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Abstract 
Professor Shi Zhenyi advocated studying various factors that affected the 
economic development of western ethnic minorities and proposed accelerat-
ing development to promote the economic development of western ethnic 
minority areas. With the in-depth development of the economy, the gap be-
tween the east and the west in China has gradually widened, which is not 
conducive to economic stability and sustainable development. The economic 
development gap between the east and the west has existed since ancient times 
and cannot be changed in the short term. The economy in the western mi-
nority areas in China is an integral part of the national economy and the basis 
for developing the economy in the western minority areas. In the economic 
development of western minority areas, China should recognize the gap, iden-
tify the advantages and achieve stable growth according to the advantages of 
minority areas. 
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1. Introduction 

Professor Shi Zhenyi (1932-2015) was the initiator of Chinese Ethnologic Eco-
nomics and one of the most famous economists in Contemporary China. Pro-
fessor Shi advocated for studying various factors that affected the economic de-
velopment of western ethnic minorities in China and proposed accelerating de-
velopment strategies. This article introduces Professor Shi Zhengyi’s early theo-
retical thinking and primary contributions to developing Chinese ethnic minor-
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ity economies. The main contents of this article are based on the collected works 
of Shi (2001), and as such, the theoretical contribution of this article is attributed 
to Professor Shi Zhengyi. However, we will take responsibility for all our mis-
takes.  

Ethnic minorities and their economic development play a vital role in the over-
all economic development of China. The ethnic minority economy refers to the 
social production and economic life of ethnic minorities within a multi-ethnic 
country. It refers specifically to the economy of ethnic minorities. Its content is 
pervasive and most frequently used (Tian, 2022). China is a unified multi-ethnic 
socialist country consisting of Han nationality and 55 ethnic minorities. The west-
ern minority areas are located in the west and central regions. Their development 
level is low due to various natural and historical reasons, which have formed 
unique characteristics and affected the country’s overall economic development 
to some extent (Shi, 2001).  

China’s western region contains 12 provinces, accounting for more than 71% 
of China’s land area. It is lagging in economic and social development due to its 
unique geographical environment, historical foundation and many other reasons 
(Fan, 2022). In addition, the western minority areas have always been the hard-
est hit poverty areas. The widening economic gap is not only unfavorable to the 
economic development of western minority areas, but also unfavorable to the overall 
economic progress of the country. Therefore, solving the economic gap between 
regions, especially between the east and the west, has become an urgent problem 
in China’s social and economic development. 

China should parallel economic development and environmental protection 
measures when facing fragile natural ecological factors. At the same time, find 
our development advantages, see the development landing point, and achieve 
sustained and rapid growth of the national economy and coordinated economic 
development and shared prosperity. Based on the above realistic conditions, the 
western region has a low level of development. The lack of good natural condi-
tions has brought particular challenges to the economic and social development 
of western minority areas, but the gear of historical development is advancing. 
With the support of government policies and other parties, the accelerated eco-
nomic development of western minority areas is just around the corner. Under-
standing the factors that affect the implementation of the accelerated develop-
ment strategy is the driving force for accelerated development. 

2. The Great Development Requires New Theories 

In the spring of 2000, Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji discussed the Great Devel-
opment of the West in a transparent and general way in his government work 
report. In his speech, he expressed his requirements for strategic priorities at the 
current and future stages. During the meeting, the representatives warmly dis-
cussed various issues in the development of the West and put forward insightful 
opinions and suggestions. The central government is formulating an overall plan 

https://doi.org/10.4236/tel.2023.133023


N. Zhong et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/tel.2023.133023 363 Theoretical Economics Letters 

 

for the Great Development of the West. We should try our best to carry out 
in-depth exploration in the direction indicated by the central government to 
promote the deepening and perfection of new ideas for the development of the 
west (Shi, 2001).  

Whenever a new historical task is proposed, the Communist Party of China 
always raises the requirement to understand and handle central relations cor-
rectly. Mao Zedong published his famous article On the Ten Major Relations in 
1950s. In the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping was required to coordinate the relations be-
tween various tasks in the development strategy of “first the east, then the west”. 
Jiang Zemin clearly emphasized in the 1990s the need to correctly handle (12) 
major relations in socialist modernization. Xi Jinping proposed “One Belt, One 
Road” in 2013 to lead the way and increase the opening up of the west. In the 
new century, based on the great victory in the development strategy of the coast-
al areas, the central government seized the historic opportunity. It began to im-
plement the new strategy of developing the western region.  

China must still recognize and deal with many old and new significant rela-
tions in implementing the new strategy. In our opinion, in ethnic work and re-
search on the ethnologic economy, we not only need to continue to study and 
implement the thought of the three generations of CCP leaders on correctly 
handling significant relations. We also need to deeply explore how to properly 
handle new central ties based on the unique situation, problems, and contradic-
tions in the western ethnic areas. The new central ties refer to the unique linkage 
arising from the development of the western ethnic regions, such as the dialectical 
relationship between ethnic and economic factors, the relationship between the 
western region and the central government and the relationship between the 
provinces in the region of the west, the relationship between developing national 
culture and advancing modernization, and the relationship between the west and 
the east. The strategy of the Great Development of the West is a long-term histori-
cal task. According to the current assumption, it can be divided into short-term, 
medium-term and long-term, which will take 10, 20, 50 or even 100 years to com-
plete. In this process, many new central relations are bound to emerge. Through 
these critical relations, we study the Great Development of the West from the 
perspective of ethnology economics research (Shi, 2001). Over time and as our 
practice evolves, we need to keep exploring. We can only conduct analysis and re-
search based on the issue in our practice.  

First is the issue of correctly understanding and dealing with the dialectical 
relationship between ethnic and economic factors. In developing the West, we 
must attach importance to and handle the close connection and contradiction 
between ethnic issues and modernization. Since ethnic interest has its peculiari-
ties, it does not always coincide in all conditions with other economic interests. 
It requires us to coordinate and handle the relationship between the two. The west-
ern region is a multi-ethnic region. We must deeply understand, attach great im-
portance to and correctly take the relationship between ethnic and economic fac-
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tors. It is a significant relationship that we must adequately deal with.  
Second, China must correctly handle the relationship between the western re-

gion and the central government and the relationship between the provinces in 
the region of the West. We must also pay attention to the relationship between 
ethnic groups in this process. Moreover, this attention must be paid to both inside 
and outside the western region in the development. West China has the most 
ethnic groups, with 48 ethnic minorities living in the western provinces and pe-
ripheral areas (western Hunan and western Hubei).  

Therefore, when dealing with ethnic relations, we should not only continue to 
handle the relationship between the Han and ethnic minorities correctly. We should 
also attach great importance to the relationship between ethnic minorities. The 
distribution of ethnic minorities is not only connected but also overlapping. Sev-
eral ethnic groups may live in the same province, city, county, township or vil-
lage. Among various supply relations, ethnic relations are in an exceptionally 
prominent position. It is an essential difference between the western and eastern 
regions.  

Suppose ethnic relations in the past were mainly a vertical political connection 
in developing the market economy and the economic exchanges between various 
ethnic groups. In that case, ethnic relationship has become a regular and fre-
quent horizontal communication. In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and En-
gels profoundly and vividly described the significant changes brought about by 
developing the capitalist market economy to ethnic relations. With the Great 
Development of the West and the general development and deepening of the so-
cialist market economy, the mode and content of exchanges between ethnic groups 
will inevitably undergo profound changes. We must attach importance to the 
process and characteristics of these changes. It is an essential aspect of the changes 
in ethnic relations in the West.  

Third, it has been the consistent policy of the Communist Party of China and 
the state to inherit and develop the excellent cultural traditions of all ethnic groups. 
The development of the West is to promote industrialization, modernization and 
marketization. They are inevitably required to encourage integration by their na-
ture. It requires us to correctly handle the relationship between developing na-
tional culture and advancing modernization. This significant relationship cannot 
be ignored in the West’s research on the Great Development.  

Historical experience tells us that since modern times, many countries have been 
unable to avoid this issue in modernization but have had difficulties handling it 
well. In the process of modernization, the national culture of some countries has 
been well preserved and developed. Still, the national culture of other countries 
has been alienated or semi-alienated in the process. China also faces the same 
problem. Discussions of Westernization, Europeanization, localization, and Si-
nicization fall into this category. We have been discussing this issue throughout 
the 20th century. Based on 100 years of experience, especially the experience in 
the past 20 years, the state attached great importance to this issue and formu-

https://doi.org/10.4236/tel.2023.133023


N. Zhong et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/tel.2023.133023 365 Theoretical Economics Letters 

 

lated a series of protection policies. In practice, significant achievements have been 
made. 

Protecting cultural relics, mainly ethnic and cultural tourism development, is 
good evidence. The ethnic groups in the western region have long histories and 
splendid traditional cultures. We must study how to coordinate them with mod-
ernization and marketization in the excellent development process. The correct-
ness of protecting and developing traditional national culture must be imple-
mented in developing the market economy in the minority areas of the West. 
Modernization, marketization, localization and nationalization should be com-
bined dialectically. The traditional ethnic culture should be innovated in the 
process of great development. It is also a significant relationship that needs se-
vere and further exploration.  

Under the modernized market economy conditions, we cannot develop the 
excellent traditional culture of various ethnic groups like the American country. 
Their practice is to preserve the totem culture of the Indians in museums. To-
day, there are many famous ancient buildings in Eurasian countries for people to 
visit, and they are symbols of ethnic culture. This practice is also not the right 
approach for us. We must make the cultures of all ethnic groups the needs and 
spiritual pillars of the people of the ethnic groups in their real life. They must be 
integrated and embodied in all aspects of social life. They must be both internal 
psychological qualities and external characteristic appearances. Their essential 
functions must constantly innovate and remain young and full of vitality. In this 
way, the new Chinese national culture, including the cultures of the ethnic minori-
ties in the western regions, will be prevented from being alienated by “integra-
tion” in modernization and development.  

Fourth, the disparity issue is a meaningful relationship that reflects the rela-
tionship between the West and the east. Researchers have emphasized this issue 
and have been studying it since the 1980s. It was a key issue discussed in the 
meeting, and many solutions and suggestions about reducing the disparities 
have been put forward during the discussions. We have researched this issue and 
published some articles to express our opinions in the past. Our views can be 
summed up as follows: First, generally speaking, compared with the east, the 
ethnic minority areas in the West not only have the national, regional, backward 
and international characteristics, but also a significant gap in their social and eco-
nomic development. Second, disparities cannot be equated with differences. Differ-
ences reflect the particularity of things and are philosophical concepts. 

In contrast, disparities reflect the quantitative relationship between the speed 
and level of economic development, an important economic concept. Third, be-
cause of the fundamental inequalities in the economic development of the west-
ern ethnic areas, we put forward the accelerated development strategy and sys-
tematically discussed its content and implementation measures. Here, we would 
like to emphasize another issue: the disparities between ethnic minorities in the 
West are also a significant relationship that needs to be handled correctly.  
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1) The ethnic minority areas in the West mainly refer to the regions inhabited 
by ethnic minorities in the provinces and autonomous territories on the left side 
of 110 degrees east longitude in China. Its total area accounts for about 60% of 
China’s total area. According to the economic characteristics, it can be divided 
into the northwest, southwest, and Qinghai-Tibet alpine regions.  

2) More than 40 ethnic minorities live in this vast area. They are culturally very 
different, each having its characteristics. Moreover, there are also different degrees 
of disparities in the level of economic development between these ethnic minori-
ties.  

3) The abovementioned differences and disparities among ethnic groups are 
intertwined, leading to various specificities and complexities. For example, these 
ethnic groups have different socio-economic types: the natural ecological type, 
the socio-historical type, the economic-cultural type, the center-periphery type, 
etc. 

4) Through further analysis, we can see that there are not only different devel-
opment disparities between the northwest region, the southwest region and the 
Qinghai-Tibet region but also disparities among different ethnic groups within 
these three regions. For example, the development disparity between southern 
Xinjiang and northern Xinjiang, the development disparity between eastern 
Yunnan and western Yunnan, and the disparity between south Tibet and north-
ern Tibet; different ethnic groups and living environments in west Yunnan and 
southern Yunnan show noticeable differences and distinctions. There are al-
so apparent disparities between central areas and outlying & border areas.  

5) Another disparity is the disparity in the stage of social development of var-
ious ethnic groups. Before entering the primary stage of socialism, some ethnic 
groups were in the last stage of primitive society. Some were in slavery, and 
some were in the background of serfdom or lordship. But most ethnic groups 
adopted the feudal landlord economic system. After the democratic reform and 
the socialist transformation, they all embarked on socialist development. Since 
the reform and opening up, they have made an excellent economy, culture and 
education. However, because their starting point was too low and their founda-
tion was too weak, many ethnic minority people still have not eliminated pover-
ty. In this context, long-term social and historical development disparities are still 
increasing. Eliminating these disparities is a challenging task. These problems can-
not be easily solved without taking extraordinary measures and accelerating de-
velopment by leaps and bounds.  

Fifth, in vigorously promoting the development of the market economy, we must 
correctly handle the relation between the mode of production and the mode of 
distribution. Reality has told us: that the economy in the east has developed. Still, 
the polarization has become more serious, and we are further away from the goal 
of shared prosperity. Some say this is an inevitable feature of the primary stage. 
We do not want to discuss more on this. We have ideas but are not idealists, and 
we do not advocate implementing a “perfectly even distribution between the rich 
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and the poor” at this stage. At this stage, we support “four enough” (namely, enough 
food, enough soldiers, enough culture, and enough etiquette).  

In exploring new ideas for the Great Development of the West, we hope to 
summarize the experience and lessons of the development of the eastern region 
to avoid the further widening of the development gap between various ethnic 
groups in the West. Stopping the widening gap does not mean stopping the ac-
celerated development, much less does it mean immediately eliminating polari-
zation. What we want are more wealthy families and fewer billionaires. This goal 
is achievable as long as we adopt the right policies. In the long run, it is well known 
that excessive polarization will harm society, the nation and the whole country. 
The experience of history deserves our attention! Communists cannot abandon 
the principle of social justice (Shi, 2001).  

3. New Mission for Ethnologic Economics  

In the last quarter of 1999, the Central Conference for Ethnic Work was held. 
It was a meeting of cross-century historical significance. This meeting was an 
in-depth summary of the achievements and experience of our ethnic work in the 
50 years after the founding of the People’s Republic of China. At the same time, 
it clarified the main tasks and guidelines for China’s ethnic work after entering 
the 21st century. The meeting conveyed the speeches of President Jiang Zemin 
and Premier Zhu Rongji. Their speeches systematically expounded the ethnic theory 
and ethnic policies of the Chinese Communist Party and the state. In addition, 
the leading spirit of Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping’s Theory on eth-
nic issues was further developed in them. These two speeches are the guiding 
documents for our current ethnic work at the beginning of the new century. For 
a long time, they will chart the way for the normal and sustainable development 
and prosperity of all ethnic groups. 

First, the issue of disparity should be viewed dialectically. Since the 1990s, 
whenever people talk about the West, they mention distinction and add that the 
gap is still widening. This issue is grim for western China or some ethnic minor-
ity areas. It is necessary and correct to raise this issue, study it, and find coun-
termeasures. This issue is highly significant to the entire country, and our un-
derstanding of this issue has gone through an evolutionary process. We first 
mentioned this issue in 1979. In 1984, we began to study it based on field inves-
tigations in some ethnic areas. During the Seventh Five-Year Plan period, we in-
cluded this issue as a critical national project and implemented a unique project 
for the research on the ethnologic economy. A series of academic writings were 
published, including Research on the Economic Development of Ethnic Areas in 
Western China. Based on an analysis of the disparity, they expounded on the Strat-
egy of Accelerated Development. 

Since the 1990s, many researchers have continued to study this issue and made 
significant achievements. For example, the State Ethnic Affairs Commission 
published a report on the economic development strategies of ethnic areas in the 

https://doi.org/10.4236/tel.2023.133023


N. Zhong et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/tel.2023.133023 368 Theoretical Economics Letters 

 

1990s. Some research achievements were made in Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, and 
Guangxi provinces. Hu Angang published a research report on Guizhou. Lob-
sang Lingzhi Dorje presided over a study on the environment and development 
of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Lin Chengdong published “China: Out of Pover-
ty”. These studies have all analyzed and explored the issue of disparity. These 
studies have played an essential role in helping people recognize and attach im-
portance to different problems. 

More than 20 years later, we have now entered the 21st century. As we look 
back, we should reflect and summarize our research on the issue of gaps. In par-
ticular, our thinking and research methods should be given special attention. 
The point of disparity was raised in the 1980s. Its importance was emphasized 
and linked to ethnic issues. Later, it attracted the attention of concerned parties. 
In September 1989, in his speech at the celebration of the 40th anniversary of the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China, Jiang Zemin proposed the elimina-
tion of disparity as a historical task. Knowledge should also deepen and develop 
as practice evolves and circumstances change. Especially after entering the “Eighth 
Five-Year Plan” and “Ninth Five-Year Plan” periods, the economy of the west-
ern ethnic areas has developed dramatically. Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, Guangxi 
and Tibet have changed a lot. Yunnan has also improved its GDP ranking as a 
once backward multi-ethnic province. In 1998, it ranked 18, close to the middle 
(Shi, 2001). 

First, differences and disparities should be distinguished. Differences between 
different regions cannot be equated with disparities in regional economic devel-
opment. Second, any economic process is a dynamic process. Therefore, the 
economic growth between areas can only be relatively balanced. It is challenging 
for the level and speed of development to be entirely consistent. Disparities will 
always exist. But this is a constantly changing process; developed regions will not 
always remain developed, and less developed areas will not always stay behind 
other regions. Third, the disparity should not be regarded as a negative thing. 
Some people get nervous and resentful at the mention of disparity.  

Disparities have not only adverse effects but also positive ones. The realization 
that “those lagging will be beaten” will motivate people to work hard and then 
surpass the advanced. The disparity can be a driving force. There are many such 
examples in the history of economic development. We believe that during the 
implementation of the “Great Development of the West”, the economy of the 
ethnic minority areas in the West will be rapidly and extensively developed in 
the next 10-20 years. Some regions, especially key development ones, will catch 
up with or even exceed the average level of the eastern part and become advanced 
regions.  

Second, the academic circles proposed new ideas since the central government 
proposed the “Great Development of the West” strategy. This issue is funda-
mental, and the key is what new ideas are. The term new idea is relative to the 
existing theories. Which existing ideas exactly? Naturally, it is compared with 
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the development of comparable regions. The development ideas of the eastern 
regions of China, the development model of the western region of the United 
States, the development of the Far East region by the Soviet Union, and the de-
velopment of the Hokkaido region in Japan are some excellent examples. Too 
much explanation is unnecessary. The remarkable growth of the western region 
cannot wholly copy foreign models, nor can it copy the development model of the 
eastern region of China entirely. 

As we all know, the United States adopted the approach of capitalist colonial 
expansion in developing the West. This model can be called “slavery + capitalist 
ranch and farm”. The process of the Soviet Union in the development of the Far 
East was mass immigration and factory relocation. This type of development can 
be called an “embedding” model. The development of western China can neither 
copy the American nor the Soviet model. Japan’s development of Hokkaido 
mainly benefited from the support of the American capital after the war. The 
economic development of small areas is gradually advancing under the big 
trend.  

We can learn some experience from the development of these regions, but we 
must not blindly copy their development models. With the development strategy 
of prioritizing the coastal areas, the development model of China’s eastern re-
gion is “reform and opening up + special zone construction + expansion of for-
eign trade and attracting foreign investment”. Over the past 20 years, we have 
achieved great success and accumulated valuable experience. In developing the 
West, we must learn much from the east and get more excellent help. However, 
the situation in the western and eastern regions is very different. These differ-
ences and disparities are reflected in location, ecological environment, resources, 
social and historical conditions, national structure and economic development. 
Given this, while learning from the east, we must also find new ideas suiting the 
requirements and characteristics of the West.  

Regarding these new ideas, the two speeches by General Secretary Jiang and 
Premier Zhu have pointed the direction for us. In his remarks, General Secretary 
Jiang emphasized that the Great Development of the West is a primary strategic 
task. It is also a significant historical opportunity for the accelerated develop-
ment of ethnic areas. We must further clarify the main goals, essential tasks and 
essential guidelines and policies of development and promote the coordinated 
development of people, resources, environment, economy and society in ethnic 
areas in a targeted and phased manner.  

In his speech, Premier Zhu comprehensively planned and discussed new ideas 
for creating the western region and accelerating the development of ethnic areas. 
The main contents are: strengthening infrastructure construction, accelerating 
industrial structure adjustment, developing characteristic ethnic economy, build-
ing an ecological environment, enhancing poverty alleviation, implementing the 
strategy of rejuvenating the country through science and education, and creating 
favorable conditions for development. At the same time, we must unswervingly 
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implement the strategy of rejuvenating the country through science and educa-
tion, prioritize education development, and vigorously develop the excellent cul-
ture of all ethnic groups. This model is “public projects + characteristic economy 
+ rejuvenating the country through science and education”. It can be seen that 
this model is significantly different from the strategy of the eastern coastal areas. 
So, it can be called a new idea.  

Third, the significant development of the West will inevitably promote the 
economic and cultural development of the ethnic areas in the West. Therefore, it 
will inevitably encourage the considerable growth of ethnologic studies and eth-
nic science. In his speech, President Jiang called on relevant departments to be-
gin their research on the economic development of the ethnic minority areas in 
the West. It is an excellent historical opportunity for the growth of ethnology 
economics. In the late 1970s, the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of China proposed to shift the focus of work 
to economic development. It provided the first historical opportunity for eth-
nology economics. The main achievements of ethnological economics in the past 
20 years include establishing the discipline, cultivating talents, and researching 
the disparity in the economic development of ethnic areas. We held the Aca-
demic Symposium on 20 Years of Ethnology Economics. This symposium was a 
comprehensive and systematic summary of the development of this discipline.  

As we enter the 21st century, ethnological economics faces a new mission. 
Specifically, this mission is to further explore the latest issue in the development 
of the ethnologic economy based on the strategy of the Great Development of 
the West in the spirit of the two speeches by the general secretary and the prem-
ier. What is development? What will we develop, and how do we develop them? 
What economic or social form do we aim at development? All these new issues 
require intensive research. The research on development is essentially a contin-
uation of the study on disparity. Because it is further research on accelerated de-
velopment strategy, it focuses on developing patterns and eliminating disparities. 
It no longer focuses on inequalities and their manifestations.  

In 1988, the Ethnic Publishing House published Research on the Economic 
Development of Ethnic Areas in Western China. It focuses on the development, 
exploring how to accelerate growth and reduce disparities. Therefore, we can re-
gard it as work on developing economies in ethnic areas. In 1993, Geological Pub-
lishing House published Introduction to Development Economics by Pan Zhao-
dong; in 1999, Haichao Publishing House published Development Economics by 
Wang Wenchang. 

Both books are economic works focusing on the issue of development. These 
two books have in common that they both advocate the establishment of a dis-
cipline devoted to the study of development issues, namely development eco-
nomics. Today, we are conducting comprehensive research on new ideas for de-
veloping the western region. The above academic works have provided for-
ward-looking statements with considerable reference value. In addition to the 
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above three scholarly works, there are many theoretical works and research on 
developing the West. We should refer to them when we study this issue. We be-
lieve that under the guidance of the two speeches, there will be more and more 
research on development, with more and more achievements being made in the 
development of ethnology economics. Therefore, new ideas for significant growth 
will continuously deepen and improve (Shi, 2001).  

4. Strategic Measures for the Economic Development 
4.1. First, Economic Development and Environmental Protection  

Economic development and environmental protection will always be competi-
tors, with unlimited demand and limited resources, a contradiction that cannot 
be eradicated in developing the western region. Environmental pollution, espe-
cially in the west region, restricts China’s sustainable development and utiliza-
tion of mineral resources (Li et al., 2013). Pessimists believe that economic 
growth is at the expense of the environment, and the discharge of many pollu-
tants will lead to the deterioration of environmental quality. Optimists believe 
economic development promotes technological upgrading, which is conducive 
to transforming and utilizing the ecological environment. Giving up economic 
growth is unnecessary to reduce carbon emissions (Liu et al., 2021). With the 
development of the western region, the demand for resources will increase, and 
the contradiction between the environment and resources will intensify. There-
fore, to realize environmental protection and sustainable economic development 
in the western region, we can vigorously develop a circular economy and put the 
concept of circular economy through all aspects of western development (Song 
& Li, 2012). The circular economy has become a national strategy to alleviate the 
shortage of resources and reduce environmental pollution. However, the imple-
mentation of concurrent engineering in China is not balanced (Guo et al., 2017). 
Developing an energy-based local economy, further aggravating the contradic-
tion between resources and the environment in the west and alleviating the con-
tradiction are necessary conditions for a growing economy in the western mi-
nority areas. 

4.2. Second, Strengthen Education and Handle Ethnic Issues Well 

In accelerating the development strategy, ethnic issues are also prominent fac-
tors. We cannot separate the country from the nation because the country and 
the nation are symbiotic in history and often integrated into reality. We cannot 
oppose high-tech and nationalization, thinking that high-tech development must 
eliminate nationalism, which is also an illusion. The strategy of speeding up the 
western region is better to develop the economy of the western minority areas, 
narrow the gap and achieve shared prosperity. Development advocates that each 
region specializes in what it can do (Yang, 1990). Developing the local economy 
and narrowing the economic gap, but due to limited cognition and asymmetric 
information, it can easily aggravate internal and external contradictions. The 
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state runs mines, factories and forest farms in minority areas. Initially, it was to 
revitalize the economy in minority areas and help people of all ethnic groups get 
rid of poverty and become rich. However, it has caused conflicts in economic 
relations between these state-owned enterprises and local people. Sometimes it 
even directly harms the interests of ethnic minorities and leads to ethnic dis-
putes and disputes (Xia & Tian, 2022). One of the established goals of the west-
ern development plan is to narrow the economic gap between regions and ease 
separatist activities. However, exploitative and profitable development projects 
are still widespread in Xinjiang, thus forming an insurmountable gap between 
the Han nationality and other ethnic groups in the region (Chaudhuri, 2010).  

The importance and urgency of education implementation lie in improving cog-
nitive thinking and discrimination, distinguishing the nature of problems and 
alleviating ethnic contradictions. Resource development skills depend primarily 
on the development of education. It is especially true in western China, where 
the education level lags behind that in eastern China (Li et al., 2017). Narrowing 
the gap between the east and the west, the demand for highly skilled personnel is 
particularly prominent, and western minority areas are trying to attract scarce 
highly skilled labor (Walcott, 2007). To narrow the talent gap, we should increase 
investment in scientific and technological innovation and talent training in west-
ern minority areas. The low-level and low-ability labor force no longer meets the 
needs of development. We should attach importance to the development and train-
ing of education, communication and talents, speed up the economic growth in 
the western region, implement the acceleration strategy, and promote the econo-
my to take a big step. 

4.3. Third, Deepen Reform and Open Up in Many Directions  

Reform and opening-up drive the rapid economic development in the eastern 
region while deepening reform focuses on the development of western minority 
areas and is committed to narrowing the development gap between the east and 
the west. Deepen the reform in western minority areas and implement the two-way 
opening policy. Professor Shi proposed the comprehensive opening-up approach 
for ethnic minority areas be an international and domestic two-way opening and 
circulation (Xia & Tian, 2022). With the new strategy of the Silk Road Economic 
Belt proposed, the development of the west will be rapidly improved. The con-
struction of the Silk Road Economic Belt can give full play to the issue of re-
source integration and effective resource allocation, and economic development 
between countries can be complementary to achieve mutual benefits (Xu, 2015). 
The Silk Road has increased the economic ties between China and other coun-
tries, accelerated economic development in the western region to catch up with 
the eastern region, and gradually narrowed the gap. It is inextricably and neces-
sarily related to the deepening of reform. The Silk Road is the embodiment of 
deepening reform, which not only drives the rise of minority regions in the west 
but also promotes the economic development of the Middle East. We will firmly 
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implement and improve the deepening reform to promote China’s economic 
growth. 

4.4. Fourth, Accelerate the Economic Transformation and Achieve  
Shared Prosperity 

At the tenth Central Finance and Economics Commission meeting on August 
17, 2021, General Secretary Xi Jinping emphasized that “we should adhere to the 
people-centered development ideology and promote common prosperity in 
high-quality development”. Shared prosperity will be achieved by continuously 
narrowing the gap between urban and rural areas, income and regional dispari-
ty, and enhancing people’s sense of access, happiness and security (Tangnur & 
Li, 2022). Only by persisting in taking economic construction as the center can 
we help ethnic minority areas eliminate poverty and realize the shared prosperi-
ty of all ethnic groups. Only by staying in reform and opening up can we accele-
rate the development of socially productive forces in minority areas and thus 
realize the development of the national economy (Tian & Li, 2022). Achieving 
shared prosperity promotes narrowing the economic development gap between 
the east and the west. For the economic development of the western region, pol-
icy-wise, policy inclination should be increased to the western region to give 
more development opportunities. The supporting policies synchronized the spe-
cific policy contents, clarifying the policies’ operability increased. Implementing 
supportive policies is urged to maximize the effect of the policies so that the pol-
icies benefit the people. 

The transformation of China’s economic development mode is urgent. The west-
ern region is the most critical area of China’s resource-based economy and essen-
tial to economic development mode transformation. From the regional compo-
sition of China’s resource distribution and economic types, the resource-based 
economy is mainly in the western region, the main concentration area of China’s 
ethnic minorities. 96.1% of China’s ethnic autonomous local administrative re-
gions and 86.21% of the minority population are concentrated in the western 
ethnic regions. Among China’s 13 significant mineral resource reserves and re-
source development, the west ethnic minority regions account for a combined 
average of 42% and 69% (Hu & Yang, 2016).  

In China, mineral resources are mainly distributed in the central and western 
regions, while the economic and resource consumption centers are in the eastern 
regions, resulting in a mismatch between the distribution of mineral resources in 
the east and west and the regional economic layout (Li et al., 2013). The uneven 
distribution of economic zones and resources has led to the variable utilization 
of resources, eventually leading to inconsistent resource potential in the east and 
west. For example, China’s total coal resources are about 5.57 trillion tons, of which 
the west accounts for more than half. The recoverable petroleum resources in 
the west are estimated to be between 4.08 - 4.91 billion tons. Still, only 20% of 
the recoverable petroleum resources have been proven in the west.  
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The unproven recoverable petroleum reserves in the west account for about 
40% of the total reserves in the country, so there is great potential for further pe-
troleum exploration in the west (Chen et al., 2010). During the National People’s 
Congress in 2023, member Dang Yan Bao submitted “a report on proposal of 
building a new national energy storage center in the northwest region”. Accele-
rating the western region’s economic development and the western region’s eco-
nomic transformation is crucial. Some scholars believe that China’s ethnic econo-
mists should seek to explore the basic social structure in ethnic areas and start to 
transform the rural economic system in ethnic regions. They should establish a 
model of ethnic and economic development and look for a practical new path to 
developing an ethnic economy (Tian, 2022). Western ethnic minority regions are 
rich in resources and energy, and a national new energy storage center should be 
built in the northwest region of China as soon as possible to transform the po-
tential resource advantages of the western region into real economic advantages 
(Chang et al., 2010). The resource-based economy is an essential pillar of the na-
tional economy in western ethnic regions. Resource-based industries are the key 
industries for transforming the development mode of western ethnic minority 
regions. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper presents Professor Shi Zhenyi on the new development strategies to 
speed up economic transformation as an essential measure to promote the de-
velopment of western ethnic minority regions. Those strategies aimed to change 
the socio-economic backwardness of ethnic minority regions and narrow the re-
gional economic gap. This measure makes full use of favorable conditions. It 
seizes opportunities to achieve economic transformation and narrows the gap 
through the transformation of development direction and accelerating develop-
ment speed, in line with adapting to local conditions. It is suggested that govern-
ments should pay more attention to economic development factors to realize the 
accelerated development strategy for the western minority areas in China. The 
process should be transformable and multi-directional.  

Nevertheless, there are limitations to the strategy. Firstly, the accelerated de-
velopment strategy exacerbates the contradiction between the natural ecological 
environment and ecological development. Secondly, the accelerated development 
strategy could not solve the problems of backward educational resources, scarce 
talents and insufficient innovation capacity in western minority areas in the short 
term. Implementing the strategy can introduce capital, talents and technology to 
a certain extent, but cannot solve the root causes. Thirdly, the western region is 
dominated by ethnic minorities, and the accelerated development strategy is, to 
a certain extent, not conducive to maintaining ethnic relations, intensifying the 
contradictions that ethnic groups will have and leading to the rigidity of ethnic 
relations. Fourthly, the western region is located in the continent’s interior, with 
strong, available resources but inconvenient transportation, low urbanization, 
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fewer economic exchanges with the outside world, low degree of openness. Im-
plementing an accelerated development strategy must solve the problem of open-
ing up the west. 

Funding 

The work was supported by the Hunan Provincial Department of Education Project 
(Project ID: 21C0648). 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this pa-
per. 

References 
Chang, X. L., Liu, X. H., & Zhou, W. (2010). Hydropower in China at Present and Its Fur-

ther Development. Energy, 35, 4400-4406. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.energy.2009.06.051 

Chaudhuri, D. (2010). Minority Economy in Xinjiang—A Source of Uyghur Resentment. 
China Report, 46, 9-27. https://doi.org/10.1177/000944551004600102 

Chen, W. Y., Li, H. L., & Wu, Z. X. (2010). Western China Energy Development and West 
to East Energy Transfer: Application of the Western China Sustainable Energy Devel-
opment Model. Energy Policy, 38, 7106-7120.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2010.07.029 

Fan, H. S. (2022). Vigorously Promote High-Quality Economic Development in Western 
Region—Preface to “Research Report on the High-Quality Development of Western Chi-
na’s Economy(2021)”. Regional Economic Review, No. 1, 9-15. (In Chinese) 

Guo, B. et al. (2017). Investigating Public Awareness on Circular Economy in Western China: 
A Case of Urumqi Midong. Journal of Cleaner Production, 142, 2177-2186.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.11.063 

Hu, X. D., & Yang, T. (2016). Transformation of Resource-Based Economic Development 
Mode and Promoting the Development of the West Minority Region. Guizhou Ethnic 
Studies, 37, 153-156. (In Chinese) 

Li, C. F. et al. (2013). Regional Distribution and Sustainable Development Strategy of 
Mineral Resources in China. Chinese Geographical Science, 23, 470-481.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11769-013-0611-z 

Li, P. Y., Tian, R., Xue, C. Y., & Wu, J. H. (2017). Progress, Opportunities, and Key Fields 
for Groundwater Quality Research under the Impacts of Human Activities in China with 
a Special Focus on Western China. Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 24, 
13224-13234. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-017-8753-7 

Liu, K., Qiao, Y. R., Shi, T., & Zhou, Q. (2021). Study on Coupling Coordination and Spa-
tiotemporal Heterogeneity between Economic Development and Ecological Environ-
ment of Cities along the Yellow River Basin. Environmental Science and Pollution Re-
search, 28, 6898-6912. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-020-11051-0 

Shi, Z. Y. (2001). Collected Works of Shi Zhengyi. China Social Sciences Press. 

Song, G. H., & Li, Y. F. (2012). The Effect of Reinforcing the Concept of Circular Econo-
my in West China Environmental Protection and Economic Development. Procedia 
Environmental Sciences, 12, 785-792. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.proenv.2012.01.349 

Tangnur, H., & Li, J. G. (2022). An Empirical Study of Inclusive Finance for Common 

https://doi.org/10.4236/tel.2023.133023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.energy.2009.06.051
https://doi.org/10.1177/000944551004600102
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2010.07.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.11.063
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11769-013-0611-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-017-8753-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-020-11051-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.proenv.2012.01.349


N. Zhong et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/tel.2023.133023 376 Theoretical Economics Letters 

 

Prosperity in Western Minority Areas. Northern Finance, No. 12, 61-66. (In Chinese)  

Tian, R. G. (2022). Shi Zhengyi on Basic Theoretical Issues of Ethnologic Economics. Ad-
vances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 9, 353-369.  
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.96.12590 

Tian, R., & Li, Y. K. (2022). Shi Zhengyi on Accelerated Development Strategies and Dis-
parities in Western China Minority Regions. Journal of Development Economics and 
Finance, 3, 415-432. https://doi.org/10.47509/JDEF.2022.v03i02.10 

Walcott, S. M. (2007). The Dragon’s Tail: Utilizing Chengdu and Chongqing Technology 
Development Zones to Anchor West China Economic Advancement. Journal of Chinese 
Economic and Business Studies, 5, 131-145.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/14765280701362422 

Xia, D. M., & Tian, G. (2022). Shi Zhengyi on China Ethnic Minority Areas Economic Sys-
tem Reform. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 9, 216-226.  
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.98.12865 

Xu, W. J. (2015). The Impact of Silk Road Economic Belt on Western Economic Devel-
opment Strategy. Business, No. 24, 265-266. (In Chinese) 

Yang, D. L. (1990). Patterns of China’s Regional Development Strategy. The China Quar-
terly, 122, 230-257. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000008778 

 

https://doi.org/10.4236/tel.2023.133023
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.96.12590
https://doi.org/10.47509/JDEF.2022.v03i02.10
https://doi.org/10.1080/14765280701362422
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.98.12865
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000008778

	Shi Zhenyi on New Approaches for the Development of Western Minority Areas in China
	Abstract
	Keywords
	1. Introduction
	2. The Great Development Requires New Theories
	3. New Mission for Ethnologic Economics 
	4. Strategic Measures for the Economic Development
	4.1. First, Economic Development and Environmental Protection 
	4.2. Second, Strengthen Education and Handle Ethnic Issues Well
	4.3. Third, Deepen Reform and Open Up in Many Directions 
	4.4. Fourth, Accelerate the Economic Transformation and Achieve Shared Prosperity

	5. Conclusion
	Funding
	Conflicts of Interest
	References

