Ruibo continue the line of thought
by applying the concept of “fuzzy sets” to an economic development a-
nalysis of Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region in Western China. They es-

tablish a methodology demonstrating the disparity of economic develop-
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ment levels among the counties of Ningxia. Further, Zhang Chengyi
presents an empirical analysis of Hainan’s minority regional economic de-
velopment. The author also applies “fuzzy logic” and information theory
to construct a comprehensive assessment model for the evaluation of eco-
nomic development in the seven minority prefectures of Hainan Province.
Using descriptive and GIS analysis, Feng Jing analyses the patterns of
regional disparities in the province of Gansu, focusing on rural-urban in-
come inequalities between minority and non-minority regions during the
1990-2005 period.

The third section of the volume focuses on the provision of education
and healthcare for several minority populations in China. The chapter
opens with a study by Cao Yingyi and Sun Yajian pointing out the effects
of population distribution, on the economic and cultural development,
and on the levels of education in different parts of China, providing his-
torical reasons for the disparities among the provinces. Xie Huiying |,
Tang Shanfang and Shen Kaimin discuss gender equity in middle schools
in minority regions of Hainan province. Peter Foggin, Marion Torrance
and Marc Foggin concentrate on another area of social services such as
healthcare. By comparing three counties in southern Qinghai province,
they analyse the accessibility of healthcare for pastoralists in the Tibetan
Plateau region. Cao Huhua and Lei Fenglian also come back to the issue
of education by exploring the quality and accessibility of education for
girls in Gansu province. By analysing the cultural and demographic cir-
cumstances of rural areas in Gansu, their study highlights the spatial
confluence of factors leading to low enrolment and high dropout rates of
girls in this province, particularly in minority areas.

The next part of the book presents a collection of papers related to
the role of government agencies and NGOs in the development of minority

regions. Lahtinen Anja examines the effects of the Chinese Western Re-
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gion Development Strategy on provincial development in Qinghai, high-
lighting the need for increased opportunities in continuing and vocational
education in order to provide work skills specifically targeted for Tibetans
of that province. Using the examples of Phongsaly and Luang Nam Tha
of Laos Yann Roche, describes how development-oriented projects are
implemented, as well as how they operate between State and foreign
NGO’s. He explains how these projects attempt to improve the economy
of provinces in order to help local populations to protect their forests.
Stephen Robert Nagy compares the multicultural coexistence practices of
three municipalities in the Tokyo Metropolitan Area (TMA) in order to
illustrate how local governments are overcoming the challenges of accom-
modating growing numbers of foreigners living in their traditionally mo-
nocultural societies. Using an example from another country, based on
three different case studies confronting Neguac’s citizens in Atlantic Can-
ada, Héléne Devarennes, Omer Chouinard and Eric Forgues, discuss
the social and economic challenges faced by many rural communities.
They show how innovative solutions geared towards withstanding the chal-
lenges increase social capital and community capacities. The concluding
section of this volume presents the work of Chen Lihua , Chang Qinchun
and Ma Shengquan which explores the ecological quality of the environ-
ment through a comparison of current environmental situations in the mi-
nority regions of Gansu province. This last article reflects on the issues
that have been raised, emphasizing the link between the society, eco-
nomic development and the environment. Minorities often live in ecologi-
cally vulnerable remote regions, which results in their physical and cul-
tural isolation from the rest of the country. It should be emphasized,
however, that it is only through the achievement of balance between mi-
nority rights, economic security, and social cohesion in the country that

current economic growth can be sustained. Thus future efforts should be
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put into greater consideration of the social and political development of

minorities in their own cultural environments.
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