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ABSTRACT 

 

        Since China’s embrace of a market economy and rapid economic development along 

the eastern coastline, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has realized the opportunity to 

promote a tourism market within the more impoverished Western interior. Greater wealth 

and leisure time for domestic citizens, coupled with increased international access to 

China, have resulted in a boom in the tourism industry. Meanwhile, the CCP seeks to 

legitimate its rule via a new national identity that would include the majority Han 

Chinese and the country’s 55 officially recognized ethnic minority groups. A burgeoning 

tourism market, subsidized partially by the government, allows these shaoshu minzu to 

generate income by marketing and commoditizing their cultures to tourists. In the 

autonomous regions of Xinjiang and Guangxi, the integration of the Uighurs and Zhuang, 

respectively, into the new market economy gives the central government greater access to 

and control over these peripheral regions. Ethnic tourism, which permits the cultural 

exchange between local hosts and tourists seeking the exotic ‘Other,’ leads to further 

integration of minorities into the Chinese state and the loss of certain ethnic traditions, 

but it may also sustain their cultural practices and even ethnic identity. 

          Barbara Hicks 

                    Social Sciences 
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Introduction 

 

 Since China’s economic reforms in 1978 and its general opening to the capitalist 

world economy, the establishment of special economic zones and an influx of Foreign 

Direct Investment has resulted in a development boom in the country. Due to this 

abounding economic progress, many Chinese have grown wealthier. This extra wealth 

has created the opportunity for new or improved markets to arise in the hopes of 

attracting both foreign and domestic revenue. Through the growth and establishment of a 

middle class in China, one such market that has blossomed since the early 1980s is ethnic 

tourism, an industry that attracts both international and domestic tourists to encounter the 

exotic cultures of China’s 55 officially recognized ethnic minority groups. While tourism 

in general is becoming a greater focus for the government as a means of economic 

development, ethnic tourism is of particular interest because it allows China’s ethnic 

minority populations to ‘make culture pay’ and contribute to the new market economy.  

Deng Xiaoping’s 1978 reforms identified China’s eastern coastline as the primary focus 
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for economic development, leaving the western interior of the country largely 

impoverished. An increase in international access to China for business and leisure 

purposes, coupled with government reforms allowing free movement of Chinese citizens, 

has greatly contributed to the rise of tourism.   

 Prior to 1978, leisure travel among the Chinese people was an extremely difficult 

process – one had to apply for permits and visas to travel anywhere, and the travel 

destinations themselves were limited. As a result, the recent freedom of Chinese residents 

to travel uninhibited within the country has encouraged a vast amount of domestic 

movement and tourism. The government is using this domestic, as well as the 

international, tourism market to encourage economic development in the more remote 

and rural areas of the country, most of which are ethnic minority autonomous regions or 

areas where many ethnic minorities live. By advertising these remote areas as spaces of 

exotic culture, the government is pushing its citizens – the majority of whom are part of 

the largest ethnic group in China, the Han – to explore and thereby bring revenue and a 

new tourism market to China’s periphery.  

 This study focuses on the effects that this new market is having on some of 

China’s ethnic minorities. Because tourists want to see the ethnic minorities as something 

different and exotic from themselves, the minority peoples are able to create a market for 

their culture through selling crafts, playing music, and putting on traditional or 

ceremonial dances and performances. This process of supply and demand in the ethnic 

tourism market is completely supported and sometimes even patronized by the Chinese 

government. The establishment of ethnic tourism markets in China’s less developed 

regions calls for infrastructure and other construction projects that enable tourism to 
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thrive, including highways, railroads, and hotels. By subsidizing the establishment of an 

ethnic tourism market, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) may be trying to pull its 

ethnic minority regions into participating in the national market economy, as well as raise 

standards of living in these rural regions. 

 Through an analysis of how economic development from tourism in China’s 

autonomous regions is affecting the existing ethnic minorities, I hope to discover whether 

this exposure has an impact on ethnic identity and whether it fuels a trend towards 

integration into the Chinese state, particularly among the Uighurs of Xinjiang and the 

Zhuang of Guangxi Province. The amount of attention that tourism is bringing to these 

ethnic autonomous regions raises several questions. Is the introduction of ethnic tourism 

leading to a renewal of cultural identity or a loss of traditional ethnic culture? Is it 

causing greater ethnic conflicts to arise, which may or may not encourage and influence 

certain minorities to try and separate themselves from the majority Han Chinese state? Or 

is tourism revenue helping ethnic minority regions to develop and better integrate 

themselves, intentionally or not, into the Chinese economy? 

 This study will utilize a number of theories to determine how ethnic tourism may 

be affecting economic development, integration, and ethnic identity in some of China’s 

ethnic autonomous regions. One theory is based on James C. Scott’s The Art of Not Being 

Governed, a work focusing on a region in Southeast Asia consisting of the linguistically 

and culturally distinct “hill people” who choose to live on the peripheries of nearby states 

in difficult-to-access, mountainous terrain. One of Scott’s ideas is that sovereign states 

will attempt to bring peripheral regions under their “monopoly of coercive force” when 

resources “of great value to the economies of mature capitalism” are discovered to be 
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available in those regions (Scott 2009, 11). As China embraces aspects of capitalism 

through a market economy, perhaps the central government is aiming to use ethnic 

tourism as a means to bring its periphery regions and peoples – the ethnic minorities – 

under firmer state control. Now that the autonomous regions are capable of providing 

new markets and revenue for the post-reform, more capitalist Chinese economy, the 

government may be aiming to draw its ‘uncivilized’ minority populations into closer 

contact with developed, Han Chinese culture. The tourism market is arguably one of the 

main avenues through which minority regions are being exposed to more direct state 

control.  

 A review of the existing literature on ethnic tourism in China and in its 

autonomous regions this study focuses on will precede a history of two minority 

provinces and how they were incorporated into the Chinese state. The first chapter will 

also set the stage for understanding the evolving relationship between the Chinese 

government and its minority populations through a summary of minority policies in 

China. Using data from recent calculations of tourism revenue and economic 

development variables, I plan to note the changes that have occurred in the past thirty 

years with the establishment and growing strength of the tourism market in each region. 

While it may be difficult to assess the qualitative effects of ethnic tourism on each 

minority, case studies of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and the Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region will provide a more focused means by which to analyze 

whether and how tourism is having an impact on economic development, integration, and 

ethnic minority identity.  
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 Each minority’s background in their particular area of China provides the 

justification for using the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and the Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region as the foci of this study. These cases were specifically chosen out of 

the five autonomous regions in China due to their vast differences in the unification of 

their respective minority groups. In Xinjiang, the Uighurs share a strong religiously 

Muslim and ethnically Turkic identity that, partially due to the region’s location 

bordering other Turkic-speaking, Muslim nations, has incited tensions with the Han 

Chinese. The Zhuang never shared a homogenous identity until the Chinese government 

designated them as an officially recognized minority group. Historically, these people 

lived in small villages pocketed around Guangxi’s mountainous topography, each 

developing a singular dialect and sense of identity. This sharp contrast between the 

Uighurs and Zhuang offers a perspective on whether ethnic unification may be a deciding 

factor in the ease and development of integration and tourism in each minority region. 

 Patterns in the newly capitalist Chinese economy are important for the 

international arena to understand. My focus on the ethnic minorities and the effects of 

(ethnic) tourism on them is a lens through which the academic, particularly the 

anthropological, world can view the impacts of China’s economic reforms. Problems 

with poverty and goals for poverty alleviation have, in recent years, risen on the CCP’s 

agenda. Some development policies may inadvertently lead to integration that would 

reduce ethnic differences and identities, or perhaps cause or exacerbate ethnic tensions 

and conflicts in peripheral regions. While it is highly unlikely that the Chinese 

Communist Party will ever permit the separation and true autonomy of its autonomous 

provinces, this study can help to bring into perspective partial and uneven processes of 
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integration that are met with resistance in some areas and with cooperation in others. In 

doing so, it adds to the research in the political science and anthropological fields that 

analyzes the relationship between the state and its peoples, particularly those who have 

historically lived on the periphery of government control and only in the past fifty years 

have become crucial to government policies of national development.   
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Chapter One 

 

 

 
Ethnic Tourism in China:  

Economic Development, Integration, and 

Ethnic Identity in the Western Interior 
 

 

 

 The People’s Republic of China, established in 1949 after the civil war between 

the Chinese Communist Party and the Guomindang (国民党 or GMD, the Chinese 

Nationalist Party), is a vast territory that encompasses a population of over 1.3 billion. Of 

the 56 officially recognized ethnic groups, the Han Chinese accounted for 91.59% of the 

population in 2000, while the other 55 shaoshu minzu (少数民族, ethnic minorities) made 

up 8.41%, a population of around 106.43 million (China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 102). 

With such a huge disparity in the majority and minority groups, China has faced a wide 

range of social and economic issues associated with ethnic differences, including 

separatist movements, underdevelopment, poverty, and religious conflict. One solution 

the CCP has used to mitigate some of these issues is the establishment of zizhiqu (自治区, 

autonomous regions) for the larger ethnic minorities, administrative units that are given a 

number of rights not accorded to other provinces and that offer the minorities a degree of 
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autonomy from the state. These regions are the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, the 

Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, the Tibet 

Autonomous Region, and the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region (see Map 1.1).  

Map 1.1: The People’s Republic of China 

 

  The People’s Republic of China with the autonomous minority regions highlighted in  

  yellow. This clearly illustrates the dramatic separation of the autonomous regions from  

  the developed, eastern coastline, and how far removed some of the minorities are from  

  Beijing, the epicenter of state control.  

  Source: People’s Republic of China (PRC), 2012 

 

 

 Most of these regions are located in the western part of China, where the effects 

of the 1978 and subsequent economic reforms are just beginning to take form. As China’s 

eastern coastline continues its rapid development, the need for new markets to foster 

further growth of the economy has encouraged the government to explore autonomous 

territories for potential profit. With this sudden interest in developing the Western 
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frontier, new issues have arisen between the ethnic groups and the Han Chinese who are 

beginning to flood the areas looking for economic opportunities that have become scarcer 

along the developed eastern coastline. As a result, conflicts have exploded between the 

Han Chinese and the minorities of the West, some of whom feel that the Chinese 

government (which is primarily comprised of Han Chinese) is using the majority group to 

invade their autonomous spaces.  

 In addition to new patterns in Han Chinese settlement, globalization in China has 

produced a market for both international and domestic tourism on the developed eastern 

coastline and, recently, in the Western regions. Many Chinese have grown wealthier 

since the country opened up to economic reforms in 1978 and this wealth, along with 

greater ability to travel within China, has resulted in greater Chinese domestic 

exploration. The CCP, noticing the profitability of this trend, has encouraged ethnic 

tourism through policies that market the ‘exotic’ cultures of many ethnic minorities. 

While also improving economic development via foreign exchange and hard currency 

revenue, the interaction between the shaoshu minzu and the tourists coming to view them 

has impacts on ethnic identity for these groups. Increasing tourism and the need to 

encourage this market is helping to further the government’s goal of developing the more 

impoverished zizhiqu.  

 These trends raise several important questions about the impact of tourism on the 

economic status, cultural identity, and political integration of these minorities. What 

effects is tourism having on economic development? Does the interaction between 

tourists and the ethnic groups on the frontier have an impact on ethnic and cultural 

identity? Does the government label of ethnic minorities as ‘exotic’ have an impact on 
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the way Han Chinese interact with minorities? One of the CCP’s post-reform goals 

focuses on the recreation of a national Chinese identity based on the Han and including 

all of the 55 ethnic minorities. Do ethnic tourism policies in the autonomous regions have 

any effect on ethnic minority integration into the Chinese state? A review of the literature 

on ethnic tourism in China and the political history of its ethnic minorities will set the 

stage for further investigation of these questions. 

Ethnic Tourism and the Chinese State 

 Ethnic tourism, once defined as tourism “marketed to the public in terms of the 

‘quaint’ customs of indigenous and often exotic peoples,” now refers to the search for 

‘exotic cultural experiences’ by tourists, including visiting ethnic villages and minority 

homes, watching traditional performances, or buying ethnic handicrafts” (Yang 2011, 

562). This form of tourism has been a strategy widely adopted for regional 

socioeconomic development (Yang 2011, 562). Through the commoditization of 

ethnicity, minority groups have been incorporated into tourism, finding economic benefit 

in the production and consumption of ethnic goods and lifestyles (Yang 2011, 578). Yang, 

Wall, and Smith argue that minority people have limited control over resources and 

development, and tensions rise when governments seek to transform their culture into 

marketable products (2006, 766). The motivation for ethnic tourism relies on a Western-

based economic rationale that income generated through tourism is a fair exchange 

between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples that engenders economic independence 

and a higher degree of cultural pride (Hinch and Butler 2007, 3). The belief that 
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interaction between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples promotes a deeper cross-

cultural understanding fuels minority participation in tourism (Hinch and Butler 2007, 3).  

 This argument, however, neglects to mention the tensions created by ethnic 

tourism. The need to satisfy non-indigenous demands for authenticity, which 

commodifies particular aspects of ethnic culture while neglecting others, can result in a 

loss of traditional activities (Yang and Wall 2008, 527). The promotion and development 

of ethnic tourism has economic, social and cultural impacts involving the protection of 

ethnic culture and the use of tourism as a form of economic development with adequate 

economic returns (Yang and Wall 2008, 526). Tourism, particularly ethnic tourism, is 

reflected in tangible and intangible representations of how people see themselves and 

their heritage. Ethnic tourism also reinforces certain cultural representations of minority 

peoples that affect their culture and sense of identity, including stereotypical conceptions 

of indigenous peoples as uncivilized or backward (Yang 2011, 561). 

 Tourist attractions turn heritage into a sociocultural and economic asset, creating 

political capital that governments may use as a means of control or to promote their own 

interests (Henderson 2007, 241). According to Yan and Bramwell, governments promote 

aspects of a country’s cultural heritage through tourism with the intentions of 

strengthening loyalties to favored ideologies and political objectives – tourism and its 

promotion can thus become an effort to exercise control and demonstrate authority and 

legitimacy (2008, 969). Tourism can transmit competence of “the ruling elite and the 

correctness of the government’s political beliefs,” while shaping a national identity with 

policies and meaning complementary to those transmitted by tourism (Yan and Bramwell 

2008, 969-970). In many countries, tourism also exerts a powerful influence in shaping 
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cultural images and representations of ethnic groups (Yang 2011, 562). Control of 

tourism as a commodity for development is most often visible in developing economies 

where tourism planning and promotion tend to be directed by governments (Yang et al. 

2006, 751). The role of minority identities in marketing, developing, and enhancing a 

destination’s appeal is largely determined by these governments (Henderson 2003 cited 

in Yang et al. 2006, 752).  

Chinese Ethnic Tourism 

 The concept of the ‘Other’ plays a role in the development of Chinese ethnic 

tourism, which focuses on marketing that which is ‘exotic’ to tourists. Xie finds that 

worldwide global homogeneity gives the ‘Other’ an allure and encourages an encounter 

that is supposed to be distinctively unique and seemingly authentic (2011, 22). Li 

contends that there is a universal sense of the differences and boundaries between 

different ethnic groups, such as the notion of ‘other’ people or ‘people not like us’ (Li 

2008, 495). This idea, widely held in China for centuries, is crucial to understanding the 

impacts of ethnic tourism on China’s shaoshu minzu. In the pursuit of modernizing and 

civilizing ethnic minorities, modern China has, like few other nations, persistently 

attempted to eradicate luohou, or backwardness (Xie 2011, 100). Li argues that tourism 

places an emphasis on contact with the “exotic other, with experiences and adventures 

that often take place in the realm of the primitive or isolated or technologically 

unsophisticated places and societies” (2008, 495). Ethnic tourism modifies many of the 

qualities traditionally associated with regions and people through identity recreation 

brought about by rapid commercial development and cultural adaptations induced by the 
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interactions of visitors – the Han and international tourists – with the hosts – the minority 

groups (Yang 2011, 582).   

 Yang finds that ethnic representation as a political instrument is capable of 

shaping a collective Chinese nationalism or legitimizing a dominant regime (2011, 579). 

Governments, like the Chinese Communist Party, actively participate in tourism through 

key developmental and operational roles as a means to retain power, including: providing 

tourism infrastructure to stimulate the economy, formulating business practices, acting as 

an investment stimulator by granting financial incentives, and advertising tourism 

activities worldwide (Xie 2011, 101). However, tourism is also a tool of development 

within China, promoting regional economic integration into the new market economy. 

The Chinese Western frontier is full of the exotic ‘Other’ and the government has begun 

to move cautiously to include ethnic culture as an acceptable component of tourism since 

the 1980s.  

 Ethnic tourism emerged as part of a state-led marketing campaign to alleviate 

poverty and expedite the process of modernity in China’s West. This form of tourism has 

become a viable path for ethnic minorities to ‘get rich by culture’ (Xie 2011, 102). 

However, government- and market-promoted political, economic, and cultural integration 

of minority groups into a mainstream culture acts as a countervailing force to the cultural 

exoticism that draws tourists (Yang 2011, 582). If the exotic and authentic qualities of 

ethnic minority cultures become homogenized into the dominant Han Chinese group, 

then the tourists’ desire to encounter the ‘Other’ will diminish. According to Yang, these 

contradictions between development and preservation and between cultural exoticism and 

modernity are intensified in ethnic tourism (2011, 582). 
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 The prevalent literature sees Chinese ethnic tourism as a means of regional 

economic development and a tool by which the government reinforces legitimacy and 

authority through the control and marketing of cultural representations of minority groups. 

The commoditization of ethnic culture involves minority groups directly in regional 

economic development as well as the production and marketing of their traditions to the 

majority group. However, as these regions develop and become more integrated into a 

Han Chinese national identity and culture, the importance of preserving ‘exotic’ minority 

culture becomes essential to fueling a growing tourism market. This literature on state 

regulation and economic promotion poses specific questions that this study aims to 

investigate. Is it plausible to have policies of cultural preservation alongside those of 

development? Can cultural exoticism remain intact during the pursuit of modernity? 

These paradoxical questions should be kept in mind as this study assesses Chinese ethnic 

tourism for impacts on regional economic development, integration into the post-reform 

Chinese state, and ethnic identity in the zizhiqu, China’s ethnic autonomous regions.   

The Post-Reform Chinese State 

When Deng Xiaoping introduced his “open door” policies in 1978, China was in a 

state of economic, political, and social disarray. After the failures of the Great Leap 

Forward, which Mao used to increase agricultural and steel outputs while attempting 

autarky, and the Cultural Revolution, a campaign designed to eradicate traditional 

Chinese culture in favor of Communism, the ideology of the CCP needed a reform. 

Deng’s reforms opened China to Foreign Direct Investment, created special economic 

zones for experimentation with market reform, and enabled modernization along the 

eastern coastline. The switch to a more free market economy resulted in booming 
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development, though strictly regulated and monitored by the government to keep Western 

influences in check. As the economy grew and flourished, the social and political side of 

Chinese socialism also required a new reform path, particularly since national identity 

and unity had suffered during the tumultuous Mao era. 

As Deng’s reforms led China down the road to modernization, the Chinese 

Communist Party was “confronted with conflicting tensions generated by their desire to 

introduce a more egalitarian society through socialism, their desire to modernize rapidly, 

and their need to rebuild China’s sense of national identity” (Sofield and Li 1998, 367). 

From the extreme policies under Mao, who criticized traditional Chinese culture for 

being “unscientific, feudal, antimodern and antisocialist,” to the reforms of Deng’s “open 

door” policies, the CCP has had to recognize that “traditional culture forms the basis…for 

the Chineseness necessary for national identity and unity,” which became a main facet of 

the new political agenda (Sofield and Li 1998, 367). This study focuses on government-

encouraged ethnic tourism as a means by which the CCP is promoting economic 

development and a renewed national identity. Historically, heritage tourism has always 

been a main facet of Chinese culture, but the political upheaval the country faced in the 

early 20
th

 century after the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911 and up until Mao Zedong’s 

death in the mid-1970s made recreational travel either too dangerous or entirely 

prohibited (Sofield and Li 1998, 363). During the Mao era from 1949-1978, the Chinese 

Communist Party resisted tourism development and propagated “the need to reject the 

cultural past as a whole,” including beliefs associated with Confucianism, replacing them 

with ideals of a “new Chinese socialist culture” (Sofield and Li 1998, 364; Yan and 

Bramwell 2008, 972).  
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As a result of this Maoist ideology, campaigns such as the Cultural Revolution led 

to massive destruction of China’s “built heritage,” including temples, mosques, books, 

and other dynastic artifacts, as well as its “cultural (living) heritage” (Sofield and Li 1998, 

364). These radical policies of cultural rejection also greatly affected the ethnic 

minorities of China, who faced religious discrimination and a forceful stifling of their 

cultures. With Deng’s reforms and the push for modernization, tourism became an 

acceptable market by which the Chinese could travel and find again the heritage that was 

lost to them under Mao. The Heritage Conservation Act of 1982 embodied the need for 

restoring national unity and revitalizing the economy, “making tourism an acceptable 

form of development” and providing “the foundation for tourism to embrace heritage in 

its development” (Sofield and Li 1998, 371). According to Sofield and Li, tourism can 

promote heritage revival, strengthen and legitimize the state, and create a market for 

revenue that can promote development (1998, 387).       

 The CCP has “pushed Han heritage as the national heritage, promoting national 

unity through a presented common heritage” that is intended to include the 55 ethnic 

minorities who primarily inhabit China’s impoverished periphery, the Western frontier 

(Sofield and Li 1998, 387). Through the use of ethnic tourism as a tool of regional 

economic development, the Chinese government is finding economic and political 

incentives to bring its periphery regions under firmer state control by including the 

minorities in the search for a new Chinese identity. The Western territories offer an 

abundance of natural resources and, in its efforts to modernize, the Chinese Communist 

Party is realizing the value, and necessity, in developing this area. China’s West is 

alarmingly impoverished, highlighting the wealth disparity between the interior regions 
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and the eastern coastline. Therefore, tourism is viewed first and foremost as a tool of 

economic development (Xie 1999, 212). Yet the overarching aim of Chinese socialism 

remains the integration of the minorities into the majority Han society (Sofield and Li 

2007, 280). Progress in development may lead to the loss of authentic culture in ethnic 

regions where tourists seek out the ‘exotic’ attributes of minority culture. The 

establishment of a national Han Chinese identity including the shaoshu minzu via a path 

to economic development and integration could deteriorate the culturally exotic market 

supplying the tourist demand and, as a result, have an impact on the progress of 

development in these regions.     

Ethnic Tourism: Why and How? 

 The Chinese central government has specifically used tourism as a means of 

“developing an infrastructure to complement other rural economic development policies 

to address issues of income disparities between rural and urban zones, and between east 

and western China” (Zeng and Ryan 2010, 240). According to Xie, Chinese authorities 

find that tensions between the Han Chinese and the shaoshu minzu have resulted 

primarily from ‘uneven levels of economic development,’ and tourism is the preferred 

development option (Xie 2011, 115). Poverty alleviation and national tourism policies 

have emphasized that generating economic growth is the only avenue to improve 

minorities’ living standards:  

As Westerners increasingly express a strong interest in experiencing ethnic 

cultures in China, ethnic tourism becomes a viable path for the 

communities to prosper. Given that the unemployment rate of ethnic 

communities is high, government policies place the greatest emphasis on 

job creation and the view that tourism could provide job opportunities for 

the increased number of minorities wanting to join the workforce. (Xie 

2011, 115) 
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Zeng and Ryan contend that tourism in China has already directly contributed to a 

reduction of around 10 percent in numbers of those below the official poverty line (2012, 

240). As China progresses along a path toward a socialist market economy, tourism and 

travel have become a strategic industry for local development, with the country fast 

becoming one of the most rapidly growing tourist destinations (Andreu et al. 2010, 343-

344). Although first included in the seventh 5-year plan (1986-1990) for social and 

economic development, tourism in China only experienced rapid growth during the late 

1990s. Together with more leisure time and structural adjustments made to the national 

economy, increased income per capita among the Chinese population contributed to this 

tourism boom (Andreu et al. 2010, 345).  

 President Jiang Zemin’s address to the Fourteenth National Congress in 1992 

emphasized “speeding up the economic development of the ethnic minorities’ regions” 

which would “make an important contribution…to increasing national economic 

development” (Sofield and Li 1998, 373). Table 1.1 shows China’s tourism statistics 

from 1978-2005, demonstrating a huge increase in the number of tourists (consisting of 

foreigners, overseas Chinese, and residents from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan) from 

around 1.8 million in 1978 to around 1.2 billion in 2005. In terms of receipts, the 

financial gain from tourism jumped from $262.9 million in 1978 to around $29 billion by 

2005. Astounding increases in annual growth receipts from year to year indicate the 

success of this industry. Table 1.2 indicates the progress that domestic tourism has made, 

which entails the domestic, resident Chinese traveling within the country (these tourists 

are mostly comprised of the wealthier Chinese who have benefited from development 

along the eastern coastline). Since 1984, domestic tourists in China have increased from 
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Table 1.1: Chinese Tourism Statistics 1978-2005 

 

Year 

Total Tourists 

(Foreigners, Overseas 

Chinese, 

Compatriots**) 

 

Receipts 

(US$ millions) 

 

Annual Growth 

of Receipts (%) 

1978 1,809,200 262.9 -- 

1979 4,203,901 449.3 70.90 

1980 5,702,536 616.7 37.30 

1981 7,767,096 784.9 27.30 

1982 7,924,261 843.2 7.40 

1983 9,477,005 941.2 11.60 

1984 12,852,185 1,131.3 20.20 

1985 17,833,097 1,250.0 10.50 

1986 22,819,450 1,530.9 22.50 

1987 26,902,267 1,861.5 21.60 

1988 31,694,804 2,217.6 20.70 

1989 24,501,394 1,860.5 -17.20 

1990 27,461,821 2,217.6 19.20 

1991 33,349,757 2,844.9 28.30 

1992 38,114,945 3,946.9 38.70 

1993 41,526,945 4,683.2 18.70 

1994 43,684,456 7,323.0 * 

1995 46,386,511 8,733.0 19.25 

1996 51,127,516 10,200.0 16.81 

1997 57,587,923 12,074.0 18.37 

1998 63,478,401 12,602.0 4.37 

1999 72,795,594 14,099.0 11.88 

2000 83,443,881 16,224.0 15.08 

2001 89,012,900 17,792.0 9.66 

2002 97,908,300 20,385.0 14.57 

2003 91,662,100 17,406.0 -14.61 

2004 1,090,382,000 25,739.0 47.87 

2005 1,202,923,000 29,296.0 13.82 
  Sources: China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 773; Guangrui 2003, 16-17. 

  *Owing to the change of statistical methodology of foreign exchange receipts, the data  

  for this year are incomparable with those of previous years. 

  ** Compatriots include residents from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan.  

 

200 million to 1.212 billion in 2005. Domestic tourism revenue has also risen from RMB 

millions 8,000 to RMB millions 528,590, indicating a staggering jump in the popularity 

and economic value in domestic Chinese touring the country. By 2020, the United 
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Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) expects China to be the most popular 

tourist destination worldwide, receiving 210 million foreign tourists. It is projected that 

total revenue generated by tourism will comprise 8-11% of the Chinese gross domestic 

product (GDP) (Andreu et al. 2010, 344).    

Table 1.2: Chinese Domestic Tourism Statistics 

 

Year 

Domestic 

Tourists 

(millions) 

Domestic Tourism 

Revenue 

(RMB millions) 

Domestic Tourism 

Revenue Annual 

Growth (%) 

1978 -- 1, 840 -- 

1984 200 -- -- 

1985 240 8,000 -- 

1986 270 10,600 32.5 

1987 290 14,000 32.1 

1988 300 18,700 33.5 

1989 240 15,000 -19.7 

1990 280 17,000 13.3 

1991 300 20,000 17.6 

1992 330 25,000 25.0 

1993 410 86,400 --* 

1994 524 102,350 18.5 

1995 629 137,570 34.4 

1996 639 163,840 19.1 

1997 644 211,270 29.0 

1998 694 239,100 13.2 

1999 719 283,192 18.4 

2000 744 317,550 12.1 

2001 784 352,240 10.9 

2002 878 387,840 10.1 

2003 870 344,230 -11.2 

2004 1102 471,070 36.8 

2005 1212 528,590 12.2 
  Sources: China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 777; Guangrui 2003, 19. 

  *Because the sample survey replaced the previous statistical method of collecting data of  

  domestic revenue, the data are incomparable with the previous years. 

 

 Ethnic tourism as a means of development and poverty alleviation took flight in 

1994 when the state implemented the Seven-Year Program ‘Delivering 80 Million People 
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out of Poverty,’ followed by the 2001 ‘Outline Program for Poverty Alleviation and 

Development in the Rural Areas of China.’ These policies specifically targeted a total of 

267 ethnic minority areas in need of assistance, including all 5 of the minority zizhiqu 

(Sofield and Li 2007, 270). In 2000, the Chinese government launched the Western 

Development Project, or ‘Open up the West’ campaign, which aims to close the wealth 

disparity between the developed eastern coastline and the interior (Sofield and Li 2007, 

270). During the first five years after the launching of this development strategy, the state 

has initiated 60 important projects vital to tourist infrastructure in the West, including 

250,000 kilometers of highways, major railway lines linking different ethnic regions, 

power stations and west-east gas pipelines, with a total investment of 850 billion yuan 

(US$ 106 billion) (Sofield and Li 2007, 271). China’s poverty reduction performance has 

been largely effective. Zeng and Ryan have found that, measured in terms of the World 

Bank poverty standard of 888 RMB per person per year at 2003 rural prices, “the fraction 

of the population living below this poverty line fell from 65 percent to 10 percent” 

between 1981 and 2004 and the “absolute number of poor fell from 652 million to 135 

million, a decline of over half a billion people” (2012, 239).  

 Ethnic tourism is almost entirely state-run. At the national level, the regulation 

and management of ethnic tourism fall under three state institutions: the Nationalities 

Affairs Commission, the Religious Division of the State Cultural Bureau, and the China 

National Tourism Administration (CNTA). These political agencies determine which 

aspects of ethnic cultures are authentic and should be preserved. The government, via 

these agencies, runs two parallel paths for authenticating ethnic cultural resources; 

according to Xie, “one is the active pursuit of modernity, including the commercial, 
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economic and social integration inherent in tourism development; the other involves top-

down administrative policies to formulate ethnic culture and to monitor heritage 

preservation” (Xie 2011, 103). These policies are considered authenticating because the 

first path is associated with alleviating the state’s financial burden and reducing high 

unemployment rates in ethnic communities, while the second path allows the state to 

certify ethnic traditions as either authentic or inauthentic ( 2011, 103). Ethnic tourism, 

then, is an industry controlled by the central government, an entity that has the authority 

to dictate which aspects of minority culture are deemed authentic and worthy of 

preservation. Tourism is meant to bring economic development to the peripheral regions 

of the West while also having an impact on a renewed Han cultural identity aimed to 

include and ultimately integrate the shaoshu minzu regions into the Chinese state.  

 While this endeavor may be a benign attempt to raise the standard of living of the 

minorities and bring economic development to the interior, Chinese leaders actively 

“recognize…a need to reinforce the legitimacy of the regime among minorities…liv[ing] 

in areas markedly poorer than those inhabited by Han” (Sautman 1998, 87). To avoid 

ethnic tensions and propagate the socialist ideology that all of China’s people form one, 

big united family of ethnic groups, the Chinese state is realizing the necessity to bring 

these fringe and periphery regions under more direct state control. In other words, a 

renewed national identity must provide the ethnic minorities, particularly those in the 

zizhiqu, with a new identity and further integrate them into the Chinese state. Ethnic 

tourism is a government tool to execute this strategy, one that also accomplishes state 

goals of developing the peripheral Western interior and controlling the processes of 

ethnic cultural representation via tourism. 
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Shaoshu Minzu and the Chinese State 

 China’s history is vast, spanning at least twenty centuries of dynastic rule. While 

the premise of Chinese rule asserted that the ethnic groups its territory came to 

incorporate would eventually assimilate, the natives would on occasion preserve their 

unique traditions and cultural institutions. As the Han (206 B.C.E. – C.E. 220), Tang 

(618-907), and other great dynasties rose to power, an ideology of Chinese civilization as 

“culturally superior” and “surrounded by less sophisticated peoples” developed (Rossabi 

2004, 3). Over time, the great rulers of China seemingly entranced bordering foreigners 

who “acquiesced to Chinese governance and adopted Chinese ways” (3). However, some 

groups, such as the Mongols, chose to hold onto their nomadic pastoral ways, which 

undermined the notion that outsiders chose to integrate into Chinese society due to its 

“more advanced” culture and economy (3). While policy in the north allowed for 

foreigners to “voluntarily seek the benefits of Chinese culture,” due to the expense of 

initiating “aggressive forays” to rule over “restive and often rebellious” foreigners, China 

did aggressively seek to incorporate the non-Chinese peoples of the southwest into its 

kingdom (4).  

 Once the Manchu Qing dynasty (1644-1911) gained power, these policies were 

entirely scrapped in favor of a plan for expansion, one of which aimed to dominate 

particularly “areas populated by non-Han peoples” (Rossabi 2004, 5). In 1634, Mongol 

resistance in Inner Mongolia was crushed; by 1720, Tibet became a tributary state; and in 

1757 the Qing annexed the vast domain of Xinjiang, which comprises one-sixth of 

present-day China. A number of southwestern provinces controlled by the Miao ethnic 

group, including Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi, were subdued by 1760 after years of 
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plaguing the Qing court. At this point, with the non-Han peoples pacified, new policies to 

“avert non-Han resistance” were wielded with the apparent hope that “the native peoples 

would gradually be absorbed into China” (5). The officials sent to assume positions in the 

“culturally inferior non-Han regions” exploited the ethnic groups, as opposed to 

following court instructions to “not impose restrictions on their religious practices, and 

not to permit Han entrepreneurs and merchants to take advantage of and exploit them” (5).  

 In the northwest, practitioners of Islam faced discrimination and, on occasion, the 

banning of mosque construction. Chinese merchants, entrepreneurs, and bankers traveled 

freely and settled in non-Han lands, directly against court direction, which resulted in 

“the ordinary people and the non-Han elites” accruing debt to the Han, as well as 

“gradual impoverishment” of the entire Mongolian territory (6). Due to the discrimination 

faced by the natives at the hands of Han officials, revolts erupted in the northwest as 

early as 1781 and the Qing assimilation goal was never fulfilled. In Inner Mongolia, the 

spread of Buddhism curbed violent resistance, but “animosity toward the Han and Qing 

rule was never far beneath the surface,” while in the south, rebellion by Muslims and 

other non-Han raged on from 1847 to 1877 (6). Faced with domestic insurgence by Han 

and non-Han groups and foreign threats, including the Opium Wars, the Qing dynasty fell 

in 1911.  

 With help from the USSR, Mongolia tore away completely from Chinese control 

and established itself as the Mongolian People’s Republic. Inner Mongolia underwent 

considerable turbulence until the People’s Liberation Army annexed it as the Inner 

Mongolia Autonomous Region in 1947. From 1911 to 1949, “warlords, the Chinese 

Nationalist Party, and the USSR vied for influence over Xinjiang, and the native peoples 
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sought independence through the establishment of an Eastern Turkistan Republic in the 

1940s” (6-7). Instability allowed the People’s Liberation Army to seize the region in 

1949-50, and the government created the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region in 1955 

(7). From 1911 to 1950, Tibet had real autonomy until, as it had in Xinjiang, the People’s 

Liberation Army brought it back under Chinese control. In 1949, the southwest, including 

Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi provinces, came under Chinese Communist reign, with 

the ensuing formation of “autonomous regions…for the Zhuang (the largest minority 

group in China), the Yi, the Miao, the Yao, and other non-Han peoples” (7).  

 Once the Chinese Communist Party assumed control in 1949, it pledged to 

preserve the linguistic and cultural heritage of the 55 shaoshu minzu. The founding of 

autonomous regions showed the willingness of the new government to “protect the 

minorities’ rights to adhere to their unique customs and practices,” and Communism 

aimed to “wither away…ethnic divisions and hostilities…as all groups were treated 

equally” (Rossabi 2004, 8). Yet, the autonomous regions were continuously referred to as 

“backward ethnic-minority areas” with the assertion that Han superiority would help 

them “accelerate development and achieve common prosperity” by ultimately 

assimilating to the dominant culture (8). Government policies toward the autonomous 

regions, including the “developing” drive of Han settlement, however, have exacerbated 

ethnic conflicts in some minority provinces. 

The Ethnic Minority Regions and Han Migration   

 The central government has granted minorities a degree of autonomy, but forbids 

secession from the state. Policy in the southwest has been more lax than in Xinjiang and 

Inner Mongolia (although Inner Mongolia, Tibet, and Ningxia fall outside the scope of 
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this study) because minorities in Guangxi, for example, rarely use violence to confront 

central authority, whereas relations between Han Chinese and groups in the northwest 

have been strained for centuries (Yang et. al. 2006, 753). The Hui, on the other hand, 

have their designated Ningxia Autonomous Region also in the northwest, but are 

generally scattered around the country and have assimilated into Chinese culture – almost 

all speak the Chinese language and follow customs similar to those of the Han, though 

they are religiously Muslim (Rossabi 2004, 11). This study, however, will only focus on 

the Uighur and Zhuang minorities of Xinjiang and Guangxi, as the lack of resources, 

ethnographic research, and time excludes the inclusion of the Ningxia Hui and Inner 

Mongolian Mongol groups as case studies. Although, for the understanding of minority 

history and policies pertaining to development and Han migration, some information in 

this chapter will include the Mongols, Inner Mongolia, the Hui, and Ningxia.      

 Since the 1990s, the shaoshu minzu of Southwest China have experienced a 

continuing influx of Chinese immigrants looking for opportunities away from the 

coastline. The effect of Communist policies encouraging Han migration into this region 

has been the acculturation of the minorities through greater access to Chinese education 

and use of Chinese language with Han leadership imposing greater control (Rossabi 2004, 

12). Morris Rossabi finds that, in particular, the Hui and Zhuang minorities are: 

…increasingly assimilating to Chinese culture. Faced with condescending 

Han attitude that minority people are somewhat ‘backward’ and need Han 

and Communist leadership, both have accepted their positions within the 

Chinese state. Each recognizes that economic, social, and political 

advancement requires greater integration into Chinese culture. The 

growing pressure of Han migrants in the southwest offers added incentives 

to acculturate, for the government would most likely provide even more 

opportunities for Han if the minorities remained attached to their heritage 

and avoided making some concessions to the dominant Chinese culture. 

(2004, 13) 
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 In Inner Mongolia, the Chinese have outnumbered the Mongols three to one since 

1937, and the establishment of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region has yielded more 

opportunities for the Han majority. During the Cultural Revolution, between 1966 and 

1969, pressures to integrate into Han culture saw the deaths of more than twenty 

thousand natives (Rossabi 2004, 14). Unable to resist the influx of Chinese peasants, the 

Mongols have seen their traditional pasture lands transformed to support agriculture. This 

change “jeopardize[s] the environment,” causes “desertification and degradation of the 

land,” and threatens the Mongol lifestyle (14). While the Communist regime has 

improved sectors of the economy and provided better health, education, and social 

welfare, Bulag believes that “the trade-off has been the erosion of Mongol identity and 

culture” (quoted in Rossabi 2004, 14). Xinjiang, Tibet, and Inner Mongolia are somewhat 

different cases from the other zizhiqu located in China’s southwest, and have caused more 

problems for the Chinese government.  

 When the CCP took control of the country in 1949, the Turkic peoples constituted 

the largest group in the Xinjiang region, but by 2000 the Han, having been coerced or 

induced by the government to migrate, already comprised half the population. In the 

1990s, the Han influx became more voluntary due to the promise of wealth from CCP 

policies of economic development in the west. Ethnic conflicts between the Turkic 

peoples (particularly the Uighurs) and the Han erupted in the form of riots and bombings. 

Han Chinese dominated the most important government positions, while the less 

influential positions in the local administration were left to the Uighurs. Economic 

development in Xinjiang continues to favor the Han, but affirmative-action policies have 

benefited minorities by improving access to education, as well as exemption from the 
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one-child-per-family rule applied to the Han areas of the country. Nonetheless, advocates 

of independence, though a small minority, have exacerbated state fears of separatism. 

Today, CCP goals for national unity and heavy investment in the region have forced a 

hard government stance against this desire (Rossabi 2006, 14-15). 

The State and the Periphery in China’s Western Frontier   

 James C. Scott’s The Art of Not Being Governed focuses on a region in Southeast 

Asia inhabited by a population of “hill peoples” consisting of a mixture of ethnicities and 

cultures. Over the course of two millennia, they have fled the oppressions and state-

making projects in the valleys, such as slavery, conscription, taxes, corvée labor, 

epidemics, and warfare (Scott 2006). Scott poses a number of arguments that can be 

related to other peripheral ethnic groups, including the ethnic minorities of China who 

inhabit the Western border areas. The periphery is the edge of a given sovereign territory 

where the power of the central state cannot always easily penetrate. Historically, the 

peripheries of states are characterized by relative “geographical inaccessibility and the 

enormous diversity of tongues and cultures” (Scott 2006, 8). Prior to the establishment of 

the autonomous regions in China, ethnic groups inhabited these territories for hundreds of 

years. 

 Scott argues that stateless peoples endure a process of “enclosure,” or a 

colonization of the periphery through “transforming it into a fully governed, fiscally 

fertile zone,” as opposed to the typical notion of colonization which shifts “people from 

stateless zones to areas of state control” (2006, 10). This idea of internal colonialism, 

which aims for the “complete elimination of nonstate spaces…made possible only by 

distance-demolishing technologies,” is fueled by “modern conceptions of national 
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sovereignty and the resource needs of mature capitalism” (11). Scott reinforces this 

argument with the following: 

The hegemony, in this past century, of the nation-state as the standard and 

nearly exclusive unit of sovereignty has proven profoundly inimical to 

nonstate peoples. State power, in this conception, is the state’s monopoly 

of coercive force that must, in principle, be fully projected to the very edge 

of its territory, where it meets, again in principle, another sovereign power 

projecting its command to its own adjacent frontier. Gone, in principle, are 

the large areas of no sovereignty or…peoples under no particular 

sovereignty… On the heels of this notion of sovereignty came the 

realization that these neglected and seemingly useless territories to which 

stateless peoples had been relegated were suddenly of great value to the 

economies of mature capitalism. They contained valuable resources…that 

might in many cases be the linchpin of state revenue. (11) 
  

The internal colonialism that Scott mentions refers to the conflict between a dominant 

majority and the ethnically and linguistically diverse minority populations dwelling on 

the periphery of central state control. When possible, all states “have tried to bring such 

peoples under their routine administration, to encourage and, more rarely, insist upon 

linguistic, cultural, and religious alignment with the majority population at the state core” 

(12). This pressure to “bring the periphery into line” is viewed by the state core as 

“providing civilization and progress – where progress is, in turn, read as the intrusive 

propaganda of the linguistic, agricultural, and religious practices of the dominant ethnic 

group,” one of which he specifically designates as the Han (13). The periphery is 

considered ‘nonstate space’ due to its location where, “owing largely to geographical 

obstacles, the state has particular difficulty in establishing and maintaining its authority” 

(13). Because sovereignty in recent history is equated with the projection of state control 

over its entire territory, pressure to assimilate nonstate peoples has increased, especially 

when these peripheral regions offer natural resources that would benefit a growing 

economy.  
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 The dominant group that has state control typically views the nonstate peoples as 

backwards and inferior. This characterization of nonstate peoples is similar to the 

European characterizations of Africans during colonization of that continent. The 

Europeans saw Africa and South America as inhabited by “backward, naïve, and perhaps 

barbaric people” who needed the guidance and control of “an advanced, superior, and 

more prosperous society and culture” (Scott 2006, 8). China is not exempt from such 

ethnocentric thinking, finding that the backwards minority peoples should follow the lead 

of the advanced, superior Han Chinese society along their path to modernity and 

development. Historically, one was either “cooked” (shu), civilized, or “raw” (sheng), 

barbarian (2006, 120). In the eighteenth-century, a people who declared loyalty and 

aligned themselves with the Qing administration were instantly considered “cooked,” or 

“being readied for a process of acculturation to the civilized norms of Han subjects,” 

while the barbarian remained ‘beyond the law’ (2006, 120). Scott emphasizes the 

distinction between the two: 

Nonbarbarians are fully incorporated into the taxpaying population and 

have, presumably, adopted Han customs, dress, and language. Barbarians 

come in two varieties, the cooked and the raw…The cooked are culturally 

distinct but now registered and governed by Han administrative norms – 

even if they retain their local chiefs. They have, also presumably, started 

their march toward cultural incorporation as Han. The raw barbarians, by 

contrast, are wholly outside the state population, a necessary “other,” and 

heavily ethnicized. (2006, 121) 

   

This theory of raw versus cooked applies to China’s ethnic minorities: according to Xie, 

historically the Chinese government would purposely classify ethnic minority groups into 

‘raw’ and ‘cooked’ to reference the latter as those who “lived closer to Han settlements 

and assimilated into Chinese culture” and the former as “unruly, living in terrain that was 

more rugged and isolated, or without influence of the majority culture” (Xie 2011, 102-
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103). Some minority groups, like the Zhuang, are arguably more ‘cooked,’ while others, 

like the Uighurs, can be considered more ‘raw.’  

 The Chinese government is finding economic and political incentives to bring its 

periphery regions under firmer state control through the process of development. The 

Western territories offer an abundance of natural resources and, combined with new 

efforts to modernize, the Chinese Communist Party is realizing the value in developing 

this area. As a result, there has been an increase in government-encouraged Han 

settlement of the West reinforced by intense overpopulation in the urban areas of the 

Eastern coastline. Another motive for this migration is the promotion of loyalty as the 

CCP presumes that the ethnic minorities cannot necessarily be trusted. Scott refers to this 

“peopling the frontiers with a presumably loyal population” as a “conscious strategy of 

engulfment and eventual absorption…while relieving population pressure in the valleys” 

(Scott 2006, 325). China’s autonomous regions offer, among others, a market for ethnic 

tourism which complements the flourishing capitalist, market economy as the country’s 

growth rate begins to stagnate. Therefore, the creation of development and tourism 

policies for the autonomous regions is a reflection of China’s own realization that these 

seemingly useless territories are indeed capable of furthering the CCP goal of national 

economic development as well as including the peripheral minority groups in a renewed 

Chinese socialist identity (Scott 2006, 11).   

The Ethnic Minorities and Tourism Development 

 While the ethnic minority population in China is comparatively small in number 

with respect to the majority Han Chinese, they occupy about 65% of the country’s total 

area and some groups are located along strategically important border regions. As a 
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consequence, the government has been motivated to involve these minorities in the 

pursuit of a renewed national identity.  Nationalism became China’s primary source of 

legitimacy for bringing the peripheral regions and peoples “into the folds of a unified and 

modernizing Chinese society” (Oakes 1998, 131):  

While modern nationalism certainly added ideological fuel to the state’s 

agenda of political and economic integration of peripheral territory, it 

more significantly provided a new justification for cultural integration. An 

integrated nation-state required not only advanced administrative and 

economic institutions, but also a unified and modernized culture enabling 

people throughout the territory to communicate, trade, and otherwise 

interact with one another. (131) 
 

 The minorities are “expected to ultimately evolve into assimilated members of the 

majority patriarchal socialist society” and, under Mao, these groups were often targeted 

during political campaigns, including collectivization and the Cultural Revolution, in the 

hopes of bringing them “out of their state of relative backwardness and into the 

‘progressive’ socialist fold” (Sofield and Li 1998, 372). Although the reforms of 1978 did 

not support cultural diversity, Deng Xiaoping tried to right the “wrong” policies imposed 

in the past through the 1984 National Law of Minority Nationalities, which granted “a 

measure of autonomy to some of the 55 nationalities in an attempt to head off separatist 

tendencies” (Sofield and Li 1998, 372). The law also introduced policies more tolerant of 

minority cultures, and shaoshu minzu status conferred certain rights not shared by or 

available to the Han Chinese (Sofield and Li 2007, 270). Although some beliefs were 

suppressed and religious institutions placed under strict state control, these privileges 

included certain religious freedoms, some cultural freedoms, access to development funds, 

non-application of the one-child rule, and respect for cultural integrity (Sofield and Li 

1998, 372; 2007, 270).  
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 Throughout the implementation of these policies, however, the “requirement for 

culture to be a servant of socialist ideology” was still at the forefront of the new 

government agenda, and this meant finding a way for cultural policy to complement 

economic policy (Sofield and Li 1998, 372-73): 

Development assistance needed to be sought and the nationalities should 

try to find ways to make money from their heritage. This attempt to 

synthesize socialism and modernization with the preservation of minority 

traditional cultures, while artificial and strained in some respects, 

nevertheless provided further encouragement to tourism planners to find 

ways to ‘make culture pay’. Li [Zui-huan, the Director of Cultural Affairs] 

provided direct encouragement for domestic tourism with his exhortation 

that the Chinese people should visit heritage sites, cultural festivals and the 

performing arts. (Sofield and Li 1998, 373) 
 

Tourism became a means by which to modernize the underdeveloped minority regions, 

marketing the ‘exotic’ aspects of ethnic culture to tourists seeking an escape from the 

already developed eastern coastline. Sofield and Li find that the situation of the Miao 

minority group of Guizhou in southwest China, where “ethnic tourism is being utilized by 

the state for modernization,” demonstrates how the “Han-dominated state controls and 

projects images of the Miao as primitive and exotic” (Sofield and Li 1998, 374). Li Yang 

and Geoffrey Wall share a similar view, contending that traditional ethnic culture is being 

marketed by the tourism industry and the CCP as a “resource for attracting tourists and 

investments” while also promoting “economic and cultural development and ethnic unity” 

(2008, 522). Yang, Wall, and Smith found that the approach to developing tourism is 

largely controlled by the state: 

In many developing countries, government is not only the key player in 

developing tourism but also issues and policies regarding ethnicity. 

Governments may also use ethnic images in promoting tourism, and base 

tourism plans on the development of ethnic resources, traditions, and 

artifacts. In effect, the state becomes a marketer of cultural meanings and 

arbiter of cultural practices. Government determines the role of minority 

identities in marketing and development, and decides what images are 

presented to enhance a destination’s appeal. (2006, 752) 
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 A unilinear approach to development is widely accepted and utilized in Chinese 

society and policy-making; it postulates that all societies pass through similar 

developmental stages. Xie finds that the ‘primitive’ ethnic minority in China represents 

earlier stages in the development of a more advanced Han society, where modernity is a 

“yardstick to measure the relative success of the acculturation among all ethnic groups” 

and ethnic cultural evolution is seen as a step toward ‘sinicization’ or ‘hanification,’ in 

which culture can be ‘explained’, ‘adapted’ and ‘advanced’ (Xie 2011, 111). The Chinese 

government, by institutionalizing ethnic identity, closely monitors and determines those 

aspects of culture that are deemed ‘safe’ for tourism (i.e., will not challenge national 

unity); so arts, crafts, cuisine, architecture, dance, some festivals and some ceremonies 

form the main touristic diet (Sofield and Li 2007, 275). Because tourism is one of the 

‘four pillars’ or engines to drive development and to power modernization, the CCP 

generally does not permit ethnic celebrations of past victories over Han Chinese, ethnic 

military prowess, and other such “manifestations of independence” (Sofield and Li 2007, 

275).       

 Oakes pinpoints China’s underdeveloped ethnic minority regions as particularly 

receptive to regional economic development via ethnic tourism due to the harsh but 

scenic mountain environments and socio-cultural distance from modern Chinese 

lifestyles and economies. He finds that tourism’s role is particularly important in the 

state’s modernization and development of peripheral regions because the costs associated 

with opening a region to tourism are much less than implementing other modernization 

schemes (Oakes 1998, 132). Because the shaoshu minzu, mostly isolated in mountainous 

areas, have been able to preserve their traditional culture and heritage, the active 
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promotion of ethnic tourism involves appealing to Han (and international) visitors by 

‘opening up’ these regions (Yang and Wall 2008, 525).     

 Ethnic tourism embodies the interaction between “structures of state power, local 

ethnic identity, and commercial development” (Oakes 1992, 4). In instances in which the 

state and its economic goals dominate over ethnic identity, Oakes finds that “large-scale 

economies and their bureaucratic states [grow] at the expense of local communities and 

the cultural diversity that derives from autonomous local communities” (1992, 5). The 

stance that Oakes takes on the effects of Chinese ethnic tourism is rather negative, 

although he concludes that “regard[ing] ethnic groups purely as victims denies them their 

own history” (1992, 14): 

…ethnic groups involved in tourism may be approached not merely as 

victims of destructive change, but as actively engaging that change, as 

individuals constrained by often oppressive forces, yet at the same time 

constructively adapting to and modifying these forces to the extent that 

they are able. [The] state’s definitions of ethnic space were seldom in 

keeping with the perceptions of the ethnic groups themselves…, [while the] 

autonomous region was simply a space in which the ‘special 

characteristics’ of ethnic groups were to help determine the nature and 

speed of…expected socialist transformation. (Oakes 1992, 7-8) 
 

Socialist transformation is the CCP’s goal, and it includes integrating the minorities into a 

renewal of Han national identity. In the process, local ethnic identity should eventually 

acculturate into Han culture, though the opportunities found in marketing ethnic tourism 

will also help to attain economic development. Oakes holds that “undeveloped regions 

are encouraged to commoditize whatever specialties they have to offer” and are given 

three allowances: low-interest state loans, state price subsidies, and local enterprise 

ventures. The Chinese government is essentially providing economic incentives for 

minorities to “make culture pay” through ethnic tourism (Oakes 1992, 9; Sofield and Li 

1998, 12).  
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 According to Sofield and Li, the Chinese government realized that international 

tourism could lead to the penetration of Western values and cultures. As a result, cultural 

policy oriented tourism to Chinese culture and traditions so as to avoid the pollution of 

China’s heritage. Li Zui-huan, the Director of Cultural Affairs, encouraged domestic 

tourism by inviting Chinese people to visit heritage sites, cultural festivals, and the 

performing arts. Ethnic tourism, utilized by the state for the purpose of modernization, 

also allows the CCP to control and project images of the minorities as primitive, exotic, 

and the “antithesis of modernity.” These authors also find that the dominant society and 

its economic interests may lead to the development of “authentic” tourism products, such 

as minority arts and crafts, and market the “exotic” image of traditionally oriented 

peoples. Motivation comes from the prospect of profit, rather than any concern to 

genuinely portray indigenous groups in a just manner (1998, 12-17).  

Conclusion 

 Since the 1978 economic reforms, the Chinese government has tried to find ways 

to modernize and develop the country. With a transition in focus from the Eastern 

coastline to the more impoverished Western frontier, the government is using tourism as 

a tool for economic development and a renewal of Han identity. How is tourism affecting 

economic development? Does the interaction between ethnic groups on the frontier and 

tourists, particularly the Han Chinese tourists, have an impact on ethnic and cultural 

identity? Do government characterizations of ethnic minorities as ‘exotic’ influence the 

way the shaoshu minzu and their visitors interact? Ethnic tourism as controlled by the 

state promotes a way for minorities to sell their culture to travelers for the purpose of 
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economic development, which the government believes can contribute to development on 

a national level. However, the interests of some minorities conflict with those of the state 

as well as the increasing exposure to Han Chinese visitors and migrants. Do tourism 

policies in the autonomous regions, then, have any effect on ethnic minority integration 

into the Chinese state?  

 While Tibet is an important region that has faced issues similar to those in 

Xinjiang, it is too politically and historically vast an area to properly include in this study. 

Although an assessment of tourism in Tibet would be fascinating, the international 

attention drawn to Tibet in recent years complicates the dynamics central to this study. 

As for Inner Mongolia and Ningxia, the lack of data makes comparisons difficult. A 

primary focus on the Uighurs and the Zhuang, as well as their respective autonomous 

regions, allows for a comparison to be drawn between two ethnic groups that have been 

affected by Chinese rule very differently in the past, yet now face some similar 

consequences of modern CCP tourism policies. Historically, the Uighurs of Xinjiang 

have shared in a far more united ethnic identity, based on a strong culturally Turkic and 

religiously Muslim alignment, than the Zhuang in Guangxi, who never considered 

themselves a homogenous ethnic group until the Chinese government labeled them as 

such. In addition to this distinction, the Uighurs have also posed far more of a separatist 

and security threat to the Chinese state as compared to the Zhuang. These differences set 

the stage for an interesting comparison and create a picture of the various ways and 

degrees to which the Chinese state is controlling tourism and promoting a new national 

identity, and how ethnic identity is being shaped by impacts of this ethnic tourism. 
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Although the usefulness of ethnographic work to this study is obvious, the limit of time 

and resources renders that option impossible.      

 The following chapters offer an examination of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous 

Region and the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous as two case studies of regional ethnic 

tourism in China. I will analyze ethnic tourism impacts on economic development, 

integration, and ethnic identity in Xinjiang, focusing primarily on the Uighur ethnic 

group. A history of tensions with the Han Chinese and the Chinese central government 

may provide a unique lens for this study. I will also assess the Guangxi zizhiqu to 

determine the impacts of ethnic tourism on the Zhuang ethnic group. The final chapter 

compares the issues faced by the Uighurs in Xinjiang and the Zhuang in Guangxi as a 

result of regional ethnic tourism.  
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Chapter Two 

 

 

 
 

Development, Integration, and Identity in 

Xinjiang: A Case Study of Ethnic 

Tourism and the Uighur Shaoshu Minzu 
 

 

 

 Since the 1978 economic reforms in China, an economic disparity has caused a 

rift in development between the interior West and the eastern coastline. The interior is 

greatly impoverished and inhabited by most of China’s ethnic minorities (as well as many 

majority Han communities). In response, the Chinese Communist Party has highlighted 

the budding tourism market as a means by which to develop the Western part of the 

country. Ethnic tourism can provide job opportunities for China’s shaoshu minzu and 

involve them in the government’s plan for national development. The CCP aims to 

integrate the minorities into a renewed national identity based on national development, 

and their involvement in regional economic development can contribute to their adopting 

this national identity. However, as a growing ethnic tourism market fuels development in 

the Western frontier, the paradigms associated with development and preservation and 
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cultural exoticism and modernity highlight an uncertainty that ethnic minorities may lose 

that which makes them exotic, causing tourists to lose interest in their pursuit of this form 

of cultural authenticity. An analysis of ethnic tourism in the Xinjiang Uighur 

Autonomous Region (XUAR), known for tensions with the Han Chinese and separatist 

desires, provides insight into how this market is affecting development, integration, and 

ethnic identity in China’s zizhiqu and the rest of the impoverished Western interior.  

Xinjiang: A Brief History and Introduction to Ethnic Tourism 

 The Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (see Map 2.1) accounts for over 15% 

of China’s total land mass, and houses a number of ethnic minorities within its borders, 

including the Uighur, Mongolian, Hui, Kazak, Kirgiz, Xibe, Ozbek, Russian, Tajik, and 

Tatar shaoshu minzu. The majority ethnic group is the Uighurs with a population of 8.39 

million in 2000 (China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 50). This territory was designated an 

autonomous region for the Uighurs in 1955. In 1984, Deng Xiaoping’s Law of Minority 

Nationalities offered certain rights and benefits to the minorities which excluded the Han 

Chinese. As new CCP policies and rapid development along China’s eastern coastline 

encouraged migration to the Western frontier, tensions arose between the Uighurs and the 

Han Chinese who came in search of new economic opportunities.  

 As Xinjiang developed, the Chinese Communist Party realized the value in many 

of the region’s natural resources. During this time, a booming tourism market drew 

attention to the ethnic minorities as a potential point of interest for both domestic and 

foreign tourists. A rise in ethnic-focused tourism attracted visitors to the underdeveloped,  
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Map 2.1: Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR) 

 
  Source: Xinjiang, 2013 

 

remote autonomous regions, particularly due to Xinjiang’s location along the Silk Road. 

This increase in tourism required the development of an accommodating infrastructure 

and provided a means to alleviate poverty. 

Xinjiang: Before, During, and After Mao 

 The vast domain of Xinjiang was annexed by the Qing dynasty in 1757, after 

which policies to avert ethnic minority resistance to the government resulted in Han 

officials taking positions in the region. Due to a strong Uighur desire for separation, 

spanning back to annexation, this interaction between Han officials, who viewed the 
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shaoshu minzu as culturally inferior, uncivilized, and backwards, and non-Han groups 

instigated tensions in the region that persist to this day. Rebellion and instability 

characterized Xinjiang, which was fought over by the Chinese Nationalist Party, the 

USSR, and various warlords between 1911 and 1949 (Rossabi 2004, 6). In the 1940s, 

however, Xinjiang had a taste of freedom as the Eastern Turkistan Republic, though this 

status was short-lived and the People’s Liberation Army took control of the area in 1949. 

The Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region was officially established and incorporated 

into the People’s Republic of China in 1955 as one of five zizhiqu aimed to offer the 

ethnic minorities a degree of autonomy (Rossabi 2004, 7).  

 Prior to 1949, during the civil war between the Guomindang and the Communist 

Party, Mao indicated that the minorities, particularly the Muslim Uighurs who dominated 

the region, should expect independence in Xinjiang if the CCP won the war. After the 

founding of the PRC, however, the Uighurs were expected to settle for autonomy and 

“control over their own affairs” (Bovingdon 2004a, 5). The central government divided 

Xinjiang into a number of smaller autonomies to reinforce the idea that the region 

belonged to thirteen different minzu and to equal out the overwhelming political and 

demographic majority enjoyed by the Uighurs (Bovingdon 2004b, 118). A history of 

violence and separatist desires deemed the Uighurs untrustworthy by the CCP, and any 

promises of independence made by Mao before 1949 have been dropped in favor of 

China’s national development. The real power in Xinjiang remains with trusted Han 

officials imported from the eastern part of the country, and the Uighurs still have very 

little control in governing themselves. This political situation, as well as discriminatory 

employment and housing practices, has fueled ethnic tensions.  
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 Central government goals in Xinjiang, as in the other zizhiqu, remain the ultimate 

assimilation of the Uighurs into China’s socialist Han Chinese national identity. While 

minzu policies respecting cultural and religious differences prevailed in the early 1950s, 

as did those of forced Han immigration and language reforms – over time, organizations 

such as the China Islamic Association gradually took control of some religious 

institutions, confiscating mosque lands and replacing religious courts with “People’s 

Courts”  (Bovingdon 2004b, 122). The mid-1950s saw resistance to Mao’s economic 

changes, initiatives that drove many Uighurs and others together against the Party. 

During the anti-Rightist movement – a response to the 1956 Hundred Flowers campaign, 

which invited criticism of CCP policies from the masses – the government in Xinjiang 

targeted nationalist locals resisting CCP rule. The Great Leap Forward, beginning in 1958, 

labeled ethnicity as an “obstacle to progress,” calling for rapid cultural homogenization, 

the elimination of “backwards customs,” and attacks on Islam (Bovingdon 2004b, 123). 

Countrywide famine increased numbers of Han migrating to Xinjiang, and the mid-1960s 

Cultural Revolution implored Han Chinese Red Guards to rid China of the ‘four olds’ 

(customs, culture, habits, and ideas). This campaign prompted the targeting of non-Han 

cultures in Xinjiang, and the destruction of mosques, the forced raising of pigs by 

Muslims, and mandatory shedding of traditional and habitual garments in favor of Mao 

suits (Bovingdon 2004b, 124). 

 The Cultural Revolution alienated large portions of the Uighur and other minzu 

populations against the central government. After Mao’s death in 1976, the CCP faced a 

crisis of shaoshu minzu resentment against the Han Chinese and party rule, and adopted 

more culturally and religiously tolerant policies for the autonomous regions. Despite 
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these policies, however, the 1990s witnessed violent Uighur resistance to CCP rule and 

policies of Han migration and privilege in Xinjiang, including riots and bus bombings in 

Urumqi. Deng Xiaoping’s economic and subsequent reforms of 1978 mainly pinpointed 

the eastern coastline of China for development – only in the past decade has 

overwhelming poverty in Xinjiang and the rest of the Western interior become a priority 

of the central government. The CCP believes that increased development in Xinjiang will 

pacify the separatist desires of the Uighurs, and ethnic tourism has arisen as a means of 

accomplishing this goal. Economic prosperity through such policies as the ‘Go West’ 

development plan are meant to integrate the Uighurs and show them that cooperation 

with the Chinese regime is more beneficial than resisting it (Moneyhon 2003, 513). 

The ‘West Development’ Policy in Xinjiang 

 When the Chinese Communist Party came to power, it realized a need to unite the 

country under a recreated Chinese national identity capable of stimulating successful and 

lasting unification. This Chinese nationalism needed to include the ethnic minorities, 

most of whom inhabit the extremely impoverished Western half of the country. Recent 

Chinese policies have focused on the Western frontier for development, adopting poverty 

alleviation strategies such as the ‘West Development’ policy, designed to address 

inequalities in income distribution between eastern coastal gateways and western and 

inland provinces, with the tourism industry playing a leading role in regional 

development (Jackson 2006, 695). Wealth disparities between the developed eastern 

coastline and the largely underdeveloped interior result in ethnic tensions between the 

richer Han Chinese and the ethnic minority groups who make up a large percentage of 

China’s poor. This policy provides a means by which to develop the interior while also 
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integrating minorities into a renewed national identity, albeit one based on a Han vision 

of Chineseness and modernization.  

 The West Development Plan – also known as the ‘Go West’ policy because it 

encourages Han Chinese to migrate – is the CCP’s current strategy for dealing with the 

ethnic minorities, and the program’s policies and legal reforms are considered the latest 

edition to China’s evolving minority policy. The West Development plan is meant to 

direct state investment, outside expertise, foreign loans, and private capital into China’s 

vast and comparatively backward interior (Moneyhon 2003, 492). The plan’s goals are to 

transform the western region (the specific provinces are shaded gray on Map 2.2) into an 

area with stable living conditions, a thriving economy, and an advanced society by the 

mid-21
st
 century (Jackson 2006, 697). Building regional tourism, a more self-sufficient or 

‘bottom up’ approach to regional development, will enable local communities to 

contribute to their own development (Jackson 2006, 705). However, the 12 West 

Development provinces only attract a small proportion of Foreign Direct Investment (4.6% 

of the total in 1999 and 3.6% in 2002), domestic tourism (15.6% in 2000, 14.9% in 2002), 

and international tourism (21.3% in 2000, 19.7% in 2002) (Jackson 2006, 697-698). As a 

result, the government is providing assistance by establishing infrastructure and a market 

for tourism in these regions. 

 The ‘Go West’ development plan encourages Han migration to Xinjiang with 

enticing economic opportunities. Large infrastructure construction projects provide jobs, 

which often go to Han migrant workers rather than indigenous Uighur workers. 

Moneyhon contends that this development policy is a civilizing project for the Uighurs:  

The ideological basis for ‘civilizing projects’ is a combination of the 

civilizing center’s perceived superiority and a commitment to raise the 

level of peripheral peoples’ civilization. Han Chinese widely view their 
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own culture to be ‘one of progress, opportunity, science, and reason,’ 

while Uighur culture is perceived to be ‘backward, poor, weak, 

superstitious, and worst of all, feudal’… [The] steady stream of Han 

Chinese into Xinjiang has a powerful assimilative effect on the Uighurs 

[who demonstrate a] much higher rate of assimilation to the Han than vice 

versa… (2003, 505-507) 

Map 2.2: The West Development Provinces 

 

   Source: Jackson 2006, 697. 

 

Despite the assimilating effects the West Development plan may have on the Uighurs and 

other indigenous groups, tourism based on ethnic distinction has arisen as another means 

to develop remote areas like Xinjiang. Although still a fledgling market, ethnic tourism is 

capable of providing economic development in the zizhiqu while also furthering the 

central government’s goals of integrating the Uighurs into a national Han identity. 

Development in this impoverished region is meant to pacify Uighur separatist tendencies 
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and assimilate this group into Han Chinese culture. Central government-regulated 

tourism can preserve certain aspects of Uighur identity, while also demonstrating that the 

livelihoods of the Uighurs and other ethnic minorities will benefit and improve from 

cooperation with the Chinese state. 

Ethnic Tourism in Xinjiang 

 Tourism in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region primarily focuses on ethnic 

minority interactions and viewing local scenery, relying on rural allure and the history of 

the Silk Road to attract tourists. Compared to other provinces, Xinjiang’s degree of 

tourism is less developed, though it has had a significant impact on the Uighurs and other 

shaoshu minzu as well as contributed to development in a number of cities, including 

Urumqi (the capital), Kashgar, and Turpan. In 1978, when Xinjiang’s international 

tourism began, 88 foreigners visited the region and, by 1982, that number jumped to 

8,095 and then to over 41,000 in 1987 (Toops 1992, 22). Not all areas in Xinjiang are 

open to tourists, although the government has increased access to many formerly closed 

places. The three primary tourist destinations are Urumqi, Turpan, and Kashgar, and 

tourists annually flock to these cities to view recently discovered art and artifacts, ruins of 

ancient cities, and mummified human remains (Toops 1999, 303). When Kashgar was 

given open status in 1984, the international tourist market boomed and even the five-year 

period from 1980-1985 saw over 4000 tourists buying 60,000 RMB of ethnic goods, 

resulting in the inclusion of a restaurant and hotel to the Kashgar Arts and Crafts Factory 

so tourists could spend more (Toops 1993, 97).  

 Most visitors to Xinjiang travel with group tours. Turpan, a historically important 

stop along the Silk Road for travelers since the Han Dynasty (206BC-220AD), opened 
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completely for tourism in 1979 (Toops 1992, 25). Here, Uighur culture is put on display 

and presented as “yet another artifact of the region’s past by the mainly Han Chinese tour 

guides who lead troops of visitors through the town and its historic environs” (Toops 

1999, 303). A Uighur song-and-dance troupe performs Uighur songs and “a series of 

energetic traditional dances…in a lively fashion” during the tourist season, playing 

traditional instruments and adorned in traditional Uighur costumes: “the chapan (jacket), 

koynek (shirt), and doppa (skullcap)” (Toops 1999, 310). Catering to their audience, the 

troupe performs a Japanese and a Chinese song, though most songs, dances, performers, 

and instruments are authentic and Uighur (1999, 310). Despite the region’s clearly Turkic 

Muslim heritage, most tourist sites use Chinese names. Toops contends that this Chinese 

preference “subtly shifts the image of the town (Turpan in this case) away from its 

Central Asian heritage and places it into a fully Chinese historical context, saying in 

effect that this area is and always has been Chinese” and serves a larger, Chinese agenda 

by firmly tying the region to the historic Chinese empire (Toops 1999, 303).  

 Of the 50 tour guides who work in Turpan and Urumqi, a few are Uighurs and the 

rest are Han Chinese from Shanghai or Beijing who perceive Xinjiang in a totally 

Chinese context – holding that this region is very different from the rest of China, yet 

historically has been and is a part of China (1999, 314). Ethnic and cultural tourism as 

described above constructs a history of Xinjiang that is viewed from the outside 

perspective of the Han Chinese, not those of the local Uighurs. Turpan, for example, 

historically a religious and economic major player in 20
th

 century politics in the region, 

has been “subsumed in the larger text of Chinese history” where it “serves a national 

agenda of tourism and regional integration” (Toops 1999, 316). These guides act as 
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cultural brokers between tourists and locals. In Turpan, locals interacting with visitors 

work in the informal sector of tourism and only superficially encounter tourists by selling 

them kebabs from a stand or crafts in the bazaar (Toops 1999, 315).    

 To increase the appeal of Turpan, several beautification projects have been carried 

out, one of which contributed to the rebuilding of the Turpan bazaar. Completely rebuilt 

in the 1980s, this two-story bazaar provides merchants with the space to hawk their wares 

of “hats, cloth, scarves, boots, and knives” to locals and tourists alike (Toops 1992, 25-

26). Behind this structure stands the working bazaar, where visitors can bargain with 

local jewelers, bakers, craftsmen, and fruit-sellers for goods or negotiate a maze of stalls 

housing restaurants and other shops (Toops 1999, 309). Domestic tourists are attracted to 

Turpan’s annual Grape Festival, enjoying programs highlighting the history of early 

Chinese travelers and adventurers sojourning the Silk Road. The main tourist attractions 

found in Urumqi, Xinjiang’s capital, focus on the surrounding scenic areas where tourists 

can hike to nearby waterfalls, eat mutton in local Kazakh yurts or guesthouses, and ride 

horses around summer pastures (Toops 1992, 24). In the city, the south of which houses 

the Uighur population, tourists can enjoy ethnic markets and restaurants, or stop at the 

jade-carving, carpet, and musical instruments factories (Toops 1992, 24).  

 Another side of Xinjiang tourism focuses on local minorities’ Muslim religious 

alignment, including the Uighurs. Muslim attractions can be divided into physical assets 

such as mosques and buildings, and “intangible assets including feast days, events, 

customs, and culture” (Wang et al. 2010, 112). Xinjiang has 19 mosques and six famous 

Islamic sites, considered tangible Islamic attractions for tourism – for example, the 

Aitiduer Mosque in Kashgar, built in 1442, is the largest and oldest mosque in China, 
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attracting a daily attendance of over 3,000 and more than 7,000 at Friday prayers (Wang 

et al. 2010, 113). Muslim tourism, considered a facet of ethnic tourism, attracts the 

Islamic populations from Xinjiang’s neighboring countries as well as domestic Muslim 

peoples within China. Most foreign tourists, however, visit Urumqi, Kashgar, and Turpan 

to enjoy the surrounding scenery or superficial interactions with local minority peoples. 

Since travel services provide visitors with tours and accommodations during their travels 

to Xinjiang, a large chunk of the foreign exchange and domestic revenue earned from 

tourism goes to them, with few profits seen by the Uighurs and other participating 

shaoshu minzu groups. 

Ethnic Tourism in Xinjiang: Implications for Economic 

Development, Integration, and Ethnic Identity  

 In the late 1980s, Deng Xiaoping projected the “two overall situations” strategy, 

which encouraged the development of China’s eastern coastal regions and, after it 

achieved a measure of prosperity, the western interior would then receive special help 

from the central government. This pattern of asymmetric development has resulted in the 

vast wealth disparity between China’s east and west (Moneyhon 2003, 495). 

Development policies, such as the West Development Plan, represent the second stage of 

Deng’s strategy. In Xinjiang, economic development in minority areas attracts 

(government-encouraged) Han migration and instigates ethnic tensions between the Han 

Chinese and the Uighurs and other shaoshu minzu. Although the Han Chinese population, 

the majority group in China, remains a minority in Xinjiang, they still account for 37% of 

the region’s approximately 17 million people, a percentage that has skyrocketed from 6.2% 



 
 

51 
 

in 1953 (Moneyhon 2003, 497; Sautman 1998, 101-102). Despite their fewer numbers, 

the Han typically live in the larger industrialized urban areas of the north, while the 

ethnic minorities dominate the more rural south.  

 Such a huge Han Chinese presence in Xinjiang has already exacerbated ethnic 

tensions between this group and the Uighurs, particularly because the former tends to 

have greater wealth and economic opportunities than the latter. Tourism is meant to 

provide a means for ethnic minority development, giving the Uighurs and other shaoshu 

minzu opportunities to bring sustainable and self-sufficient development to Xinjiang. In 

the past two decades, this region’s tourism market has grown considerably due to several 

factors: international interest in the Silk Road, CCP investment in and support of the 

tourism sector, the quality of local rural and ethnic attractions, and the opening of these 

exotic destinations to domestic and international tourists (Church 2004, 41). Yet tourism 

and the way it is established by the central government, while providing a market for 

economic development, may exacerbate ethnic tensions in Xinjiang, especially when the 

Uighurs already resent the Chinese Communist Party’s history of culturally and 

religiously oppressive policies. If tourism development benefits the wrong groups or 

causes a strong renewal of cultural identity, its impacts could lead to a more intensified 

desire for separatism and counteract the government’s goals for integration of the ethnic 

minorities.         

Economic Development and Tourism 

 Xinjiang’s economy has two pillar industries, oil and cotton, that are central to its 

economic development strategy. The oil industry, almost completely controlled by the 

Han Chinese, incites tensions with locals. According to Moneyhon, these development 
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policies concerning oil and cotton make little economical sense and are driven by an 

underlying political agenda. Development of the cotton industry would open up new land 

via reclamation that would bring in massive numbers of Han settlers. This explanation 

fits with the CCP’s desire to bring Xinjiang under firmer state control by “diluting restive 

indigenous populations with Han settlers,” a process known as “mixing sand” (Moneyhon 

2003, 503-504). Because this region also has potential for a lucrative tourism industry, 

local authorities find that the tourism market will attract both domestic and international 

investment due to Xinjiang’s historical and cultural sites, rural scenery and landscapes, 

and “colorful minority groups” (503). 

 Tourism has already attracted a considerable amount of foreign exchange in 

Xinjiang (see Table 2.1). In 1995, over 200,000 international tourists visited the region, 

jumping to over 300,000 by 2005. Foreign exchange earnings totaled $74 million in 1995 

Table 2.1: Number of International Tourists and Foreign Exchange Earnings              

       in Xinjiang 

Xinjiang 

 

Number of International Tourists (10,000 

person-times) 

Foreign Exchange Earnings 

(USD million) 

1995 20.36 74 

1997 -- 71 

1998 -- 82 

1999 -- 86 

2000 25.61 95 

2001 -- 99 

2002 -- 99 

2003 -- 49 

2004 31.69 91 

2005 33.11 100 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 776-777. 

and $100 million in 2005, indicating a rising foreign interest in Xinjiang tourism. In 2007, 

tourism revenue accounted for 5.8% of Xinjiang’s GDP, or 16.5% of the value-added 
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tertiary industry. The first four years of the 11
th

 five-year plan (2006-2010) saw an 

increase of 8.10% in domestic tourists received, 5.83% in domestic tourism revenue 

earned, and 5.16% of total tourism revenue earned, indicating an overall increase in each 

category in the first three years of 14.96%, 15.21%, and 13.85%, respectively (Sun 2011, 

1311). By the end of 2009, Xinjiang had received 1.52 million foreign tourists and 80.80 

million domestic tourists total with revenue from tourism amounting to 71.7 billion RMB 

(about $11.5 billion USD), each respectively increasing by 46%, 101%, and 86% percent 

compared with the 2001-2004 period of the 10
th

 five-year plan (2001-2005) (Sun 2011, 

1311). According to Sun, Xinjiang’s tourism industry boasts “one world-class tourist 

culture brand, two high-quality tourist regions, three Silk Road tourist routes, four 

famous-brand scenic resorts, five key tourist regions, six series of special products, and 

12 Excellent Tourism cit[ies]” (2011, 1311).  

 These statistics and Table 2.1 indicate that Xinjiang’s tourism industry is growing 

at a steady rate. Each year the number of foreign and domestic tourists visiting and 

spending money in the region is increasing due to government investments in building up 

the region’s infrastructure and promoting Xinjiang’s ethnic minority (particularly Uighur 

and Kazakh) culture, scenic landscapes, and history of Silk Road trade for tourism. 

According to Moneyhon, however, the Uighurs have seen little of the rapid economic 

growth XUAR has experienced and, of the 20 counties in Xinjiang where Uighurs make 

up 90% or more of the population, 13 have been designated by the CCP as key poverty 

alleviation counties (2003, 497). An online article claims that the Muslim Uighurs in 

Tuyoq, Xinjiang are being left behind by the tourism boom. Tickets sold to visiting 

tourists to enjoy the small Muslim shrine and defaced Buddhist grottoes in this “sleepy 
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village of grape-growers” cost 30 yuan ($3.85), though none of the profit was reaching 

the Uighur villagers, who “blockaded roads in the village, keeping tourists out until the 

[government-owned] company running the tours agreed to hand over 2 RMB per ticket” 

(Reuters 2006).  

 While Xinjiang is benefiting from increased tourism in the region, instances 

where these economic opportunities are providing growth for the Han Chinese minority 

as opposed to the Uighur majority will only exacerbate ethnic tensions. Saich claims that 

China’s “extremely inegalitarian” development strategy has not translated into a coherent 

policy approach to dealing with the poorer interior (2011, 192). Moneyhon finds that, 

while the Go West development plan and other CCP policies are geared towards 

alleviating poverty and bridging gaps in growth and economic disparity between the 

eastern and western regions, the “Great Western Development Drive” is actually “an 

attempt to quell ethnic unrest, solidify the nation, and legitimize the current regime by 

taming the ‘wild west’” (2003, 492). Although tourism is obviously contributing to 

economic development in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, it appears that these 

policies are designed to keep power and economic growth in the hands of the Han 

Chinese and not the Uighurs. In a region such as this, with a history of ethnic unrest and 

separatist desires, CCP goals of integrating Xinjiang’s shaoshu minzu through 

development of the tourism market may never be realized.       

Integration in Xinjiang and the Hardships of Separatism 

 Since the Chinese Communist Party came to power in 1949, it has maintained a 

desire to assimilate the 55 officially recognized ethnic minorities into a Han Chinese, 

socialist identity. After Mao’s policies during the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 
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Revolution alienated many of these groups, the post-reform CCP realized a need to 

reinforce the legitimacy of the party in the eyes of the shaoshu minzu by giving them 

preferential treatment over the Han Chinese and a degree of autonomy by establishing the 

five zizhiqu. According to Sautman, China’s preferential policies affect national unity in a 

profound way:  

…preferential policies are a key legitimating strategy of a regime which is 

overwhelmingly Han Chinese and claims that Han culture is more 

‘advanced’ than minority cultures…Since the mid-1980s, preferential 

policies have been touted as a way to close China’s ethnic gap in living 

standards and education and reduce tensions through redistributive justice. 

(1998, 86-97) 
 

In Xinjiang, Sautman finds that these affirmative action policies have created greater 

social equity and perhaps even promoted positive Han-minority relations (1998, 86). The 

most valued of the preferential policies is liberalized family planning, including 

exemption from the one-child policy, a lifestyle benefit that China’s minorities value 

most highly. In 1975, mandatory family planning began among Xinjiang’s Han 

population, though the minorities could decide whether or not to practice it (89). Sautman 

highlights education as another important policy in Xinjiang. Special funds for minority 

education are manifested in some 400 boarding schools in minority pastoral areas – these 

schools exempt boarders from payment for tuition and books, and guarantee them free 

food, clothing, lodging, and study materials (91).  

 These preferential policies no doubt placated the minorities to some extent, but 

what they really wanted was immediate realization of the regional autonomy that Mao 

Zedong had promised prior to CCP victory in 1949 and again during the 1950s. In 1984, 

the Law on Regional National Autonomy (LRNA) implemented a system of regional 

national autonomy for the zizhiqu that set up “organs for self-government for the exercise 
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of the power of autonomy” for the shaoshu minzu, though it has been criticized by 

Western scholars as a system of ‘fake’ or ‘paper autonomy’ (LRNA 1984; Moneyhon 

2003, 512). In 2001, revisions to the LRNA subtly shifted the “right to control resources 

and industrial and agricultural products from the autonomous regions to the central 

government” (Moneyhon 2003, 515). As a result, Xinjiang’s Uighur minority has 

responded with growing unrest and violence, actions that explain why the CCP has gone 

so far as to label some Uighurs as terrorists after the 2001 terrorist incident in the United 

States (Bovingdon 2004, 12; Saich 2003, 353). Historically, the central government has 

been dealing with Uighur separatist desires and unrest for a long time. In 1990, for 

example, clashes between Han Chinese police and soldiers and Uighurs, considered 

“counterrevolutionary plotters” as part of the Islamic Party of East Turkestan, left dozens 

dead (Moneyhon 2003, 498).  

 After witnessing the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, Uighur separatists 

began rioting in the hopes of establishing an independent Uighurstan or a unified Eastern 

Turkestan. The central government labeled these separatists in Xinjiang as terrorists and 

China’s most serious internal security threat. The CCP responded to the movement in 

1996 with the “Strike Hard” anti-crime campaign, designed to “eradicate crime and crack 

down on Uighur separatists” (2003, 500). However, this campaign incited further 

separatist movements and increased Uighur anti-government protests and violence. The 

“Yining incident” of February 1997 demonstrated Uighur contempt and disrespect for 

Chinese rule by coordinating bus bombings in Urumqi with the state funeral for Deng 

Xiaoping, leaving hundreds injured and at least ten dead. In Beijing, separatists also 

exploded a pipe bomb in a bus in one of the city’s busiest shopping districts (Moneyhon 
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2003, 499-500).          

 Since then, the CCP has joined together with Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Russia, 

Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan to form the “Shanghai Six” or Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, intended to serve as a unified front against separatists and extremists and to 

strengthen relations between China and the Islamic countries bordering Xinjiang that 

might sympathize with the Muslim Uighurs. The central government theorizes that the 

Go West development policy will bring prosperity to the Uighurs and other minorities in 

the West and breed greater minority cooperation and acquiescence, thereby encouraging 

their integration into mainstream Han Chinese culture, the new market economy, and an 

underlying Han framework. Moneyhon contends, however, that economic prosperity will 

“cut the other way” and incite an ethnic resurgence, citing a point Gladney made in 

reference to China’s economic reforms having the unexpected consequence of ethnic 

revitalization among the shaoshu minzu (2003, 518).     

The Handicrafts Industry, Ethnic Identity, and Tourism 

 Tourism in Xinjiang is closely tied to ethnic identity through the handicrafts 

industry. This marketing of Uighur culture, according to Stanley Toops, can lead to a 

cultural reawakening and allows for preservation of historical sites (1992, 20). A 

revitalization of culture can be measured in a revitalization of crafts and products created 

for tourism. Reaffirmed interest in developing a market for minority handicrafts is a 

positive aspect of tourism in Xinjiang. Two types of crafts, touristic crafts and ethnic 

crafts, have evolved to cater to the international tourism market (Toops 1993, 89). A long 

cultural significance of craft articles to the people of Xinjiang indicates an ethnic 

attachment to goods such as carpets, knives, jewelry, hats, and clothing. Uighurs in 
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particular use local materials and technologies to produce locally styled items that 

distinguish them from other ethnic groups, including the doppa (skullcap), pichak (knife), 

chapan (jacket), and otuz (boots) (Toops 1993, 90).  

 Post-Mao government policies of development and ethnicity have committed to 

further production of ethnically distinctive goods. Tourism provides a handicraft industry 

in Xinjiang that allows a marketing of culture. The Uighurs, through their crafts, sell 

tourists ethnic markers of their traditions and identity. Toops finds that, as tourists 

become interested in and pursue crafts, the recognition of local ethnic identity is 

reaffirmed in the crafts (1993, 104). The duality of the ethnic and tourist craft industry is 

represented in a duality of the handicrafts industry. Ethnic crafts produce goods and 

musical instruments to the national, regional, and local song-and-dance troupes while 

also meeting the demands of the hotels and friendship stores geared to tourists – some of 

these ethnic crafts include: rugs, knives, silk clothing and decorations, embroidered hats, 

traditional instruments, earthenware, and red copper ware (1993, 95). Although “changes 

in the styles of touristic crafts do not diminish the traditional aspects of the crafts locally,” 

according to Toops, this production of touristic crafts does not mean that the preservation 

of local culture is also occurring (1993, 105). In fact, the rising prominence of Urumqi in 

the handicraft industry indicates a “reorientation of Xinjiang to China proper” because 

Kashgar and Gulja, both more dependent on the handicraft industry, are being dwarfed by 

the development of this industry in the region’s capital (1993, 92-93).  

 The marketing of ethnic culture to tourists reinforces the idea that Xinjiang’s 

minority groups are backwards and simple, allowing this CCP and Han Chinese 

perception of shaoshu minzu identity to prevail. Tourist brochures, according to Church, 
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construct a minority national character that is reinforced within tourist destination cities 

(48): 

The Uyghur cities of the Tarim are depicted as relics of the past, primitive 

bazaar towns of the ancient Silk Roads. Almost as if museum pieces, the 

term “living fossil” is repeatedly used to describe Uyghur cities. Within 

the photos Uyghur cities, scenery, architecture, and ethnic people become 

part of a seamless naturalized landscape of the old Silk Roads… The few 

people depicted [in brochure photos] are “ethnic”, wearing traditional 

clothing and hats, hard at work producing beautiful, labor intensive, 

handicrafts: silk weavings, jewelry, carpets, ceramics, and beautifully 

fluted copper vessels, in romantically languid bazaars. These images 

succeed in presenting the cities as ‘authentic’ tourist destinations that have 

essentially not changed since the days of the ancient Silk Roads. (2010, 48) 
 

This Han-centered outlook on minority peoples is transferred to the tourists who visit 

Xinjiang, including the international tourists and also the wealthier domestic Han Chinese 

who travel to this region to “idealize the ethnic minorities and their landscape as 

unspoiled reserves of nature, religiosity, and simple lifestyles of the past” (Church 2010, 

42). The government, via control of the tourism industry, is able to regulate and market 

an exotic and culturally inferior image of the Uighurs to tourists. Not all tourists will fall 

for this government-propagated notion of minority culture, and Toops holds that, in terms 

of the handicraft industry, tourists ‘in the know’ seek out crafts of authentic design, 

which reaffirms and strengthens local recognition of ethnic identity in the crafts (1993, 

105).  

 While ethnographic work would be required to assess the impacts that these 

aspects of tourism are having on ethnic identity, some facets of Uighur culture are no 

doubt being overlooked in favor of appealing to the tourism market for the sake of 

economic growth and development. However, tourism has been known to instigate a 

renewal of cultural identity and, particularly in Xinjiang where the shaoshu minzu have 

no love for the Han Chinese or their control of the region’s wealth, tourism and its 
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resulting economic prosperity is likely to result in ethnic revitalization (Moneyhon 20003, 

519).                

Conclusion 

 A history of ethnic unrest and separatist desires in the Xinjiang Uighur 

Autonomous Region has resulted in tensions between the Han Chinese and Uighur ethnic 

minority group. As development policies such as the ‘Go West’ plan drive more Han 

migrants to settle in Xinjiang, increased disparities in wealth and economic opportunities 

fuel resentment on the part of the shaoshu minzu. Because the Chinese Communist Party 

is aware of the need to bring poverty alleviation measures to the western interior and 

legitimize the Party in the eyes of minorities, preferential policies, including exemption 

from the one-child policy, arose as a means of placating them. However, tensions are still 

present in Xinjiang, and the rise of tourism as a market for developing this area is capable 

of exacerbating conflict. Although tourism is attracting foreign exchange and 

government-subsidized infrastructure provides employment opportunities, little profit and 

few jobs are trickling down to the Uighurs.  

 Since the 1990s, violence among separatist groups, who want the autonomy 

promised to them by Mao in the 1940s and 1950s, has resulted in the deaths of Han 

Chinese and Uighurs alike. Tourism as a tool for integration of local ethnic minority 

groups and firmer control over interior provinces like Xinjiang has the possibility of 

assimilating some aspects of Uighur culture, while economic prosperity could also lead to 

ethnic revitalization. Imbalanced economic development in this region also aggravates 

ethnic conflicts, and the outbreak of violence could have negative impacts on Xinjiang’s 
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potential for tourism. The CCP’s goals of integration may have to take a back seat to 

necessary policies that would first help to stabilize the region and lessen the ethnic 

tensions present between Uighur and Han Chinese groups. The Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region offers a contrasting take on tourism development in an area and to a 

minority group that is historically more assimilated to Han culture than Xinjiang and the 

Uighurs.        
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Chapter Three 

 

 

 
Development, Integration, and Identity in 

Guangxi: A Case Study of Ethnic 

Tourism and the Zhuang Shaoshu Minzu 
 

 

 

 The Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, which came under Chinese 

Communist rule in 1949, is one of the five zizhiqu meant to offer ethnic minorities, the 

Zhuang in this case, a degree of autonomy. The 14 million Zhuang living in Guangxi and 

neighboring Yunnan province are China’s largest minority group. Similar to the rest of 

the western interior, Guangxi is one of 12 provinces targeted in the ‘Go West’ 

development policy. Compared to Xinjiang, scenic and ethnic tourism in Guangxi are far 

more popular as a means of development. This province is renowned for its beautiful 

landscapes and rural, culturally exotic ethnic minorities, attracting tourists from all 

around the world and also from within China. Preferential policies exempt the Zhuang 

and other shaoshu minzu from the one-child policy, and offer them subsidies in starting 

businesses or ease of access to primary and higher education. Tourism is one of the 

central government’s tools to bring development to the impoverished Western frontier 
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and to integrate China’s ethnic minorities into a Han Chinese national identity. Prosperity 

as a result of economic growth is meant to satisfy the needs of the shaoshu minzu and 

encourage them to follow the benevolent guidance of the Han CCP towards a socialist 

path of development.  

 However, the impacts associated with ethnic tourism raise concerns over loss of 

cultural identity and integration into Chinese society. The Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region attracts international and domestic tourists because it is largely rural, secluded, 

exotic, and serene. As development progresses, tourists may lose interest in Guangxi due 

to its homogenizing effects. If tourism becomes the main industry providing revenue and 

bringing economic growth to the minorities, then tourism-based cities and villages will be 

left without alternative industries to provide employment and opportunities for them. The 

paradigms associated with preservation and modernity and with cultural exoticism and 

modernization raise questions as to what impacts ethnic tourism will ultimately have on 

economic development and integration in Guangxi, and how it will affect ethnic identity 

and culture of the Zhuang and other minority peoples.  

Guangxi: A Brief History and Introduction to Ethnic Tourism 

 With 46 million people living within its borders and the Han Chinese accounting 

for 61.7% of the population, the shaoshu minzu of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region (see Map 3.1 below) make up 40% of the region’s total population, consisting of 

approximately 16 million Zhuang, Dong, Miao, Yao, Yi, Hui, Shui, Ting, Maonan, and 

other ethnic groups (Kaup 2000, 32). The Zhuang are the largest ethnic group in China, 

and 90% reside in Guangxi, accounting for 33.8% of the region’s population, or almost 
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14 million people (Turner 2010, 11). Similarly to Xinjiang and the other three ethnic 

autonomous regions, Guangxi was also largely left behind in terms of development. Only 

in recent years has the government begun to assist in the process of tourism development 

in poorer regions, including Guangxi, in order to promote economic growth and alleviate 

poverty. This government assistance fuels a deep-seated CCP goal of integrating the 

ethnic minorities into a Han Chinese national identity. This underlying agenda of 

integration becomes more obvious through a brief review of the Zhuang during the time 

of the CCP’s assumption of power.       

Map 3.1: Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 

 
      Source: Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, 2013 
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Guangxi, the Zhuang, and the Communist Revolution 

 The Zhuang have changed greatly since before the early 1950s. Prior to this time, 

these peoples did not perceive of themselves as belonging to a “finite and nonoverlapping” 

category (Kaup 2000, 26). Because the minorities were historically discriminated against 

and terrorized to the point of masking their lineages with Han Chinese ancestry, no one 

knows for certain if the Zhuang are indigenous to the Guangxi and Yunnan area (26). The 

region’s rugged topography kept pockets of people separate from each other and far 

removed from the penetration and control of the ruling government. Therefore, the 

Zhuang have many different dialects and have never constructed a unified written script 

(28-29). The Zhuang primarily inhabit western Guangxi and, even after years of Han 

migration, this geographic concentration has remained largely the same, though the Han 

are the majority group in the province and have the best land. Most Zhuang reside in the 

countryside with only 3% living in Guangxi’s cities in 1986 and only 7% in 1990 (31, 33-

34).  

 Historically, the languages of the branches of the Zhuang nationality were largely 

mutually unintelligible, and closer to Thai and Lao than Mandarin (Edmondson 1994, 

150). Before 1959, less than 10% of Zhuang were likely verbally fluent or literate in 

Chinese, making the language barrier a “decisive impediment to Zhuang integration into 

the Chinese state” (Kaup 2000, 37). Prior to the Communist takeover, ethnic conflicts and 

violence often broke out in certain areas of Guangxi between the Zhuang and the 

immigrant Han, indicating that the Zhuang were not as historically assimilated as some 

scholars have made them seem (37). Since the 17
th

 century, there has been much Zhuang 

resistance to the Han, contributing to difficulties in integration. 
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The isolating mountainous terrain, poor infrastructure, self-sufficient 

economies, and lack of a unified religious or political leadership all 

contributed to the weak sense of Zhuang identity on the eve of the 

Communist takeover. Yet within eight years after officially taking control 

of Guangxi, the Communist Party announced the formation of the Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region and declared that the Zhuang region would 

enjoy limited independence from central control. (47) 

 

Because the Zhuang were less unified in terms of language, government, and religion, 

they posed far less of a separatist threat to the central government than did the minorities 

of the northwest, such as the Turkic-speaking, religiously Muslim Uighurs. This may be 

partly why the Zhuang, also not as “clearly demarcated and separated geographically” 

from the Han, have been considered more assimilated into Chinese culture (55). 

 Kaup contends that the Zhuang endured three phases of consolidation from the 

eve of the Communist Revolution in 1949 to the present. The first phase, from 1949 to 

1966, saw the CCP driven by its desire for national political integration. Because the 

Zhuang peoples’ loyalties lay primarily with their region and not the Chinese state, this 

allegiance was the first change the central government wanted to make. By calling for 

full participation in the Communist system via a propaganda campaign, the party hoped 

to “provide the minorities their rightful equality with the Han” and shift Zhuang loyalties 

“from their basic regional group to the larger Chinese state” (Kaup 2000, 74). During 

phase two, from 1966-1978, the Cultural Revolution under Mao Zedong erupted and 

wrought chaos, disrupting minority work in Guangxi (74). Phase three – from 1978 to the 

present – saw a change in party policy from a focus on minority work and political 

integration to economic development.  

 Preferential policies surged during the first half of the post-Mao period, with the 

government asserting that the “nationalities’ socioeconomic development must be 

elevated to Han levels” and compensations must be made for the “abuses suffered during 
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the Cultural Revolution” (Kaup 2000, 74-75). These policies of minority legal and 

economic rights were further clarified by the 1984 Law of Regional Autonomy (LRNA 

1984), although reforms to this policy have since placed control of most zizhiqu 

industries into the hands of the central government. As one of the driving factors in the 

push for CCP development of the western interior, Kaup finds that “economic 

development in China began to illustrate that minorities could be lured into the unified 

state with economic incentives” (2000, 75). 

Development in Guangxi and the Rise of Ethnic Tourism  

 Development as a means of poverty alleviation in Guangxi places an emphasis on 

the tourism market. This zizhiqu in particular is known for its beautiful scenery, karst 

caves, and diversely exotic cultures. Rural Guangxi’s potential for tourism, however, 

remained largely untapped until the rise of China’s domestic demand for outdoor 

recreation and ethnic tourism in the late 1990s. The Guangxi provincial government has, 

in recent years, included tourism development in the formal strategic planning of the 

rural economy (Zhao 2009, 173). The most common features of ethnic tourism in 

China’s southwest are the performance of minority songs and dances, presentation of 

minority rituals, and holding of festivals. In Guizhou, for example, the minorities, long 

regarded as ‘uncivilized,’ are now appreciated as resources for aesthetic and authentic 

experiences by tourists. The ethnic diversity of karst landscapes and ‘exotic’ native 

peoples are now attractions for foreigners and provide important income resources to 

both Guizhou and neighboring Guangxi (Wu 2000, 7-8).  

 In addition to direct investment in the improvement of infrastructure, the central 

government has also encouraged Guangxi’s residents to use their resources for tourism 
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development – an example is the conversion of spare rooms into hotel rooms which, 

after inspection, can receive licenses as acceptable “resident hostels” to be rented out to 

tourists (Qin et al. 2011, 478). Tourism as controlled by the state gives the CCP 

influence over the construction of ethnic identity in China. By contributing to goals of 

economic development, the ethnic minorities fit into a larger rhetoric of Chineseness 

(Turner 2010, 18-19). Song and dance performances are one of the major ways ethnic 

minorities in Guangxi showcase their identity and culture, and this display has become a 

renowned form of ethnic tourism: 

Local performers in Guangxi take part in tourism by promoting their 

traditions through performances of music and dance that are staged 

particularly for tourists in order to preserve and celebrate local culture and 

to make economic gains. Competitions for economic investments and 

government support through the development of tourism create a lively 

setting as groups and individuals scramble to benefit from cultural tourism 

resources by marketing place and ethnicity. [These local performers must 

compete with sites] constructed by tourism companies often subsidized by 

the national government (the National Tourism Board) as it promotes 

tourism for economic development in rural areas throughout China by 

opening certain ‘ethnic scenic spots’ to tourism. (Turner 2010, 7-8) 
 

Because tourism does not guarantee their security in the future, some older generations 

worry about the loss of traditional skills and fertilizing knowledge that will influence the 

quality of their land in the long run (Wu 2000, 18). This loss is a concern because many 

small villages in the southwestern region – in Guizhou, Yunnan, and Guangxi provinces 

– have been entirely converted to draw in tourism revenue, and minority lands or rice 

terraces are either neglected or have fallen into the hands of the local government for 

upkeep. 

 The primary sites for tourism in Guangxi include the cities of Guilin, Nanning, 

and Beihai, as well as Guilin’s nearby backpacker town of Yangshuo. The local scenery 

and boat trips from Guilin to Yangshuo are meant to mesmerize tourists as if they were 



 
 

69 
 

viewing the landscape directly out of a Chinese painting (Turner 2010, 11-12). Ethnicity 

is a valuable commodity here and the production of tourist sites to attract visitors is 

geared to give legitimacy to minority performances. Turner finds that “performers use 

representations of place and ethnicity for cultural promotion and economic profit in 

various sites in Guangxi, negotiating issues of representation, legitimization and 

ownership” (Turner 2010, 287). This utilization of Guangxi landscape and ethnicity as 

economic and cultural commodities contributes to the government’s goals for economic 

development to make the secluded mountainous areas less financially and physically 

isolated (2010, 14-15).  

 While Turner may find that these song and dance performances sometimes benefit 

minority representations of place and ethnicity, problems are already arising with tourism 

development in Guangxi. Yangshuo, a famous backpacking site among Westerners and 

recent popular destination for domestic Chinese tourists, is headed into the realm of 

overdevelopment. Westerners now avoid this area because of its heavy development, 

instead seeking out other scenic spots further north in Guangxi which are just beginning 

to develop via a burgeoning tourism economy (Turner 2010, 66). This loss of tourism 

attraction in Yangshuo brings to light a conflict of interests: increasing development has 

changed the city into a less exotic destination for Western tourists, showing how 

modernizing tourist infrastructure can erode cultural exoticism. The older generations’ 

concern with the loss of traditional agricultural practices also highlights tensions between 

development and cultural preservation. Ethnic tourism in Guangxi may be bringing 

economic development to an impoverished region and contributing to CCP goals of 

minority integration into a Han Chinese sense of nationalism, but impacts on identity may 
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also lead to adverse effects on the preservation of the shaoshu minzu culture and 

traditions that are not easily marketed to tourists. 

Ethnic Tourism in Guangxi: Implications for Economic 

Development, Integration, and Ethnic Identity  

 Tourism in Guangxi focuses on song and dance performances and tours of the 

scenic countryside. In some rural villages, including those along the famous ‘Dragon’s 

Backbone Rice Terraces,’ government-funded tourism encourages minorities to open 

their homes and lives to produce an exotic product within which tourists can immerse 

themselves. Spare bedrooms in Zhuang homes are transformed into guesthouses for 

visitors who can join in festivals and eat traditional Zhuang foods. The tourism industry 

in small villages like Ping’an is meant to fully take over the lives and livelihoods of the 

residents – everyone participates in the village’s tourism, perhaps as a guide, guesthouse 

owner, cook, or porter (Chio 2011, 556-557).  

 This type of tourism has attracted international and domestic attention to Guangxi, 

and more villages are being transformed into tourist sites with the aid of provincial and 

local government funds. Tourism at first may seem like the best way to achieve economic 

development and better integrate the shaoshu minzu into the Chinese state, but without 

cultural exoticism, the ethnic tourism industry is likely to fail in Guangxi. For these 

reasons, the way in which ethnic tourism affects minority identity is important to 

preserving the tourism industry as well as the livelihoods of those who rely on it.   
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Economic Development and Tourism in Guangxi  

 China possesses a “top-down decision-making system in which goals are set at the 

national level and are interpreted and implemented at lower levels” (Qin et al. 2011, 471). 

In China’s interior, where the private sector is weaker, government at all levels is 

decisive in managing tourism development, although the local government is typically 

responsible for planning, as is the case in Yangshuo and many other places (Qin et al. 

2011, 472, 484). Because China’s tourism industry, among others, has embraced the 

market economy, local tourism is promoted by a more decentralized operation of the 

local government and private investor initiatives, rather than direct control by the central 

government (Richter 1989 in Turner 2010, 114). While this policy allows for a less 

standardized approach to the development of tourism in Guangxi, it also pressures local 

officials to achieve quotas for economic growth put forth by the central government.    

 Guangxi’s traditional sources of household income come from agriculture and 

labor exports. Due to the arid climate and mountainous landscape, the return from 

farming is scant and on the decline, while years of labor exports and emigration have led 

to a series of socioeconomic dilemmas, including loss of cultural identity and desertion of 

farms. Tourism, according to Zhao, provides a solution to these problems by helping to 

diversify the agricultural economy and retain younger generations (2009, 173-173). Apart 

from stone and metal products, tourism has become one of the most important tertiary 

industries in the region. In 2004, Guangxi received a total of 55.2 million domestic 

tourists (up by 21.5%) and 1.17 million international tourists (up by 74.4%) (Guangxi 

Statistical Yearbook 2005 in Turner 2010, 54).  
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 Chio contends that, in terms of numbers, domestic tourists in China now far 

outpace and out-spend international tourists (2009, 56). In Guangxi, for example, over 73 

million domestic tourists visited the region in 2006, yet only 1.7 million international 

tourists visited in the same year (Chio 2009, 127). In 2012, domestic tourists totaled 155 

million, a year-on-year growth of 19.8%, and accrued 118 billion RMB of domestic 

tourism revenue, up 28% from 2011 (Hong et al. 2012). In 2004, foreign exchange 

earnings from tourism in Guangxi equaled USD $288 million, an increase of 80% from 

2003 (Turner 2010, 118). Table 3.1 indicates that, between 1995 and 2005, the number of 

international tourists visiting Guangxi almost tripled, as did the amount of foreign 

exchange earnings, a jump from USD $121 million in 1995 to USD $359 million in 2005. 

The China Data Center (2013) lists that, in 2011, Guangxi earned approximately USD 

$1,052 million in foreign exchange, an indication of the region’s growing popularity 

amongst international tourists. Undoubtedly, the reason why the CCP wants to assist in 

the process of tourism development in poorer regions is due to the positive impact this 

industry is having on economic growth in Guangxi. A 2012 EIU report claims that total 

tourism income in Guangxi increased by 34.1% in 2011, to 127.8 billion RMB, 

accounting for nearly 11% of the region’s GDP (Economist Intelligence Unit 2012, 10).  

Table 3.1: Number of International Tourists and Foreign Exchange Earnings          

in Xinjiang 

Guangxi 

 

Number of International Tourists (10,000 

person-times) 

Foreign Exchange Earnings 

(USD million) 

1995 41.85 121 

1997 -- 178 

1998 -- 156 

1999 -- 202 

2000 122.91 307 

2001 -- 301 
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2002 -- 321 

2003 -- 164 

2004 117.58 288 

2005 147.71 359 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2006, 776-777. 

 Yet the tourism boom in this zizhiqu is not having a positive impact on everyone. 

For example, in Ping’an village, a famous rural tourism site run by a Guilin-based 

tourism company, Zhuang villagers have had to fight since 2002 to gain more of a cut 

from their tourism business. A ticket to the village in 2006 cost approximately USD $4-

$6 or 30-50 RMB, and over 237,000 tourists visited Ping’an in that year (Chio 2008, 136; 

Turner 2010, 200). The villagers considered their cut to be an unequal and unfair share of 

the total profits from ticket sales – the original agreement between the tourism company, 

government, and village in 2001 was that Ping’an would receive 150,000 RMB/year, the 

government 6% of total profits, and the remainder would go to the company and 

shareholders to pay back the investment (see Table 3.2 below) (Chio 2009, 136-137). In 

2002, a protest ensued and the amount received by the village increased to 350,000 

RMB/year when the villagers realized how small a cut of 150,000 RMB was from ticket 

sales profits (Chio 2009, 137). In 2007, they asked the company and local government for 

7% of the total profit from entry ticket sales, but were refused (Chio 2009, 138). 

Table 3.2: Ping’an Village Ticket Sales (1998-2004) 

  

 

 

  

  

   

              Table recreated; data from source: Chio 2009, 136. 

Year Amount Received by Ping’an (in RMB) 

1998 15,000 

1999 25,000 

2000 30,000 

2001 150,000 

2002 150,000 

2003 150,000 

2004 350,000 
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 In Yangshuo, residents have complained that they are forced into becoming “wild 

horses,” or illegal tour guides, due to the high living expenses and the virtual absence of 

other employment opportunities (Qin et al. 2011, 483). Qin, Wall, and Lu interviewed 

some of these “wild horses” and gleaned that they are not happy with their work: 

Many of them were formerly farmers whose land was expropriated for 

tourism projects so that they no longer have permanent jobs. Offering 

illegal tour-guiding services is not honorable, although the labor is less 

hard than farming. The income is slightly higher than farming, but they 

have to follow tourists’ irregular schedules and business is intermittent and 

unreliable. (Liu 2011, 483) 

 

Mass tourism here has replaced the former niche tourism market, and the city has seen a 

dramatic increase in crowding, high prices, and the loss of original ambience, particularly 

for international visitors. Entrepreneurs increasingly face the dilemma of whether to stay 

or to leave, and domestic tourists coming to enjoy Yangshuo’s foreign flavor also 

complain about “decreased visibility of foreigners, the loss of the Western atmosphere, 

and the dilution of West Street’s unique character” (Qin et al. 2011, 484). These changes 

in Yangshuo are representative of the greater impacts economic development can have on 

the tourism industry and its preservation as a means of providing a livelihood for the 

(minority) people of Guangxi. The progression of development in cities like Yangshuo 

may indicate the progression of the region’s integration into the Chinese state, although 

the loss of this ‘original ambience’ could ultimately prove detrimental to the survival of 

Guangxi’s ethnic tourism industry.   

Tourism, Integration, and Ethnic Identity in Rural Guangxi  

 In rural Guangxi, many younger generations have turned to migrant work as a 

means of making money and gaining experience away from home. Encouraged by the 

government to engage in this type of migratory work, young people returning to tourism 
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villages, including Ping’an village, no longer want to plow the fields and maintain the 

aesthetic quality of the rice terraces that attract tourists (Chio 2009, 221). Younger 

generations who leave the countryside are often unsatisfied with returning to a rural 

lifestyle, which contributes to the integration of the ethnic minorities into a modernizing 

mindset that is typically reminiscent of the developed eastern coastline, particularly if 

these young people are returning home from big cities. Part of Guangxi’s touristic appeal 

is its scenic destinations, but the minority cultural and musical heritage of the region is 

also emphasized. Both the landscape and the cultural performances rely on maintaining 

the ethnic practices of the region.  

 Ping’an village, home to about 140 Zhuang families and known for being the 

most beautiful village on the “Dragon’s Backbone Rice Terraces,” received government-

funded tourism development and officially opened to tourists in 1996. At the same time, 

the county government encouraged and supported a group of local women to display 

some Zhuang ethnic songs by learning choreographed performances based on traditional 

practices of this area. Using local folk songs and Chinese folk songs, this all-female 

group sings in Zhuang language and the Guilin dialect of Mandarin Chinese (known as 

guilinhua), performing wedding and bamboo stick dances involving interaction with and 

the participation of the audience (Turner 2010, 68-69).  

 Ping’an village was developed entirely for the purpose of tourism. Local 

government funding helped to build roads connecting the bottom of the village with a 

myriad of new restaurants, restrooms, and ticket booths (2010, 197). This Zhuang village 

contains over a dozen traditional, Zhuang-style guesthouses in which tourists can stay. 

This model of tourism development seen in villages similar to Ping’an in Guangxi is in 
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line with the “village as theme park” examples, in which song-and-dance, performance-

driven consumption experiences offered at theme parks
1
 in urban China can be found in 

rural, ethnic minority regions of the country in designated tourism villages (Chio 2011, 

556). The tourism industry here is meant to fully take over the lives of the residents with 

everyone participating in some way. The Zhuang of Ping’an are expected to act like their 

urban, theme-park counterparts, yet provide visitors with an even more authentic 

experience due to the added bonus of a rural setting.  

 Rurality and ethnicity are equally promoted to attract tourists. Chio finds that 

these rural villages are “situated within particular sets of known binaries (urban/rural, 

modern/unmodern, majority Han Chinese/ethnic minority) and advertised as sites for the 

celebration of these ‘special characteristics’” (2011, 556). According to Turner, “local 

senses of place and identity are transformed through performances into shared ones, 

making this shared, imagined place of Guangxi important not only to a local construction 

of identity, but also to a representation of China’s history and people” (2010, 146). She 

appears to condone this form of tourism development in Guangxi as beneficial to Zhuang 

identity. Locals can construct a particular sense of place and self through public 

performances of an “idealized, sometimes displaced, notion” of Guangxi (Turner 2010, 

146). Yet there seems something oddly inauthentic in the amount of staging required for 

these tourism villages to function. A government-funded group of women 

choreographing Zhuang and Chinese song-and-dance performances hardly sounds like 

local ethnic identity is being preserved or is avoiding any sort of negative impact. Turner 

                                                           
1
 Ethnic theme parks in urban China are similar to Epcot’s World Showcase at Disneyworld in the United 

States, except ethnic minority culture is the main attraction. People dressed in traditional ethnic clothing 
put on song-and-dance performances or sell handicrafts and food to visitors. The main difference 
between these theme parks and rural tourism villages such as Ping’an is that the latter boast authentic 
locations.  
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admits that many “song texts and melodies that have existed in Ping’an for generations” 

are overlooked in favor of new dance choreography geared towards both domestic and 

international tourists – these dances are even at first taught to the troupe by 

representatives of the Guilin Tourism Company (2010, 211).  

 Tourism performances in Ping’an may represent “local senses of place, 

community, and values” by enabling the Zhuang to proudly display their home and 

traditions to visitors, but the impacts of tourism here are not all positive (Turner 2010, 

211). The residents of Ping’an have grown lax in tending to the terraced crops that draw 

tourists, and the local government has begun to discuss taking control of the terraces for 

maintenance of their aesthetic qualities (2010, 228). Certain aspects of Zhuang culture 

may be preserved for the benefit of the tourism industry, but cultural traditions, including 

tending to the rice terraces that have provided for the Zhuang for generations, are 

suffering as well. Chio’s ethnographic work in Ping’an reveals that the learning and use 

of the Zhuang language is in decline among the younger generations in favor of Mandarin 

Chinese, and tourism development in the village has contributed to decreasing standards 

of hygiene among the Zhuang villagers (2009, 108,111). Migrant workers return to these 

small villages with visions of big cities and development, discovering their discontent 

with rural life. On the other hand, the contribution of university degrees and computer 

skills also helps improve tourism in Ping’an, for example, through new hotel and 

business plans or the ability to advertise in local chat rooms and on personal webpages 

(2009, 223). While these improvements may ultimately result in more tourism and, 

therefore, more profit, they also result in the loss of ethnic traditions and further integrate 
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the shaoshu minzu into the market economy and the Chinese state by advancing CCP 

goals of economic development.                 

Conclusion 

 Tourism in Guangxi focuses primarily on the scenic beauty of the region and the 

exotic ethnic minority cultures prevalent in the rural countryside. As a result, ethnic 

tourism has penetrated into rural parts of the zizhiqu, like Ping’an village. In the more 

well-known tourist destinations, including Yangshuo, development has begun to deter 

both international and domestic tourist interest. While economic growth from tourism is 

contributing to development in Guangxi, it is also causing some aspects of Zhuang 

culture to fade in favor of those traditions that attract tourism. As the rural Zhuang 

minorities are transforming their livelihoods and villages to be solely dependent on 

tourism, they are integrating themselves into the new market economy of China. Despite 

the cultural differences of the Zhuang minority, who have remained apart from the Han 

Chinese for centuries due to language barriers and Guangxi’s topography, development is 

likely to homogenize their villages over time and, eventually, may result in an inauthentic 

display that could repel tourists. 

 Tourism in minority villages still funnels most profit to fall into the hands of the 

local government or companies based in other cities. If the industry fails, the minorities 

risk being left with nothing, especially if their agricultural traditions are lost over time. In 

Guangxi, tourism as a tool of development and integration appears to be working well – it 

permits the government to have a firmer control on peripheral, minority villages 

assimilating into the Chinese market economy. While tourism does not have the same 
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effects all over the Western interior, understanding its impacts on different minorities in 

different regions allows for a fuller comprehension of this industry in China’s many 

autonomous areas.  
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Chapter Four 

 

 

 
Conclusion: A Comparison of Ethnic 

Tourism in Xinjiang and Guangxi 
 

 

 

 Building ethnic tourism as a means of developing China’s western interior not 

only contributes to the Chinese Communist Party’s goals of economic growth, but also 

acts as a relatively short-term catalyst for integrating some of the ethnic minorities into 

the new market economy. By adapting to the modernizing Chinese economy, the shaoshu 

minzu are enduring a process of acculturation into the Chinese state and its majority Han 

culture. While ethnic tourism imprints aspects of minority culture and traditions onto 

those who visit, the lifestyle and culture of tourists does not fail to leave its mark on the 

local ethnic groups. These interactions, coupled with development goals, can instigate a 

strong desire among minorities in China to modernize, attain financial security, and 

further integrate into the evolving Chinese state. Ethnic tourism is also capable of 

revitalizing ethnic culture and identity, particularly when policies of Han migration and 

employment practices exacerbate existing tensions.  
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 The positive and negative qualities associated with ethnic tourism are evident in 

the case studies of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and the Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region, where tourism is being used as one way in which the Chinese 

central government aims to alleviate poverty in the country’s interior. Since Deng 

Xiaoping’s economic reforms began in 1978, the CCP has also tried to integrate the 55 

ethnic minority groups more fully into a Han-centric Chinese national identity that has 

arisen in response to the economically and socially destructive policies enacted under 

Mao Zedong in the name of communism. A comparison of ethnic tourism in Xinjiang 

and Guangxi offers insight into how new policies of social and economic development 

have affected economic growth, integration, and ethnic identity in two regions that, 

despite their differences and similarities, were granted to the Uighurs and Zhuang with 

the expectation of autonomous rule.  

Economic Development, Integration, and Ethnic Identity in 

Xinjiang and Guangxi  

 The Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region represent two very different areas within the borders of the People’s Republic of 

China. While both regions are designated as zizhiqu, meant to provide ethnic minorities 

with an opportunity to govern themselves in areas where they live in concentrated 

communities, the experiences of the shaoshu minzu in the northwest and the southwest 

are as different as they are similar (LRNA 1984). Xinjiang is culturally, religiously, and 

ethnically more aligned with its Turkic-speaking, Muslim neighbors in surrounding 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Pakistan, and the distance between this area and 
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the state capital throughout history has allowed the Uighurs and other ethnic groups 

relative autonomy and independence from the Han Chinese. Since the Chinese 

Communist Party came to power in 1949, the need for greater direct state control in the 

periphery regions has led to policies of Han migration and development in Xinjiang. To 

curb separatist desires and better integrate the Uighurs into the Chinese state, ethnic 

tourism arose as a means for ethnic minorities to engage in the new market economy 

while also preserving aspects of their traditions and cultures by interacting with and 

selling wares to tourists seeking out the culturally exotic in China’s less developed 

interior.  

 In Guangxi, the Zhuang minority has had closer interactions with the Han Chinese, 

although the geography of the region has kept this group largely separated from outside 

influences. Language barriers and mountainous topography divided pockets of Zhuang 

for centuries, and it is only CCP minority policies that have influenced these people to 

consider themselves part of a single Zhuang identity. The Zhuang remain loyal first and 

foremost to the lands they inhabit and to the groups to which they belong, and do not, as 

of yet, share entirely in the notion of a Chinese sense of nation or identity. When the CCP 

first came to power, most of its attention was drawn to the ethnic minorities in the 

northwest who were far more removed from state control and far more unified in terms of 

language, religion, and identity than the shaoshu minzu of the southwest. This difference 

in unity between the Uighurs in the northwest and the Zhuang in the southwest is one of 

the most important points in comparing Xinjiang and Guangxi. Such a contrast explains 

why the central government has had and may continue to have more ease in integrating 
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the Zhuang into the Chinese state and its burgeoning market economy than it does the 

Uighurs.   

Ethnic Tourism and Economic Development in Xinjiang and Guangxi  

 In both Xinjiang and Guangxi, ethnic culture is marketed as a means to attract 

tourism for the purpose of regional economic development. The West Development Plan 

includes all five zizhiqu in its policies for poverty alleviation, and it provides substantial 

subsidies from the government for building infrastructure in each region. Infrastructure 

allows tourists to reach these previously isolated minority communities that, due to their 

peripheral status, have been able to preserve the traditional cultures that are now actively 

promoted to tourists. In all areas where ethnic tourism is a burgeoning market, the 

government feels that resulting economic development will help the process of 

integration for the shaoshu minzu as they are incorporated into a market economy. Both 

Guangxi and Xinjiang have seen a huge increase in domestic and international tourist 

arrivals and in the revenue collected from this tourism. For example, by the end of 2009, 

1.52 million international tourists and 80.80 million domestic tourists visited Xinjiang 

and spent a total of 71.7 billion RMB (about $11.5 billion USD) (Sun 2011, 1311).  

 Some scholars find that China’s southwestern geography, scenic landscape, and 

exotic culture tends to attract more domestic Han Chinese tourists who are traveling for 

leisure or to attain “modernity while also reaffirming Chinese identity” (Chio 2009, 76; 

Walsh and Swain 2004, 59). Over 73 million domestic tourists visited Guangxi in 2006, 

yet only 1.7 million international tourists visited in the same year (Chio 2009, 127). In 

2012, domestic tourists totaled 155 million, a year-on-year growth of 19.8%, and brought 

the zizhiqu 118 billion RMB of domestic tourism revenue, up 28% from 2011 (Hong et al. 
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2012). Statistics from both Xinjiang and Guangxi show that domestic tourism is on the 

rise in China, and changes in CCP policies as well as the new market economy have 

given Han Chinese the means and leisure time to engage in domestic travel.  

 This trend of faster growth in domestic tourism over international tourism is in 

line with the central government’s goals of integration, because the ethnic minorities 

participating in ethnic tourism are likely more influenced by their exposure to domestic 

tourists than to international tourists. The Han Chinese tourists represent the successes of 

the Chinese state – this majority group has grown wealthy and successful, able to travel 

the country and spend money with leisure. This display of wealth demonstrates to the 

shaoshu minzu that if they participate in the market economy and integrate themselves 

into a national Chinese identity, then they could also prosper and attain the same 

economic status as those coming to view them.  This way, the central government is able 

to promote domestic tourism and control the number of international tourists visiting the 

minority groups by limiting visas and therefore monitoring foreign influences in China’s 

more impoverished interior. Coupled with policies of Han migration, it appears that the 

CCP is aiming to surround ethnic groups with dense populations of Han Chinese. In some 

cases, as in Xinjiang, social tensions have arisen as a result. 

 Ethnic tourism is having a positive impact on economic development in Xinjiang 

and Guangxi – tourism accounted for 11% of Guangxi’s GDP in 2011 and for 5.8% of 

Xinjiang’s GDP in 2007 (Economic Intelligence Unit 2012, 10; Sun 2011, 1311). 

However, the wealth from tourism is not being fairly distributed to some participating 

Uighur and Zhuang groups. In Guangxi, the Zhuang in Ping’an have fought with the local 

government and a Guilin-based tourism company for a higher cut of profits from entry 
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ticket sales for the village. At first, the Zhuang settled for 150,000 RMB/year in 2001, but 

this amount increased to 350,000 RMB/year in 2002 after a village protest. In 2007, the 

villagers fought for a 7% cut of total profits from ticket sales, but were refused (Chio 

2009, 136-137). While ticket sales to Ping’an village were still not enough to compensate 

for the Guilin-based company’s initial investment in 2001, the villagers felt that the 

Ping’an rice terraces attracting most of the village’s tourism required “constant care and 

upkeep; that only they knew how to take care of the land; and that the company, local 

government, and outside entrepreneurs opening businesses in the village were making 

money through the labor of the villagers who kept the terraces attractive as a worthy 

sightseeing destination but without properly compensating the villagers for their work” 

(Chio 2009, 138). 

 Similar stories have arisen from Xinjiang, where Muslim Uighurs had to blockade 

roads to a village in Tuyoq containing a small Muslim shrine and Buddhist grottoes 

because none of the profits from ticket sales were reaching the Uighur villagers. In the 

end, the government-owned company agreed to hand over 2 RMB per ticket (each 

costing 30 RMB) to the Uighurs (Reuters 2006). While it is hard to say for sure, as 

concrete data on this subject is difficult to find, some scholars argue that the Uighurs 

have seen very little of the economic prosperity that the West Development Plan and, 

subsequently, ethnic tourism have brought to Xinjiang (Moneyhon 2003, 497). In some 

cases, as in Yangshuo, Guangxi, prosperity from tourism has led to overdevelopment in 

the city. Those Western tourists who were initially attracted to Yangshuo as a popular 

backpacking destination now avoid it as mass tourism has replaced the original ambience 

of former niche tourism with crowding and high prices (Qin et al. 2011, 484). Many 
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minority residents of Yangshuo whose land was expropriated for tourism projects are 

now forced into working as ‘wild horses,’ or illegal tour guides, in order to cope with 

high living expenses and the virtual absence of other forms of employment (Qin et al. 

2011, 483).  

 These zizhiqu have both been designated as targets of the CCP’s goals for poverty 

alleviation, and rapid development is definitely being seen in these regions. Rural ethnic 

tourism is growing more popular in the autonomous regions, particularly in Guangxi, and 

some of the limitations of this form of development are obvious. If entire villages are 

being devoted to tourism, then the resulting development may lead to a loss of cultural 

exoticism and authenticity that could drive away tourists seeking to encounter the exotic 

‘Other.’ From generation to generation, more minority youths are finding work in the 

cities or have lost interest in tending to the fields as their ancestors once did. With the 

passing of time and the possibility of tourism’s failure, many of these rural villages have 

the potential to end up bankrupt and without other forms of economic livelihood.  

 For these reasons, it appears that ethnic tourism acts as a quick fix to issues of 

development in China’s impoverished areas. Internal security threats and international 

pressures have encouraged the Chinese central government to take action in fighting 

poverty within its borders, and ethnic tourism is one way to produce vast economic 

growth in a relatively short period of time. Based on statistics from Guangxi and Xinjiang, 

ethnic tourism has already had a considerable impact on economic growth in both zizhiqu, 

and some progress in poverty alleviation has already been made. In Xinjiang, the state 

and provincial government has invested a total of 11.9 billion RMB of poverty alleviation 

funds that has solved the problem of adequate food and clothing for 2.57 million poor 
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people and has eased the degree of poverty on farmers and ranchers (Chinese Law and 

Government 2012, 85). In 2001, the region’s official rural poverty rate was 6.5% (Shen 

2005, 44). In Guangxi, the official poverty rate was 3.5% in 2001 and decreased to 2% by 

2006 (Shen 2005, 44; Bureau of Health 2006, 1). Despite this progress, time can only tell 

whether this path to development will prove to be sustainable for China’s Uighur and 

Zhuang population.  

Ethnic Tourism and Integration in Xinjiang and Guangxi  

 One aspect of ethnic tourism is its ability to reflect representations of how people 

see themselves and their heritage. Central government control of tourism allows the CCP 

to demonstrate its authority, legitimacy, and competence as a ruling body through tourism 

and other policies that shape a national identity. The promotion and operation of the 

Chinese tourism industry allows the use of ethnic representation to further state goals of a 

collective Chinese nationalism. Regional economic development integrates minority 

areas into the Chinese economy, thereby placing the shaoshu minzu under direct state 

control and allowing the influences of this legitimated majority group (the Han Chinese) 

to better integrate such regions as Xinjiang and Guangxi into China proper. As China has 

embraced its own form of capitalism via a market economy, the legitimacy of the 

Communist regime relies on the establishment of a national identity and economic 

progress that must include all of the country’s people. Ethnic tourism, along with other 

economic and social policies, helps to accomplish this goal because the state has control 

over the representation of ethnic groups through tourism advertisements and encounters. 

Over time, influences from international and Han Chinese tourists, coupled with 
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economic growth, can lead to the integration of China’s ethnic minorities into a national 

identity shaped by and based on Han Chinese culture. 

 Despite their history of resistance, the Uighurs are arguably becoming more 

integrated into Chinese society. Government policies have revealed that the livelihoods of 

and employment opportunities for the Uighurs will benefit from compliance with the 

Chinese state. Aside from separatist displays of violence and strong religious divides with 

the Han, preferential policies, Han migration to Xinjiang, and the government’s 

crackdown on Uighur defiance have largely pacified the Uighurs, at least those living in 

the region’s more urban areas, including Urumqi. China will never relinquish its control 

over Xinjiang, and this realization promotes a path of integration for the Uighurs and 

other shaoshu minzu. The Zhuang in Guangxi have also come to terms with the necessity 

to integrate further into Chinese society and acquiesce to central government control, as 

cooperation seems to be the only way to attain economic, social, and political 

advancement. This resolve is shown in the willingness of Zhuang groups to establish 

rural tourism villages despite unfair tourism policies. The consolidation of power the 

Chinese state has exercised via tourism and other development policies in Xinjiang and 

Guangxi has led to greater integration of the Uighurs and the Zhuang. After all, the 

development of a tourism industry calls for and enables the Chinese government to install 

infrastructure and other construction projects in its peripheral territories. Greater 

infrastructure means greater access for the central state to its rural peoples and a greater 

ability to tax and coerce them, keeping them under firmer, more direct control. 

 This argument ties back to James C. Scott’s contention that “distance-demolishing 

technologies” enable a form of internal colonialism by the state to ‘enclose’ peripheral 
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peoples who may be separated by great distances, “geographical inaccessibility,” or the 

“enormous diversity of tongues and cultures” (2008, 8-11). Such diversity is visible 

between the Uighurs and the Zhuang and the majority Han Chinese. Particularly in 

Xinjiang, the Chinese state needs to exercise full control of its territory up to the very 

border regions where Turkic-speaking, Muslim neighbors could influence the Uighurs 

and encourage the use of violence to protest Chinese rule. Policies of Han migration in 

both Guangxi and Xinjiang offer the CCP an upper hand in areas where ethnic minorities 

are the dominant population, and the increased presence of trustworthy Han officials in 

the workforce and in administrative positions gives the state more control in the zizhiqu 

where there would otherwise be little.         

  Development in the name of poverty alleviation gives the state power, and allows 

the central government’s control to penetrate marginal peoples and incorporate them into 

society. The resulting economic growth and monetary gain is mostly for developing cities, 

companies, and local or regional governments. In the case of the Chinese Communist 

Party, tourism permits the state to provide infrastructure to stimulate rural economies, 

advertise tourism, and act as an investment stimulator. Development de-politicizes 

poverty and makes it into a technical issue, creating a bureaucratic structure that extends 

the reach of politics into places it has never before reached (Ferguson 1990, 35). For 

example, the creation of roads is a technical issue, but gives the central state more access 

to rural peoples. Ethnic tourism, then, is one of the poverty-alleviating industries in China 

controlled by the central government meant to bring economic development to the 

peripheral regions of the West, while also having an impact on a renewed Han cultural 

identity aimed to include and ultimately integrate the shaoshu minzu regions into the 
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Chinese state. The value of Xinjiang and Guangxi as regions for potential poverty 

alleviation via tourism has encouraged the Chinese state to gain fuller access to these 

more remote regions and integrate them into the Chinese state and the national, now 

market-based, economy. The purpose of creating a market for tourism and stimulating the 

growth of consumerism in these peripheral regions is that they will then develop and 

align themselves with the Chinese state and follow the path to modernization that the 

eastern coastal regions – and the Han Chinese – have already taken. 

Ethnic Tourism and Identity in Xinjiang and Guangxi  

 Ethnic tourism represents ethnic identity in Xinjiang and Guangxi in similar ways. 

Both regions have song-and-dance troupes that put culture on display through traditional 

performances. These dances share Uighur and Zhuang culture with tourists, although this 

show of ethnicity is not always authentic. Many times, Chinese and Japanese songs are 

added to the list of performances given by Uighur and Zhuang troupes who must appeal 

to their Japanese and Chinese clientele. In Guangxi, some of the choreographed 

performances of Zhuang song-and-dance groups have been taught to them by a Guilin-

based tourism company. In Xinjiang, most of the tourist sites around the region are 

labeled in Mandarin Chinese, and very few tour guides explaining Uighur culture to 

visiting tourists are actually part of that ethnic group. Tour guides are used as cultural 

brokers between the Uighurs on display and the international and domestic tourists. This 

carefully controlled exchange appears to be a tactic intended to prevent tourists and 

Uighurs from interacting on a deeper level, or when the eyes of the state are not around to 

monitor the situation.  
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 In rural tourism villages in Guangxi, the experience is slightly different because 

tourists can stay in local guesthouses, sharing in the cultural performances and 

experiences that the Zhuang are marketing to them. This option of a home-stay presents a 

more authentic Zhuang lifestyle to the visitor, yet this perspective is also a marketing tool 

that has entirely transformed and adapted rural villages to selling tourism. The tourism 

industry in these small villages like Ping’an is meant to fully take over the lives and 

livelihoods of the residents – everyone participates in the village’s tourism (Chio 2011, 

556-557). More prevalent in Xinjiang than in Guangxi is the handicrafts industry, which 

allows the Uighurs to sell their culture as a commodity to tourists, while also meeting the 

demands of regional tourist gift shops and hotels. Over time, however, as these 

handicrafts are adapted to tourism, it is likely that some traditional aspects of these crafts 

may be lost, especially as younger generations enter into the tourism industry solely to 

improve their economic livelihoods – an issue that exists also in Guangxi. As the younger 

generations of Zhuang, via the government’s preferential policies, are given the 

opportunity to migrate to the cities for work or achieve a higher education away from 

home, they return to the countryside lacking a desire to work in the fields or embrace the 

traditional aspects of their culture. While newly found insight and skills can contribute to 

improving tourism in their native villages, the loss of traditional culture is still occurring.  

 Much of ruling Han Chinese thought on ethnic minorities views them as 

‘backwards’ and ‘uncivilized’ populations lacking a path to socialism and modernization. 

This idea has remained prevalent throughout history – both Scott and Xie refer to the 

Chinese system of labeling the shaoshu minzu outside of the boundary of state control 

and separated by harsh topography, as ‘raw’ versus the ‘cooked,’ or those more aligned 



 
 

92 
 

with Han culture and society (Scott 2006, 120; Xie 2011, 102-103). Particularly during 

the Cultural Revolution, the religious and cultural ways of minority groups, including the 

Uighurs and Zhuang, were forcefully stifled and attempts were made to acculturate ethnic 

differences into a homogenized national identity based on China’s unique path to 

socialism. After Mao Zedong’s radical policies ended with his death, Deng Xiaoping 

used preferential policies to placate minorities whose traditions and cultures had been 

affected. In Xinjiang, ethnic tensions soared as a result of Mao’s alienating campaigns, 

and they fueled strong separatist desires among some Uighurs.  

 As the CCP now focuses on national and regional economic development, ethnic 

tourism has become a means to eradicate shaoshu minzu backwardness in the zizhiqu and 

other minority areas while also preserving certain aspects of ethnic culture that attract a 

tourism market. Li argues that tourism places an emphasis on contact with the “exotic 

other, with experiences and adventures that often take place in the realm of the primitive 

or isolated or technologically unsophisticated places and societies” (2008, 495). Ethnic 

tourism modifies many of the qualities traditionally associated with regions and people 

through identity recreation brought about by rapid commercial development and cultural 

adaptations induced by the interactions of visitors – the Han and international tourists – 

and hosts – the minority groups (Yang 2011, 582). The prevailing notion of ethnic 

minorities as inferior to the Han Chinese no doubt pressures the younger generations to 

integrate into the modernizing Han Chinese state. The government has control over the 

tourism industry and, therefore, constructs the tourism brochures that are advertised 

domestically and abroad. The way in which the government controls this industry 

reinforces an exotic and technologically inferior image of the shaoshu minzu.  



 
 

93 
 

 In Xinjiang, a history of separatist desires and a strong Muslim identity may result 

in the preservation of Uighur culture. Here, and also in Guangxi, the unequal distribution 

of tourism profits could result in the preservation of ethnic culture, as this structure 

reinforces social inequalities and projections of the shaoshu minzu as inferior to the 

majority Han Chinese. Han migration in Xinjiang fuels resentment between this group 

and Uighurs. The Han Chinese receive administrative positions in an autonomous region 

designated for the Uighurs and other minorities, and, coupled with unfair employment 

opportunities, this preference clearly demarcates that the wealthier Han are better trusted 

and supported by the central government. The resulting social tensions indicate that the 

Uighurs still share in a collective identity that may help preserve their culture despite 

development policies in the zizhiqu encouraging their acculturation.  

 In Guangxi, the lack of a standardized identity for the Zhuang might make their 

integration into a Han Chinese national identity an easier process compared to the 

Uighurs. The younger generations, influenced by increasing development and exposure to 

tourists with leisure time and money, are encouraged to learn Mandarin Chinese and 

adapt to a modernizing Chinese state for the sake of future education and employment 

opportunities. While ethnic tourism requires the preservation of some aspects of Zhuang 

culture, it is already evident that the loss of traditional practices – for example, in 

agriculture, hygiene, and language – is occurring. As more Zhuang villages are 

transformed into rural tourism theme parks, this group will have no choice but to further 

engage in the market economy. With the loss of agriculture in favor of consumer-based 

industries, this (and other) shaoshu minzu will have no choice but to align themselves 
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with a Chinese state that, as a result of tourism, now has greater infrastructure and access 

to minorities living in the country’s peripheral regions.  

Conclusion  

 Tourism is a quick fix to poverty alleviation in China, although it cannot be used 

as a sustainable method of development. While ethnographic work is required to truly 

assess the impacts ethnic tourism is having on China’s ethnic minorities, the case studies 

on the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region provide insight into the positive and negative aspects of the growing tourism 

industry in China’s western interior. Some economic growth and development have been 

achieved, and the future generations of Uighur and Zhuang appear to be aligning 

themselves with the modernizing (Han) Chinese state. The influences of economic 

development and integration policies have mixed effects on ethnic minority identity – 

aspects of traditional culture and practices are maintained but others are fading in 

response to the specific demands of the ethnic tourism market.  

 Some scholars argue that this path to development via tourism will result in an 

ethnic revitalization of minority culture (Moneyhon 2003, 518), while others contend that 

ethnic identity is being lost and replaced with one based on Han Chinese culture. I 

conclude that ethnic tourism is leading to the loss and integration of ethnic culture, but 

the possibility of a cultural reawakening for the Uighurs and Zhuang is still present, most 

likely as a reaction to Han domination. Compared to its other industries, ethnic tourism in 

China is still a fledgling market, one that has both the ability to alleviate poverty and the 

potential to pose many social and economic problems for the Chinese government in the 
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future. In the words of a popular tourism slogan: ‘Tourism is like fire. It can cook your 

food or burn your house down.’ 
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