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TOURISM IN CHINA: REPRESENTING THE NATION TO ENGLISH 
SPEAKING TOURISTS 

 
A historical study of the development of tourism and the interpretive media 

encountered at five Beijing tourist sites 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In 1987 I visited China for the first time; together with my partner I spent 

three months travelling through a wintry country. I remember staying at the 

Hangzhou state-guesthouse, recently opened to tourists. Since it was cold 

and rainy, all backpackers staying here (four in total) were moved into one 

spacious room to save on heating costs. In Beijing, all tourists converged at 

the old Beijing Hotel (originally built in 1900): here you could cash your 

traveller’s cheques, buy your stamps and postcards, splurge on coffee and 

very small croissants; it also was one of the few places in town where you 

could find a taxi. 

  

My most vivid memories, however, are of the final month of the journey 

which started with a 36 hour bus ride from Golmud to Lhasa across the 

Tibetan plateau. The aisle in the bus was stacked with barrels of petrol as 

there were no other possibilities for refuelling en route. Since transport was 

scarce back then, several people made the journey perched on top of the 

barrels, occasionally smoking a cigarette. After two weeks in Lhasa, we 

continued our journey to Nepal, renting a minibus with 15 other backpackers 

and eating noodles and canned tangerines for breakfast, lunch and dinner on 

most days. We spent several nights in villages (and one in a Chinese army 

camp) on our way to the border, something which is not possible anymore 

today.  

 

In all honesty, I only partly enjoyed this trip. Travelling in China was pretty 

hard work in those days. It was in the early years of Reform and Opening-up, 

the transformation process initiated in 1978, and China was still very much a 

communist (and bureaucratic) country. After queuing for an hour or two for 

train tickets to the next destination, the tiny ticket window would be 

slammed shut in your face for lunch or a more unclear reason. Restaurants 

had limited opening hours with lunch served between 11.30 and 13.00 and 
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dinner from around 17.30 to 19.30 hours. The rest day of the day they 

closed down with the staff sleeping at the restaurant tables. The choice of 

food was limited anyway and in winter the menu featured mainly cabbage 

and the occasional carrot. Outside of the big cities people were staring at you 

and not always in a friendly way. Hotel and shop staff saw tourists rather go 

than come and sometimes we had to get behind a shop counter ourselves if 

we really wanted to buy something. Yet in tourist places like Dali, Yangshuo 

but also in Lhasa, the energy and entrepreneurship so characteristic of China 

nowadays were clearly palpable. 

 
Figure 0.1 Tourist in China  

 

Yangshuo, 1987 

 

 
Photo: C. Vos 

 
Golmud to Lhasa, 1987: a roadside “restaurant” 

 

 
Photo: C. Vos 
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Being stared at, between Lanzhou and Xiahe (Labrang Monastery), 1987 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 
 

Entrepreneurs in Dali, 1987 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts   

 
 

Tourism and tour guides 

Since then I have been back many times. First as a tour manager, taking 

Dutch tour groups to China, and after 2005 mainly for projects with 

independent Chinese artists in the field of contemporary performing arts. 

As a tour manager I mostly visited the main tourist sites in cities such as 

Beijing, Guilin, Xi’an, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Kunming and Hong Kong. And 

sometimes I took a tour group to more unusual destinations like Tibet or on 

a trip down the Yangzi River. For me, one of the most interesting aspects of 

these tours was the collaboration with Chinese tour guides. Back then, 
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foreign tour groups were still assigned a “national guide”; he or she 

accompanied the group during its entire stay in the country and was mainly 

responsible for logistics, a hugely important job in the early days of tourism. 

In the visited cities a “local guide” was added to provide tour commentary 

and to interpret the various local tourist sites to the foreign visitors.  

 

With regard to the interpretation delivered I noticed that the guides could 

become quite passionate about locations that - looking at them with Western 

eyes - held no particularly interesting visible sights: a mountain where a 

general once wrote a famous poem; or a not-really-beautiful garden where 

some famous painter once drank tea. In general, the guides had a hard time 

interpreting the relevance or uniqueness of these places to the Western 

tourists, making it obvious that there are differences in what constitutes a 

tourist site between China and the West. 

 

I also noticed that most guides had a predilection for, on the one hand, 

historical “facts”: names, dates, centuries, locations, famous men. On the 

other hand, they recounted countless myths, legends, and fairy tales. These 

mostly failed to impress the tour groups, probably because they required 

more context than provided to understand them properly. 

  

Many guides became uncomfortable when asked questions about communist 

China or everyday life of “normal people”, subjects that the Dutch tourists in 

those days were particularly interested in. In more private conversations I 

came to realise that such topics were beyond the knowledge required for the 

official state examinations that guides had to take in order to acquire their 

tour guide license. Since the topics of everyday life and recent history were 

therefore not sanctioned by the state, the guides were unsure how to deal 

with them. And in a situation where groups were accompanied by two guides, 

moving away from officially approved narratives was still potentially 

dangerous. Besides, many tour guides were assigned to their jobs by the 

government and did not really like their work (preferring to work as 

interpreters for foreign companies); they, therefore, had no real interest in 

developing tour commentary beyond the basic requirements.   
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PhD proposal and research 

The apparent differences between China and the West regarding what 

constitutes an interesting tourist site as well as the force fields - with state-

sanctioned narratives and soft power policies in tourism important factors - 

in which tour guides operate, provided an interesting topic for PhD research. 

Based on these ideas, I phrased my main research question as follows in my 

PhD proposal: 

 

How do Chinese tourist guides deal with cross cultural differences and the 

representation of China in their interactions with Western tourists?  

 

When I started work on my thesis in September 2010, I needed to 

reacquaint myself again with tourism in China. After 2005 I spent most of 

my time in the country in Beijing and Shanghai (although projects also 

brought me to places like Chongqing, Guangzhou, Kunming, and Shenzhen). 

Now I visited Hangzhou, Pingyao, Qufu, Shaoshan, Taishan, and Xi’an as a 

tourist. I also took several guided tours of Beijing’s major tourist sites (the 

Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, and the Summer Palace) and did the 

same in Xi’an and Qufu.  

 

I established contacts with the tourism departments of several universities in 

Beijing, Shanghai, Yangzhou and Xi’an. I gave some guest lectures there and 

conducted interviews with lecturers about tour guides, their work and 

education, the guide curriculum and study materials, the tour guide 

examinations and the licensing system. In Shanghai, I also interviewed 

several tour guides. Concurrently, I studied the development of tourism since 

Reform and Opening-up. 

 

After some six months I decided to adjust my PhD topic somewhat. Reading 

about tourism after 1978 made me realise that to better understand tourism 

and the ways in which it has developed in China, I had to know more about 

the history of travel and tourism. I also needed a better understanding of the 

economic and political conditions that gave rise to and influence today’s 

tourism industry as well as the ways in which tourism is used by the 

government for various purposes. This information made its way into 

Chapters Two, Three and Four of this study.  
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My observations at tourist sites as well as the interviews I had conducted led 

to the insight that in China - as in other places in the world - the tour guide 

profession is under pressure. With more and more - foreign - tourists 

travelling on an individual basis, the need for tour guides is decreasing. 

Individual tourists make use of their own travel guides and on-line sources 

but they also rely more on on-site information than participants in guided 

tours. They read the on-site signs, rent audio tours (or automatic guides as 

they are frequently called in China) and buy additional maps or leaflets. This 

made me decide to shift my prime focus to these interpretive media - the 

on-site signage, audio tours and printed information. These media also had 

the additional advantage of more directly accessing official narratives and 

points of view without the interventions of tour guides.  

 

Most foreign tourists visit Beijing and its touristic highlights; these made the 

most obvious choice as locations for my research. The data I had collected 

already in other cities and via guided tours have been used as additional and 

background sources. Next to the information mentioned above, I now had to 

study the content of interpretive media at sites in Beijing. I also had to get a 

more in-depth understanding of the image (or the nation brand-image) that 

the CPC, the Communist Party of China, tries to build for the international 

arena and the ideas and concepts on which this feeds. These two topics have 

ended up in Chapter Five. More information on the final research design and 

methods used can be found in the Appendix. 

 

PhD content 

All this has resulted in a historical study on the development of tourism in 

China, the context that has given rise to English language interpretative 

media at five Beijing tourist sites and their content. It reflects my journey 

through the history of tourism in China; it also reproduces the background 

knowledge I needed to understand and analyse the content of the 

interpretive media encountered and to consider the way in which Party ideas 

on the nation can be traced here. 

 

Chapter One addresses the theoretical points of departure of this study; it 

describes developments in contemporary tourism theory as well as the way 
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in which globalization and neoliberalism have impacted the tourism industry 

over the past decades. Chapter Two investigates aspects of tourism before 

1978; it takes a look at, amongst others, Confucian and Daoist concepts of 

travel, the journeys of emperors and literati (the scholar-bureaucrats), travel 

for religious reasons as well as travel and tourism in the early decades of the 

20th century and of the People’s Republic.  

 

Chapter Three reviews the development of a tourism industry and 

infrastructure after 1978. It discusses inbound, outbound and domestic 

tourism. In Chapter Four the political and ideological dimensions of tourism 

are addressed. Some information is provided on the CPC, the government 

and the economy as these are all intertwined and together shape the context 

which has influenced the growth of tourism and its use as a form of soft 

power since 1978. 

 

In Chapter Five the nation brand-image the government tries to build for the 

international stage is discussed before addressing the English-language 

narratives at the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, the Summer Palace, 

the Lama Temple and the Confucius Temple. Chapter Six contains the 

concluding remarks of this study. Analysing and criticising the interpretive 

media encountered at tourist sites also raises the question which alternative 

interpretations would be possible. Therefore the final chapter also offers a 

few thoughts on this.  

 

In the remainder of this study several red- and blue bordered textboxes can 

be found. The red ones offer some reflections on how my background and 

experiences have influenced the writing of this thesis. The blue-bordered 

ones present illustrations or more in-depth explanations of topics raised in 

the main body of text.  

 

What is tourism? 

Since this thesis engages itself with “tourism”, a definition of this activity is 

necessary. The World Tourism Organization UNWTO defines “tourism” as  

 

a social, cultural and economic phenomenon which entails the movement of 

people to countries or places outside their usual environment for personal or 
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business/professional purposes. These people are called visitors (which may 

be either tourists or excursionists; residents or non-residents) and tourism 

has to do with their activities, some of which imply tourism expenditure. 

(UNWTO, 2013a) 

 

UNWTO distinguishes between travellers, tourists, visitors, and excursionists 

in the following manner, visualized in figure 0.1:  

 

A traveller is someone who moves between different geographic  

locations for any purpose and any duration.  

A visitor is a traveller taking a trip to a main destination outside  

his/her usual environment, for less than a year, for any main  

purpose (business, leisure or other personal purpose) other than to be 

employed by a resident entity in the country or place visited. 

A visitor (domestic, inbound or outbound) is classified as tourist (or 

overnight visitor), if his/her trip includes an overnight stay, or as a same-

day visitor (or excursionist) otherwise. (UNWTO, 2013a; italics in original text) 

 

Figure 0.2 Travellers, visitors, tourists and excursionists 

 
Source: UNWTO (2013c)  

 

Although this seems a rather complicated way of defining tourism and 

tourists, I use this definition because it is broad enough to encompass 

tourism both between different countries and within a single country; it 

allows for tourists to spend a generous length of time on the road and it also 

takes into account that one can be a tourist for many purposes. It does, 

however, lead to some controversies in the field of statistics as will be 

discussed in Chapter Three.  
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Chinese media 

In this study references are made to various Chinese media. These are all 

state controlled newspapers and websites which reflect official policies and 

points of view. Xinhuanet (www.xinhuanet.com/english/ and 

www.xinhua.org/english/) is the on-line channel of Xinhua News Agency, the 

government press agency under control of the State Council (the highest 

executive organ of state power and administration). Xinhuanet releases news 

items in various languages from, among other, Chinese and English to 

Russian, Arabic and Japanese. 

 

The People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao, http://english.peopledaily.com.cn) is the 

official Party newspaper with its director a member of the CPC Central 

Committee. Similar to Xinhua it publishes in a variety of languages and on 

many different topics ranging from news, politics, business, the military, 

society, culture, travel, science and sports . 

The China Daily (Zhongguo Ribao, www.chinadaily.com.cn) is a national 

English-language daily newspaper, also state controlled but slightly lower in 

hierarchy than the People’s Daily.  

 

China.org.cn is a government web portal with daily news but also 

background information on history, politics, economics and culture. 

China.org.cn is published under the auspices of the State Council Information 

Office. For information on government structure, regulations and policies I 

have frequently consulted the official web portal of the Central People’s 

Government (http://english.gov.cn/index.htm which is the English language 

version of www.gov.cn).  

 

Romanization 

In this thesis the Hanyu Pinyin system of Romanization for Chinese words, 

names and places is used, except when paraphrasing direct quotations using 

a different form of Romanization.  

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English-language
http://english.gov.cn/index.htm
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Chapter 1 Perspectives on tourism today 

 

 

This Chapter presents a brief overview of different ways of looking at tourism. 

Section 1.1. addresses developments in contemporary tourism theory and 

the way in which globalization and neoliberalism have impacted tourism over 

the past decades. It concludes with the points of departure of this study. 

Section 1.2 discusses whether these points of departure are also valid when 

looking at tourism in China today. 

 

1.1 Tourism theory and tourism today 

Tourism studies are a relatively young academic field. They are, indeed, 

generally referred to as a field (Xiao & Smith, 2006; Jamal & Everett, 2007; 

Tribe, 2010; Pritchard, Morgan & Ateljevic, 2011) and not a discipline, 

implying that mostly theories and methods from other disciplines are used to 

produce knowledge. Many of these borrowed concepts and theories have, 

however, since the early years of tourism studies been “stretched or 

contextualised to give them a tourism dimension” (Tribe, 2010, p. 12). 

 

The first generation tourism researchers in the 1960s and 1970s were mainly 

geographers, economists, sociologists and anthropologists. These different 

backgrounds already pointed towards the development of tourism studies 

into a multidisciplinary field of enquiry. They also foreshadowed the two main 

directions into which this multidisciplinary field was to mature. These are 

what Tribe (2010) referred to as “the business of tourism”, which became 

especially prominent in the 1980s and 1990s, and “tourism as social science”, 

which has maintained a strong position from the beginning. This apparent 

dichotomy in tourism studies does not mean that other approaches were 

excluded. The advantage of it being considered a “field” was that other 

angles have been possible and accepted all along. This has led, according to 

Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013), to a “broad consensus within the tourism 

academy that the corpus of tourism research is fragmented and eclectic” (p. 

121). Taking a more positive stand, Xiao, Jafari, Cloke and Tribe (2013) 

stated that tourism studies “have been developing a character or identity of 

its own” (p. 373). 
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Nonetheless, the academic field of tourism remains dominated by positivist 

approaches underpinned by neoliberal values. As one of the academics 

interviewed by Tribe (2010) asserted: “Scientism, capitalism, neo-liberalism, 

materialism, individualism. These aren’t the only ideas out there, but they’re 

the hegemonic ones” (p. 14). Botterill (2001, 2003) also mentioned the 

predominance of scientism in tourism studies when he noted the ample use 

of the questionnaire which lends itself for quantification and statistical testing 

and “perhaps more than any other research technique, has become the 

social scientist’s positivist flag” (2001, pp. 203-204). 

 

This dominance of the scientific-positivistic paradigm was also found by Xiao 

and Smith (2006) in their content analysis of the 1973-2003 subject indexes 

of Annals of Tourism Research, one of the most important journals in tourism 

studies based in social sciences. They also noted a recent increase in 

contributions from interpretive and critical theory perspectives. Pritchard, 

Morgan and Ateljevic (2011) remarked that although the academic field of 

tourism research is expanding, it “remains resistant to sustained 

philosophical entanglements and is fixated with market-focused and 

narrowly-defined empirical studies” (p. 957).  

 

The often narrow orientation of tourism studies has much to do with the fact 

that many tourism researchers are located in business and management 

schools. Usually, empirical studies focusing on “the business of tourism” 

(including consumer behaviour or destination management) are favoured 

here, while critical reflections on the neoliberal market economy, research 

addressing political questions or philosophical debates regarding 

methodologies remain rare (Botterill, 2001, 2003; Franklin, 2007; Tribe, 

2009; Ren et al., 2010; Tribe, Xiao & Chambers, 2012).  

 

Although positivist and applied research studies have been crucial to the 

development of tourism knowledge, they do not, in Tribe’s (2006) words, 

“tell the whole truth” (p. 376). Such research orientations have not only 

resulted in an overall lack of theoretical and philosophical engagement 

(Franklin, 2007; Tribe, 2009; Pritchard et al., 2011) but also in the neglect of 

numerous aspects of the tourism phenomenon. These - based on Tribe (2010) 

and Pritchard et al. (2011) - can be summarized as follows: 
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other knowledges 

With “the business of tourism” and “tourism as social science” as key foci in 

tourism studies, contributions from areas such as history, philosophy, 

literature, cultural studies and even economics are currently 

underrepresented (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013). Non-Western and 

indigenous knowledge as well as emotions are also often overlooked. 

Pritchard et al. (2011) mentioned that the lack of emotions in tourism 

studies “has produced a relatively sterile scholarship” (p. 952). Xiao, Jafari, 

Cloke, and Tribe (2013) pointed out the need to pay more attention to “life-

experiences in the context of tourism - background moods, shared 

atmospheres, fleeting feelings, emotional grasp, immediate visceral and 

neurological responses - that speak to the process of becoming tourist at any 

given moment” (p. 375). 

 

under-empowered groups 

This broad heading includes indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities (also in 

non-Western countries), women, people with disabilities, the old, the very 

young. Although, according to Aitchinson (2001), tourism could maybe be 

characterized as “the world’s most sex-segregated service sector or the 

world’s most sex-role stereotyped industry” (p. 133), issues of race, ethnicity, 

race, and gender are not the most popular ones in tourism studies. 

 

power and politics 

This topic comprises human rights, work and labour, and decision making 

processes in tourism where, for example, the interests of governments and 

big business do not always run parallel. As Jamal and Everett (2007) stated, 

questions of “why”, “what is the purpose” or “who will really benefit” remain 

often unanswered in tourism research. Franklin (2007) spoke in this context 

of “touristcentricity” - a focus on tourists rather than on the social, political, 

cultural and technical contexts that have produced tourism and tourists - as 

the overriding paradigm in tourism studies. Picken (2006) supported this 

when he stated that researchers have mainly been looking through a “tourist 

looking-glass”. Botterill (2001) remarked that even though tourism affects 

the lives of practically everybody at a destination, “those in our societies who 

are not tourists are by definition absent from studies of tourism” (p. 208). 
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According to Judd (2006), an important reason for this could be that tourism 

has mainly been studied as a system of consumption rather than production. 

 

quality of life and the more spiritual, humanistic side of tourism 

This category refers, for example, to research on how tourism contributes to 

the world’s problems or how it could benefit the quality of life of local 

residents by, for example, contributing to the creation of health regions 

offering care to both residents and medical tourists (Volgger, Mainil, 

Pechlaner & Mitas, 2014). It also refers to issues of aesthetics and beauty or 

New Age inspired tourism (Pernecky, 2007). 

 

Another overlooked topic in tourism studies is the person of the researcher, 

who is usually a man. According to Ren, Pritchard and Morgan (2010), 

gatekeepers in the field of tourism studies “have traditionally been male, first 

generation scholars grounded in the Western, Anglocentric epistemic 

research traditions” (p. 887). This has resulted in, for example, only six 

women being included in Zhao and Ritchie’s (2007) list of 57 leading tourism 

scholars as measured by the number of articles they published in eight 

tourism journals between 1985 and 2004. Benckendorff and Zehrer’s (2013) 

table of most cited lead authors, based on a citation analysis of Annals of 

Tourism Research, the Journal of Travel Research and Tourism Management 

between 1996 and 2010, featured 30 authors. Of these only three were 

women.  

 

This notable lack of contributions by women could be related to the fact, 

noted by Pritchard and Morgan (2007), that the leading international tourism 

journals have overwhelming majorities of men on their editorial boards, 

ranging from - the lowest - 11% female members on the board of Annals of 

Tourism Research to - the highest - 31% on Journal of Sustainable Tourism. 

Recently, Annals has embarked on a conscious effort to redress this 

imbalance, with 41% of newly appointed resource editors over the last three 

years being female. Nevertheless, of the total of 88 resource editors only 25 

are women (Tribe et al., 2012, p. 9).  

 

In tourism studies, the researcher also is usually absent from his (or her) 

research. Tribe (2006) remarked that “the self is generally ignored (or often 
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banished) in tourism research. For example, the ‘I’ word is proscribed from 

many journals (including Annals), presumably in deference to scientific 

objectivity” (p. 364). However, since 2011 first person articles can be 

submitted to Annals of Tourism Research, “if the method deployed by the 

research justifies and explains its use” (Tribe & Xiao, 2011, p. 9), indicating 

that times are changing. 

 

Reflexivity - defined by Feighery (2006) as the “act of making oneself the 

object of one’s own observation, in an attempt to bring to the fore the 

assumptions embedded in one’s perspectives and descriptions of the world” 

(pp. 270-271) - is practiced by few authors in tourism research. An example 

is Botterill (2003), who described his personal journey as a researcher from 

positivism via constructivism to critical realism. More recently, Ren et al. 

(2010) used actor-network theory to scrutinize their own research practice. 

They drew attention to the importance of self-awareness as the self 

influences the way in which researchers perceive the world. This applies to 

positivist researchers as well who, according to Tribe (2006, p. 369), “must 

also be viewed as constrained truth tellers for two reasons”. The first reason 

is that only limited parts of the tourism phenomenon - mainly those which 

are measurable - can be investigated by positivist methods, leaving many 

topics unaddressed. Second, the scientific-positivist researcher also makes 

choices regarding topics to research and interpreting results (Tribe, 2010; 

Ren et al., 2010).  

 

Finally, the researcher is usually a Western, English speaking person. Tribe, 

Xiao and Chambers (2012) confirmed that 87% of the authors who published 

in Annals of Tourism Research in 2010 and 2011 came from North America, 

Europe, Australia, New Zealand and Israel. Benckendorff and Zehrer’s (2013) 

30 most cited authors mentioned above also originated from these parts of 

the world. Leung, Leung, Bai and Law (2011) looked for contributions that 

were “either Asia-focused or co-authored by researchers from Asian 

universities” (p. 196) in Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management, 

the Journal of Travel Research, and the Journal of Travel & Tourism 

Marketing between 1999 and 2008. Of the 2,157 articles they examined, a 

total of 521 papers (24.2%) had at least one author affiliated with an Asian 

university. Leung et al. (2011) pointed out that this - still modest - 
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percentage has increased considerably over the years: from 12.2% of the 

total in 1999 to 29.7% by 2008. Leung et al. (2011) identified Hong Kong as 

the region’s most active research centre with the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University playing a crucial role.  

 

Also journal editors and publishers are from predominantly Western, English 

speaking origins. Over three-quarters of journal editors are based in the USA, 

UK, Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Journal publishing is also dominated 

by these countries which might limit the chance of getting published for 

authors from other regions as well as the range of topics covered (Ren et al., 

2010). It might also explain the lack of attention to domestic tourism within 

and tourism flows between non-Western countries in these journals.  

 

The strong focus on West-to-East and North-to-South encounters (Winter, 

2009) in tourism studies and journals combined with the lack of reflexivity, 

calls for a critical examination of the mainly Western representation of non-

Western communities involved in tourism flows. In another context, Chow 

(2010a) mentioned that the European representation of the non-West “often 

reduces members of the non-Western communities that are being ‘studied’ 

to silence” (p. 25), something that seems to apply to many tourism studies 

and journals. Ultimately, the ability of researchers to present the stories of 

others becomes questionable, an issue which was poignantly phrased by bell 

hooks in her book Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics published in 

1990:  

 

I am waiting for them to stop talking about the “Other”, to stop describing 

how important it is to be able to speak about difference. It is not just 

important what we speak about, but how and why we speak. . . . Often this 

speech about the “Other” annihilates, erases: no need to hear your voice 

when I can talk about you better than you can speak about yourself. No need 

to hear your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I want to know your story. 

And then I will tell it back to you in a new way. Tell it back to you in such a 

way that it has become mine, my own. Re-writing you, I write myself anew. I 

am still author, authority. I am still the colonizer, the speaking subject, and 

you are now at the centre of my talk. (cited in Aitchinson, 2001, p. 137 and 

Tribe, 2006, p. 370) 
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Discussions about issues of representation or the Other which in the post-

modern era have generated a multitude of theoretical concepts on identity, 

gender, feminism, and postcolonialism in cultural studies have largely by-

passed the tourism academy until quite recently. Lately, however, new 

approaches have become more accepted in the field. Ateljevic, Morgan and 

Pritchard (2007) and Ren et al. (2010) called this the “critical turn” in 

tourism studies, a more culturally critical and reflexive scholarship. Pernecky 

(2007) talked about a “qualitative makeover” (p. 125) while Franklin (2007) 

spoke of a “relational materialist turn” (p. 132), pointing to the influence of 

actor-network theory, critical theory and some Foucauldian concepts. Hall 

and Tucker (2004b) noted that postcolonialist perspectives are more and 

more used in tourism studies. 

 

None of these authors suggested replacing the positivist approach by a new 

dominant view but urged taking multiple approaches more seriously within 

tourism studies. Some of these interpretive and critical modes of tourism 

inquiry are briefly discussed below. 

 

Interpretive and critical approaches to tourism studies 

The word “critical” in the context of new tourism research is mostly used in a 

broad sense, denominating “a move beyond the traditional strait-jacketed 

obsession with applied, empirical and industry-driven business research” 

(Harris, Wilson & Ateljevic, 2007, p. 42). It stands for a reflexive, values-

based form of inquiry. Researchers grounded in critical theory as well as 

those operating from an interpretive / constructivist perspective call 

themselves critical scholars.  

 

The influence of cultural studies is visible in a deconstructionist tendency to 

de-emphasize binaries such as local-global, host-guest, work-leisure, origin-

destination, production-consumption (Picken, 2006) and to focus more on 

context and the connectedness of, for instance, the material and immaterial 

elements of tourism. An example is the application of actor-network theory 

to tourism studies (Van der Duim, 2007a, 2007b; Ren et al., 2010; Tribe, 

2010). Van der Duim (2007a) introduced the concept of “tourismscapes” - 

bringing to mind the various “scapes” formulated by Appadurai (1990) - as 

an alternative to structuralist approaches. Tourismscapes enable the study of 
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tourism in terms of “specific processes of association and ordering, which 

connect what was previously detached” (Van der Duim, 2007b, p. 150). 

Tourismscapes connect the material and immaterial elements of tourism and 

consist of “relations between people and things dispersed in time-space 

specific patterns” (Van der Duim, 2007b, p. 150). The role of the researcher 

is to investigate how these associations and orderings come into being and 

“how the roles and functions of subjects and objects, actors and 

intermediaries, humans and non-humans are attributed and stabilized” (Van 

der Duim, 2007b, p. 152).  

 

More recently, the conceptualisation of tourism as part of a wider mobilities 

paradigm gained popularity (Hannam, 2009; Büscher, Urry & Witchger, 

2011). This involves researching the movement - or potential movement or 

immobility - of people, objects, capital and information across the world. It 

also includes local or daily-life processes of transportation of people and 

goods, the virtual mobility of images and ideas and the relations between 

different kinds of mobilities (Büscher et al., 2011). With travel and tourism 

currently an integral part of social life, previously distinct categories such as 

leisure, tourism, transport, and migration have become blurred and need, 

according to Hannam (2009), “to be analysed together in their fluid 

interdependence” (p. 107). When tourism is considered as part of a wider 

mobilities paradigm, it becomes possible to move beyond common notions of 

place, space, scale and time (Hannam, 2009). For example, instead of 

looking at “place” and “people travelling to a place” as distinct and separate 

categories, by looking at the body “as an affective vehicle through which we 

sense place and movement” (Hannam, 2009, p. 109) a complex relationality 

of “place” and “people” can be seen to exist.  

 

Büscher, Urry & Witchger (2011) stated that inquiry into today’s complex 

mobile lives possibly requires new and mobile methods. These could, for 

example, consist of participating in movement and conducting research at 

the same time by walking-along, driving–along, shadowing or stalking 

(Büscher et al., 2011). Other approaches could include mobile video 

ethnography, “time-space diaries” in which respondents record what they are 

doing and where and how they move during their activities, or mobile 

positioning systems (such as GPS and GIS) to gain insight into the 
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movement of large groups such as commuters and tourists (Büscher et al., 

2011, p. 13). 

  

The interpretive / constructivist paradigm has enriched the field of tourism 

studies also by making possible the inquiry into some of the under-

researched topics listed above. Pernecky (2007), for example, remarked that 

his own research on New Age tourism and out-of-body experiences would 

not have been possible when departing from a positivist paradigm and realist 

ontology. Constructivist / interpretive perspectives are underpinned by an 

essentially relativist ontology - claiming that there are multiple, constructed 

realities, all of which might be equally “true” and can be explained through 

the interpretation of data by the researcher or by “letting the data speak for 

themselves”.  

 

Critical theory is the research paradigm originally associated with the 

Frankfurt School, whose adherent philosophers (a.o. Horkheimer, Adorno, 

Marcuse, Habermas) held different views on certain issues but shared their 

rejection of positivism as being incapable of providing adequate explanations 

for societal issues (Tribe, 2007; Chambers, 2007). They critiqued modern 

society - drawing inspiration from Marx, Hegel, Weber and others - and 

attributed the problems of the modern world not just to capitalism or political 

economy but, recognizing multiple forms of power, more generally “to the 

growing dominance of instrumental rationalism” (Jamal & Everett, 2007, p. 

63).  

 

Chambers (2007) summarized the main characteristics of critical theory as 

interdisciplinary and challenging the superiority of the natural sciences; it is 

reflexive, reflecting on the social context in which it arose, its function within 

society and on the position and values of the researcher; it is dialectical, 

believing that there are always opposing interests in society and that these 

contradictions and tensions are necessary to bring about social change. 

Critical theory is critical in that it seeks not only to identify (and criticise) the 

wrongs in society but also to transform them. With a focus on emancipatory 

outcome, critical theory differs greatly from positivism which refrains from 

researching moral or ethical questions since these are not rooted in facts 

(Tribe, 2009). Critical theory also distinguishes itself from interpretive 
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approaches in that, according to Tribe (2007), “it does not necessarily trust 

the accounts of the researched to give a true reading of the world. It is wary 

of their false (or at the very least, not fully engaged) consciousness” (p. 30).  

 

Critical theory subscribes to a historical realist ontology (Jamal & Everett, 

2007; Ayikoru, 2009), with the foot-note that today’s reality may seem 

natural and unchangeable but has in fact been shaped by a combination of 

historical, social, political and economic factors (Jamal & Everett, 2007; 

Ayikoru, 2009). Similar to constructivism, critical theory’s epistemology is 

transactional and subjectivist in nature. It rejects positivist notions of 

objectivity and sees the production of knowledge as an interactive process in 

which the researcher and his/her subject(s) both participate and in which the 

values of the researcher inevitably influence his/her research, leading to 

results mediated by values.  

 

Within the community of critical tourism scholars there is a discussion about 

ontology. Critical theory comprises many different studies - cultural studies, 

postcolonial studies, feminist studies - and whereas most of them embrace 

the points of departure of critical theory regarding reflexivity, emancipatory 

goals, and “being critical”, the issue of reality is often defined from a mixture 

of critical and constructivist / interpretive points of view. Chambers (2007) 

critiqued tourism scholars who call themselves critical but implicitly or 

explicitly adhere to a relativist ontology. To her this seems to be a 

contradictory position: if there is no single reality and all truths are equally 

valid, how can emancipation be possible? Being a critical scholar for whom 

emancipation is a key objective also means, in the words of Chambers (2007) 

making a judgement “about what ‘unfreedom’ is, which necessarily implies a 

belief in a particular kind of society which is better than the one which exists. 

This does not relativise ‘truth’ as constructivists would have us to believe” (p. 

109). Thus, to be theoretically coherent critical tourism scholars should 

discard ontological relativism, which fails to acknowledge the existence of 

dominant ideologies of oppression.  

 

According to Gorski (2013), realism is currently making a comeback in 

philosophy and sociology, which can also be seen in a growing interest in 

critical realism. Critical realism should be considered as “a philosophy of 
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science, a theory of what (good) science is and does” (Gorski, 2013, p. 660) 

rather than as a theory of society. 

Botterill (2001, 2003, 2007) opted for critical realism in tourism studies as a 

remedy to counter his objections to positivism, constructivism and critical 

theory. Critical realism, according to Botterill, “retains the possibility of 

universal and hierarchical theory, easily contains the nuance of hermeneutics 

and interpretation and offers the transformative power of an emancipatory 

science” (2003, p. 99). Critical realism in tourism does not address the issue 

of what is tourism which, according to Botterill, leads mainly to a “bean 

counting” (2003, p. 99) type of research on predominantly the tourist (who 

are they, where do they go, how much do they spend) without much thought 

about the underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions of this 

positivist type of research. It also does not concern itself with what does 

tourism mean and a constructivist and phenomenological approach, in which 

he first enjoyed “the celebration of human experience as ‘difference’ ” (2003, 

p. 101) and the acceptability of local case studies instead of universal models 

or theory building. But in the end the antirealist thesis of constructivism 

became problematic for him as it did not generate “a closer understanding of 

the meaning of tourism beyond that held in the mind of the research 

community” (2003, p. 100). Instead, a critical realist approach addresses 

what makes tourism possible.  

 

Critical realism, based on the writings of Roy Bhaskar, posits that “there is a 

mind-independent external reality and that it can be known” (Botterill, 2007, 

p. 124). Exploring and understanding the nature of that reality is the purpose 

of realist thinkers. According to Platenkamp and Botterill (2013), critical 

realists foreground ontology over epistemology and mainly focus on the issue 

of what makes society possible? They added that “reality” is never 

completely rational: “much is knowable or intelligible that is independent of 

the mind, but not everything. There is a serious irrational part in the 

intransitive domain [explained below] that critical realists refer to, and it 

should be recognised” (Platenkamp & Botterill, 2013, p. 124; [ ] by DK).  

 

Bhaskar made a distinction between “the ‘intransitive’ and ‘transitive’ 

dimensions of science, between a natural world as it really is and our 

changing concepts of it” (Gorski, 2013, p. 664). Bhaskar introduced a further 
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distinction between three ontological domains (Gorski, 2013): the empirical 

(surface or experiential knowledge), the actual (events that happen whether 

we experience them or not) and the real, “a further depth strata that 

produces the events in the world that is comprised of what might, 

metaphorically, be called mechanisms” (Botterill, 2007, p. 122).  

 

Critical realists try to discover these mechanisms, causal laws, which are 

independent of the events to which they give rise and which in the words of 

Botterill (2007) “are hidden from the gaze of the casual observer, yet are no 

less real than that which can be sensed”; they “are circumstantial rather 

than deterministic or, to be specific, they possess causal powers that may or 

may not be activated”, depending on conditions; and they comprise a reality 

that is “not a construct of a reflexive or self-referential science, despite the 

fact that it can only be known in terms of the discourses available to us” (pp. 

122-123; italics in original text). 

 

Gorski (2013) pointed out that Bhaskar later considered the concept of 

mechanisms somewhat misleading, “insofar as it suggests that the macro is 

driven by the micro . . . ” (p. 668). But “the reverse is also possible: a higher 

order mechanism can also drive a lower order one . . . ” (p. 668).  

The idea of underlying mechanisms distinguishes critical realism from both 

positivism (which, although recognizing the existence of reality cannot 

recognize the existence of underlying mechanisms since these cannot 

directly be observed) and constructivism which asserts that there is no mind-

independent reality.  

 

Engaging in the discussion on critical tourism research and the nature of 

ontology, Pritchard, Morgan and Ateljevic (2011) introduced their concept of 

“hopeful tourism”. They situated hopeful tourism in critical theory without 

limiting it exclusively to the Frankfurt School of thought. Rather, they 

associated it with a wide range of interpretive, critical and emancipatory 

paradigms (Ateljevic et al., 2007). They saw hopeful tourism as having 

strong connections with relatively new perspectives in social science such as 

“transmodernity” and “worldism” which both foreground connectedness and 

interdependencies rather than differences. Hopeful tourism can be thought of 

as a “values-led humanist approach based on partnership, reciprocity and 
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ethics, which aims for co-created learning and which recognises the power of 

sacred and indigenous knowledge and passionate scholarship” (Pritchard et 

al., 2011, p. 949). They explicitly address its epistemological (“transactional, 

subjectivist, value-mediated and co-created knowledge”), methodological 

(“emancipatory, action-oriented, participant-driven, reflective, dialectical, 

pluralist, multi-dimensional”) and ontological underpinnings (Pritchard et al., 

2011, p. 951).  

 

As to the nature of ontology, the authors disagreed with Botterill and 

Chambers and their point of view that oppression cannot be challenged from 

a relativist intellectual position. They wondered if a critical realist “reality” 

which can only be imperfectly known is really that different from 

constructivism’s view that different people construct different realities which 

are meaningful and “real” to them. 

 

Pritchard et al. (2011) defined five key principles of hopeful tourism: 1. 

“society is characterized by objective structures of power that encompass 

states, governments, classes and sets of ideologies and relations that 

privilege the few at the expense of the many” (p. 950); 2. human agency is 

important in the making of multiple worlds through multi- and trans-

subjectivities; 3. language is central to meaning; 4. “consensus is 

discursively formed and, significantly, emancipation is possible through 

research critiques which address issues of ideology and power” (p. 950); 5. 

“knowledge is guided by social interests so that ‘truth’ is regarded as a 

matter of social location and knowledge is seen to be a product of specific 

social, cultural and historical contexts” (p. 950). This does not mean that all 

knowledge is relative but that all knowledge is partially true. Ontology is then 

conceived as participative reality that is “shaped by social, political, cultural, 

economic, ethnic and gender values and underpinned by power structures” 

(p. 951). 

 

While agreeing with several of the issues raised by them, Higgins-Desbiolles 

and Whyte (2013) asked the question whether hope is actually a useful 

notion for building a critical tourism movement. Hope can be rather non-

committal: “people can hope for a world with greater justice while 

simultaneously failing to understand the need to confront the role their own 

privileges can play in reproducing injustice” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 29 

2013, p. 428). They argued for research that moves beyond hope and 

contributes to “deconstructing power and privilege so that an emancipatory 

praxis can be co-developed with communities and peoples suffering 

oppression” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 2013, p. 429). This kind of critical 

research is needed for examining tourism’s role in oppression or in 

supporting market hegemony, topics that are highly relevant in an era where 

“. . . people of power and privilege assert the right to usurp remaining finite 

resources leaving the majority to struggle with hunger, dispossession and 

oppression” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 2013, p. 432).  

 

The above selection of possible conceptualizations of tourism shows that the 

“critical turn” has generated new perspectives of looking at tourism and 

inspired the theoretical debate in tourism studies. It has brought to light 

many under-researched topics, but seems to stay away from considering 

tourism in the context of the globalized economy. Ladkin (2011) confirmed 

that until recently little research has been conducted on, for example, 

tourism labour. Ladkin mentioned a special issue of Tourism Studies (2009, 

9[2]) as one of the first publications which addressed work and labour in 

tourism from multiple research angles.  

 

This lack of attention for the economic dimensions of tourism can probably 

be attributed to the fact that many critical studies are informed by post-

structural theory, making economic and political analysis perhaps seem too 

“structuralist” or “essentialist”. It seems that under the critical turn, tourism 

has become increasingly viewed as a cultural phenomenon unaffected by the 

forces of neoliberal capitalism and globalization (Bianchi, 2009). But these 

forces have changed the face of tourism considerably over the past 30 years. 

Therefore, while tourism cannot be reduced to just economics and politics, 

critical tourism scholars should, according to Bianchi (2009), also investigate 

political and economic power structures in tourism in neoliberal times and 

not leave this to industry dominated institutions and organizations. 

 

Tourism, globalization and neoliberal capitalism 

Globalization and neoliberal capitalism have deeply impacted and 

restructured the tourism industry. The word “globalization” is used in so 

many different ways and for so many different purposes that it has become a 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 30 

highly controversial term. While not wanting to get entangled in a definitions 

game on the concept of globalization, for the purpose of this study, the term 

will be used to describe the open-ended process, defined by “high degrees of 

connectivity and circulation” (Appadurai, 2010, p. 12), driven by economic, 

political, cultural and technological forces, that leads to the increasing 

interconnectedness of economies and societies. Globalization is not a linear 

development but a process that comes with many paradoxes, ambiguities, 

and contradictions. It is characterised by the increased mobility of people 

(tourists, migrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers), goods, capital, ideas, 

news but also of diseases, crime and terror in a world where time and space 

are being compressed (Harvey, 1989).  

 

The term “time-space compression” was made popular by David Harvey who 

wrote extensively about it in The condition of postmodernity (1989). 

Although he was one of the first to connect globalization with changes in our 

experiences of time and space, others, such as Marx1, wrote about time-

space compression long before him. The current era of time-space 

compression is thus not the first; it is “part of a history of successive waves 

of time-space compression generated out of the pressures of capital 

accumulation with its perpetual search to annihilate space through time and 

reduce turnover time” (Harvey, 1989, pp. 306-307). But Harvey (1989) 

claimed that since the 1960s time-space compression in Western capitalism 

has become more intense than before “with excessive ephemerality and 

fragmentation in the political and private as well as in the social realm” (p. 

306). 

 

One of the key features of globalization has been a reconfiguring of the 

balance between the state, capital and labour in favour of global capital 

accumulation, underpinned by the neoliberal values of performativity, 

profitability and consumerism. Harvey (2005) described neoliberalism as in 

the first instance “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that 

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

                                                      
1 In his Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy (Grundrisse der Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie), 
Marx also talked about the annihilation of space by time: “While capital must on one side strive to tear 
down every spatial barrier to intercourse, i.e. to exchange, and conquer the whole earth for its market, it 
strives on the other side to annihilate this space with time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum the time spent in 
motion from one place to another. The more developed the capital, therefore, the more extensive the 
market over which it circulates, which forms the spatial orbit of its circulation, the more does it strive 
simultaneously for an even greater extension of the market and for greater annihilation of space by 
time...” (Marx, 2007, p. 539). 
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entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade” 

(p. 2). This institutional framework - including military, police, and legal 

structures - is created and preserved by the state. Its main purpose is to 

secure private property rights and to guarantee, for example, the integrity of 

money and the proper functioning of markets. In areas where markets did 

not exist, such as education, health care, social security, or environmental 

pollution, they were created - by the state if necessary. But the state should 

not engage itself with other tasks (Harvey, 2005). Appadurai (2010) also 

mentioned the creation of new markets under neoliberalism, such as those 

for “bio-technology, digital media, drinking water, energy credits, financial 

derivatives (as we now know) and other commodity markets, which barely 

existed before 1970” (p. 4). 

 

Neoliberalism arose as a response to the crisis of the 1970s when the USA’s 

position as the leader of the capitalist world was threatened from multiple 

directions: increasing competition from Japan and Europe, soaring energy 

prices, declining productivity and profitability, high inflation, diminishing 

international confidence in the dollar, unemployment and domestic social 

unrest (Reuss, 2009). All this led to the demise of the Bretton Woods2 

system and the end of “regulated capitalism”. Step by step, neoliberal 

policies have reconfigured the geography of production (Harvey, 2005) and 

led to an integration of wealth and power and increased differences between 

rich and poor in countries that went down the neoliberal road. Harvey (2011) 

characterised neoliberalism as “a class project that coalesced in the crisis of 

the 1970s” (p. 10). Under cover of talk about individual freedom, personal 

responsibility, the benefits of privatisation, the free market and free trade, “it 

legitimised draconian policies designed to restore and consolidate class 

power” (p. 10).  

 

                                                      
2 In July 1944, delegates from the allied nations gathered in Bretton Woods (New Hampshire, USA) to 
discuss the construction of a new world order after the war. Various institutions such as the United 
Nations, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were established to stabilize 
international relations. The British negotiator, J. M. Keynes, also proposed the introduction of “a global 
currency unit outside of any nation’s control” (Harvey, 2011, p. 32). The USA, as the world’s most 
powerful state, insisted that the dollar play this role and so “the US dollar became the medium of world 
trade, technically backed by a fixed convertibility into gold, and backed politically and economically by the 
overwhelming power of the US productive apparatus” (Harvey, 1989, p. 296). All other countries fixed 
their exchange rates against the dollar to facilitate global trade, a system that worked well until the 1970s. 
Then, with declining international confidence in the dollar, international holders of dollars started to 
demand redemption of their dollars for gold which led to the depletion of U.S. government gold reserves 
(Reuss, 2009) and the end of “Bretton Woods”. 
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One of the main goals of neoliberals has been the breaking of the power of 

labour, which in the 1960s was scarce, well organized and reasonably well 

paid and hence “a barrier to sustained capital accumulation and the 

consolidation of class power” (Harvey, 2011, p. 14). Through immigration 

policies in the USA and Europe, labour saving technologies and the crushing 

of labour unions (e.g. president Reagan versus the air traffic controllers and 

prime minister Thatcher versus the miners and print unions), capital gained 

access to ever cheaper and more docile labour supplies. Harvey (2011) 

quoted Alan Budd, Thatcher’s chief economic adviser, as admitting that “‘the 

1980s policies of attacking inflation by squeezing the economy and public 

spending were a cover to bash the workers’” (p. 15). In this way, an 

industrial reserve army was created “which would undermine the power of 

labour and permit capitalists to make easy profits ever after” (p. 15).  

 

Another strategy was for capital to go where cheap, surplus labour could be 

found, a process that led to the de-industrialisation of Europe and the USA in 

the 1980s. This became even easier after the fall of the Soviet Union and the 

opening up of China, which “added some 2 billion people to the global wage 

labour force” (Harvey, 2011, p.16). The off-shoring of production processes 

was facilitated by improved transportation, such as container shipping, but 

most of all by the deregulation of finance which began with the breaking up 

of Bretton Woods and was sped up in the 1980s and the 1990s with the 

lifting of other barriers and restrictions on the movement and money-making 

possibilities of capital.  

 

The downside of the disempowerment of labour has been that low wages and 

unemployment have caused a lack of demand for the products of global 

corporations. This has driven global corporations to look for new markets in 

developing parts of the world, but has also stimulated the credit card 

industry and led to increasing indebtedness. Harvey (2011) noted that where 

in 1980 the average US household owed around $ 40,000 (in constant 

dollars), now “it’s about $ 130,000 for every household, including 

mortgages” (p.17). The booming credit and loans businesses as well as the 

export of capital around the world in search of places where more capital 

could be accumulated, gave rise to new financial products to secure all this 

debt and minimize risks: credit default swaps, currency derivatives, and 
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interest rate swaps were invented and played a major role in the 2008 

financial crisis. The neoliberal premise that the state should protect large 

financial institutes at all times has created the current situation where profits 

have been privatized while the risks involved in generating these profits have 

been “socialised” (Harvey, 2011, p. 10), with the burdens of the debts and 

damages incurred by these institutes carried by the public sectors.  

 

The results of this reconfiguration of the interests of the state, capital and 

labour have become visible in the erosion of the welfare state and increasing 

work pressures in Western countries. Another outcome has been the 

increasing gap between rich and poor, not only between North and South, 

but in in all major world cities where a rich top layer and large urban under-

classes have come into existence (Appadurai, 2010; Munar, 2007). 

 

While consumerism3 (with tourism experiences being one of the options of 

spending one’s money) is supposed to compensate for the increasing 

insecurities and stress, growing inequalities impede the process of endless 

consumption. This may ultimately undermine capital accumulation and the 

reproduction of the neoliberal economic system: a contradiction inherent in 

the neoliberal reshaping of the world.  

 

In the wake of neoliberalism, tourism has also been reconfigured. According 

to Eisenschitz (2013), tourism is now underpinned by neoliberal values such 

as a “belief in the virtues of choice, in the primacy of the individual over 

society, in leisure as a just reward for work, and in consumption providing 

identity and freedom” (pp. 99-100). However, a closer look at the economics 

and politics of tourism shows that in the current globalized world:  

 

most people cannot be tourists  

The growth of international tourism since the 1970s articulates neoliberal 

concepts such as freedom, mobility, individuality, diversity and authenticity 

(Eisenschitz, 2013). These concepts also manifest themselves in policy 

statements of the World Tourism Organization (currently called UNWTO) and 

                                                      
3 Consumerism can be defined as the continuous consumption of services and products not necessary for 
satisfying biological needs, termed by Sklair “induced wants” (2002, p. 166, cited in Higgins-Desbiolles, 
2010, p. 121). This “ideology” has risen in the wake of the globalization of capitalism and media; it holds 
as its core the belief “that human well-being is advanced above all else by increasing the quantity and 
quality of goods and services consumed by individuals” (Hamilton, 2003, pp. 119-120, cited in Higgins-
Desbiolles, 2010, p. 124).  
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the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), organisations which not only 

promote the right to travel but also favour the opening-up of new markets as 

well as economic de-regulation (Bianchi, 2007). Higgins-Desbiolles (2010) 

confirmed that with the spread of consumerism the idea that there exists a 

“right to travel”, supported by beliefs that people need or deserve a holiday 

(or two or three a year), has become widely accepted. Being a tourist is also 

a measure of success in the capitalist system since the successful can travel, 

while “the less privileged work as ‘servers’ or ‘hosts’ to the privileged 

holidaymakers” (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2010, p. 122). 

 

However, according to Eisenschitz (2013), some 95% of the worlds’ 

population4 is unable to travel. The freedom of mobility and the possibilities 

to become a tourist are restricted by economic and political power structures 

that allow some people the right to travel while at the same time restricting 

it for others. This not only applies to immigrants or refugees; non-Western 

tourists have a harder time acquiring a visa for Europe or the USA than vice 

versa. The options to become a tourist are further constrained by inequalities 

in wealth, and also by differences in class, ethnicity and gender (Bianchi, 

2009). Although this might be labelled a Marxist or structuralist way of 

thinking, Bianchi (2009) stated that “to suggest that consumption is shaped 

by, but not reducible to, material well-being, is neither essentialist nor 

determinist” (p. 495). It also avoids the “postmodernist fallacy” (Bianchi, 

2009, p. 495) of thinking that under the ideology of consumerism people are 

free to make their own choices in the consumption of goods or tourism 

products and construct their own identities in the process. This, in the words 

of Bianchi (2009), “exaggerates the opportunities for autonomy and self-

actualization provided for by tourism consumption and ignores the basic 

determinants of social differentiation and material inequalities that 

determines peoples’ ability to consume” (p. 495).  

 

most tourists are domestic tourists 

Although the amount of research dedicated to international tourism suggests 

otherwise, most tourists do not travel internationally but engage in domestic 

                                                      
4 Tourism statistics are collected in many different ways and therefore contested. Nevertheless, the 
UNWTO (2012) speaks of reaching the milestone of one billion “tourists” in 2012. This - with currently 
more than 7 billion earthlings - would amount to a little under 14% of the word population. However, 
UNWTO statistics do not present numbers of tourists, but numbers of “tourist arrivals”. These consist of 
people travelling for a variety of reasons (business, pleasure, visiting family and friends). Counting 
“arrivals” furthermore means counting frequent travellers again and again. Eisenschitz’s (2013) estimate 
of 95% of the worlds’ population unable to travel could therefore be quite accurate. 
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tourism. Aramberri (2009) stated - based on his analysis of WTTC figures of 

2006 - that in 2016 domestic tourism will still (as now) constitute some 80% 

of total tourism flows. Intra-regional (or same continent) travel will account 

for 15% and long-haul travel, which takes place mainly between Europe, 

North America and East Asia, for only 5%. Although the total number of 

arrivals will grow, the composition of the tourism flow is, according to 

Aramberri (2009), unlikely to change in the near future with regard to 

distances and regions travelled. These percentages are more or less 

confirmed by Hall (2009), who estimated that of the total 5,612.5 million 

tourist arrivals in 2007, some 84% (4,714.5 million) were domestic tourists. 

This situation raises questions as to “how globalized” tourism really is.  

 

the notion that “the West” travels to “the Rest” (Jaakson, 2004) needs to be 

reviewed   

Not only are most tourists domestic tourists, but increasing numbers of non-

Western tourists are travelling. The traditional view that tourism mainly 

sends Western travellers to third world places to consume them as tourism 

products is, according Aramberri (2009), “but a figment of the post-romantic 

collective imagination that has of late become so dominant in tourism 

research” (p. 375). Nowadays, in several Asian countries Asian tourists 

comprise the majority of visitors. This was already the case in 2009 as the 

following examples of Thailand and Indonesia demonstrate: 

  

 

Table 1.1 Non-resident tourist arrivals at national border by nationality in 

Thailand in 2009 (total number of arrivals: 14,149,841) 

 
From Number Number 1 generator 

Europe 4,170,872    841,425 from UK 

Americas    853,380    627,074 from USA 

East Asia & Pacific 7,813,650 1,757,813 from Malaysia 
Source: UNWTO (2011b, October) 

 
 

Table 1.2 Non-resident tourist arrivals at national border by nationality in 

Indonesia in 2009 (total number of arrivals: 6,323,730) 

 
From Number Number 1 generator 

Europe 1,028,405    183,262 from UK 

Americas    237,670    165,098 from USA 

East Asia & Pacific 4,741,596 1,138,071 from Singapore 
Source: UNWTO (2011a, September) 

 

These figures not only show the predominance of Asian tourists in these 

destinations but also underline the importance of intra-regional travel.  



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 36 

 

tourism is “big business” 

Tourism is often called the world’s largest industry. This claim is not really 

underpinned by statistics but has probably to do with tourism being made up 

of so many different industries and services (such as construction and real-

estate, finance, transport, hospitality and entertainment, marketing and 

media) that it is difficult to define and measure. Based on international trade 

data of the World Trade Organization (WTO), the tourism economy, 

according to Lew (2011), “probably ranks about fifth or sixth in international 

trade, after trade in fossil fuels, telecommunications and computer 

equipment, automotive products, and agriculture” (p. 148). It can, however, 

as Lew continued, be called the “world’s largest Service Sector Industry, in 

terms of international trade, as all of the other industries listed above are 

merchandise product industries” (p.149). 

 

Tourism is usually considered “different” from other industries as the tourism 

product also comprises intangible elements such as weather, scenery, 

atmosphere and because of the “simultaneity of production and 

consumption” (Williams & Shaw, 2011, p. 33). These features, combined 

with the fact that currently available tourism statistics are contested and not 

completely reliable (as will be discussed in Chapter Three), make analysis of 

the tourism industry difficult. Judd (2006), however, argued that tourism is 

not that different from other industries when conceived as a production 

process instead of as a system of consumption. Bianchi (2009) supported the 

view that structures of power and ownership in tourism are not necessarily 

more complex to investigate than in other transnational businesses.  

 

Judd (2006) used the concept of the commodity - or value - chain5 to 

analyse the production of tourism. He defined the tourist’s experience as the 

product of the tourism industry, as this - no matter that it consists of 

tangible and intangible components - is what is manufactured and priced 

within a market system. He distinguished three main inputs into the tourist 

                                                      
5 Commodity - or value - chains reveal complex global networks, from primary production to final 
consumption and the linkages binding them; they can be used to show how production and consumption 
networks have evolved over time and they “provide a means of identifying institutions, actors, modes of 
production, the movements of materials needed for production, the distribution of products, and 
marketing and consumption dynamics. They are especially useful for revealing the spatiality of production 
relationships; for example, they have been employed to show the relationship between sites of corporate 
management and sites of production” (Judd, 2006, p. 327). 
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experience. The first input is image. Through marketing, design, and 

information technology, potential tourists are continuously exposed to (and 

create their own) images of travel. These images usually promise both 

“comfort and familiarity - and, ironically, the opposite - uniqueness, 

adventure, entertainment and excitement” (Judd, 2006, p. 329).  

 

The second input consists of investments in place infrastructure. However 

spectacular their natural or cultural attributes may be, all places that hope to 

attract tourists must create a suitable environment for them. Place 

infrastructure includes an endless list of goods and services, ranging from 

airports to local guides and souvenirs which all help to shape the tourist’s 

experience, and is composed of what Judd (2006) calls a mixture of Fordist, 

post-Fordist and artisanal elements. Fordist tourism architecture consists of 

“globalized architectural styles . . . designed to serve (or process) efficiently 

large numbers of consumers with standardized services at minimum cost” 

(Judd, 2006, p. 330). Examples are cruise ships (Véronneau & Roy, 2009), 

resorts, and shopping malls where sometimes “a thin veneer of the local” 

(Judd, 2006, p. 329) is applied. Post-Fordist infrastructure consists of items 

such as boutique hotels emphasizing exclusiveness and luxury, often 

representing locality or uniqueness. Both Fordist and post-Fordist elements 

are “corporate nodes in the production system of global tourism. The capital 

that flows in and out of them mostly bypasses local economies” (Judd, 2006, 

p. 330). These local economies have increasingly become spaces of capital 

accumulation where the “right to tourism” often has priority over the rights 

of local residents (Eisenschitz, 2013). This leaves the artisanal mode of 

production (local entrepreneurs, goods and services) as the one that 

contributes directly to local economies. Many tourists will in the course of a 

trip experience all three environments. Even when people organize their own 

tours, they will use the same airports and visit the same touristic highlights 

as other tourists. 

 

The third input is labour; the list of tourism providers is very broad and 

includes many low-wage, labour-intensive, low-skilled services. By looking at 

tourism as a production process and defining its inputs, it should be possible 
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to put together a commodity chain of tourism, revealing linkages and pricing 

mechanisms6 for the tourist industry. 

 

Although technological developments, Internet, and the globalization of 

media have created many opportunities for small entrepreneurs everywhere 

to directly access potential tourists anywhere and new modes of information-

sharing (blogs, Facebook and other social media) have empowered tourists 

at the expense of business (Hjalager, 2007), looking at tourism from the 

production side shows that over the past decades the tourism industry has 

become “a major avenue of capital accumulation throughout the world, 

driven by free market forms of enterprise” (Bianchi, 2009, p. 494). This has 

resulted in a corporatized tourism sector (Higgens-Desbiolles, 2008) 

dominated by several major transnational corporations. These have come 

into existence through takeovers and mergers and through vertical 

integration of tour operators, travel agencies, airlines, currency exchange 

companies, on-line reservation systems, accommodation providers, shipping 

companies and travel book publishers (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2008, 2010; 

Hjalager, 2007). Judd (2006) stated that these transnational corporations 

are continuously increasing their market share “because they are able to 

minimize risks, offer convenience and prices far lower than if an individual 

tourist makes these [travel or holiday] arrangements separately”(pp. 331-

332; [ ] by DK).  

 

The transition from a multitude of national and regional travel businesses in 

the late 1980s (Theuvsen, 2004) to a few transnational corporations today is 

clearly visible in Europe7. TUI AG has become the leading travel group here, 

employing 73,800 people worldwide in December 2013 (TUI Group, 2013a) 

with Thomas Cook as “runner-up” with some 31,000 employees (Thomas 

Cook Group, 2013).  

                                                      
6 According to Judd (2006), “it is possible to get a precise fix on the valuation of the tourist experience 
provided by package tours, cruise ships and entertainment complexes because one charge covers nearly 
everything. Pricing the inputs to such experiences is also straightforward: cost data kept by the 
companies running these businesses will yield up the estimated values that have been added by 
marketing, the costs of infrastructure and personnel. The task is more difficult for a more complex tourism 
environment, but the logic of research is similar”. (p. 333) 

 
7 Also in North America several transnational corporations have come into existence, such as The Travel 
Corporation (with brands like Contiki Tours, Insight Vacations, Brendan Vacations, Aussie Adventures, 
African Travel, some hotels and river cruise ships) with over 35 offices and more than 10,000 team 
members, serving over 1.5 million customers annually (The Travel Corporation, 2013). 
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TUI AG, which is comprised of three sectors - travel, hotel & resorts and 

cruises - is a prime example of a vertically integrated industry firm. 

Customers can book their TUI organized and operated tour at one of the 

1,800 European retail shops (December 2013) or on-line. They - probably - 

will be flown to their destination by TUI’s own airline company (owning 140 

aircraft in December 2013) to spend their holidays at one of TUI’s 248 hotels 

or resorts (December 2013) around the Mediterranean, in other European 

destinations, the Caribbean, Egypt, Senegal, and the USA amongst others. 

Alternatively, tourists can opt for a cruise on one of TUI’s seven cruise ships 

(TUI Group, 2013b). To handle transportation, tours and excursions at the 

destinations, TUI incoming agents are available. This kind of vertical 

integration is motivated by attempts to increase market power, procure 

goods and services at lower prices, and reduce costs (Theuvsen, 2004).  

 

TUI AG has come into existence not only through vertical integration, but 

also through mergers and take-overs of, for example, tour operators. In 

2013, TUI Travel owned some 240 tour operating brands, including “mass” 

brands like TUI (the leading German tour operator), Thomson (the leading 

UK tour operator), Holland International & Arke (both Dutch), Crystal Ski 

(the world’s largest ski operator) as well as “niche” products such as yacht 

chartering (The Moorings), expeditions (Quark Polar Expeditions), and 

student travel (TUI Travel Plc., 2013). This made it possible to serve some 

30 million customers in 2013 in different segments of the market.  

TUI AG is also in the process of acquiring a position on the travel markets of 

the BRIC countries. TUI China, an affiliate of TUI AG, was established in 

2003 as the first joint venture with foreign majority share in the China 

tourism industry. TUI AG holds 75% of the shares and CTS (China Travel 

Service) 25%. With headquarters in Beijing, TUI China operates in the 

domestic market, handles incoming tours and began operations in the 

outbound market from 2011.   

 

As Hjalager (2007) noted in her analysis of the process of globalization in 

tourism, transnational business integration and the global trade of business 

concepts (such as Disney or hotel concepts) lead not only to more efficiency 

(with operation processes standardized and with support in the field of 

marketing, finance or human resource management from head office) but 
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also to a reduction in variety and local flavour of the tourism product 

worldwide. Higgins-Desbiolles (2008) added that “the logic of corporatised 

tourism is based on exploitation and commodification of all factors of 

production including people, cultures and environments” (p. 360). This point 

is also confirmed by Judd (2006) with regard to tourism infrastructure as 

noted above, and by Jaakson (2004) who stated that although contrast and 

difference are important in tourism marketing, “tourist destinations become 

a blend of the local and the global, where the globally familiar increasingly 

overshadows what has remained of the local novel”. Airports, shopping 

centres, international hotels, fast food chains and even city centres are 

(becoming) the same all over the world. This even applies to the tourists 

themselves “since they are all dressed in familiar mass marketing clothes 

and carry the same electronic gadgetry. By seeking contrast, tourists by 

their presence erase the contrast they seek, a zero sum game” (Jaakson, 

2004, p. 176). Even in places where tourism has been commoditized for a 

long time already it’s character is changing since, as Eisenschitz (2013) 

remarked, “earlier forms of capitalism in which there were owner proprietors, 

are replaced by corporate entities which reduces the ‘otherness’ so attractive 

to Western visitors” (p. 101). 

 

In order to increase performativity and profitability, the process of business 

integration has in recent years been accompanied by “an expanded 

fragmentation and optimization of the whole value chain” (Hjalager, 2007, p. 

447). One of the main avenues for this has been a reduction of the costs of 

labour. Tourism is a labour intensive industry and a need to reduce the 

overall costs of tourism caused by low cost airlines, aggressive tour 

operators, and electronic distribution have encouraged a search for cheap 

labour (Baum, 2007). Cruise ships are a notorious example of this with many 

of their staff coming from the Philippines and Indonesia. A more recent 

phenomenon is labour migration within Europe for tourism purposes (Baum, 

2007; Williams & Shaw, 2011), with workers from Eastern Europe relocating 

to Western Europe to work in hotels being a prime example (Ladkin, 2011). 

According to Williams and Shaw (2011), migrant workers are not only 

cheaper in terms of nominal wages but many employers prefer them also 

because they are considered more flexible, more reliable and more 

committed than local employees.  
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Another strategy is the substitution of labour by cheaper alternatives. Many 

restaurants today, for example, purchase semi-manufactured meals which 

are less labour intensive to serve than home-cooked meals (Hjalager, 2007). 

Airports have adopted a wide variety of technologies such as automatic 

check-in services and iris-recognition, resulting in a decrease of human 

labour and an increase in the pace of mobility (Hjalager, 2010). Baum (2007) 

noted that while technology and the Internet have enabled consumers to 

book tourism products directly with providers, this process has negatively 

affected the need for travel agents, check-in staff and other employees in 

the tourism sector. He also pointed to the changing or diminishing role of 

“the tour guide whose work can, in part, be superseded by flexible, electronic 

alternatives at tourism sites, allowing choice of language and giving visitors a 

selection of perspectives on events and the site environment” (Baum, 2007, 

p. 1391).  

 

Although the extent to which tourism is a truly globalized phenomenon can 

be questioned as noted above, a neoliberal transnational or corporatized 

tourism industry has definitely come into existence. This corporatized 

tourism has, like other transnational corporations, been instrumental in 

constructing an economic environment in which, according to Eisenschitz 

(2013), “labour and capital mobility invalidate the worker protection, social 

reform and citizenship rights that have been fought over in the West for two 

centuries” (p. 99). But it is not only labour which is changing. All factors of 

the production of tourism, including cultures and environments, are subject 

to processes of “exploitation and commodification” with tour operators 

having power over entire resorts in foreign countries, for example. It has 

made life for local tourism providers8 and workers - not only in “third world” 

countries, but also in destinations around the Mediterranean - increasingly 

difficult. With competition amongst transnational corporations and between 

transnational corporations and local tourism providers intense and with local 

unemployment often high, there is little room for negotiations over wages, 

working hours or other forms of local agency.  

                                                      
8 In his book The Final Call, Hickman (2008) quotes a Spanish hotel director who complains about the fact 
that British tour operators nowadays “always want lower prices” and do not give guarantees anymore 
about the number of visitors they are sending. “They used to give us two to three weeks ‘release time’ on 
the rooms they booked, but now it is much less, which makes it hard for us to sell them if they cancel” (p. 
87). 
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Neoliberal tourism also limits the options for consumers who, with over 200 

brands on the market, do not always realize that they continuously travel 

with TUI, for example. Eisenschitz (2013) pointed out that notions of 

freedom of choice “sit uneasily with the power that the various sub-sectors of 

tourism - airlines, hotels, attractions, entertainment, retailing, fast food or 

cruising - have over consumers, workers and residents” (p. 107). 

 

The corporatization of tourism also has consequences for sustainability. 

Higgins-Desbiolles (2010) asserted that transnational tourism corporations 

can never be really sustainable, because sustainability - beyond the 

voluntary offsetting of carbon emissions and “greenwashing” - would involve 

less travel, staying closer to home and maybe fewer holidays. Of course 

consumers themselves can make a difference by buying environmentally and 

socially friendly tourism products or opting for measures such as voluntary 

carbon offsetting. This has become quite fashionable but creates, as Hickman 

(2008) argued, a false sense of security because it “fails to address the heart 

of the issue: that we need to reduce emissions, not just neutralize them” (p. 

361). Ultimately, in order to increase sustainability, we should fly less by 

increasing prices and/or taxes on air travel, which is one of the least taxed 

industries and certainly not one where the principle of the polluter pays is 

adhered to. This - as the airline industry often argues - will hit “the poor” 

hardest (although for the “really” poor flying is never an option). However, 

according to Hickman (2008), “flying is not a necessity, it is a luxury. It may 

be a sign of our lives that we now see it as a necessity, but it is not” (p. 365). 

 

Nevertheless, all major corporations have turned sustainability and the 

environment into prime marketing strategies in order “to co-opt and divert 

opposition by adopting the language of social responsibility” (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2008, p. 349). Rojek (2007) called this phenomenon whereby 

successful companies such as Virgin, Apple and the Body Shop try to create 

a progressive image by associating themselves with solving social and 

environmental problems “neat capitalism”. He pointed to the changed 

environment in which transnational corporations have to operate in recent 

years. In an enlarged public sphere, where news is instant, citizens are 

better informed and educated than ever before and various - fragmented - 
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consumer movements are active, new strategies for meeting consumer 

criticism have been developed and “in the process neat capitalism was born” 

(Rojek, 2007, p. 122). While neat capitalism arose perhaps in response to 

social and cultural criticism, it is now a complex phenomenon which rejects 

government interference with social or environmental issues based on the 

assumption “that socially responsible market solutions are the most efficient 

way of dealing not only with economic problems, but also with social and 

cultural questions” (Rojek, 2007, p. 123). Thus neat capitalism follows 

neoliberal tenets.  

 

While neat capitalist corporations position themselves as informal, innovative, 

listening to their consumers, with a social conscience and ethical business 

practices, all this is part of “a coherent business strategy aimed at 

capitalizing on the economic opportunities of the market today” (Rojek, 2007, 

p. 124).  

 

Also in the tourism industry, transnational corporations try to more or less 

outdo each other in the area of sustainability with options for voluntary 

carbon offsetting or donations to charities and biodiversity projects, reducing 

waste and water usage in hotels, recycling and many other projects. As a 

customer one gets the impression that by traveling one is actively involved in 

saving the planet.  

 

This is not to say that such initiatives should not be undertaken. They are, 

however, about making more travel look sustainable and associate it with 

doing good. They can also be seen “as a dual strategy of preventing criticism 

and opposition while simultaneously securing notable benefits” (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2008, p. 349) such as favourable publicity. They are not about 

increasing the prices of tours so decent wages can be paid to local workers in 

Turkey or about including carbon offsetting in tour prices, and they most 

certainly do not encourage the tourist to spend their holidays closer to home.  

 

Globalization and neoliberalism have definitely impacted tourism - which, 

according to Hickman (2008) remains “one of the most unregulated 

industries in the world, largely controlled by a relatively small number of 
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Western corporations” (p. xv) - but not really contributed to “the positive 

transformational potentiality of tourism” (Ateljevic, 2009, p. 295).  

 

Points of departure 

Bianchi (2009) - similar to Botterill and Chambers - stated that the critical 

turn in tourism undermines its emancipatory ideals through “its post-

structuralist theoretical underpinnings and its tendency to dismiss materialist 

structuralist theorizing as ‘essentialist’” (p. 498). Critical tourism research is 

therefore in danger of leaving the study of the production of tourism to those 

who embrace neoliberal globalization and the free market instead of offering 

a critique of it.  

 

This point of view does not mean that cultural analysis is unimportant, but 

suggests that, in the words of Bianchi (2009), “a mode of enquiry that is 

both critical and radical involves more than the interrogation of discourses 

and representations” and should also investigate “the logics of state power 

and the increasingly liberalized modes of capital accumulation in tourism” (p. 

489). He continued: 

 

Marxist theory alone is insufficient, although not inadequate, for this.  

However, recent developments in international political economy have begun  

to explore the interface between Foucauldian, (neo)-Gramscian and Marxist  

approaches (see Gill 1995; Farrands and Worth 2005; Lukes 2005; De  

Angelis 2007), which may offer several routes out of the current impasse  

between the embrace of the market, on the one hand, and preoccupation 

with discourse and culture, on the other. With this in mind, a critical 

radicalism should be simultaneously sensitive to the plural subjectivities and 

cultural diversities within contemporary societies and grounded in a structural 

analysis of the material forces of power and inequality within globalizing 

capitalism and liberalized modes of tourism development. (p. 498)  

 

Underwriting this point of view, regarding methodology the present study 

situates itself in critical theory, adhering to an epistemology which is 

subjectivist and interactive in nature and generated by qualitative research 

methods (the Appendix offers a description of methods used), and to a 

historical realist ontology. It departs from a materialist or structuralist 

perspective, considering an analysis of historical, socio-political and 
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economic developments relevant to uncover the economic and political power 

structures operating in global tourism today, and recognizes at the same 

time that perspectives and theories from cultural studies are necessary to 

shed more light on “plural subjectivities and cultural diversities” and those 

situations in tourism when cross cultural meetings produce unexpected 

results. By building in some moments of reflection it tries to uncover the 

researcher’s own position, priorities and prejudices. 

 

As the above analysis is mainly based on a review of general tourism 

literature that does not concern itself with China, the question arises if this 

perspective is also useful for looking at tourism in China today, an issue 

which will be addressed in the next section.  

 
 

PS 

In their article on tourism education in England (Reading tourism education. 

Neoliberalism unveiled), Ayikoru, Tribe and Airey (2009) found that “the notions of 

competition, markets, performativity and quality assurance, commonly associated 

with industry and commerce, converge in tourism higher education” (p. 191). The 

impact of neoliberalism on education is visible in the “unprecedented need for higher 

education to demonstrate its contribution to the economy and wealth creation. . . ” 

(p. 197) and in the “change from the creation, preservation and dissemination of 

social knowledge to the production, and distribution of market knowledge” (p. 198). 

The situation in The Netherlands is not really different and being located in a 

University of Applied Sciences where “market research”, “business plan” and 

“questionnaires” are important lenses for looking at tourism, the critical turn in 

tourism studies inspired me by opening up new subjects for and new modes of 

research. However, coming from the discipline of history and having written my MA 

thesis on women’s labour in Indonesia during the Dutch colonial period, I am 

irrevocably drawn to “the big picture” of historical, political and economic contexts. 

This background as well as my mistrust of (tourism under) neoliberalism made me 

sometimes uncomfortable with both the narrow business take on tourism and 

discussions about topics such as authenticity or tourist experiences. Not that these 

are not relevant but ultimately - whether you look at tourism as a performance, a 

power relation between host and guests or a form of mobility - tourism is a 

globalized industry, affected by and affecting historical developments in economics 

and politics. The articles of Bianchi, Eisenschitz, Higgins-Desbiolles as well as Rojek’s 

book made me realize that it is still possible and maybe more necessary than ever to 

look at tourism from a, currently unfashionable, historical-materialist perspective.  

 
 

1.2 Perspectives on tourism in China 

In 30 years’ time, tourism in China has, according to Zhang, Pine and Zhang 

(2000) “grown out of nothing” to become not only an important national 

industry, but to also make China a major player in the international tourism 

field which is set to become both the world’s major tourist receiving and 

tourist generating country.  
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Based on data gathered in 1995, the UNWTO forecasted that by 2020 China 

would replace France as the number one tourist destination in the world with 

around 130 million international tourist arrivals (World Tourism Organization, 

2000, p. 61). In that same year China would rank as the fourth tourist 

generating country, after Germany, Japan and the USA with 100 million 

outbound trips (World Tourism Organization, 2000, p. 77). Recent trends, 

however, indicate that China is on track to reach these targets well ahead of 

2020. The higher-than-expected growth in outbound tourism mainly benefits 

neighbouring countries as most outbound Chinese tourists tend to stay close 

to home with Hong Kong and Macao being the top destinations, followed by 

other Asian countries (UNWTO, 2008).  

 

Although the figures for in- and outbound tourism are impressive, they are 

dwarfed by the growth of domestic tourism. In 2009, the central government 

designated tourism as a strategic pillar industry of the national economy. In 

a “Statement on Accelerating the Tourism Industry Development” (UNWTO, 

2009) released during the State Council executive meeting on 25 November 

2009, then prime minister Wen Jiabao announced a further expansion of the 

tourism market. Domestic tourism was targeted to increase 10% annually, 

resulting in 3.3 billion domestic visits across the country by 2020. Perhaps 

more importantly, it was forecasted that this “acceleration” of tourism 

development would create half a million jobs every year.  

 

These spectacular developments have received relatively little academic 

attention in the West, except in the English language Journal of China 

Tourism Research (published since 2005 with the editor in chief located in 

the School of Hotel & Tourism Management of the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University) which is dedicated to tourism in China.  

Andreu, Claver and Quer (2010) noted that three of the leading Western 

tourism journals (Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management and the 

Journal of Travel Research) published only 95 articles on China (including 

Hong Kong and Macao) between 1997 and 2008. They noticed an increase 

since 2005, with 43 of the 95 contributions published between 2005 and 

2008. Fifty studies were about Hong Kong; most contributions followed a 

quantitative approach and the majority focused on tourism marketing and 
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promotion (42 articles out of 95), followed by tourism policy and planning 

(25 articles). 

 

A turning point seems to be at hand, however, with more Chinese authors 

and research on tourism in China getting published in Western books (e.g. in 

Ryan & Huang, 2013) and journals. Zhong, Wu and Morrison (2013) 

confirmed this in their analysis of 333 articles on Chinese tourism retrieved 

from 96 international academic journals (not only on tourism and hospitality 

but also on business, marketing, sociology and other research). They found 

that more than half (61.6%) of these 333 articles appeared in the five years 

between 2008 and 2013. Also Annals of Tourism Research seems to be 

catching up with six “original research articles” (out of 27) devoted to 

tourism topics in Mainland China in their October 2013 volume (issue 43).  

 

Nevertheless, Ryan and Huang (2013) stated that currently most of the 

research by Chinese academics is hardly noticed outside the Chinese tourism 

research community. They also observed that very few articles by English-

speaking authors find their way into Chinese tourism journals such as 

Tourism Tribune (which is published in Mandarin), possibly indicating a kind 

of provincialism that journals elsewhere also suffer from as noted above. 

 

In order to redress these imbalances, Winter (2009), focusing on Asia in 

general, argued that more work by Asian scholars should get published in the 

West. He also made a plea for compiling histories of Asian tourism. To date, 

histories of tourism have mainly been written from a Eurocentric point of 

view in which tourism is seen as an essentially Western phenomenon that 

became global when Western tourists started to travel the world. But non-

Western countries have tourism histories as well. Compiling historiographies 

of Asian travel can not only provide context for understanding current 

tourism developments, they can also reveal that perceptions about tourism 

and leisure are often grounded in Orientalist and Eurocentric perspectives 

(Winter, 2009). Winter (2009) further argued for a questioning of the 

universality of concepts, such as Urry’s tourist gaze, MacCannell’s quest for 

authenticity, and Butler’s destination life cycle which were “conceived in 

particular, historical circumstances” (p. 24). He pleaded for “alternative 

discourses that are informed by local/regional historical experiences and 
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cultural practices in the same way that the Western social sciences are” (p. 

27). 

 

This point was also stressed by Xu, Ding and Packer (2008), who warned 

that it is necessary to carefully examine the application of Western tourism 

theories to the Chinese context, which is different from Western countries 

but also not a monolithic whole. As an example they mentioned the use of 

models for developing community based tourism. Since local communities in 

China have in general little control over their development, for most of them 

- unlike elsewhere - “sharing in the benefits of tourism is more important 

than sharing in the management and control” (Xu, Ding & Packer, 2008, p. 

479; italics in original text). Also, in light of the growth of tourism noted 

above, studying the possibilities of a “sustainable mass tourism” (Xu et al., 

2008, p. 481) might be more useful than the small-scale sustainable tourism 

projects popular with Western researchers and tourists. 

 

Neither Winter nor Xu et al. suggested that an essentialist approach should 

be followed and that only Chinese can interpret Chinese history or tourism 

developments. Winter (2009) advocated a pluralist approach that “is at once 

geographically, politically and epistemologically plural” (p. 27). Xu et al. 

(2008), while pointing out the need to take Chinese contexts and concepts 

into consideration, remarked that although under postmodernism the 

uniqueness of places has become more important than the similarities 

between them, “the accumulation of detailed documentation of local 

knowledge without theory-building will limit the explanatory power of the 

research” (p. 488).  

 

Rey Chow (1998), in addressing essentialism, observed that to this day 

many Western and Chinese scholars still frequently attach the adjective 

“Chinese” to events, conditions or trends and thus speak of Chinese heritage, 

Chinese culture or Chinese modernity. Chow is critical of this insistence on 

the Chineseness of things and sees “this collective habit of supplementing 

every major world trend with the notion of ‘Chinese’” as “the result of 

historical factors, the most crucial of which is the lingering, pervasive 

hegemony of Western culture” (Chow, 1998, p. 3).  
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In the West this habit is part of the tendency to stigmatize non-Western 

cultures by giving them such ethnic markers or national labels (Chow, 1998). 

Chow noted that whereas it would be acceptable for authors dealing with 

aspects of specific Western (British, French, American) cultures to use 

generic titles for their publications - such as “Women Writers and the 

Problem of Aesthetics”, “This Sex Which Is Not One” or “Tales of Love” 

(Chow, 1998, p. 4) - authors dealing with non-Western cultures are expected 

to add words such as “Chinese” or “Indian” to their research work which 

subsequently is then considered too specific to justify general interest.  

De Kloet (2010), addressing this issue in his work on rock music in China, 

commented that “apparently, only the West has the hegemonic power to 

claim universalism, while all others are delegated to ethnic and national 

ghettos” (p. 28). 

 

But also Chinese intellectuals feel a need to emphasize the Chinese 

dimension of everything. According to Chow (1998), this essentialism is 

connected to the invasion of China by colonial powers in the 19th century. 

They imposed a system of unequal treaties and acquired territorial rights, 

trading privileges and extraterritoriality. This era is generally referred to as 

bainian guochi or the century of national humiliation, which lasted from the 

outbreak of the first Opium War in 1839 to the end of World War II (Wang, 

2012). Ramo (2007) wrote that “everything that has happened since the 

Opium War, including some of the most prominent elements of the last three 

decades of reform and development, has some intellectual and emotional 

root in that defeat” (p. 7). He perceived China’s obsession with global 

integration, technology, and its drive to become a superpower as being all 

connected to this era of national humiliation. 

 

Against this background, Chow (1998) called the use of the adjective 

“Chinese” the “logic of the wound”: an attempt at establishing cultural 

integrity as a reaction against colonialism and aggression. Although this is 

not unique to China, it seems, however, something that contemporary 

Chinese culture does not want to abandon (Chow, 1998). Chow (1998) 

observed that 

 

In the habitual obsession with “Chineseness”, what we often encounter is  
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a kind of cultural essentialism - in this case, sinocentrism - that draws an  

imaginary boundary between China and the rest of the world. Everything  

Chinese, it follows, is fantasized as somehow better - longer in existence,  

more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and ultimately beyond  

comparison. The historically conditioned paranoid reaction to the West,  

then, easily flips over and turns into a narcissistic, megalomanic  

affirmation of China. (p. 6)  

 

This sinocentrism became quite strong amongst young intellectuals from the 

1990s onwards (Xu et al., 2008; Chow, 1998), as was demonstrated by the 

protests of young Chinese against human rights’ and Tibetan activists during 

the 2008 worldwide Olympic Torch Relay, referred to by the Chinese 

organizers as the “Journey of Harmony” (“Clashes along Olympic Torch 

Route”, 2008). 

 

According to Chow (2010b), Western and Chinese uses of the ethnic marker 

“Chinese” basically represent two sides of the same coin. For her 

“Orientalism and a particularism like nationalism or nativism are the obverse 

and reverse of the same coin, and . . . criticism of one cannot be made 

without criticism of the other” (p. 34). Chow (2010a), instead, proposed to 

study China from a postcolonial theoretical perspective and to see it as part 

of a larger world history marked by the forces of Western imperialism and 

colonialism. She stated that “to see China in these postcolonial theoretical 

terms is, ultimately to wrest it from a long orientalist tradition, in which the 

fraught realities of Chinese modernity are characteristically understood as 

the continuations of or aberrations from a pure native tradition” (Chow, 

2010a, p. 26).  

 

While such explicit postcolonial perspectives are rare amongst tourism 

scholars, many authors look at tourism in China as developing on the 

crossroads of economic, socio-political and - to a lesser extent - cultural 

dynamics. Ryan and Gu (2009b), for example, perceived the context within 

which tourism is developing as shaped by a need for economic growth, by a 

state in transition from a socialist system to a socialist market economy with 

Chinese characteristics, and by a culture influenced by Confucian, Buddhist, 

Daoist and Maoist values.  
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Airey and Chong (2010, 2011) focused on tourism from a national policy-

making perspective. According to them, the state views tourism as a 

strategic part of the Reform and Opening-up policies with first and foremost 

economic development purposes but also with ideological, socio-cultural and 

even diplomatic goals. With domestic tourism as its mainstay, tourism should 

contribute to the establishment of a “socialist harmonious society” (discussed 

in Chapter Four) and support socialist but also Confucian and other 

traditional values. 

 

Various authors linked the development of tourism to modernity9, mobility 

and cultural authority and perceived tourism as a form of soft power10 

through which the state tries to maintain control over an increasingly mobile 

population which at the same time needs to be imbued with “modern” values. 

Oakes and Sutton (2010, p. 7) mentioned the government’s efforts to guide 

the consumption patterns of its increasingly affluent and mobile population 

with tourism being one of the approved options for “the advanced and 

‘civilized’ consuming citizen” (Oakes & Sutton, 2010, p. 6). At domestic 

tourist sites, the state employs soft power tactics to distribute “state-

sanctioned narratives of history, culture, national identity, and so on” (Oakes 

& Sutton, 2010, p. 6). But they also noted that tourists cannot be trusted to 

behave as the state would like them to. When visiting temples, tourists 

might actually be tempted to pray instead of just taking some photos or 

buying souvenirs. Or they might gamble and visit prostitutes instead of just 

consuming the narratives delivered by their tour guides when touring the 

country (Oakes & Sutton, 2010). Nevertheless, for Oakes and Sutton (2010), 

“tourism is central to our understanding of the ways the state continues to 

try and maintain its cultural authority as the country undergoes massive 

economic and social transformation” (p. 4).  

 

                                                      
9 In his book Tourism and Modernity in China (1998), in which he demonstrates that the construction of 
ethnic identities for tourism in Guizhou is not a process which can be completely controlled by the central 
government, Oakes refers to “modernity” as a “tense and paradoxical process through which people 
produce, confront and negotiate a particular kind of socio-economic change” (1998, p. 7; italics in original) 

with the industrialized West as the model they (at least in Guizhou) pursue.  
 
10 “Soft power” is a term coined by Joseph Nye Jr. (Harvard University) in his book Bound to lead: The 
changing nature of American power (1990). He further developed the concept in his 2004 book Soft Power: 
The means to success in world politics. The term is widely used to describe “the ability to get what you 
want through attraction rather than coercion or payments”. Wang Jian (2011) noted that “. . . departing 
from Joseph Nye’s original conceptualization, the Chinese usage of ‘soft power’ is applied to international 
relations as well as to domestic policies, hence unifying domestic and international considerations into an 
‘organic whole’” (p. 8). 
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Nyíri (2006, 2009, 2010) also perceived the development of tourism as 

closely linked to modernization and mobility. Like Oakes and Sutton (2010), 

Nyíri regarded tourism as one of the mechanisms of soft power (others being 

for example education and the media) through which the state tries to assert 

cultural authority over its mobile population and to maintain “hegemonic 

representations of Chinese geography, history, and culture” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 

7). Mobility is both a necessity for modernization and “civilization” and “a 

potential threat that must be supervised and controlled” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 8). 

This ambivalent attitude of the government towards mobility is shared by 

many governments under neoliberalism as discussed in the previous section. 

But according to Nyíri (2010) China is distinctive “for the speed with which 

its citizens have joined the global trend” and also because the state here is 

“engaged in an explicit pedagogical effort to both valorize and control 

mobility” (p. 8). This “pedagogical effort” is directed towards the creation of 

“modern consumer citizens” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 78) and the construction of “a 

socialist spiritual civilization” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 89), topics which will be further 

discussed in Chapter Four.  

 

Yan and Bramwell (2008) - in their article on national and local government, 

tourism and cultural identity in Qufu, Confucius’ birthplace - also highlighted 

the central government’s strong influence on tourism as a means of trying to 

maintain authority over the interpretation of the past for ideological 

purposes. But they remarked as well that even in China the hegemony of the 

central state is not absolute and has at times to give in to pressures from the 

tourism industry, the media or local government.  

 

Sofield and Li (2011), focusing on tourism policy, planning and development, 

concluded that the enormous growth of tourism over the past 30 years “has 

generated billions of dollars of revenue, resulted in the direct employment of 

about 9% of China’s total workforce and many more indirectly through the 

multiplier effect and elevated tourism to the status of a pillar industry for 

China” (p. 529). 

 

Economic motives seem to be one of the major drivers for investing in 

tourism: the increase of domestic spending to sustain economic development 

but also job creation are top priorities in a country where many people still 
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live in poverty - on the 2013 United Nations Human Development Index11 

China ranks number 101 out of a total of 186 countries and is categorized as 

a country with “medium human development” (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2013, p. 145) - and where the need to redress disparities in 

development between the coastal provinces in the East and those in the 

interior parts of the country is very urgent.  

 

But economic motives are not the only reason why the government has 

made tourism an important pillar of its development policy. As the literature 

review above shows, tourism also serves political and cultural purposes and 

is used as a tool for reinvigorating communist ideology and patriotism while 

at the same time promoting a “modern” society. 

  

The growth of tourism has not only been very fast, but also presents a 

special case in a country where tourism developed in the context of the 

transition from a centrally controlled economy to a more market driven and 

decentralised system, also referred to as a socialist market system with 

Chinese characteristics. Although tourism was one of the first industries to 

profit from the Reform and Opening-up policies introduced in 1978, 

government control of tourism remains strong to attain the political purposes 

tourism is supposed to serve, as will be explored more in-depth in Chapter 

Four. 

 

Since economic and political power structures play such an important role in 

the development of tourism, a structuralist or materialist perspective of 

looking at tourism proposed in the previous section seems to be valid for 

looking at tourism in China as well. This perspective allows not only for a 

historical context for the development of tourism (which did not completely 

appear “out of nothing”) but also enables an analysis of the crucial role of 

                                                      
11 The UN Human Development Index (HDI) serves as a frame of reference for both social and economic 
development. It measures the average achievements in a country in three basic dimensions of human 
development: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living. Indicators of 
the health conditions (life expectancy at birth), the education situation (mean years of schooling for adults 
aged 25 and expected years of schooling for children of school going age) and living standards (gross 
national income per capita) are combined into one composite human development index, the geometric 
mean of the indicators of the three dimensions. In order to make an assessment of countries with very 
different price levels, income data are first converted into a common currency, the PPP (purchasing power 
parity) dollar. In theory, one PPP dollar has the same purchasing power in the domestic economy of a 
country as U$1 has in the United States economy. China is ranked as a country with medium human 
development. Compared with the 2013 maxima of Norway, it scores relatively high on life expectancy 
(73.7; Norway 81.3), lower on mean years of schooling (7.5; Norway 12.6), and expected years of 
schooling (11.7; Norway 17.5), and quite low on per capita income (7,945 PPP$; Norway 48,688 PPP$) 
(United Nations Development Programme, 2013, p. 145).  
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the government in tourism development while at the same time allowing the 

possibility of perceiving the transformations in China not as an isolated 

phenomenon but as part of a world-wide economic transformation under the 

rise of neoliberalism.  

 

At the same time, allowances must - and will - be made for “pluralities”, for, 

as noted in this section, China is not a monolithic unity, control of the central 

government over tourism is not total and “the” Chinese tourist - anymore 

than the American or European tourist - does not exist.  
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Chapter 2 Setting the stage: travel before 1978 

 

Since critical theory posits the idea that today’s reality has been shaped by a 

combination of historical, social, political and economic factors, it seems 

appropriate to investigate some aspects of travel before 1978 - the year of 

China’s Reform and Opening-up - to make sense of tourism in the People’s 

Republic today. From this also follows that travel and tourism cannot be 

considered on their own, as isolated phenomena, but should be viewed in the 

context of the era and society in which they developed which is why these 

are elaborated upon at some length occasionally in Chapter Two.   

 

This chapter describes that travel and tourism after 1978 did not arise “out 

of nothing” and were not Western inventions. As in Europe, different forms of 

travel - for pleasure, religious reasons, business or military purposes - were 

known in imperial China with the government closely connected with these 

various forms of mobility (Oakes & Sutton, 2010). It also demonstrates that 

although ideas, concepts and emotions can inspire people to travel to certain 

sights or destinations, the means and possibilities to undertake journeys for 

whatever purpose are confined by power structures and access to wealth. 

 

This is also visible in the late 19th and early 20th century when Western 

powers and Japan were taking control of parts of the country. This period 

saw the dawning of an international travel industry (vaguely reminiscent of 

the global operations of today’s tourism industry and discussed in section 

2.6), facilitated by improvements in transportation, which catered mainly to 

foreigners and rich Chinese. At the same time, travel became increasingly 

complicated due to the disintegration of the empire. 

 

“Power structures” were also operating in full force during the early decades 

of the People’s Republic when travel was mainly considered a political or 

diplomatic activity and restricted for foreigners and Chinese alike as 

described in section 2.7. 

 
Finally, as discussed more in detail in the Appendix, writing about the past 

involves issues of source and interpretation. Interpretation of sources is 

always crucial to qualitative research but maybe even more so when writing 
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about the past since matters that are common knowledge today may never 

be thought of as having also existed in times past. It makes looking at the 

context in which travel and tourism arose and took place all the more 

important. It is also the reason why travel accounts, poetry and the 

occasional newspaper are quoted at some length in this chapter. Not only 

does this give a voice to people of the past, these sources also convey “a 

sense of time” that writing about the past cannot truly match. The writings of 

Zhang Dai, a literatus who lived in the 17th century, for example, provide an 

insight not only into various forms of travel, but also shed light on the times 

he lived in, and his feelings and opinions. English translations of these 

sources (or the original as some of the later accounts were written in English) 

have been used.   

 

2.1 Journeys of pilgrimage?  

The concept of pilgrimage travel is, according to Sofield and Li (1998), a 

central theme in Chinese travel history. They argued that the emperors from 

the Shang dynasty (around 17th -11th century BC) onwards stood at the top 

of a religious and political hierarchy “in which ancestral gods and animistic 

spirits resided in mountains, rivers, lakes, and other natural features” (p. 

366) and started a tradition of pilgrimage, paying homage to all these 

supernatural forces.  

 

Petersen (1995) also spoke of pilgrimage when she suggested that 

contemporary domestic tourism to sites made famous through literati poetry 

and paintings (discussed in section 2.4) are a kind of pilgrimage. Wagner 

(1992) used the term when writing about the students who flocked to Beijing 

during the Cultural Revolution to see Mao Zedong: they endured hardships to 

reach their destination and prepared themselves mentally with reading Mao 

Zedong’s writings. 

 

While it is clear that the word pilgrimage - traditionally and historically 

defined as a physical journey in search of something sacred or holy (Olsen & 

Timothy, 2006) - is applied to diverse phenomena here, the use of the term 

in these contexts also implies a difference between “pilgrim” and “tourist”. 

This has been debated in tourism studies by, for example, looking at the 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 57 

shifting concepts of what constitutes the sacred, the motivations of the 

travellers and a supposed tourist-pilgrim dichotomy.  

 

Starting with this last issue, from the perspective of tourism pilgrims and 

tourists are currently viewed as “structurally the same or forms of one 

another” (Olsen & Timothy, 2006, p. 6). The UNWTO definition of a tourist 

confirms that a pilgrim can be considered a tourist who travels for religious 

or spiritual reasons. Before, those who wished to separate the pilgrim from 

the tourist did this primarily on the basis of travel motivations: pilgrims 

travel for spiritual or religious reasons and tourists for purposes of pleasure, 

curiosity or education. However, in research on travel motivations a 

dedifferentiation between pilgrim and tourist can be observed since the 

1970s, when MacCannell (1973) introduced the notion of the modern, 

alienated (Western) tourist as a pilgrim on a quest for authenticity, 

“motivated by a desire to see life as it is really lived” (p. 592). 

 

Currently, journeys to such widely different sites as Ground Zero, Graceland 

(former home of Elvis Presley), war memorials, or the region of one’s roots 

(black US citizens travelling to West Africa, for example) are often labelled 

pilgrimages or secular pilgrimages. Digance (2006) described religious and 

secular pilgrimage both as journeys “redolent with meaning” (p. 36). She 

distinguished between the two by proposing that religious pilgrimage can be 

seen as an “an act of faith”, something which is lacking in secular pilgrimage. 

At the same time she wondered if “there is any meaningful real difference at 

all” (p. 37) between the two. 

  

Both religious and secular pilgrimage can be seen as a search for meaning, 

“for a mystical or magical experience” (Collins-Kreiner, 2010, p. 445). This 

can be anything from enlightenment, a life-changing event, experiencing 

something that marks a transition to a special and sacred state, something 

memorable or unforgettable (Collins-Kreiner, 2010; Digance, 2006). 

“Meaning” is also important to Porter (2004), who - following Morinis (1992) 

- suggested in her study of Star Trek Conventions that pilgrimage represents 

a quest for “embodied ideals”: a religious or secular journey in pursuit of a 

place or state in which intensified ideals not attainable at home are 

embodied.  
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While the search for “meaning” is central to all these concepts, this meaning 

can be so many things that a difference based on travel motivations not only 

between the religious and the secular pilgrim, but also between the pilgrim 

(religious or secular) and the contemporary tourist, who is looking for a 

meaningful, memorable and even transformative holiday, is more and more 

difficult to make (Collins-Kreiner, 2010). As Badone and Roseman (2004) 

stated: “rigid dichotomies between pilgrimage and tourism or pilgrims and 

tourists no longer seem tenable in the shifting world of postmodern travel” (p. 

2). Maoz and Bekerman (2010) supported this argument, asserting that 

today: “. . . there is no clear distinction between a pilgrim and a tourist, a 

tourist and a traveler, a religious tourist and a New Age one, . . . ” (p. 436). 

This does not mean that travel for religious purposes is disappearing. On the 

contrary, this particular form of tourism has gained in popularity over the 

past 50 years due to many reasons, including the rise of fundamentalism in 

various religions and New Age spirituality. This indicates, perhaps, that 

increasing numbers of people are struggling with feelings of dislocation or 

rootlessness and are searching for an answer to questions of human 

existence including, according to Olsen and Timothy (2006), “‘What is the 

meaning of life?’ or, more specifically, ‘What is the meaning of my life?’” (p. 

4).  

 

But is pilgrimage also important or even “central” to the history of travel in 

China? Travel for religious purposes was - like in Europe in the Middle Ages - 

an important phenomenon before 1949 and is currently gaining again in 

popularity (Oakes & Sutton, 2010). Especially the “common people” 

undertook journeys to Buddhist and Daoist mountains which could be called 

religious pilgrimages. The journeys of emperors and literati, the scholar-

bureaucrats, were surely “redolent with meaning”, with many literati also 

seeking a “transformative experience” as will be explored below. Their travel 

motivations, however, which were subject to change over the centuries, 

were not solely of a religious nature, but also driven by power, pleasure and 

philosophical concepts. Finally, the post-1949 revolutionary tourism that 

Wagner (1992) referred to could be considered secular pilgrimages to places 

“redolent with meaning” or locations of “embodied ideals”.  
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Many forms of travel in China’s history, therefore, fall into the category of 

pilgrimage if a broad definition of the term is applied. Even contemporary 

domestic tourism often takes on the shape of pilgrimages when defined as 

journeys to places of embodied ideals sacralised - described by Seaton (2002) 

as a process by which tourism attractions are marked as meaningful, quasi-

religious shrines - by the state to generate a transformation in the visitor. 

Although visits to places commemorating the revolution, described in 

Chapter Four, are definitely intended by the government as pilgrimages to 

celebrate the sacredness of revolutionary heritage (Oakes & Sutton, 2010), it 

is ultimately up to the individual visitor to “transform” or not.  

 

2.2 Confucian and Daoist concepts of travel 

Domestic tourism has been influenced by several thousand years of travel 

traditions, which have become “firmly entrenched in the Chinese psyche” 

(Sofield & Li, 1998, p. 366). In imperial times, rulers, their military forces 

and officials travelled widely throughout the empire; traders and merchants 

covered large distances with their merchandise; families travelled to gather 

together for traditional festivals (such as Chinese New Year) and migrations 

took place induced by war, natural disasters and famine. At times, new 

territories were explored, culminating in the seven Great Sea Voyages that 

were undertaken by Zheng He between 1405 and 1433, during the Ming 

dynasty (1368 - 1644), reaching Southeast, South Asia and the coast of East 

Africa (Guo, Turner & King, 2002). 

   

The focus in the next sections, however, is on the ritual tours of the 

emperors, the escapes into nature of the literati and the Buddhist and Daoist 

inspired pilgrimages of the common people. Out of these components a 

series of scenic spots or mingsheng (Nyíri, 2006) appeared, made famous 

through poems, paintings and calligraphy, that are still “must-sees” for 

Chinese tourists today. These paintings and poems are mostly dedicated to 

landscapes. They are, however, not just about expressing admiration for the 

scenery but can be considered as “vehicles carrying Chinese philosophies and 

thoughts” (Petersen, 1995, p. 143).  
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According to Strassberg (1994), some of the ideological underpinnings of 

travel were already defined in Confucian and Daoist texts of the later period 

of the Zhou dynasty (ca. 1050 – 256 BC)12.  

The meaning of travel emanating from Confucian writings is that travel 

should have a strong moral or educational purpose. Confucius’ (ca. 551 – 

479 BC) own wanderings held negative connotations. He travelled only 

because the world was in chaos: the centralized Zhou system was 

disintegrating and he could not find a position at court in a stable centre of 

power (Strassberg, 1994). If the common people were admonished not to 

travel if not really necessary - an often quoted phrase from the Confucian 

Analects states that “man should avoid traveling far while his parents are still 

alive; if he has to travel he should be clear about where he is going” (Guo, 

2006, p. 129) - for the ruling class travel for pleasure was an offence with 

serious consequences: “purely personal travel in the context of statecraft 

was synonymous with destabilization and loosening the bonds of li” 

(Strassberg, 1994, p. 20).  

 

As a teacher and philosopher, Confucius focused on human existence while 

recognizing the power of Heaven, gods and spirits. He was of the opinion 

that a return to the - idealized - moral order of the early Zhou dynasty could 

be achieved through educating the upper classes and having people revert to 

their assigned roles in society: “let the ruler be a ruler and the subject be a 

subject; let the father be a father and the son a son” (Fairbank, Reischauer & 

Craig, 1975, p. 44). The junzi, the “Noble Man” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 20) or 

“gentleman” (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 45) was a self-cultivated person who 

should not only possess inner virtues like uprightness or integrity (xin), 

righteousness (yi), loyalty or conscientiousness toward others (zhong) and 

human-heartedness or benevolence (ren) but also have wen (culture or 

polish) and li, an understanding of ritual behaviour, rules of proper conduct 

                                                      
12 The Zhou, who had their capital near modern Xi’an, conquered the preceding Shang dynasty around 
1050 BC. Under three successive leaders - King Wen, King Wu and his brother, the Duke of Zhou - they 
took control of all of North China, from the Wei Valley to the coast of Shandong and from South 
Manchuria to the middle and lower Yangzi Valley (Fairbank, Reischauer & Craig, 1975). They established a 
secondary capital at Loyang and ruled mainly through vassals who were relatives but also local aristocrats 
acknowledging Zhou sovereignty. This early period is called the Western Zhou period (around 1050-770 
BC). By the 8th century BC, a conglomerate of around 200 fairly autonomous city-states, kept together by 
the Zhou dynasty, had come into existence. The Zhou kings called themselves “Son of Heaven” and they 
had received “The Mandate of Heaven” to rule on earth (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 32). During the 8th and 
7th century BC, the power of the Zhou kings declined and in 770 BC their Western capital near Xi’an was 
destroyed. They relocated to Loyang, but never regained their former power. This later era is also known 
as the Eastern Zhou period (770-256 BC) and further divided into the “Spring and Autumn Period” (ca. 
722-481 BC) and the period of “The Warring States” (ca. 403-221 BC) (Fairbank et al., 1975). 
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and its usage (Fairbank et al., 1975; Guo, 2006). The junzi was supposed to 

be a morally aware person who led by example and this did not include 

travel for personal pleasure. 

 

However, excursions into nature for the purpose of self-cultivation and 

looking at landscapes that symbolized the moral qualities of the junzi 

(Strassberg, 1994) were acceptable. In a line often quoted by later Chinese 

travellers to justify their private journeys as acts of self-cultivation, 

Confucius said: “The wise man delights in streams; the humane man delights 

in mountains” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 20). By connecting human virtues to 

natural surroundings, Confucius presented the notion of the moral self 

seeking its mirror image in the landscape and gaining virtuousness from 

looking at this (Strassberg, 1994).  

 

Related to this concept is the idea that certain views, especially those from a 

mountaintop, can provide a total perspective of the world. According to 

Strassberg (1994) “The Mencius (Meng-tzu) states that when Confucius 

climbed East-Mountain (Tung-shan), he realized the relative insignificance of 

his home state of Lu; and when he climbed the Supreme Mountain (T’aishan), 

the empire appeared small” (p. 20). For Chinese travellers, the ascension of 

mountains or other high points became an important travel purpose, which 

featured prominently in travel writings. These tended not to focus so much 

on the physical effort involved in climbing the mountain but more on the 

panorama enfolding from the mountaintop, which was considered as offering 

a symbolic, comprehensive view of reality (Strassberg, 1994). Mountains 

were believed to be points of contact with Heaven and therefore suitable 

locations to gain this “grand view” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 21). The use of 

terms like “grand view” or “total vision” in travel accounts indicated that, 

according to Strassberg (1994), the writer “sought to present his journey as 

a quest for Confucian sagehood” (p. 21). 

 

While Confucius reacted to the political unrest of his times by advocating the 

restoration of the strict moral and social order of an idealized bygone era, 

Laozi - who probably lived in the 4th century BC and is considered the 

founder of Daoism (Wang & Stringer, 2000) - advocated retreat and 

withdrawal from a world plagued by war, power struggles, instability and 
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death. The Daode Jing, one of the sources of Daoism (the other two most 

important works being the Zhuangzi and the Liezi) advocated the ideal of 

self-sufficient villages, loosely tied together in a state governed by a small 

educated elite with the common people (not aware of other options) being 

content with their circumstances: 

 
Let the state be small and the people few: 

So that the people.... 

fearing death, will be reluctant to move great distances 

and, even if they have boats and carts, will not use them.  

So that the people.... 

will find their food sweet and their clothes beautiful, 

will be content with where they live and happy in their customs. 

Though adjoining states be within sight of one another 

and cocks crowing and dogs barking in one be heard in 

the next, 

yet the people of one state will grow old and die 

without having had any dealings with those of another. 

(from the Daode Jing, cited in Brook, 1998, p. viii) 

 

Whereas this is practically a call for an immobilization of society, a different 

view on travel, but advocating similar sentiments of complying with the 

Dao13, is presented in the Zhuangzi, which most likely is a compilation of 

work of several authors, including Zhuang Zi or Master Zhuang, a 

philosopher living in the 4th century BC. 

According to Strassberg (1994), the Zhuangzi “presents travel as a liberation 

from the unnatural constraints of society, a spiritualized venturing forth into 

the unrestricted realm of authentic being (tzu-jan) much like the self-

generated movement of the Tao” (pp. 21-22). The title of the first chapter, 

“Free and Easy Wandering”, uses fables to illustrate how to “go with the 

flow” and move mind and body according to the Dao. The Dao is frequently 

likened to streaming water; this ever changing and shifting condition gives 

                                                      
13 According to Fairbank et al. (1975), Daoism emerged partly as a reaction to the growing rigidity of 
Confucianist philosophers’ quest for conformity and strict social rules. Daoism is more individualistic, 
mystical and concerned with nature. The Dao, often translated as “path” or “way”, is the force which 
governs the universe and flows through all life. Humans should try to align themselves with the Dao by 
wu-wei or “doing nothing”. If left to itself, the universe proceeds smoothly according to its own rules; 
men’s efforts to govern it or change nature only result in chaos. To retreat to nature, not concern oneself 
with wealth or honour and to be content with what life offers, promotes living in harmony with the Dao. 
Fairbank et al. (1975) see Daoism as a counterbalance to several dominant concepts in Chinese culture. 
“The centralization of power placed sharp limits on human freedom; Confucian morality and insistence on 
social conformity were even more restrictive. But in Taoism the individual could achieve self-expression; 
his intellect was free to wander at will” (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 49). 
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rise to a fundamental relativism of all perspectives which, according to 

Strassberg (1994), is the Zhuangzi’s alternative to the Confucian “grand 

view” that can be gained by ascending a fixed point “on the border of 

Heaven” (p. 22). 

 

Both Confucian thinkers and the writer(s) of the Zhuangzi saw travel “as 

facilitating a return to original human nature” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 22) but 

differed in their vision of what this nature was. Where Confucius could only 

agree with travel as a purposeful activity with the aim of restoring moral and 

political order, the Zhuangzi presented travel as a more self-centred activity 

that inspired many later lyrical travel accounts in which writers “sought to 

describe a sense of freedom and contentment found in the landscape of the 

natural Tao” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 23). 

 

Daoism, Confucianism and also Buddhism were not mutually exclusive, 

however. Daoism and Buddhism may have been clear and distinct categories 

for religious professionals like monks, as was Confucian philosophy for those 

in charge of the administration of the empire. The majority of people, though, 

followed guidelines for behaviour or dealing with life and death that came 

from all these different traditions as well as from popular religion, defined by 

Naquin and Yü (1992) as “those religious practices of everyday life shared by 

members of the entire society” (p. 10). According to Naquin and Yü (1992), 

“the Chinese preference for blurring, not sharpening, religious identity was 

expressed in the ideal of the ‘three religions being one’ (san-chiao ho-i)” (p. 

10). Fairbank, Reischauer and Craig (1975) noted that individuals were often 

followers of Confucianism and Daoism at the same time or at different 

moments in their life: while the literatus was usually “a Confucian positivist” 

(p. 49) when he was involved in the administration of the empire, he often 

became an adherent of Daoism, a poet and nature lover, after this 

retirement. According to them, “this balanced dualism in philosophy and in 

personality has persisted until the modern day (p. 49)” 

 

2.3 Mountains and emperors  

The influence of Confucianism and Daoism on travel can be seen in the  
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popularity of both “water” and “mountains”14 - which in the Chinese context  

can mean a single peak but also a whole mountain range - as tourist 

destinations. Wang and Stringer (2000) mentioned that mountain- and 

water-based activities are the popular leisure activities while many of the 

most famous tourist attractions today are mountaintops, continuing the 

tradition of emperors and literati.  

 

Mountains represented stability and permanence (McDowall, 2009) and were 

supposed to be the dwelling places of gods, spirits and “immortals” - sages 

and hermits who could live to become hundreds of years old on a diet of 

mountain herbs and potent elixirs. Mountains were also - as mentioned 

above - relevant to the Confucian “grand view”. The most famous mountains 

were (and still are) the wu yue or five “Marchmounts”15 as Pei-yi Wu (1992) 

termed them: East Marchmount (Taishan in Shandong Province, 1,545 

meters high), West Marchmount (Huashan in Shanxi Province, 2,154 meters), 

South Marchmount (Hengshan - Nan or south - in Hunan Province, 1,290 

meters), North Marchmount (Hengshan - Bei or north - in Shaanxi Province, 

2,016 meters) and Central Marchmount (Songshan in Henan Province, 1,512 

meters).  

 

Although they are often referred to as Daoist mountains, their reputation as 

sacred sites was already established before Buddhism and religious Daoism 

emerged (Wu, 1992). According to Chinese mythology, they originated from 

the body of Pangu, the first being and creator of the world. Lagerwey (1992) 

mentioned that the wu yue already constituted a distinct group during the 

early Han dynasty, long before Daoists started to claim these places from the 

6th century onwards, something which they never completely succeeded in 

doing. Over the centuries, all Marchmounts became places where Buddhist 

and Daoist temples, Confucian rituals and practices from popular religion co-

existed. They also represented the borders of the habitable world (McDowall, 

2009). With one at each of the four directions and one in the centre, they 

                                                      
14 The Chinese words for mountain (shan) and water (shui) put together - “shan shui” - are used to 
identify a particular style of landscape painting, mostly in ink, depicting mountain and water scenery that 
symbolises Daoist concepts. 
 
15 Wu (1992) on using the term “Marchmount”: “I prefer this term to ‘sacred mountain’ or ‘peak`. There 
are many sacred mountains in China, but only five yueh. ‘Peak’ won’t do either, because each yueh is 
identified with a shan, which in turn consists of a cluster of peaks. The situation is complicated enough to 
justify a neologism” (p. 85). 
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constituted, in the words of Naquin (1992), “a stable underlying structure of 

the physical world to which government and human society could orient 

itself” (p. 337). 

 

 

Figure 2.1 The wu yue (marked with a ●) and four Buddhist mountains (*) 

� 
Source: Map Sacred Mountains of China (2006). 

 

 

Because of its location in the East, Taishan or Supreme Mountain - a 

UNESCO World Heritage site - became associated with the rising sun, with 

birth, the renewal of spring (Strassberg, 1994) and eventually with the 

source of all life (Dott, 2010). It therefore held a special status and was 

considered the most important of the wu yue. Emperors regarded it as the 

actual son of the emperor of Heaven from whom they received their 

authority and whom they had to pay tribute to as protector of the state. 

Legend has it that emperors have come to Taishan for ceremonial purposes 

of imperial legitimation for over 3,000 years (UNESCO, n.d.,b), but the first 

historical evidence of an actual emperor climbing Mount Tai dates from 219 

BC. In that year Qin Shi Huangdi (the first emperor of Qin) visited the 

mountain to proclaim the unity of his empire and leave a rock carving here. 

Since then, Mount Tai has become one of the principal destinations for the 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/45/Map_sacred_mountains_of_china.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/45/Map_sacred_mountains_of_china.jpg
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emperors to pay homage to Heaven and Earth as testified by numerous rock 

inscriptions, temples and stone tablets. Failure to placate the mountain could 

place the prosperity and well-being of the entire empire at risk. Major 

infrastructural works were usually undertaken - roads laid out, steps carved 

into mountain slopes - to facilitate the emperors’ visits (Li, 2008), as was 

documented by court historians. One early account of such an imperial 

pilgrimage is A Record of Feng and Shan Sacrifices, of which an excerpt can 

be found below, written by Ma Dibo. He served under the Eastern Han 

emperor Guangwu (who reigned from 25 to 57 AD) and accompanied him on 

the journey to Taishan in AD 56 to perform the sacrifices of Feng (to Heaven, 

performed on top of the mountain) and Shan (to Earth, at the foot of the 

mountain), but also to pursue the more personal goal of searching for 

longevity.  

 

From: A Record of the Feng and Shan Sacrifices: The Supreme Mountain. By 

Ma Dibo 

(cited in Strassberg, 1994, p. 59; [ ] by Strassberg; ( ) notes by Strassberg) 
 

In the thirty-second year of the Chien-wu era [A.D. 56], the imperial carriage set out 

on an Eastern Tour. It departed the palace in Lo-yang (1) on the twenty-eighth day 

of the first month [March 3]. On the ninth day of the second month [March 14], it 

reached the Commandery of Lu (2). The Probationary Receptionist Kuo Chien-po (3) 

was dispatched with five hundred penal workers to prepare the way to the Supreme 

Mountain. On the tenth day [March 15], the Commandery of Lu dispatched members 

of the Liu and K’ung clans and members of the Ting clan of Hsia-ch’iu (4) to offer up 

birthday greetings, for which they received gifts. All paid a visit to the K’ung 

Mansion, where they were treated to a feast by the Emperor. Everyone departed on 

the eleventh [March 16]. On the twelfth [March 17], the night was spent at Feng-kao 

(5). On this day, a Court Gentleman Brave as a Tiger (6) was dispatched to ascend 

the mountain in advance to inspect conditions. He returned and another thousand 

penal workers were added to repair the road. On the fifteenth [March 20], the fast of 

purification began. His Majesty stayed at the Governor’s Mansion, the imperial 

princes stayed at the Prefectural Office, and the nobles stayed at the District Office: 

all held fasts of purification.  

 
1. The Han city of Lo-yang was slightly east of modern Lo-yang, Ho-nan. 
2. The Han commandery of Lu covered an area in the southwest of modern Shan-tung; its capital  
    was in Ch’ü-fu. 
3. Kuo Chien-po was a eunuch official of the Palace Gate.  
4. The Liu clan were members of the Han imperial family; the K’ung clan were the recognized  
    descendants of Confucius, whose head, the marquis of Pao-ch’eng, is referred to later. The  
    Ting clan were descendants of Chang Tzu-ya (fl. mid-eleventh century B.C.), a general who  
    helped found the Chou dynasty and who was enfeoffed in the area as duke of Ch’i. Hsia-ch’iu  
    was located in the west of modern Tz’u-yang District, Shan-tung.       

5. Feng-kao was located in the northeast of modern T’ai-an District, Shan-tung.  
6. Court Gentlemen Brave as Tigers were members of the imperial bodyguard.                     

 

 

 

In the first and second centuries AD, Buddhism started to slowly spread. The 

pioneers of Buddhism were monks who travelled west to India. The two most 
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famous were Fa Xian (ca. 334 - 420), who documented his travels in A 

Record of Buddhist Kingdoms, and Xuanzang (ca. 600 - 664). The last one 

spent some 17 years on the road in Western China and Central and South 

Asia in a quest for more Buddhist texts. He brought back numerous 

scriptures from India which he spent the rest of his life translating from 

Sanskrit into Chinese (Mirsky, 1964). He documented his travels in A Record 

of the Western Region (Strassberg, 1994), which served as a guidebook for 

future travellers. Containing plenty of ethnographic and geographical 

information, it also proved valuable intelligence for the Tang rulers who were 

at that time engaged in military operations in the Western border regions of 

their empire. Following the pattern of Chinese historiographical writings, it is 

a rather impersonal and unemotional record describing directions taken, 

distances travelled, climates, products and legends, but not his fears, 

hardships or successes. Xuanzang commented on an oasis close to Turpan:   

 

The soil is suitable for red millet, winter wheat, scented dates, grapes, pears 

and plums, and other fruits. The air is soft and agreeable; the manners of the 

people are sincere and upright. The written character is, with few differences, 

like that of India. The clothing of the people is of cotton or wool. (cited in 

Mirsky, 1964, p. 47) 

 

As Buddhist adherents started to build temples and monasteries and to 

preserve relics (funerary mounds housing bits and pieces of famous monks 

for instance), additional places that could and had to be visited by believers 

came into existence. This added four great Buddhist mountains, many lesser 

ones and several caves (Longmen, Dunhuang) to the religious geography of 

China (Naquin & Yü, 1992). These four mountains, the residencies of 

important Bodhisattvas in Chinese Buddhism, formed at least by Ming times 

(1368-1644) a Buddhist pilgrimage circuit (Naquin & Yü, 1992), consisting of:  

 Wu Taishan, the seat of Manjusri (Chinese name Wenshu), the 

Bodhisattva of Wisdom (in Shanxi Province, 3,061 meters high); 

 Emeishan, the seat of Samantabhadra (Puxian), the Bodhisattva of 

Benevolent Action (in Sichuan Province, 3,099 meters); 

 Putuoshan, the residence of Avalokitesvara (Guanyin), the Bodhisattva of 

Compassion (on an island off the coast of Zhejiang Province, 284 meters); 

 Jiu Huashan, the home of Kshitigarbha (Dizang), the Bodhisattva of 

Salvation (in Anhui Province, 1,341 meters). 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 68 

 

Apart from the wu yue and the Buddhist mountains, two other mountain 

ranges have to be mentioned here. Perhaps the most famous of all, on 

UNESCO’s World Heritage list and visited by emperors on their ritual tours as 

well as by Deng Xiaoping in 1979 (see Chapter Three), is Huangshan, or 

Yellow Mountain, a range with 72 peaks in Anhui Province. Its fame is related 

to the mountain’s association with Huangdi or the Yellow Emperor, the 

legendary father of the “yellow race” (Li & Sofield, 2009), who supposedly 

reigned some 5,000 years ago and came to Huangshan looking for 

immortality. First named Yellow Mountain by an imperial order in 747 AD 

during the Tang dynasty (UNESCO, n.d.,a), it was immortalized by, among 

other, famous poet Li Bai. Hundreds of paintings have portrayed this 

“quintessential mountain landscape” (Li & Sofield, 2009, p. 159) with its cliffs 

and peaks dotted with the occasional temple or pavilion, with brooks and 

waterfalls and deep gorges. Li and Sofield (2009) mentioned that “more than 

20,000 poems and 200 essays have been written about Huangshan over the 

centuries, many of them incorporated into Chinese ‘common knowledge’ and 

known to Chinese all over the world” (p. 158). 

 

Recently, Yellow Mountain has seen the development of Emperor Huang’s 

Recreation Site, a valley on the eastern side of the Huangshan range, which 

includes such highlights as, in the words of Li (2008), “the cave where the 

emperor rested and slept” (p. 504) and “the Heavenly Purple Fungus Gorge”. 

This location, according to a tourist brochure quoted by Li (2008), “‘closely 

matches the details of legends recording where the emperor collected 

heavenly purple fungus, made his incense stand, practiced alchemy and 

produced an elixir for longevity . . .’” (p. 504). The perception of Yellow 

Mountain by literati will be discussed in the next section.   

 

Also taking up a special position is Wudang Shan in Hubei Province, with its 

highest peak around 1,612 meter (UNESCO, n.d.,c). Although Daoists had 

been living there from early on and the mountain gained importance as a 

centre of pilgrimage already during the Song dynasty (960 - 1279), it 

became especially important during Ming (1368 - 1644) times. Seven large 

monastic complexes and 60 kilometres of granite walkways and steps were 

built in just six years after 1412 by some three hundred thousand corvée 
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labourers (Lagerwey, 1994). The mountain was dedicated to the god Zhenwu, 

or the Perfect Warrior, to whom the Ming emperors attributed their 

successful usurpation of the throne which they rewarded with this building 

splurge. Wudang Shan became known as Tai yue or First Peak during the 

Ming dynasty, meaning that it was viewed as superior to the wu yue during 

this period with some 10,000 Daoists living there by 1580 (Lagerwey, 1992, 

p. 326) - and only 230 remaining by 1950. What makes Wudang Shan 

unique is that it is an exclusively Daoist mountain. Its god was Daoist, 

Daoists lived there and continue to live there: the mountain is currently 

popular again due to its association with martial arts, specifically Wudang 

wushu. The buildings on Mount Wudang were included in the UNESCO World 

Heritage List in 1994.  

 

All these mountains figured prominently in travellers’ tales, mountain 

gazetteers, poems and paintings and became pilgrimage destinations. The 

government always kept a close watch on the Buddhist and Daoist 

organizations and monasteries here, never allowing them to become as 

wealthy and powerful as clerical organizations elsewhere in the world. The 

mountains were frequently visited by the emperors - who favoured different 

mountains in different periods - to pay tribute to gods, spirits and ancestors. 

Their imperial tours were also intended to demonstrate their power and 

make their authority visible to the people. It was only during the Qing 

dynasty that emperors started to travel for leisure purposes as well: the 

summer resort in Chengde, some 200 kilometres northeast of Beijing, was 

built during that period. The Qing emperors spent the summer months there, 

ruling the empire from the “imperial temporary dwelling palace” (Guo et al., 

2002) but also undertaking leisure activities like hunting.   

 

2.4 Literati, poems and paintings 

In his book Inscribed Landscapes - Travel Writing from Imperial China, 

Strassberg (1994) discussed the various types of travel accounts that have 

been written from early times on. He made a basic distinction between the 

historiographical approach, to be found in early travel writings and dominant 

in most prose writings until modern times, and a more lyrical style, which 

could be prose but frequently took on the form of poetry.  
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The primary function of historiographical travel writing was to document 

human behaviour “within a framework of Confucian moral judgement, as a 

guide to readers involved in statecraft” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 10). These 

accounts - like Ma Dibo’s above - reported on imperial tours or the journeys 

of literati to take up a post somewhere in the empire. These literati-writers 

reported on many details regarding the history, legends, customs and the 

landscape of the areas travelled but showed little interest in commerce or 

non-Han ethnic groups (Strassberg, 1994). 

 

Although a detailed discussion of the development of the lyrical travel prose 

and poetry is beyond the scope of this study, some notable themes and 

styles are briefly mentioned here. Early lyrical writings frequently made use 

of “parallelism”. This style figure, using two opposite but complementary 

categories, was a rhetorical device for representing totality and still underlies 

thought patterns in Chinese culture. Heaven and Earth, yin and yang, past 

and present, capital and wilderness were some of the terms in which early 

travellers tried to catch their impressions (Strassberg, 1994).  

Another - for the Western reader - noticeable characteristic is the absence of 

other people, giving the impression of lonely journeys whereas, as members 

of the upper class, literati hardly ever travelled alone. They were 

accompanied by friends, students and servants carrying the luggage and 

preparing the way.  

 
The collapse of the Han dynasty in 221 AD heralded a period of political 

unrest, warfare and violence which lasted until 589 when the Sui dynasty 

once again united the country. During these three centuries north and south 

China were divided and ruled by many different kings and rulers who 

combatted each other more or less continuously. North China was invaded 

and conquered by nomadic peoples which caused many to flee to areas south 

of the Yangzi River and to Sichuan (Fairbank et al., 1975). The generally 

weak governments during this era led to a breakdown of state control and 

social order and the subsequent erosion of the role of the literati-bureaucrats 

in society. They organized their families into economic and military units on 

large estates; peasants who had fled to the south became virtual serfs on 

these lands since alternatives were lacking. Confucianism which had 

dominated Han society gave way to a revival of Daoism and literati became 

once again interested in the relation of the individual to nature and personal 
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salvation (Fairbank et al., 1975). This period also saw the development of 

Daoism as an organized popular religion with the distinction between Daoism 

and Buddhism fading in the centuries hereafter (Fairbank et al., 1975). 

 

Yan and McKercher (2013) called these socio-political conditions very 

influential on the lyrical travel writings of the Eastern Jin (317 - 420) dynasty, 

which had its capital at present-day Nanjing while its cultural centre was at 

Shaoxing (formerly known as Kuaiji). These conditions, together with the 

experience of migration to the south and the frequent travels of the literati 

between Shaoxing and Nanjing through a lush mountain landscape at a time 

when Daoism was fashionable again, resulted, according to Yan and 

McKercher (2013), in the forging of “a collective consciousness of landscape 

appreciation, which had hitherto not existed in China” (p. 32). Travel with 

the purpose of landscape appreciation became an integral part of the 

journeys of literati from that time on.  

 

The later Tang (618 – 907) and Song (960 – 1279) dynasties also saw a 

flourishing of lyrical writing. Strassberg (1994) mentioned that during these 

periods both travel by and exile of literati became more common. These 

forced journeys - which can hardly be considered tourism - provided a fertile 

ground for various lyrical styles. There were many reasons for this increase 

in exile, an in-depth discussion of which can be found in Strassberg’s book. 

Suffice to say here that “exiled literati” became a common phenomenon due 

to an increase in imperial power vis-à-vis the literati class during the Tang 

era, when all officials - also local ones - were appointed directly by the 

central government, making the upper classes more dependent on but also 

more vulnerable to the whims of central power. Frequent relocation of 

officials made both travel and displacement common. And although the Song 

period saw a strengthening of the literati class inspired by a renewed form of 

Confucianism (often referred to as “neo-Confucianism”16), literati were still 

frequently exiled due to court struggles as well as the fall of the Northern 

                                                      
16 According to Fairbank et al. (1975), neo-Confucianist thinkers combined existing Confucian ideas with 
new concepts that were inspired by a realization that the world in which they lived was very different from 
Han times. They tried to combine the ideal of the Confucian sage with attitudes and interests of their own 
times. “Essentially, however, it was a rejection of the Taoist search for immortality and the Buddhist 
concern with the divine and the afterlife. It returned to the ancient Chinese emphasis on mundane social 
and political matters, particularly ethics, and it reasserted the old agnostic, nontheistic tendencies of 
Chinese thought” (Fairbank et al., 1975,  p. 149). Neo-Confucianist inspired ideas remained the leading 
way of thinking until the 20th century. 
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Song capital of Kaifeng in 1127 which once more led to a mass exodus of 

people to the south. 

 

In the Confucian perception the ruler was infallible and the fault for being 

exiled lay with the exiled person and brought his “moral virtue into question” 

(Strassberg, 1994, p. 37). This often led to literary musings on the 

landscape, considered “a sublime substitute for the world they left behind” 

and “both a refuge for the persecuted official and a mirror of his virtuous, 

misunderstood self” (p. 37). But since most of the exiled literati aspired to be 

admitted to grace again, they never completely rejected the official world or 

questioned traditional structures of authority.   

 

It was not only writing but also landscape painting - reaching its most refined 

form during the Song era - that addressed the theme of travelling in a 

Confucian context: the typical painting portrayed diminutive human figures 

against huge mountains or imposing rivers. The theme of travel became an 

essential ingredient of these pictures, as indicated by the names of some of 

the great works of this period, according to Strassberg (1994), such as: 

“Traveler at a Mountain Pass (Kuan-shan hsing-lü) by Kuan T’ung (fl. ca. 

907-923)” or “Travelers among Streams and Mountains (Hsi-shan hsing-lü) 

by Fan K’uan (ca. 960-ca. 1030)” (p. 46). The spectator was supposed to 

identify with the figures portrayed and follow them in their search for the 

“grand view” (Strassberg, 1994).   

  

A unique form of travel writings are the texts which were engraved - as a 

kind of “graffiti” - at the locations where they were conceived. This 

phenomenon can be understood by looking at the concept of “the 

rectification of names” (zheng-ming) by which Confucian thinkers meant that 

“society should be made to conform with theory” (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 

44). To ensure social harmony people should be aware of their roles in 

society and behave accordingly; a ruler should act as a ruler, a father as a 

father et cetera. According to Li (2011) “without a name, or a definition of 

the social relationship, a man would not know his duties in that relationship 

and hence would not know how to behave” (p. 127). The solution was to give 

everyone and everything its proper name and place in society and such 

“naming” was a core function of the ruling classes. These inscriptions often 
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documented or commented on various political or military developments, 

praising important men, redressing injustice, or in short, restoring the order 

of things.  

 

The act of inscribing could give a landscape added significance and a reason 

for other travellers to add this place to their itinerary, making it a tourist 

spot where literary traditions, nature and history came together. These 

locations thus greatly differ from the “unspoiled” nature that Western 

tourists preferably wish to encounter. To most Chinese visitors the presence 

of calligraphy in the landscape is not considered a violation of nature. Writing 

was believed to have originated from the observation of natural processes or 

animal tracks by ancient sages and was thus regarded as part of the 

environment (Strassberg, 1994) or as a gift from the gods (Li, 2008). The 

existence of inscriptions could lead to further alterations of the place as 

shrines, pavilions, gardens were added to commemorate or recreate a 

writer’s original description. Engraved inscriptions were also reproduced in 

rubbings and sold as souvenirs, which gave them wider popularity.  

 

An example of naming a place, which established a much-followed pattern, 

was Yuan Jie’s (719 - 772) The Right-hand Stream. Yuan Jie was one of the 

most famous Tang landscape essayists. The Right-hand Stream evoked an 

unappreciated scene of nature and rescued it from obscurity by, according to 

Strassberg (1994), “naming it and aesthetically restoring it with landscaping 

and buildings” (p. 116). At the same time, “the pity that the place inspires in 

Yüan Chieh is a personal expression of the loneliness of an official posted far 

from the capital” (p. 116). 

 

 

 The Right-hand Stream by Yuan Jie 

(cited in Strassberg, 1994, p. 117, ( ) notes by Strassberg) 

 

A hundred or so paces west of the seat of Tao Prefecture (1) is a small stream. . . . 

The water strikes against the banks, which are formed by odd-shaped rocks. 

Jumbled and tilting, they wind along and jut in and out - the scene defies 

description. . . . Fine trees and unusual bamboo cast their shadows, covering one 

another. If this stream were located in a mountainous wilderness, it would be a 

suitable spot for eremites and gentlemen out of office to visit. Were it located in a 

populated place, it could serve as a scenic spot in a city, with a pavilion in a grove 

for those seeking tranquillity. And yet, no one has appreciated it as long as this 

prefecture has been in existence. As I wound my way upstream, I felt quite sorry for 

it. So I had it dredged of weeds in order to build a pavilion and a house. I planted 

pines and cassia trees, adding fragrant plants among them to augment the scenery. 
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Because the stream is to the right of the city, I named it “The Right-hand Stream” 

and had a ming inscription carved on one of the rocks to explain this to all who come 

by (3).  

 
1. Tao Prefecture roughly corresponded to modern Tao District, Hu-nan. 
3. Translated from Yüan Chieh, Yüan Tz’u-shan chi 9:5b (SPPY ed.). The ming inscription  
    mentioned has not survived. 

 

 

Imprinting one’s name thus on the landscape came also from a desire to be 

remembered and admired by future generations and to gain literary 

immortality, a tradition that continues until today. Not only did Deng 

Xiaoping add his calligraphy to Huangshan in 1978 (described in the next 

chapter) but tourist sites without inscriptions are often embellished with 

calligraphed ancient sayings (Li, 2008). 

  

Two lyrical literary monuments that gave rise to sites of pilgrimage were the 

Writings of the Orchid Pavilion (4th century) and Red Cliff (11th century).  

Wang Xizhi (ca. 303 - ca. 361, Strassberg [1994]), an important general, 

writer and exceptional calligrapher, wrote a famous preface to the Collected 

Poems from the Orchid Pavilion. In April 353, when he was governor of 

Shaoxing, he invited some forty literati to celebrate the Xi or Spring 

Purification festival with him at the Orchid Pavilion, near Shaoxing. According 

to Lavallee and Yan (2010), this festival, which was originally dedicated to 

the arrival of spring with cleansing rituals and activities such as plucking 

orchids and picnicking near the water, had developed into a ritualized literary 

gathering by the 4th century. Part of the entertainment was a poetry contest: 

wine cups were floated down a stream flowing beside the pavilion and the 

guests were asked to come up with a poem inspired by the scenery and 

classic literature before the cup passed their seat or else drink the wine as a 

“punishment”. The 41 poems were collected in a volume to which Wang 

wrote a short but legendary introduction - “a melancholy pondering on time 

and mortality” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 27) - which can be understood against 

the political turbulence of the 4th century and had tremendous influence on 

subsequent literati culture. It led to a veritable Orchid Pavilion cult that was 

celebrated in poetry, painting and the decorative arts, not only in China but 

also in Korea and Japan (Strassberg, 1994). The area of the original event 

became a literary shrine where literati came to pine over the lost days of 

antiquity. A replica of the Orchid Pavilion has been rebuilt here with a park 
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and a stone tablet displaying Wang’s Preface, drawing more than one million 

visitors a year (Li, 2008). 

 

Although Wang’s Preface and the poems are not really about travel, they 

sent many literati travelling, searching for a similar experience of “a refined 

and sophisticated elegance” (Campbell, 2009). These were mainly attracted 

by “the image of brilliant scholars gathering to contemplate Nature and 

produce immortal poems” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 65). Zhang Dai, Ming 

scholar and historian, visited the site twice in the 17th century and his 

writings illustrate the theme of literati visiting mingsheng and commenting - 

somewhat critically in this case - on it. Zhang Dai’s feelings about Orchid 

Pavilion:  

 

As a youth, . . . , whenever I viewed ink engravings of Orchid Pavillion, 

depicting the marvellous steepness of the surrounding cliffs and peaks, the 

lofty height of the pavillion and the gazebo, the meander with its flowing wine 

cups, the bathing geese and the inkstones being washed, . . . , I would be 

unable to prevent myself from visiting the place in spirit. (Zhang Dai, cited in 

Campbell, 2009) 

 

However, when he visited the site in 1613 at the age of 17, he found Orchid 

Pavilion reduced to ruins and was utterly disappointed: “Devastated, I 

choked and sobbed for a long while. For this reason, one must seek to 

prevent any unconventional travellers who desire to come here from doing 

so, in order thereby to preserve Orchid Pavillion’s reputation” (Zhang Dai, 

cited in Campbell, 2009). During his second visit in 1673, he found out that 

the original Orchid Pavilion had been destroyed by fire at the end of the Yuan 

dynasty. A replica had been built in 1429 at a site nearby, a meandering 

stream created “in an especially childish manner”; to him it was obvious 

“that the whole thing was no more than a counterfeit” (Zhang Dai, cited in 

Campbell, 2009). He set out - together with his brother Bi - to search for the 

site of the original location of Orchid Pavilion. Just when he decided to give 

up and merely wander around to enjoy the scenery, he encountered the 

likely location:  

 

. . . here at last were “the high hills with lofty peaks” spoken about by the 

General of the Army on the Right [Wang Xizhi], the “swirling, splashing 
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stream, wonderfully clear”, the “luxuriant woods and tall bamboos”, here 

where the hills encircled us like a screen and the stream held us in its 

embrace. Waving his arms, Bi shouted: “This is it, this is it”! Thereupon we 

laid out our felt rugs upon the ground, loosened our belts and remained there 

spread-eagled for a considerable time, entranced by the stream. (Zhang Dai, 

cited in Campbell, 2009; [ ] by Campbell)  

 

Famous Song writer, poet, calligrapher, and painter Su Shi (1037 – 1101, 

also known as Su Dong Po) wrote many travel records and was the author of 

Red Cliff I and Red Cliff II. According to Strassberg (1994), “Red Cliff I 

remains the single most widely read work of Chinese travel writing, around 

which a cult was established by later writers” (p. 54) and which was never 

equalled for it “ironic relationship between historiography and lyricism” (p. 

54).  

 

In Red Cliff Su Shi simultaneously addressed literary, philosophical, political 

and autobiographical issues. It started with a lyric scene where Su Shi and 

his friends travel in a small boat on the Yangzi to Red Cliff, drinking wine, 

singing songs, chanting poetry and experiencing elation and joy: “I felt 

boundless, as if gliding through the void not knowing where I might land; I 

felt like I was soaring about, having left the world behind to stand alone as I 

sprouted wings to become a Transcendent” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 186). But 

the mood changes when some poems allude to Su Shi’s exile and the fate of 

Cao Cao (155-220), the Han general whose plans for reunifying the former 

territories of the Eastern Han dynasty were unexpectedly thwarted in the 

Battle of Red Cliff in 208, illustrating the superficiality of worldly power: “We 

exist no longer than mayflies between Heaven and Earth, and are of no more 

consequence than a kernel in the vast ocean” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 187).  

 

The story of Cao Cao was also an allusion to the then ruling emperor who 

had attempted to conquer more territory in the Western border regions but 

had been defeated with Su opposing this expedition all along. At the end the 

mood changes again with a philosophical statement, referring to the mind as 

capable of perceiving universality and the “grand view” (Strassberg, 1994). 

Red Cliff, although the actual location of the battle - probably near the city of 

Chibi in Hubei Province - was miles away from the place in Su Shi’s text, 

became a site of literary pilgrimage. Over the centuries a sacrificial hall to 
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honour the writer, a pavilion to house copies of his original calligraphy and a 

statue of Su Shi were added.  

Both these texts - Orchid Pavilion and Red Cliff - also inspired painting 

traditions based on the famous scenes described above: scholars sitting 

along a stream with floating wine cups symbolised Orchid Pavilion; scholars 

in a boat beneath a cliff became synonymous with Red Cliff.  

 

At the end of the Song (960 – 1279) dynasty a canon of influential travel 

accounts and diaries had come into existence, giving rise to tourist sites that 

- with the help of the advance of printing - gained fame through 

encyclopaedias, local gazetteers and guidebooks. Some of these - like Red 

Cliff and Orchid Pavilion - became so famous that they found their way into 

“Chinese common knowledge” (Li, 2008). Later travel writings mainly 

followed the genres described above which did not change substantially over 

the centuries. What did change was the purpose of travel as leisure travel 

became more and more accepted. According to Brook (1998), “the late Ming 

was a time of widespread enthusiasm among gentry for travel - not on 

official assignment but for their own pleasure” (p. 180). Reasons for this 

were the growing numbers of literati who could not all secure posts in the 

government bureaucracy, so that “alternate life-styles arose that sought 

fulfillment outside of official careers” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 56). By the mid-

sixteenth century, according to Brook (1998), “travel had been absorbed into 

the gentry project of cultural refinement” (p. 181).  

 

Apart from enjoying natural beauty, this leisure travel consisted of activities 

such as investigating the history of certain locations, and celebrating the 

past by writing a poem or essay or painting a picture (Naquin & Yü, 1992). 

The shift in the literati’s travel perspectives is also described by Cahill (1992), 

who documented changes in travel accounts about Huangshan between the 

13th and the 18th century. In earlier writings allusions to enfolding 

panorama’s (the “grand view”) and to the mountain as a domain of gods and 

immortals are most important. By the 16th century, however, the literati - 

but not necessarily the religious pilgrims who visited the Buddhist and Daoist 

temples on Huangshan and of whose perceptions is little known since they 

did not write travel reports - seemed to look at Huangshan in a different way. 

Two early 16th century accounts not only mention the views of the 36 peaks, 
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but also bathing in the hot springs and drinking hot wine in a temple. An 

account from 1548 still refers to a steep climb but also to the existence of 

wooden stairways and places where one could rest; it mentions inscriptions 

on a cliff and rocks named for their resemblance to a tiger and a drunken 

man, indicating “a cultural overlay on the natural scenery” (Cahill, 1992, p. 

252).  

 

In later Ming accounts, set itineraries appear with the travellers “stopping at 

the Hsiang-fu Temple, bathing in the hot spring, climbing to the Mañjusrī 

Terrace, and so forth” (Cahill, 1992, p. 252). And although the scenery is still 

important and admired, responses to nature are more visual and aesthetic 

than packed with feelings of transcendence (Cahill, 1992). With leisure travel 

on the rise, these journeys seem to grow more into secular pilgrimages with 

visits to “meaningful” spots or places of “embodied ideals” but not 

necessarily of a religious nature. Also, they appear to show a similarity to the 

European Grand Tour, undertaken by young male members of the upper-

classes from around the mid-17th century, inspired by romantic notions of 

the past and ideals of self-cultivation (Kaelber, 2006).  

 

Landscape induced travel is still popular today with millions of Chinese 

visiting sites made immortal by poets, painters and philosophers (Petersen, 

(1995; Sofield & Li, 1998). 

 

2.5 Religious travel 

Religious pilgrimage, shaped by indigenous traditions as well as by Buddhism, 

was a popular activity until the 20th century but it was not a religious duty 

and less important than in other religions such as Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism or monastic Buddhism (Naquin & Yü, 1992). In a culture that 

lacked religious obligations like baptism, bar mitzvahs, holy mass or 

confession, pilgrimage was one of the “shared, popular religious practices” 

(Naquin & Yü, 1992, p. 10). Going on a religious pilgrimage was considered 

to be appropriate for the “common people” (including women), with literati 

generally being contemptuous of religious fervour (Naquin & Yü, 1992). 

 

Brook (1994) noted that during Ming times particularly women - who had 

very limited possibilities to travel - took part in pilgrimages: “Men too went 
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on pilgrimage, but women were particularly drawn to it as an extension of 

their devotional role in Ming society. They, far more than men, prayed, 

tended local shrines, and called in shamans” (p. 182). 

 

The Chinese term for going on a pilgrimage (chao shan jin xiang in Pinyin or 

ch’ao-shan chin-hsiang in Wade Giles transcription) underlines the concept of 

the mountain as a special place. It was translated by Naquin and Yü (1992) 

as “paying one’s respects to a mountain to present incense”: “Ch’ao-shan 

means ‘paying one’s respects to a mountain’, as one would in an audience 

with a ruler. Chin-hsiang, ‘to present incense’, refers to the acts of bringing 

and then burning incense so as to make contact with the deity” (p. 11). 

Pilgrimages normally had a temple on a mountain top as their final 

destination. Along the way, stops were made at meaningful natural spots 

(cliffs, rocks, springs, caves) or locations that had been created over the 

centuries by Buddhist, Daoist or literati patrons (tombs, inscriptions, 

pavilions, monasteries, shrines). This made most mountains heterogeneous 

sites that catered to a great diversity of religious pilgrims.  

 

The principal objective of the pilgrims, also called “incense visitors” (Naquin 

& Yü, 1992, p. 12), was to establish contact with the deities and spirits 

residing on the mountains through the burning of incense. Their motivations 

could be numerous: to perform penance, to pray for children, to ask for good 

health or a long life or to avert disasters.  

 

By Ming times - with travel made easier through better infrastructure and 

the publication of more and more gazetteers and route books (Brook, 1998) 

- pilgrimage flourished and had developed into a veritable industry with 

thousands of pilgrims going on organized tours, with guides, porters, inns 

and specific rituals as Zhang Dai described.  

 

Zhang Dai (ca. 1597 - ca. 1679) at Taishan 

 

Zhang Dai was a literatus from a wealthy family in Shaoxing who did not pursue an 

official career but at first led a life as an aesthete and socialite (Strassberg, 1994) 

only to be reduced to poverty, spending the second half of his life as a recluse, 

writing his memoirs, essays and a history of the Ming dynasty (Spence, 2007). 

Zhang Dai travelled extensively, and visited Taishan around 1628. He described how 

he was approached by a guide who took him to an inn at the foot of Mount Tai. This 

inn also featured “a dozen of apartments to house prostitutes . . . ’’ (Wu, 1992, p. 

74). It offered three fixed rates (upper, middle and lower class) for renting rooms, 

hiring a sedan chair and paying mountain fees. Not only the rates but also the 
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schedules of these pilgrim package tours were fixed: after having been picked up by 

a guide and lodged at the inn, the pilgrims left before day-break to go up the 

mountain and pay their tributes at a temple; they returned to be treated to a 

vegetarian lunch and an entertainment programme in the evening. Zhang Dai 

describes the evening programme: 
 

There were formal banquets that night at the inn, during which the guides  
congratulated the inn guests. The word “congratulate” was used because now that  
they had burned the incense (shao-hsiang), the customers were going to get what  

they had come for: an office, a son, or wealth. There were also three classes of  
congratulations. For the first class, the customer had a table to himself. There would  
be candles, cakes, five kinds of fruits, ten kinds of meats, nuts and seeds, and  
theatrical entertainment. The second class would provide the same, except that the  
table would be shared by two. The third class meant that three or four would have to  
share a table, and the entertainment would be singing to the accompaniments of a  
lute rather than theatricals. In all the inn had to maintain, every day without 

exception, twenty-odd theatrical troops, countless numbers of singers, twenty-odd  
kitchens, and somewhere between one hundred and two-hundred waiters and  
bellhops, so that as soon as the inn guests came down from the mountain they could  

eat meat, drink wine, and frolic with prostitutes as they pleased. (cited in Wu, 1992,  
p. 75)  

 

Zhang Dai recorded that each day 8,000 to 9,000 visitors (and on special days like 

the first day of spring more than 20,000) occupied hundreds of rooms and had to be 

fed, waited upon and entertained by hundreds of staff (Wu, 1992) - a veritable 

industry and the taxes paid and offerings made by the pilgrims were a chief source 

of income for the Shandong provincial government and the three Ming princely 

families who lived in the region (Spence, 2007).                                                                                                                  

 

While he was carried up the mountain, Zhang Dai saw huge crowds of pilgrims 

making their way to the top on foot, chanting “A-mi-t’o-fo (Amitābha)” (Wu, 1992, 

p. 77). The other people on the road were beggars. Zhang Dai:  
 

But the beggars were only one of two abominations; the other was the visitor’s  

disgusting practice of inscribing on rocks as well as on the other tablets they  
erected such trite phrases as “Venerated by ten thousand generations” or “The  
redolence continuing for an eternity”. The beggars exploited Mount T’ai for money  
while the visitors exploited Mount T’ai for fame. The land of Mount T’ai, once pure, 
was now everywhere desecrated by these two groups. (cited in Wu, 1992, pp. 77- 
78)                                         

 

Zhang Dai came mostly for the famous views from the top and was disappointed 

with the clouds; he wanted to stay a while to see if they would lift, but “people in my 

group, cold and hungry, absolutely refused to go any further. Reluctantly I let the 

carriers guide me to the sedan chair and began the descent” (Wu, 1992, p. 81). The 

next day he hired a sedan chair and went up without group or guide, which was very 

unusual, and was rewarded with a clear view of all the peaks and the land below. He 

wandered around, reading inscriptions on stone tablets and cliffs, “the sort of 

pursuits dear to literati in all ages but least attractive to pilgrims on package tours” 

(Wu, 1992, p. 82). 

 

As is clear from his notes on Mt. Tai, Zhang Dai disliked mass pilgrim tourism. In 

another essay he wrote about a visit to Putuoshan where Guanyin is venerated. Here 

- as at Taishan - he was impressed by the organization and scale of the operations: 

the thousands of people that had to be fed; the thousands of pilgrims that were 

“packed like fish” into the main temple on the eve of Guanyin’s birthday, reciting 

Buddhist sutra’s and scorching their flesh by burning incense on their heads and 

arms. He was critical of the waste and ostentation he saw and of the “thousands of 

fish caught and eaten every day” as this seemed hardly in accordance with 

Guanyin’s principles (Spence, 2007, pp. 123-124). On their way to Putuo, most 

pilgrims visited a big pilgrim market in Hangzhou, which each year sprung up from 
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the middle of the second month to the fifth month. Zhang Dai resented the invasion 

of the lake at Hangzhou when spring was at its best:  

 
The scene was completely altered with the arrival of the motley crowds of  

pilgrims. The quiet elegance of the gentle people was no match for the gaudy  
showiness of the rustic folk; the subtle scent of orchids was no match for their 
pungent herbs; the string and wind instruments were no match for their loud  
drums and pipes; antique bronzes and fine porcelain were no match for their mud 
statues and bamboo toys, Sung and Yuan masterworks were no match for their  
pictures of the Buddha and lake scenes. (cited in Wu, 1992, p. 84) 

 

In the eyes of Zhang Dai there was a large gap between pilgrims and literati 

travellers. Although the literati were on a pilgrimage of their own, seeking, in the 

words of Dott (2010), “moral self-renewal . . . through interactions with nature and 

reflections about history” (p. 30), they obviously looked down on the religious 

pilgrims. These, however, pursued their own moral ideals; they probably also 

enjoyed the entertainment and the break from daily life that going on a pilgrimage 

brought with sightseeing, watching the beauty of the scenery, buying local foods and 

souvenirs being part of the experience (Oakes & Sutton, 2010).  

 

 

 

Travel in imperial China took place for different purposes, but travel for 

pleasure or recreation was limited to the upper few. However, travel patterns 

- places to visit, things to do, thoughts to ponder and poems to quote - were 

established during this era and still play a role in contemporary tourism. 

 

2.6 “I love traveling because I am a modern person” 

By the 19th century it was no longer possible for the Qing dynasty (1644 - 

1911) to sustain its attitude of perceiving foreign countries as tribute paying 

nations. Fairbank et al. (1975) stated that “an industrializing West, moving 

rapidly ahead in technology, organizational skills, and military power, could 

no longer be dealt with like the Europe of the eighteenth century” (p. 455). 

The demand for diplomatic equality and commercial opportunities led to a 

series of wars followed by unequal treaties, forcing the Qing dynasty - also 

disintegrating due to internal rebellions - to open more and more territories 

to foreign trade and residency. In these settlements, the foreigners enjoyed 

extraterritoriality, a further erosion of Qing power. A wide range of envoys, 

soldiers, merchants and missionaries entered the country and the end of the 

19th and beginning of the 20th century saw the dawning of a travel industry, 

providing services for foreigners and rich Chinese. Thomas Cook and 

American Express opened offices in Shanghai and Beijing (Zhang, Pine & 

Zhang, 2000; Airey & Chong, 2011). Travel arrangements were also offered 

by trading companies such as Butterfield & Swire and Jardine Matheson & Co, 

both British enterprises. In 1872, Swire established the China Navigation 
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Company, a passenger and cargo service on the Yangzi river using 

Mississippi-style paddle steamers. It thus provided, according to Swire, “a 

vital link with the country’s interior at a time when there were few roads” 

(Swire, n.d.). Jardine Matheson & Co formed the Indo-China Steam 

Navigation Company in 1881 (Jardines, n.d.) and in the 1930s both 

companies controlled a large share of shipping and travel business on the 

Yangzi river and along the coast.  

 

Jardine Matheson & Co also constructed the first railway, the Woosung 

railroad, connecting the American concession in Shanghai (the present-day 

Zhabei district) with Woosung (in today’s Baoshan district). This railway, 

some 15 kilometres long, was built illegally without the consent of the 

government. It was therefore the cause of a great deal of friction between 

British and Qing officials. The general mood of that era was one of opposition 

against railroads. Government officials were afraid that improved 

infrastructure would facilitate foreign expansion into the interior; other 

objections included that railways' straight lines did not agree with principles 

of feng shui and that they would destroy the livelihood of the common 

people such as porters and ferrymen (Pong, 1973). In July 1876 the line was 

opened to the public and, as Pong (1973) wrote, “according to all the 

available accounts, response from the Chinese people was enthusiastic” (p. 

652). Nevertheless, Qing officials remained deeply offended by the way in 

which they had been deceived. When a Chinese man was run over and killed 

by the train in August, the situation was regarded as explosive enough for 

the British to stop operations on the Woosung track. Negotiations between 

the British and Shen Baozhen (1820-1879), the Governor General in the area, 

ended with Shen buying the railroad. He had it dismantled in 1877. The rails 

and train cars were shipped to Taiwan (which was part of the Qing empire at 

that time) and rebuilt there to service a coal mine. 

 

This incident is often invoked as proof of the Qing dynasty's backwardness. 

Pong (1973), however, saw this intervention of Shen Baozhen, who was a 

modernizer and not opposed to railways as such, as an act of “Confucian 

patriotism”. The presence of the Woosung railroad was an infringement on 

his own authority and that of the Qing government and the devious tactics 

employed by the foreigners in constructing it were diametrically opposed to 
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his Confucian values of righteous and honest government. Furthermore, the 

Woosung railroad was little more than a pleasure train for the well-to-do 

while causing “considerable inconvenience to the boatmen and agriculturists” 

in the area (Pong, 1973, p. 666). Finally, the Woosung railroad could become 

a potential threat to Qing economic interests, more specifically to the ships 

of the China Merchants' Steam Navigation Company. All in all the Woosung 

railroad could, according to Pong (1973), “not be considered a gain in the 

struggle for modernization” (p. 670) and Shen had no choice but to destroy 

it. The line would not be rebuilt for 20 years. 

 

In Beijing and Shanghai hotels were built such as the Grand Hotel des 

Wagons-Lits in Beijing, established in 1905 and considered to be the finest 

place in town (French, 2011a). In Shanghai the famous Peace Hotel was built 

in 1929 as the Cathay Hotel by Sir Victor Sassoon, owner of many other 

hotels in the city. The Hong Kong Hotel Company (the current Hong Kong 

and Shanghai Hotels group), established in 1866 by the Kadoorie family, 

owned hotels in Hong Kong but also constructed and exploited, among other, 

the Palace Hotel, the Majestic and the Astor House in Shanghai (Hong Kong 

and Shanghai Hotels, n.d.). 

 

Cheaper accommodation was also available. G.H. Thomas, an American who 

lived in China from 1936 to 1939 and travelled the country as an employee 

of Texas Oil, the later Texaco, kept a diary which gives an image of life-on-

the-road in 1930s China. In 1936 he stayed in the YMCA in Shanghai: “This 

foreign YMCA, the highest Y I’ve ever run across, is rather like a ritzy 

residential city club. It’s at 150 Bubbling Well Road, opposite the racecourse 

and next to the Park Hotel” (Thomas, 2004, p. 69). “I have signed up for 

room and board at $4.25 per day, which is reasonable for what the place has 

to offer: swimming pool, gym, lounges, library, etc. And this special rate 

gives me three meals a day” (p. 69).  

 

Not only foreigners went travelling. In the late 1920s and early 1930s when 

the country was temporarily unified under the Guomindang - with the capital 

at Nanjing from 1928 - it became also fashionable for well-off Chinese, 

mainly from Shanghai, to set off on leisure trips. In 1923, the Shanghai 

Commercial and Savings Bank set up a travel department which later 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beijing
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became China Travel Service (CTS), catering to both domestic and 

international travellers from 1929 on (Dong, 2006). CTS established 

branches in many cities; it could arrange overland and ship transportation, 

took care of luggage, issued - in connection with the bank - traveller’s checks 

and built hotels. CTS also arranged package tours, for example during the 

Easter break, when it chartered a train from Shanghai to Hangzhou; the 500 

tickets available in 1929 were sold out immediately (Dong, 2006).  

 

CTS also published a magazine called China Traveller or Luxing zazhi (Dong, 

2006). It had more than 10,000 subscribers by 1934 and appeared until 

1952, even during the war. China Traveller featured national and 

international travel stories and had correspondents in Japan, USA, France 

and Great Britain. In her analysis of China Traveller from 1927 to 1937, 

Dong (2006) noted the association of tourism with modernity. She quoted 

one of the contributors, Ye Qiuyuan, who wrote in 1933 “I love traveling 

because I am a modern person” (p. 195).  

 

Leisure travel was perceived as a foreign influence and a healthy occupation. 

A contributor to the magazine noted after a visit to Germany:  

 

During spring and autumn and summer, men and women, young and old, all 

like to go outdoors or travel to faraway places. In comparison, people in our 

country like to drink and play mah-jong to kill time. The German way is so 

much better. Travel and music are what we should advocate in China as 

respectable and beneficial forms of entertainment. (Dong, 2006, p. 205) 

 

Such international journeys were undertaken by the very few; but the 

Shanghainese upper class did visit the lower Yangzi region for leisure 

purposes. Weekend destinations included Nanjing, Hangzhou, Suzhou and 

Wuxi where people travelled by train to enjoy famous scenic sites (Dong, 

2006). According to Dong (2006), ads and articles in China Traveller gave 

the impression that “the Shanghainese had become so thoroughly modern 

that they needed a break from the city” (p. 203) with travelling providing “a 

refuge from the routine life and maddening crowds of Shanghai” (p. 204). 

The magazine also introduced the concept of the summer holiday (xiaoxia) 

with articles about Western people taking this yearly event very seriously. 

Moganshan, Guling, Qingdao and Beidahe became the most important 
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summer destinations and in the summer of 1931 all four resorts were fully 

booked with Chinese and Western tourists (Dong, 2006).  

Although the magazine portrayed Chinese and Western holidaymakers as 

enjoying these destinations together in peace and harmony, Dong (2006) 

stated that in reality when the Chinese started to acquire properties at 

Moganshan, the Westerners moved on to other places. 

 

In general, travel in the 1920s and 1930s was not easy in a country where 

transportation in the interior was poor, political instability and bandits 

abundant and many different currencies were in circulation. Visitors to the 

Northeast were shocked by the de-facto Japanese occupation there, causing 

one visitor to lament “it feels like being in a foreign country” (Dong, 2006, p. 

213. In March 1932 - after the annexation of Manchuria and the creation of a 

Japanese puppet state under the nominal rule of Puyi, the last Qing emperor 

- CTS focused on the south and interior, setting up branches in, among other, 

Kunming, Chongqing and Chengdu (Dong, 2006). But the expanding 

Japanese occupation and the wars of the 1930s and 1940s soon put an end 

to leisure travel.  

 

According to Dong (2006), “The idea of tourism, . . . , came to China along 

with the imperialist and colonial systems, but it was represented as a 

politically neutral and modern form of cosmopolitanism” (p. 220). However, 

even if the concept of tourism as a “modern” and “healthy” occupation 

(currently promoted by the CPC in the same terms) for the upper-classes 

came from abroad, most of the sights they set out to enjoy - Hangzhou, 

Suzhou, mountain scenery - had been made famous by earlier forms of 

imperial, literati and religious travel.  

 

2.7 Travel in the People’s Republic 1949 - 1978 

In the People’s Republic, both domestic and international tourism were 

virtually non-existent before 1978. Travel abroad was mostly limited to 

diplomats and government officials, and according to Nyíri (2010), some 

sports teams and arts troupes. Inbound visits were restricted to overseas 

Chinese nationals and “foreign friends” (Guo et al., 2002; Zhang et al., 

2000). Foreign friends (waiguo pengyou) were those with a positive attitude 

towards or potential usefulness for China and being called a foreign friend 
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brought with it a moral obligation to behave in a friendly way towards the 

country (Brady, 2003). The opposite of friends were the foreign imperialists 

and spies - there was nothing in between. Initially, foreign friends came 

mostly from the Soviet Union and the socialist countries in Eastern Europe. 

However, as tensions between China and the Soviet Union grew and the 

Party wanted to show off its revolutionary successes (Chinese Posters 

Foundation & Landsberger, 2013a), the government turned to tourism as a 

means for promoting the communist cause and trying to win the sympathy of 

the international community (Airey & Chong, 2011). This made travel a 

political and diplomatic activity rather than an economic one and in this light 

it seems logical that some of the travel services that were created to cater to 

travellers were part of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

 

2.7.1 Receiving international visitors 

China International Travel Service (CITS) started its operations in 1954. 

Before this, other government departments played host to the limited 

number of international visitors such as the CPC’s external liaison 

department or the experts bureau of the State Council (Yang Zhiyuan, a 

former CITS manager, cited in Sang, 2009). CITS, under the jurisdiction of 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was set up to arrange trips for those 

international visitors who were not taken care of by other organizations. 

These were mainly carefully selected supporters of socialism and communism, 

who were treated as VIPs. They had meetings with officials and were taken 

to modelfactories and communes in order to admire the achievements of 

socialism rather than visiting cultural or natural heritage sites (Zhang, 1995; 

Sofield & Li, 1998; Guo et al., 2002). Tour guides accompanied their every 

step and contacts with local people were strictly supervised. During this 

period, as Zhang (1995) phrased it, “it was the destination which selected 

the tourists rather than the tourists who chose the destination” (p. 9).  

 

To manage visits of overseas Chinese, the Overseas Chinese Travel Service 

(renamed China Travel Service, CTS, in 1974) was established in 1957 under 

the control of the Overseas Chinese Affairs Office (Zhang, Pine & Lam, 2005). 

The agency supervising all travel activities and organisations was the China 

Bureau of Travel and Tourism (CBTT), set up in 1964 in the hope of 

“enhancing the political influence on the outside world” and “receiving free 

foreign exchange for the country” (Huang, 2010b, p. 79). CBTT was under 
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the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Zhang, 1995) and had tight 

control over all tour aspects, from visas and tour pricing to the itinerary and 

tour guides.  

 

In 1981 the China National Tourism Administration (CNTA) was created to 

replace the CBTT, this time not under the authority of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs but under the State Council. Nowadays, CNTA still has the overall 

responsibility for the development and implementation of Chinese tourism 

policies (Guo et al., 2000; Xiao, 2005; Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). 

 

Tourists of the revolution17  

In the 1950s, most international visitors came from Europe and Australia. 

Amongst them historian and Africa expert Basil Davidson, Jean Paul Sartre 

and Simone de Beauvoir (Hollander, 2009). Famous Australians included 

Myra Roper (principal of Melbourne University’s Women’s College), Ross 

Terrill (China expert and Harvard professor) and writer Dymphna Cusack 

(Kendall, 2004; Sobocinska, 2008).  

 

In 1955, at the Bandung Conference for non-aligned countries, Zhou Enlai 

had invited “the world” to come and witness the changes in China. Among 

the first to receive an invitation were Sartre and De Beauvoir who visited the 

country for six weeks in the autumn of 1955. De Beauvoir produced a 

lengthy book, The Long March. An account of modern China (originally 

published in 1957 as La Longue Marche), on her experiences. She stated in 

her introduction that, even though her expenses had been paid for by the 

Chinese government, she did not feel under any obligation “except to be fair” 

(p. 15).  

 

One of the highlights of their stay was a meeting with Zhou Enlai and Mao 

Zedong. As part of the celebrations of October 1st (the proclamation of the 

People’s Republic) they were invited to watch the fireworks:  

 

We sit about little tables on which there are teacups, cigarettes, fruit, 

candles; . . . Chou En-lai moves amid guests, exchanging words, shaking 

hands; then similarly at ease Mao Tse-tung, by himself, with quiet 

                                                      
17 Tourists of the Revolution is the title of an essay by Hans Magnus Enzensberger (1982) in which he 
takes a critical look at Western intellectuals’ journeys to socialist countries such as Cuba, Russia, China 
and Vietnam in the 20th century. 
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unostentation makes the rounds of the tables. What is so winning about the 

Chinese leaders is that not one of them plays a part . . . . Mao, Chou are not 

comedians. They have this inimitable naturalness you scarcely find anywhere 

save among the Chinese - a naturalness which perhaps comes from their 

profound ties with the peasantry and with the soil - and the serene modesty 

of men too involved in the world to worry about their television appearance. 

(De Beauvoir, 2001, pp. 429 – 430) 

 

 

Figure 2.2 De Beauvoir and Sartre welcomed in Beijing, 6 September 1955 
 

 
Source: Beauvoiriana (n.d.) - Chinese Press. 

 

 

De Beauvoir was not the only one to fall for Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. 

When Hewlett Johnson, English priest and Dean of Canterbury who visited 

China three times in the 1950s, met Mao he was struck by “something no 

picture had ever caught, an inexpressible look of kindness and sympathy, an 

obvious preoccupation with the needs of others: other people’s difficulties, 

other people’s troubles, other people’s struggles . . .” (Johnson, cited in 

Hollander, 2009, pp. 329-330).  

 

The modest international travel business that had come into existence in the 

‘50s and early ‘60s had to change its mission during the Cultural Revolution 

(1966-1976) when China shut her doors to the outside world even more. 

Both American imperialism and Soviet revisionism were heavily attacked and 

CITS hit upon hard times. Its staff was accused of having followed a 

“reactionary bourgeois line”, of using tourism to make money instead of 

generating support for the socialist cause, and of “selling off the nation’s 

scenery to the international bourgeoisie” (Yang Zhiyuan, cited in Sang, 2009). 
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From 1967 to around 1971, the Chinese government, as the self-proclaimed 

leader of the “Third World” of newly independent and developing nations 

(Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger, 2013b), invited only “leftists” to 

visit the country: delegations of the Japanese Red Army, the Black Panthers, 

African liberation movements and the Palestinian Liberation Front came and 

went during the Cultural Revolution years, with all costs borne by the 

Chinese government. They met with Red Guards to exchange revolutionary 

experiences and were not called tourists but “study” or “inspection” groups 

(Yang Zhiyuan, cited in Sang, 2009). Some also spent time at guerrilla 

warfare training centres at the Nanjing and Wuhan Military Academies (Brady, 

2003). 

 

Figure 2.3 Revolutionary friendship - Friends from Asia, Africa and Latin 

America visit the Museum of the Chinese revolutionary army  

 

 
Source: Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger (2013c)  

Designer: Shen Jialin  
Year: 1964, October 
Publisher: Shanghai renmin meishu chubanshe 

 

Around 1971, when the worst phase of the Cultural Revolution was over (and 

many heritage sites and cultural relics had been destroyed), CITS resumed 
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its tourist operations. These were, at that time, called travel (lüxing) rather 

than tourism (lüyou) activities. In 1973, CITS hosted 3,500 tourists: 400 

“leftists”, 114 “right-wingers” and the rest ideological “middle-of-the-

roaders” (Yang Zhiyuan, cited in Sang, 2009). By 1976 this number had 

increased to some 50,000 - mostly from the USA and Japan (Airey & Chong, 

2011, p. 134). The majority came in self-funded tours but could not 

themselves decide where they were going. CITS selected the mostly 

revolutionary sites and sights that could be visited while tour guides made 

sure they did not stray and that the right political conclusions were drawn. 

 

In the early 1970s, quite a number of American intellectuals (Susan Sontag, 

John Kenneth Galbraith, Barbara Tuchman, John K. Fairbank for example) 

came to China. Most of them were very impressed with what they saw - or 

with what the government wanted them to see. They praised the cleanliness, 

the frugality (coming from more wasteful societies) and the dedication of 

everyone they met to the cause of the revolution. Carol Tavris, an American 

psychologist, commented in 1974:  

 

When you enter China you walk through the looking glass into a world that 

reflects a reality antithetical to ours. You leave Watergate, the energy crisis, 

crime, privacy, dirty movies, cynicism and sex at the border, and step into 

safety, stability, enthusiasm, clean streets, clean talk and positive thinking. 

(Tavris, cited in Hollander, 2009, pp. 292-293)  

 

It was not that there were no critical comments at that time. Lorenz Stucki, 

Swiss journalist and political commentator, noted in 1965 that with all travel 

strictly supervised it was impossible to find out what people were really 

feeling and thinking: “There is no personal contact, hardly even a glance, a 

smile or a gesture. One experiences nothing, discovers nothing, learns 

nothing that is spontaneous, unrehearsed, natural and open . . . .” (Stucki, 

cited in Hollander, 2009, p. 292). Jacques Marcuse, French journalist, wrote 

in 1967: “The special correspondent is given the VIPP (Very Important 

Potential Propagandist) treatment: . . . . you do not allow visitors to see 

anything but that which you want them to see” (Marcuse, cited in Hollander, 

2009, p. 287). 

 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 91 

These critical notes had little impact on the fellow travellers of the 1950s, 

‘60s and ‘70s. It was only by the end of the 1970s, after the death of Mao 

and when the new leaders embarked on a different course, that doubts on 

China’s developments were taken more seriously in these circles and that 

previously available information (for example Simon Leys’ hugely critical 

Chinese Shadows [1978], originally published as Ombres Chinoises in 1974) 

was seen in a new light.  

 

A question is why so many Westerners were so irresistibly drawn to 

communist China and why - for more than 25 years - they consumed 

everything that was presented to them uncritically, blind to the repression 

and disasters of this era. Part of the answer lays in the mental predisposition 

of these fellow travellers, a combination of idealism, a longing for the exotic 

Other and nostalgia. But equally important were the Chinese “techniques of 

hospitality” (Hollander, 2009) which were used to stage a socialist “reality” 

that went down very well with foreign friends - an issue that will be dealt 

with below. 

 

Looking for Utopia 

Hollander (2009) pointed to the alienation of many intellectuals from their 

own societies as an important reason why they went looking for Utopia in 

China (or the Soviet Union) and were determined to find it. This was 

especially the case in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s when the 

country was deeply involved in the Indochina war and divided by racial 

conflict and student demonstrations. Orville Schell (1978), writing about the 

apparent lack of enthusiasm amongst his Chinese audience for his 

introduction on the USA, revealed his own attitude towards his home country: 

“We are a model of decline, which, for those living in a land of socialist 

reconstruction, holds little fascination” (p. 187). 

 

What charmed most of these “tourists of the revolution” was the notion of 

equality, or at least what they thought to be equality: intellectuals and 

students were sent to the countryside to work side by side with the peasants 

and learn from them, implying that manual and intellectual labour was 

equally respectable. Other reasons for evacuating these - potentially critical - 

groups from the cities to the countryside, where most of them struggled to 
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survive and thus posed no threat to the CPC, escaped their notice. They were 

also struck by what they thought were the visual manifestations of equality 

such as the fact that everybody dressed the same (not noting the difference 

in materials or numbers of pockets on the “Mao suits”). De Beauvoir (2001) 

thought one of the most remarkable aspects of the crowd on the streets of 

Beijing “. . .  its homogeneity. Men are not all of the same station in China 

but Peking offers a perfect image of a classless society. Impossible to tell an 

intellectual from a worker, a charwoman from a capitalist’s wife” (p. 53). 

 

Not only was China going to be a better society, it was as if a better human 

species was being created here: selfless and not pre-occupied with material 

gains (which in any case were not available in the 1950s and ‘60s due to the 

disasters of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution). Or as John 

K. Fairbank wrote in 1972: “under Mao the Chinese Revolution has become 

not only an advance in the industrial arts . . . but also a far-reaching moral 

crusade to change the very human Chinese personality in the direction of 

self-sacrifice and serving others . . . ”. (Fairbank, cited in Hollander, 2009, 

pp. 297-298). As part of this transformation process the Cultural Revolution 

was celebrated by many visitors as “a climax of idealism and a society-wide 

spiritual renewal” (Hollander, 2009, p. 298). 

  

Feelings of “post-colonial guilt” also played a role in wanting to see a 

successful and rejuvenated China (Sobocinska, 2008). From the 1840s 

Western powers, and later Japan as well, had encroached upon China’s 

territory, exploited its people and turned many of them into opium addicts. 

So what right did Westerners have to question China’s efforts at Utopia, 

when they were in fact responsible for, in the words of Sobocinska (2008), 

“creating the appalling conditions which had driven the Chinese to revolt” (p. 

324)? 

 

Nostalgia 

To many tourists, a visit to China also seemed a journey to a more pure - 

and puritanical - past that was lost in the West. Here no blatant materialism 

or pornography; here people were poor but happy. Most of them were still 

peasants and all had a sense of purpose: they were dedicating their lives to 

the commendable cause of creating a socialist society. Journalist Harrison 
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Salisbury commented in 1973: “As we drove deeper into the countryside, the 

feeling grew in me that I was experiencing not a prevision of the world’s 

future but a retrospective glimpse into our own American or European past”. 

This was a world “in which men and women labored with their own hands, . . 

. experiencing a life so simple, so integrated with the land, the weather and 

the plants that its symmetry seemed almost magical (cited in Hollander, 

2009, p. 312). Such feelings of nostalgia, a yearning for times past when life 

was still simple, also played a role in a positive evaluation of the China of 

this period.   

 

Communist Others 

Not only was China an embodiment of the Orient, it was now also a 

communist Orient. Whereas the pre-communist Chinese had frequently been 

described as “undisciplined, lazy or duplicitous, cunning and cruel” (Kendall, 

2004, p. 378), now they were seen to be authentic, simple, hard-working, 

and friendly with high moral standards (Schell, 1978; Kendall, 2004). In the 

process of recounting their experiences many revolutionary tourists thus 

replaced one set of cultural stereotypes with another. However, many of 

these stereotypes were not just about the Oriental Other but as much about 

the communist Other: maybe “the communists”, rather than “the Chinese”, 

were the hard-working, well-organized people who were dedicated to the 

cause of bettering the world (Enzensberger, 1982). China in the 1950s–

1980s, then, was exotic not only because it was Oriental but also because it 

was communist. On top of that, the lack of information and the travel 

restrictions added a touch of mystery and a feeling of privilege when one was 

allowed to enter the country (Enzensberger, 1982). 

 

Different emotions made the tourists of the revolution receptive to positive 

experiences in revolutionary China. But the institutional side of travel to 

socialist countries, the delegate system, was just as important in turning 

them into willing propagandists for the Chinese cause (Enzensberger, 1982; 

Hollander, 2009).  

 

Producing the “real” China for foreign friends  

The delegate system was created in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 

should be understood in the context of the disturbed relations between 
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socialist countries and the rest of the world, a time when visits were possible 

only by invitation. It was not necessarily invented to “pull the wool over the 

foreigners’ eyes” (Enzensberger, 1982, p. 166) - travelling as a foreigner in 

1920s and 1930s Russia or China was a high-risk, near impossible 

enterprise. Enzensberger (1982) summarized the essence of the system as 

follows: first, potential delegates needed an invitation. Next, their expenses 

were usually covered by the inviting country, putting them immediately at a 

disadvantage when it comes to maintaining a critical attitude. The delegate’s 

position, furthermore, was a privileged one: “when there is a shortage he 

enjoys precedence over the natives; hotel rooms, seats in public 

transportation, cars and chauffeurs are reserved for him” (Enzensberger, 

1982, p. 165). A host organization arranged a busy programme from which 

there was no escape and which usually put the delegate under surveillance of 

a “personal guide who functions as a translator, nanny, and watchdog” 

(Enzensberger, 1982, p. 165). The result of the whole setting was that 

delegates felt “spoilt and impotent” at the same time (p. 165). But the 

delegate system was highly successful since, according to Enzensberger 

(1982), “no cheaper and more effective means of influencing the outside 

world has ever been devised” (p. 166).  

 

It is perhaps in China that the various ingredients of the delegate system 

reached their ultimate perfection. 

 

China’s waishi system 

The delegate system emanated from the CPC’s general take on foreign 

affairs, or waishi. According to Brady (2000), “Waishi is an abbreviation of 

the full term waijiao shiwu (diplomatic matters) which has become a term in 

its own right” (p. xii). The waishi system is concerned with state-to-state 

diplomacy but also regulates the foreign presence in China with laws 

regulating the locations where foreigners could live, mixed marriages, and 

tourism. It must be understood against the backdrop of China’s century of 

humiliation and the need to be in control of “the foreign”. Brady (2003) 

called it “a defensive response from a society that has felt its worldview, a 

sense of the greatness of Chinese society and culture, profoundly 

challenged” (p. 249). It reflects a “reaction against events such as the Opium 

War, the treaty port systems, . . . , the Japanese invasion, the Cold War, and 
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in more recent years, the Western response after the events of 4 June 1989, 

. . . .” (Brady, 2003, p. 249). 

 

Brady (2000, 2003) wrote that waishi shows a mixture of ideas of Mao and 

Zhou Enlai as well as Soviet and traditional influences such as a strong sense 

of insiders and outsiders. Two waishi concepts in particular were important in 

the strategies of inviting foreign guests and turning them into propagandists. 

These were (Brady, 2000) “make the foreign serve China” (yang wei Zhong 

yong) and “using foreign strength to propagandise for China” (liyong waili 

wei wo xuanchuan). The CPC started using these policies in the 1930s when 

it became clear that journalists such as Edgar Snow (1978), the author of 

Red Star over China (first published in 1937), could create a large amount of 

goodwill for the communist cause.  

Gradually a network of organizations and offices was developed that dealt 

with “the foreign”; handbooks were created with instructions on how to cope 

with foreigners; guides were recruited and trained - the Beijing Foreign 

Languages Institute was one of the main universities from which waishi 

cadres were selected. Not only languages were taught, political education 

and the Party line on foreign affairs were also part of the curriculum as were 

courses on how to treat foreigners (Brady, 2003).  

 

Waishi cadres understood the importance of the “mystique of personal 

experience” (Hollander, 2009, p. 353). Especially journalists, writers and 

academics, priding themselves on their critical faculties, could not imagine 

being deceived or presented with staged realities. They had, after all, seen 

everything “with their own eyes”: the happy children, the new housing, the 

factories, the construction works carried out without modern equipment 

(Hollander, 2009).  

 

However, since anything was justified to further the socialist cause, reality 

was often “rearranged” in order to show visitors “things the way they are 

going to be, not the way they are” (Hollander, 2009, p. 389). While most 

visitors accepted what they were presented as “real”, some at times felt 

perplexed by what they saw, but could not quite figure out what was going 

on. Orville Schell (1978) noted after a visit to the Shanghai Electrical 

Machinery Plant Workers’ Children’s School, that the children behaved 
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exemplary, the teachers were cheerful and answered all the questions of the 

American delegates and yet he felt uncomfortable: 

 

It is not that I feel we have been duped by some prerehearsed performance 

calculated to impress foreigners. It would indeed be easier to understand 

such a class if one suspected that it was simply a staged production arranged 

to hide some flawed inner reality. But actually I intuitively suspect that no 

reality exists other than what we have seen. (Schell, 1978, p. 168) 

 

Which was true enough: by that time most citizens, out of necessity, had 

become actors in the “national theatre of socialism” (Zhang Xian, writer and 

theatre director, personal communication, July 6, 2008) with the staging of 

Maoist China a theatrical production in which each scene was carefully 

staged and rehearsed (Loh, 1962). Robert Loh, a “national capitalist” who 

had been educated in the USA, was often called upon in the 1950s to play 

host to Western visitors. He described how on these occasions his house was 

fitted out with a gramophone, records, a car, luxury foods, imported 

cigarettes and so on to give the impression that he was doing well under CPC 

rule. During these meetings the guide-interpreters wrote down everything 

that took place between Loh and his visitors, while he, in turn, had “to write 

a full report on what had transpired between my guests and me. All the 

reports on what I had said and done were searched for discrepancies which, 

if found, were investigated immediately” (Loh, 1962, p. 156).  

 

This staging was by no means unique: several factories were especially 

equipped and operated to illustrate the advance of industrialism to foreigners 

with carefully trained workers who exuded enthusiasm and always gave the 

right answers (Loh, 1962). Like everybody else these had to perform their 

assigned roles, putting on “that peculiar act, a mixture of prudery, 

industriousness and childlike simplicity, which the Communists expect from 

the working class” (Loh, 1962, p. 163). Apart from the rearranging of reality, 

several other techniques were used to turn foreign friends into advocates of 

new China such as a busy itinerary, creating a pleasant experience and the 

use of well-trained tour guides. 
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The itinerary  

Most visitors spent some three weeks in the country (Walker, 1957) with a 

heavy schedule and large distances to cover. Their days were filled with 

visits to model factories, communes, kindergartens, infrastructural projects, 

and the occasional touristic highlight such as the Great Wall. Because they 

visited mostly newly constructed plants, dams, bridges or houses, most 

visitors got the impression that miracles were accomplished and great 

progress had been made under communism (Walker, 1957). The fact that 

many intellectuals and journalists had no clue about the state of 

industrialization in their own countries also played a role in their positive 

reports on China’s progress; many just did not know that more modern 

factories could be found in practically all Western countries as well as in 

Japan (Schmid, 1956; Walker, 1957). 

 

The programme was complemented by receptions and meetings with 

carefully selected workers, model teachers, veteran soldiers and more or less 

elaborate banquets depending on the status of the guests. Programmes 

could also be adapted to include visits to a prison, a hospital or university to 

allow doctors or academics “to investigate the Chinese ‘reality’ in an area of 

their specialisation” (Sobocinska, 2008, p. 328). The itinerary and the large 

number of activities made unsupervised sightseeing impossible and left little 

time for reflection or asking questions (Hollander, 2009; Sobocinska, 2008). 

Schell (1978) commented: “Tonight we are weary. But our usual agenda of 

three events a day - morning, afternoon and night - continues” (p.85).  

 

A pleasant experience 

According to Brady (2003), key to understanding the VIP treatment of 

foreign friends are the concepts of ganqing (feeling) and guanxi 

(relationship); “one cannot have guanxi without also creating ganqing. At the 

same time, one can develop a relationship by means of building ganqing 

between people” (Brady, 2003, p. 15). Ganqing can be created by “hosting 

banquets, toasting, giving gifts, and the use of honorary or affectionate 

titles” (p. 15). For establishing ganqing with foreign visitors the CPC relied 

heavily on official hospitality. Not only banquets, but also welcoming 

banners, the best hotels, special train compartments, flattery (De Beauvoir 

[2001] was told that the Chinese people had been impatiently awaiting her 
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arrival) were all part of the process to make the tourists of the revolution 

feel important and good about themselves.  

 

Hospitality was political; its purpose was to create warm feelings for China 

and its leaders because it is difficult to be critical of those who treat us well 

and generously. And, according to Hollander (2009), “It is also difficult to 

believe and to imagine that those who are kind to us can be unkind to 

others” (p. 350), like their own citizens. While a few visitors were critical of 

this special treatment, overall this strategy was hugely successful and the 

general feeling is well summarized by Harrison Salisbury when he said after 

another excellent meal: “it must be a fine country where such meals are 

provided” (Salisbury, cited in Hollander, 2009, p. 362). 

 

The tour guides 

Swiss journalist Lorenz Stucki commented in 1965 that visitors were at the 

mercy of their tour guides-cum-interpreters and that their ministrations were 

meant to keep them away from everyday life (Stucki, cited in Hollander, 

2009) but also to direct their gaze in such a way that they would draw the 

“right conclusions” about life in socialist China. They made use of various 

techniques to accomplish this goal. 

 

First they had to establish friendly relations with the foreign visitors - Roland 

Barthes (2012) noted in 1974 that “the guide talks to us as if we were close 

acquaintances” (p. 11) - and to create ganqing and build guanxi as noted 

above. Waishi staff was instructed to do this by getting to know their clients 

and to first focus on finding “common points” to talk about as Mao had 

recommended when addressing propaganda to foreigners (Brady, 2000).  

It was easy to find these common points as most foreigners came to see a 

revolution in progress.  

 

They not only had to create feeling, they also had to keep foreigners away 

from aspects of reality which contradicted the claims and messages of the 

CPC; spontaneous meetings had to be avoided as well as certain topics (such 

as the violence of the Cultural Revolution or the failure of the Great Leap 

Forward). Instead, the tour guides were instructed to focus on the progress 

made under socialism by comparing the old to the new and by highlighting 
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the improvements in people’s lives since 1949 such as the healthcare and 

education made available to them; they were, according to Kendall (2004), 

key-figures in “the production or authoring of this Maoist other world” (p. 

383). Barthes (2012) called it the “Set theme of Society Before” (p. 30) and 

summarized the words of his guide Zhao as follows: “In the past, women: 

housewives, at home, objects. Now (nods at the workshop), they are 

liberated; not for money, for emancipation, building socialism” (p. 28).  

 

Guides were expected to correct “wrong” impressions and engage in political 

discussion if necessary. Schell (1978) experienced this. When caught taking 

pictures of “backward” but highly picturesque sailing junks, his guide was 

most unhappy and tackled him later about this issue. He told Schell that 

there was “no such thing as a photograph or film without a political 

viewpoint” and that he could take pictures of anything he wanted, “but they 

must show the future as well as the past” (p. 175). 

 

Schell (1978) also noticed the political dimensions of the tour guide’s work. 

Two or three guides regularly sat down next to the same member of the 

travel group on a bus ride or during a meal, discussing the same topic. He 

remarked that it was “never crassly direct. But after a while, the process 

becomes inescapably clear. It is a kind of political education. If one is 

resistant, one feels a distinct coolness - a withdrawal of approval, and even 

friendship, during these probationary moments” (p. 174). 

 

Being a tour guide was obviously not an easy task - it carried a huge political 

responsibility but also great personal risks. Judging by the amounts of 

positive propaganda that resulted from the visits of foreign friends between 

the 1950s and the 1980s, it must be concluded that the tour guides, assisted 

by other “techniques of hospitality”, did a great job in producing a “real” 

China that had little to do with reality but responded well to the emotions of 

those foreigners - many of whom later changed or adapted their opinions - 

who visited the country with the intention of finding a successful revolution.  

  

PS 

The stories of foreign tourists to China between the 1950s and the 1980s made me  

look back upon the time when I first visited the country as a tour leader at the end 

of the 1980s. Back then, it was still very much a communist country where tour 

groups were accompanied by a national guide as well as local guides. Visits to 
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communes (or what remained of them), factories and kindergartens were still part of 

the travel schedule. Reflecting upon my groups and my own feelings, I found that 

even at that moment in time, with the Berlin Wall about to fall, many of us were 

looking upon this exotic communist society with a kind of nostalgia for what never 

was to be - we still wanted to change the world in those days.  

The cynicism of playing “tourist of the revolution” was poignantly articulated in 

Heberto Padilla’s poem The travelers (cited in Enzensberger, 1982, pp. 160-161): 

 
They come in the clothes of the affluent society, 
a thorn in whose side they are, whose “unreliable elements,” 
fitted out with academic titles, 

writing books for the departments of sociology 
of the best universities 
(which underwrite the cost). 
They get their visas in a jiffy, 
are informed about antiwar campaigns, 
about protests against the Vietnam War, in short: 

they are treading the righteous path of history. 

While they lounge in the shiny seats 
of the international airports, 
each flight they take an illegal act, 
they feel pleasantly subversive, 
their conscience is clean. 
 

They are the comfortable travelers of the wave of the future, 
with Rolleiflex cameras, perfectly suited 
for the tropical light, 
for underdevelopment; (. . .)  
 
(. . . ) At home they look at slides 
that show the family hero 

surrounded by natives, fraternally embraced (. . . ) 
 
In a comfortable Chinese train, 1987  Surrounded by “friendly natives” in Tibet, 1987 

   
Photo: C. Vos     Photo: C. Vos  

 

 

2.7.2 Domestic travel 

Not only international but also domestic travel was limited. Leisure travel 

was officially non-existent; it was seen as part of a bourgeois lifestyle - a 

non-productive activity with no economic significance (not included in 

development plans) and therefore contrary to communist ideas. Other 

reasons - work, study, party meetings - could be found as an excuse for 

travel, but all population movement was strictly controlled by the authorities.  

The most far-reaching measure for this purpose was the household 

registration or hukou system that was introduced in 1951 and initially 
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intended as a population registration system for urban areas. In the early 

years after 1949, people could travel quite freely but in response to the 

influx of peasants to the cities a more comprehensive hukou system was 

announced in 1958 (Liu, 2005). New regulations marked the transition from 

the use of the hukou for merely registration purposes to a system of 

administrative control over population movement. According to Liu (2005), 

the needs of a planned economy required - from the government’s 

perspective - also control over human resources and the ability to allocate 

these where they were needed.  

 

The hukou system differentiated between those with an urban (non-

agricultural) hukou and those with a rural (agricultural) hukou. It also tied 

people to their place of registration, one’s official or permanent residence, 

since the type of hukou (rural or urban) defined the kind of services available 

to people. The place of registration defined where services were available to 

them as each individual could register in one place of residence only (Chan & 

Buckingham, 2008). Urban hukou holders had access to grain and other 

rationed commodities18, state-provided employment, housing, education and 

medical care. Rural hukou holders were excluded from this ration system as 

they were supposed to be self-sufficient in food and received very little, if 

any, state support. Having no legal means to obtain these rationed resources 

either inside or outside their registered location made migration for peasants, 

outside the government plan, virtually impossible (Chan & Buckingham, 

2008).  

 

In 1960, when the Great Leap Forward failed and famine struck, the hukou 

system became even stricter, locking, according to Lee and Selden (2007), 

“rural people into their villages and cutting off most remaining intra-rural and 

urban-rural exchange”. This made the countryside bear most of the burden 

of the “Great Famine” of the early 1960s.  

 

During the remainder of the 1960s, the 1970s and the 1980s, obtaining a - 

much desired - urban hukou was very difficult and only possible when one 

                                                      
18 From 1955–1993, basic staples such as grain, meat, cooking oil, sugar could only be bought in state-
owned stores, using rationing coupons which were distributed only to people with an urban hukou (Liu, 
2005). This was partly because of scarcity of these commodities, but also because money itself was a 
scarce good in the PRC at that time and many payments were made in kind.  
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was recruited by urban-based state-owned enterprises or admitted to a 

university, for example. The hukou registration system was aimed at 

preventing uncontrolled migration by the peasants to the cities. It did so 

effectively but also created a fundamental inequality in society - between 

those who were city born (and had access to education and urban 

employment) and those from the countryside - and is considered a major 

cause of social and economic disparities today (Liu, 2005; Lee & Selden, 

2007; Chan & Buckingham, 2008).  

  

The possession of an urban hukou did not confer the freedom to travel. In 

the cities people were assigned to a work-unit, danwei, where they lived, 

worked, ate, usually married and in the end died. Travel was limited to those 

who had a reason to travel: a work-related meeting or students going home 

to visit their family. Sometimes travel and sightseeing were used as an 

incentive or reward for model workers (Guo et al., 2002). In order to buy a 

train ticket or stay in a hotel, a letter from one’s work-unit would have to be 

produced, explaining the reason for the journey. An extra impediment to 

travel was, as mentioned above, the fact that rationing coupons could only 

be used in the city where they were issued, making the procurement of food 

in other places problematic. 

 

Another form of controlled travel - referred to as “secular pilgrimage” by 

Wagner (1992, p. 379) - were the collective visits, organized by the CPC and 

other state organizations such as schools and work units, to “Memorial Places 

of Revolutionary History”. In 1961, 33 “Class I protected revolutionary sites” 

were approved (Ministry of Culture, n.d.,a), which had featured prominently 

in the history of the Party and the revolution. These included the locations 

that became important pilgrimage destinations for the Red Guards in 1966-

1967 such as (Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger, 2010a): 

 Shaoshan (Hunan Province), Mao’s birthplace (1893); 

 Jinggangshan (Jiangxi province), an important communist base in the 

1920s and the site of the formation of the Red Army; 

 Ruijin (Jiangxi Province), the site of the first peasant soviet created by 

Mao and from where the Long March started in 1934; 

 Zunyi (Guizhou Province), where Mao became the de facto leader of the 

communist party; 
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 Luding Bridge in Sichuan Province, the site of the spectacular crossing of 

the Dadu River during the Long March; 

 Yan’an in Shaanxi Province, where the Long March ended and which 

became the communist base from 1935-1947. 

 

The list also included, amongst others, the Monument to the People’s Heroes 

in Tian’anmen Square and the tomb of the writer Lu Xun in Shanghai. 

Excursions to these sites were intended to keep the revolutionary spirit alive 

and, in the words of Wagner (1992),  

 

to instil visitors with the faith that the leaders had sacrificed many decades of 

their lives in the service of the Revolution, had purified themselves in the 

process, had become powerful enough to overcome a seemingly invincible 

opponent, and could be trusted to also overcome the tribulations of the “new 

society”. (p. 383)  

 

“Revolutionary tourism” took on a new shape during the Cultural Revolution. 

From August 1966 until March 1967, millions of Red Guards roamed the 

country to meet and exchange experiences with other Red Guards as a part 

of “revolutionary networking” or chuanlian (Wagner, 1992; Chinese Posters 

Foundation & Landsberger, 2010a).  

 

On October 22, 1966, Renmin Ribao (the People’s Daily) - in an editorial 

called Red Guards do not fear the hardships of a Long March - wrote about a 

group of students who had left their hometown and walked for about a 

month to reach Beijing in the hope of catching a glimpse of Chairman Mao 

and meeting other Red Guards. During their journey they studied Mao’s 

works and spread the gospel of Mao Zedong Thought in the villages they 

passed. The comparison to the Long March was underlined with the notes 

that only people who have suffered hardship can become real revolutionaries. 

A New Long March, moreover, was necessary to counter revisionism and 

spread Mao’s thoughts anew (Wagner, 1992).  

 

The students’ journey had all the characteristics of a (secular) pilgrimage: 

they left their normal way of life behind, establishing new social relationships 

based on the common goal of going to Beijing, the holy centre where the 

Chairman lived, purifying themselves on the way both physically (by their 
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long walk and working with the peasants) and spiritually (by studying and 

spreading Mao’s works). For most of them it was the first time to travel 

outside of their hometowns and they experienced a new sense of freedom 

(Wagner, 1992).  

 

Soon millions of students from all over China flocked into Beijing; between 

mid-August and the end of November 1966 ten mass rallies were organized 

in which millions of Red Guards cheered the Chairman on Tian’anmen Square, 

establishing a direct link between Mao and the students and creating support 

for him in his internal party struggle. These da chuanlian, or “Great Link-ups” 

(Long Bow Group, 2003a) also created direct communications between 

students from all over the country and turned them into, according to 

Wagner (1992), “a highly mobile, cohesive social force with the energy, self-

righteousness, and the ascetic fervour and legitimacy of youth” (p. 381).  

 

Although the first chuanlian journeys were quite spontaneous, the Mao-

faction in the party quickly set out to mobilize the students’ movements for 

its own political interests. Soon, by December 1966, the Red Guards’ 

journeys had acquired three common elements: the students set out on a 

New Long March, visiting Beijing and other revolutionary sites; en route they 

studied a newly put together canon of Mao’s writings; the purpose was to 

transform themselves into true revolutionaries through physical hardship and 

Mao Zedong Thought (Wagner, 1992).  

 

Beijing, as the residence of the Chairman, was the primary focus of the Red 

Guards’ wanderings. But soon the students added other places: Shaoshan 

(Mao’s birthplace), which received more than three million visitors in 1966 

alone (Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger, 2010a); Jinggangshan 

where between August 1966 and June 1967 some 900,000 Red Guards 

visited, far exceeding local capacity so the government had to airdrop food 

and medicine (Rioux, 2010); Yan’an and other sites that had featured 

prominently in the original Long March.  
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Figure 2.4 Red Guards on the march 

 
“To go on a thousand 'li' march to temper a red heart” (Qianli yeying lian hongxin) 

 

 
 
Source: Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger (2010b)  
Designer: Shanghai No. 3 glass household utensil factory revolutionary committee political propaganda 
group, Xuhui district residential building and repair company No. 3 construction brigade revolutionary 
committee political propaganda group collective work, 1971 January.  
Publisher: Shanghai renmin chubanshe.  
 

 

While on the road, the Red Guards also actively smashed the “four olds” (old 

customs, old culture, old habits, old ideas). Sanctioned by Renmin Ribao of 

August 23, 1966 (Long Bow Group, 2003b) - which stated “With Mao Tse-

tung’s thought as their weapon, the young ‘Red Guard’ fighters are sweeping 

away the dust of all the old ideas, culture, customs and habits of the 

exploiting classes” and ended with “The proletarian revolutionary rebel spirit 

of the ‘Red Guards’ is very good indeed!” - they destroyed “revisionist” books, 

temples, heritage sites and museums. They visited communes and factories 

to reinvigorate the class struggle, urging people to take a new look at their 

leaders, which resulted in many killings.  

 

By early 1967, when the movement had served its purpose in the internal 

party-struggle with Mao emerging victorious for the time being, the Red 

Guards were called upon to go home. But gaining control of the movement 

proved not so easy. Many students refused to return home as they enjoyed 

their freedom and travel privileges (also to pursue non-revolutionary 
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activities like falling in love, sightseeing or visiting the zoo [Wagner, 1992]). 

In the course of 1967 and 1968 the army was called in to control the Red 

Guard movement. Soon a new policy was launched to send young people, 

who - with most schools still closed - were hanging around in the cities, to 

the countryside for re-education. Some twelve million youth were forced to 

move to rural areas between 1968 and 1975 to “learn from the peasants and 

bring new knowledge to the villages” in a campaign known as “going up to 

the mountains and down to the villages” (shangshan xiaxiang). Most 

villagers did not welcome them but saw them as a burden: another mouth to 

feed, but without a productive extra pair of extra hands as city youth mostly 

did not qualify as peasant workers. Many students did not return to the cities 

until the late 1970s; many also died in the countryside, not being able to 

cope with the harsh conditions of peasant life.  

 

The Cultural Revolution ended with the death of Mao Zedong in 1976; this 

event added another memorial site to the revolutionary pilgrim’s route: the 

Chairman Mao Memorial Hall which was built on Tian’anmen Square and 

opened in September 1977. The hall was envisioned by Mao’s successor Hua 

Guofeng to become a centre of pilgrimage for visitors paying their respects 

to Mao, who in this way continued his tradition of receiving millions of people 

in Tian’anmen Square. The central location of the hall, containing Mao’s 

physical remains, in the heart of the capital, was also intended to stress the 

continuing centrality of Mao Zedong Thought for the future and the 

legitimacy of Hua Guofeng’s position as Mao’s successor (Wagner, 1992). 

Although today the hall does not reflect contemporary communist teachings 

anymore and the current leaders would maybe rather be rid of it as the hall 

holds the potential of becoming a fundamentalist challenge to present 

ideology, it has assumed “a life of its own” (Wagner, 1992, p. 418) and still 

attracts millions of visitors each year.  

 

Currently, the central government promotes a contemporary red tourism 

(discussed in Chapter Four), a post-modern form of pilgrimage which mixes 

elements of the secular pilgrimages of the 1950s and the 1960s with 

elements of the entertainment industry. Controlled and orchestrated by the 

government, thousands of schoolchildren, students, workers, employees are 

sent on visits to old and newly created revolutionary sites. This is an attempt 
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to reinvigorate patriotism19 and convince the people that the position of the 

CPC as the sole ruling party is legitimate because of its leading role in 

establishing the PRC and the current development of the country which 

became possible only through the sacrifices made by communist leaders in 

the revolutionary cause and the struggle for national independence. 

                                                      
19 In a comparative study of the attitude of students in the USA and China towards patriotism and 
nationalism, Gries, Zhang, Crowson & Cai (2011) argue that patriotism (love of country) and nationalism 
(belief in the superiority of one’s country over other countries) do not necessarily go hand in hand in 
China. “Instead, patriotism in China was associated with internationalism, and should thus be understood 
as more benign than American patriotism. In other words, the more patriotic Americans are, the more 
nationalistic they also tend to be. In China, however, patriotism and nationalism do not necessarily go 
together, such that a highly patriotic Chinese may or may not be high on nationalism” (p. 11). 
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Chapter 3  Development of a tourism industry 

 
 

Faced with economic stagnation and political instability after the death of 

Mao Zedong in 1976, the CPC Central Committee shifted its emphasis from 

political struggle to economic development. At the end of the Cultural 

Revolution the economy was on the verge of collapse with average wages of 

state employees and workers 5.5% and 8.4% lower than in 1957 (Airey & 

Chong, 2011). China’s development was lagging far behind other countries, 

bringing the legitimacy of the CPC in jeopardy. In order to improve this 

situation, Hua Guofeng introduced the “Open Door” policy in 1977. During 

the Eleventh CPC Congress in 1978, Deng Xiaoping proposed new national 

reform and development strategies. These so-called Four Modernizations 

concerned the modernization of agriculture, industry, national defence and 

science and technology. One-party rule by the CPC was to remain unchanged.  

 

3.1 CPC leaders and tourism 

Deng Xiaoping and other top leaders also played an important role in the 

initial development of tourism. Over the course of ten months, between 

October 1978 and July 1979, Deng gave five “directional talks” on tourism 

(Xiao, 2006; Airey & Chong [2010, p. 302 and 2011, pp. 158-159] 

mentioned six speeches, adding one during a visit to Burma in January 1978 

where Deng spoke of the need to develop tourism in China in general). In 

these talks tourism was positioned as an economic activity with the potential 

to earn foreign exchange rather than a political propaganda tool.  

 

Although tourism has evolved on the crossroads of “government-led” and 

“market-driven” policies, also after 1978 important tourism policy decisions 

continued to be made at the highest political level and announced by top CPC 

leaders. In 1985, for example, premier Zhao Ziyang introduced the 

incorporation of tourism in the Five Year Plans; in 2008 vice-premier Wu Yi 

recognized tourism as “a key industry in the national economy” (Airey & 

Chong, 2011, p. 206) while in 2009 premier Wen Jiabao announced tourism’s 

promotion to a “strategic pillar industry” as well as the acceleration of 

tourism development.  
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Deng Xiaoping’s talks on tourism 

 

Deng delivered his first tourism speech, entitled Accelerate the development of civil 

aviation and tourism, on October 9, 1978, to government officials of the Civil 

Aviation Administration and CNTA after meeting with a director of Pan-American 

Airlines (Xiao, 2006, p. 806). On January 2, 1979, Deng spoke to chief officers of 

CNTA before his meeting with a delegation from the US House of Representatives on 

Tourism should become a comprehensive industry (Xiao, 2006, p. 806). A few days 

later, on January 6, his speech to government officials of the State Council was 

called There’s a lot to be achieved through tourism and the one he delivered to 

industry and business leaders a week later Develop tourism to increase national 

income (Xiao, 2006, p. 806). The last one, during a visit to Huangshan on July 15, 

1979, was entitled Promote Huangshan as tourist destination (Xiao, 2006, p. 806). 

Here Deng, although his informal apparel with rolled-up trouser-legs and a T-shirt 

contrasted sharply with the formal entourage of the emperors who made the ascent 

in earlier days, nevertheless put himself in this imperial tradition by adding a 

calligraphic inscription with the text World-famous spring on the mountain 

(McDowall, 2009).  

 

Deng Xiaoping at Huangshan, July 1979 

 Source: McDowell (2009) 

 

These speeches contained many new - and in the context of the times sometimes 

revolutionary - ideas which influenced tourism policies in the 1980s and 90s. One 

recurring theme was tourism as a means of economic development and its potential 

to earn foreign exchange. In his October talk Deng mentioned that  

 
Tourism professionals should keep profits in mind when doing business with  
foreigners. Imagine if a tourist spends one thousand US dollars and we receive  

ten million tourists in a year we would then earn ten billion US dollars. Even when  
this amount is supposedly reduced to one half, that would still mean five billion. 
(Deng, October 9, 1978, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 809)  

 

Deng on tourism as an employment generator and creator of jobs: “We can earn 

more and quick money through tourism. Besides, there is no foreign debt. . . . Once 

it is developed, tourism can provide huge employment opportunities for the youth” 

(Deng, January 1, 1979, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 809). He even spoke on conservation 

and environmental protection:  

 
Water pollution in Lijiang River is very serious. We must do everything to prevent  
it. Factories that cause water pollution should be closed. “Mountain and water  
scenery in Guilin is the best in the world”. If the water is not clean, how can  
tourism be sustainable? (Deng, October 9, 1979, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 809) 

 

In his talk on promoting Huangshan he noted service attitudes (not a number one 

priority at that time) and cleanliness as important issues: “Who will pay money and 
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come for a visit if service attitudes are not good and the place is dirty?” (Deng, July 

15, 1979, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 810). He also identified the necessity of training 

and education for the tourism branch: “We should offer training programs for 

interpreters, tour guides, management teams, and even the service staff” (Deng, 

January 1, 1979, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 811).  

 

As the central government did not have the financial resources to heavily invest in 

tourism in the late 1970s, Deng suggested other ways for constructing tourist 

facilities and infrastructure: “We should build hotels to develop tourism. We should 

make quick decisions. In the first stage, we can make use of overseas Chinese 

and/or foreign investments. Afterwards, we can develop on our own” (Deng, January 

6, 1979, cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 811). This was put into practice soon as most of the 

star-rated hotels built during the 1980s were joint ventures or franchises of 

international chains. The talks also indicated a shift towards entrepreneurship with 

Deng suggesting tourism companies to expand into “handicrafts and tourist 

souvenirs” (Deng, January 17, 1979; Deng, July 15, 1979) as well as “appropriate 

forms of entertainments such as dancing and billiards” (Deng, January 6, 1979, all 

cited in Xiao, 2006, p. 811). 

 

Many of Deng’s suggestions for developing tourism - entrepreneurship, foreign 

investment, the idea of providing service to customers - were unheard of in a 

centrally planned economy and according to Xiao (2006), these speeches illustrate 

the use of tourism as a showcase for reform and open-door policies.  

 

 

Tourism became one of the frontrunners of the Reform and Opening-up 

policies because of its potential to earn foreign exchange and because it 

could link China to the outside world. It was also considered a safe area for 

experimenting with reforms, including foreign investment, since tourism had 

never been part of the planned economy (Airey & Chong, 2011). 

 

Although the development of tourist infrastructure and facilities started soon 

after 1978, there was no overall tourism development plan. It was only in 

the mid-1980s, as noted above, that tourism was integrated in the planned 

economy (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009; Airey & Chong, 2011). In the Seventh 

Five Year Plan (1986-1990), tourism was for the first time listed as an 

economic activity and industry which should be vigorously developed (Zhang 

et al., 2005; Huang, 2010b; Airey & Chong, 2011).  

 

The initial focus in the 1980s was on inbound tourism because it could bring 

in part of the foreign exchange needed for the modernisation of the country. 

But its status as a foreign exchange earner changed as other industries grew 

and export expanded. According to Huang (2010), the amount of foreign 

exchange earned through tourism accounted for almost 10% of the national 

total foreign exchange reserve in 1996; in 2007 this was only 2.7%. 
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By the end of the 1990s, domestic tourism became much more important 

than inbound tourism. This development was caused by the Asian financial 

crisis in 1998 when domestic consumption slowed down and the government 

decided to promote tourism to increase domestic consumption spending. 

Domestic tourism was also important in triggering regional economic growth, 

driving the development of related industries and providing employment 

opportunities (Zhang et al., 2005).  

 

From around 2000, China’s outbound tourism started to gain momentum. In 

2010 there were already 57.39 million outbound tourists (Zhang, G., 2011). 

But most Chinese people stay close to home with Hong Kong and Macao as 

the destinations for some 70% of all outbound tourists. The government has 

kept strict control over outbound tourism as will be described in more detail 

below.  

 

In the past 35 years, China has developed a comprehensive tourism industry 

in which all tourism markets - inbound, outbound and domestic - are 

represented while adapting its policies several times. After 1978 policies 

changed from tourism as a part of foreign affairs to tourism as a tool for 

economic development. From the end of the 1990s, the economic priority in 

tourism development gave way to a government view in which tourism is 

seen as able to fulfil not only economic but also political-ideological goals 

(Huang, 2010b; Airey & Chong, 2011), as will be discussed below and in the 

next chapter.  

 

3.2 Tourism infrastructure 

In order to receive tourists, a tourism infrastructure needed to be created. In 

1978, China had only 137 hotels with a total of 15,539 rooms (Zhang et al., 

2005, p. 161), limited transportation facilities and few developed tourist sites. 

 

Hotels  

When China opened its doors to international tourists, hotels could not meet 

the sudden demand, leading to a severe shortage of hotel beds (Zhang et al., 

2005). To ease this shortage several measures were taken: state 

guesthouses, originally used for receiving diplomatic and official visitors, 

were opened up to tourists. New state-owned hotels (SOHs) and joint-

ventures were built: in a major break with the past, the State Council had 
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approved the building of joint-venture hotels in cities like Beijing, Shanghai 

and Guangzhou in 1979. In 1982 the first of these opened its doors (Airey & 

Chong, 2010). This was the Jianguo hotel in Beijing, a joint venture between 

the Beijing branch of CITS and an American Chinese investor (Gu, Ryan & 

Yu, 2012). The introduction of concepts such as “profit” and “service” 

provided a big change from the way in which the state guesthouses had been 

operating. Instead of a Party secretary, a general manager was responsible 

for business operations; staff members received contracts and job 

descriptions and could even be fired in case of unsatisfactory performance, 

all unprecedented innovations in the early 1980s. The Jianguo hotel 

management model was promoted throughout the country when the State 

Council launched the “Learning Jianguo Campaign” (Airey & Chong, 2011, pp. 

174-175) in 1984. In the next years investors from Hong Kong developed 

the White Swan Hotel and the China Hotel in Guangzhou and the Zhaolong 

Hotel in Beijing, landmarks of China’s economic reform. After China’s 

accession to the WTO in 2001 100% foreign ownership of hotels became 

possible. 

 

Despite the introduction of a - socialist - market economy, in 2009 only 20% 

of the hotels were privately owned; 38% were still state-owned with the 

remainder being the property of a variety of other forms of ownership (such 

as collectively owned, foreign invested or share-holding cooperatives for 

example) (Hung et al., 2013), illustrating the complicated business 

environment. The government began its policy of reform towards a market 

economy by introducing a non-state sector in which government production 

units, which were part of the centralized economic planning system, were 

transformed into economic enterprises. “Privatization” in this context did not 

mean the transfer of ownership from the state to private individuals. Rather, 

it referred to the reintroduction of state units into the economy as modern 

enterprises but with the state - at national, local or municipal level - still 

being the major owner (Mak, 2008). This resulted in a situation where state 

enterprises “competed” in what was only a quasi-market with continued soft 

budget constraints20 (Chung, 2003). A next step in the ideology of the 

                                                      
20 The term “soft-budget constraint” was introduced by the Hungarian economist János Kornai around 
1980 to explain economic behaviour in socialist countries in transition to capitalism but it is currently also 
used beyond the realm of socialist and transition economies. The expression refers to enterprises which in 
theory are responsible for their own expenditures, profits and losses but are not allowed to go bankrupt 
when they incur deficits. They are continuously rescued through subsidies or other instruments, usually by 
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socialist market economy is “corporatization”, the conversion of state-owned 

enterprises into a shareholding companies; “securitization”, the subsequent 

sale of such shares on a securities market, is the final step in this process 

(Mak, 2008).  

 

Many SOHs are still in the first phase of this transformation process with all 

attendant problems such as Party officials and managers operating at the 

same level of hierarchy with conflicting interests; and a lack of incentives to 

improve business performance because of continued financial support by the 

state (Tang, Xi, Chen & Wang, 2006; Mak, 2008).  

Based on a study in Hangzhou, Hung et al. (2013) pointed out that the low 

efficiency of SOHs and their limited ability to compete in the market can 

largely be attributed to the fact that ownership and management are often 

not clearly separated, resulting in “constant intervention by government 

entities in hotel operations and management” (p. 761). Profitability, however, 

is not necessarily the prime objective for many SOHs. Hung et al. (2013) 

quoted a manager of a state-owned hotel as saying that “our primary 

mission is to provide high quality hospitality with high security for 

government officials and invited guests” (p. 761), indicating that potential 

conflicts between political interests and economic profits are never far away 

in such an environment. 

 

Although the government is aware of the rather poor performance of SOHs, 

it has proved difficult to change the situation. Ownership rests with many 

different administrative departments, from the police, banks and the army to 

CNTA, China Post and Telecommunications and various levels of local 

government to name but a few. Tang, Xi, Chen and Wang (2006) remarked 

that since local governments or government departments cannot become 

direct shareholders of SOHs, they usually set up a “state asset-management 

company” (p. 186) to act as a shareholder for them. All this makes for 

unclear property and ownership structures and poses a major obstacle to 

change. Many of the SOHs were built for political (positioning the region as 

“modern” or providing lodging for government officials) rather than economic 

                                                                                                                                                              
some state department/organisation. The expectation that they would always be rescued, even after 
chronic failure, left its mark on the behaviour of such enterprises and this softness of the budget 
constraint, according to Kornai, underlies the low efficiency of socialist economies. Enterprises with hard 
budget constraints which do not receive outside support are obliged to become more efficient or, if the 
deficits persist, cease their activities (Kornai, Maskin & Roland, 2002). 
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purposes. Over the years, some of them have become, as Tang et al. (2006) 

wrote, “political toys and . . . parasites on the local economy for the 

entertainment and self-indulgence” (p. 184) of local government officials or 

managers of other local state-owned enterprises, making the stake-holders 

reluctant to give them up.  

 

Although Hung (2013) expects that the corporation will become the 

dominant form of hotel ownership with state-owned hotels eventually 

transferring ownership to non-governmental business corporations, this still 

seems a long way off. Even China’s largest hotel group, the Jin Jiang group, 

is currently still state-owned (“China’s Jin palaces”, 2013), in this case by the 

State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission of the 

Shanghai Municipal Government.  

 

The Jin Jiang Group 

 

The Jin Jiang International Holdings Company Ltd. (also referred to as the Jin Jiang 

Group), is - in its own words - “one of the largest tourism conglomerates in China” 

(Jin Jiang, 2013). Apart from owning and operating hotels, it also provides catering,  

tourism and transport services, and is active in the realty and finance businesses (Jin 

Jiang, 2013). With its headquarters in Shanghai, the Group owns a number of well-

known brand names such as Jin Jiang International Hotels, Jin Jiang Car Rental, Jin 

Jiang Travel and Jin Jiang Real Estate (Jin Jiang, 2013).  

 

The Jin Jiang Group owns and operates 1,460 distinctive hotels and inns in more 

than 230 cities and towns in China and is ranked as the 9th largest hotel company in 

the world (Jin Jiang, 2013). As a hotel brand Jin Jiang has a long history with its 

Shanghai property the Jin Jiang Hotel having roots (as a tea-house and restaurant) 

in the 1930s. In the 1950s it “became the Jin Jiang Hotel and was the first state 

guest house after the founding of new China . . .” (Jin Jiang, 2013). Brands operated 

by the group include the Jin Jiang Hotels, Peace Hotels and the Jin Jiang Inn Budget 

Hotels. 

 

With a wide portfolio of hotels in different categories and with different names (apart 

from the chains mentioned above, quite a number of properties are individually 

named, such as the Rainbow Hotel, the Oriental Garden Hotel, the Chang An Grand 

Hotel, and the Huating Hotel & Towers [Ho, 2013]), developing a clear brand is 

currently one of Jin Jiang’s priorities (Ho, 2013). 

 

At the end of 2009 Jin Jiang embarked on a course of international expansion when 

it bought the Interstate Hotels and Resorts Group (IHG), a leading US hotel 

management company, managing 380 hotels world-wide (managed hotels include 18 

Hilton hotels, nine Westins, nine Holiday Inns, 39 Holiday Inn Express hotels and 16 

Sheratons [Interstate Hotels & Resorts, 2013]). The purchase was carried out as a 

50/50 joint venture with US Thayer Lodging Group (Business Monitor International, 

2013). Gu, Ryan and Yu (2012) stated that this deal “gave Jin Jiang two instant 

strategic advantages: (1) access to the North American market which has become 

one of the top markets for China outbound tourists, and (2) access to management 

knowledge in all aspects of hotel and resort operations” (p. 61). 
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The flagship of Jin Jiang’s up-market brand is going to be the five star J-Hotel 

occupying the 84th-110th floor of China’s tallest building (Gu et al., 2012), the 

Shanghai tower, opening in 2015. Although it is a joint project of Thayer and Jin 

Jiang and will be managed by IHG, according to Gu et al. (2012), “symbolically it 

represents the confidence of the Chinese hotel industry as it moves into the 21st 

century” (p. 63).  

 

      
Shanghai Tower, model    Shanghai Tower being built, 2013 
 
Source: “Jin Jiang to launch new luxury hotel brand” (2010)  
 

 

 

 

The hotels built shortly after 1978 were mainly in the four to five star 

categories and oriented at international visitors. Although this remains an 

important market, the tremendous growth of domestic tourism after 1999 

also necessitated the development of a greater variety of accommodation in 

the budget and mid-market segments. Economy or budget hotels, operating 

with a concept of “value for money”, have become very popular. They offer a 

strong brand with loyalty programs, presence in many cities, on-line 

reservation systems, standardized clean and comfortable rooms with 

Internet access, complimentary (or cheap) breakfast but limited other 

facilities. The popularity of economy chain hotels has resulted in occupancy 

rates of 80% and up (Chen & Fang, 2008). Domestic travellers prefer them 

to traditional two or three star hotels because “you know what you get 

wherever you are” (which cannot always be said about non-chain hotels) and 

they make up some 90% of the guests in economy hotels (Chen & Fang, 

2008).  

 

In their study of critical success factors of economy hotels, Hua, Chan and 

Mao (2009) reported that they cater mainly to a young age group with the 

majority (67%) of customers being between 25 and 34 years of age with a 

college education and an annual income of around 40,000 RMB. They also 
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found that although the economy hotels aim at providing “value for money”, 

most customers considered service quality the primary factor when choosing 

a hotel, with location coming second. Price was not the decisive factor for 

choosing an economy hotel, underlining the notion that service is very 

important for Chinese tourists.  

 

With domestic tourists being brand-conscious, several domestic brands have 

capitalized on this and have come to dominate the economy hotel market 

(Chen & Kim, 2010) with Jin Jiang Inns (the budget chain of the Jin Jiang 

Group), Home Inns, Green Tree Inns, Hanting Hotels and 7 Days Inn being 

the largest chains. A major challenge for the domestic economy hotels is 

competition from international chains. Whereas the market for four and five 

star hotels has been dominated by international companies since the 1980s, 

hotel groups like Intercontinental (with Holiday Inn Express, now owned for 

50% by the Jin Jiang Group) and Wyndham Hotel Group (with Days Inn and 

Super 8) have recently entered the economy market (Chen & Kim, 2010; 

Business Monitor International, 2010). Their advantages over Chinese-owned 

hotels are mainly in the field of management expertise (Hung, 2013) and 

technology. Being part of a large international hotel group (Wyndham had 

some 7,440 hotels in January 2014 for example [Wyndham, 2014]) brings 

benefits of scale with regard to investment funds, marketing campaigns and 

international reservations systems. Domestic chains, on the other hand, have 

more local business knowledge and better access to acquisition of real estate. 

This makes mergers in the near future likely, with smaller brands 

disappearing or being taken over by the larger ones.  

 

An even more recent phenomenon in the hotel landscape are youth hostels. 

With independent travel and backpacking becoming more popular, 266 youth 

hostels (Youth Hostel Association China, 2014a) - plus three in Hong Kong - 

have emerged throughout the country. Youth hostels provide basic 

accommodation and are innovative in that they have in general a low 

service-level and refrain from providing items like the ubiquitous throw-away 

slippers, toiletries and in-room hot drinking water; in some hostels guests 

are even expected to bring their own towels. The hostels make up for the 

lack of these basic amenities with creating an informal, cosy atmosphere. 

Some hostels are pioneering with more sustainable forms of tourism, 
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recycling plastic, using energy saving light bulbs, solar water heating and 

refraining from the use of disposable items (Youth Hostel Association China, 

2014b). 

 

The expansion of the economy hotel sector is in full swing. The four and five 

star hotel range has also seen an increase, especially in Beijing during the 

pre-Olympic build-up and in Shanghai preceding the 2010 World Expo 

leading to a substantial overcapacity in these categories (Zheng & Gu, 2011; 

Jones, Lang, LaSalle, 2013). The development of mid-range hotels, however, 

is lagging behind. Within the next years the demand for mid-price 

accommodation will probably become greater than supply. Not only are 

foreign visitors, due the economic crisis, looking for cheaper alternatives to 

the four and five star hotels, demand will mainly be generated by domestic 

travellers with more travel experience and more money looking for hotel 

brands in non-budget segments (Business Monitor International, 2010; Jones 

et al., 2013). Several domestic economy hotel groups, such as Home Inns 

and the China Lodging Group, are therefore currently diversifying into this 

sector. 

 

Home Inns Group and China Lodging Group 

While SOHs, such as Jin Jiang, still occupy a key position in the accommodation 

sector, some private entrepreneurs have become highly successful in the hotel and 

travel industry. A prime example of a powerful travel and hotel conglomerate funded 

by private equity funds (Loesekrug-Pietri, 2013) consists of CTrip.com, Home Inns 

and the China Lodging Group. All three are listed on the NASDAQ stock exchange 

(the electronic marketplace for the buying and selling of stock).   

 

It started with CTrip.com which was founded in 1999 by James Liang, Neil Shen, FAN 

Min and JI Qi. CTrip.com is a shareholder of the Home Inns Group, which was 

established in 2002 by the same entrepreneurs. CTrip is also a shareholder of the 

China Lodging Group, which was founded by JI Qi and started its operations in 2005 

with the Hanting economy brand (Shen, 2008; Flannery, 2010; Shao, 2013). The 

interconnectedness of these three enterprises is not only through stock and 

investments but also through management: JI Qi was CEO of the Home Inns Group 

until 2005 and is currently executive chairman and CEO of the China Lodging Group 

as well as a director on CTrip’s board (China Lodging Group, 2014a). 

FAN Min is president and vice chairman of the board of CTrip (CTrip, 2014) as well as 

a director on China Lodging Group’s board (China Lodging Group, 2014a).  

James Liang is CEO and chairman of the board of CTrip and also serves on the board 

of Home Inns (CTrip 2014). Neil Shen left CTrip in 2005 to become founding partner 

and manager of Sequoia Capital China, a venture capitalist enterprise investing in 

science, technology and other areas (Fannin, 2013). 

 

While CTrip has become one of the leading travel services provider, offering hotel 

reservations, airline ticketing, and packaged tours with a website that has over six 

million monthly unique visitors (UNWTO, 2013b), both the China Lodging Group and 

Home Inns are major players in the hotel market. The China Lodging Group had a 
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total of 1,341 hotels in operation by the end of September 2013. Starting out as an 

economy hotel chain, it currently owns six brands, two in the upscale (Manxin Hotels 

& Resorts, Joya Hotel); two in the midscale (Ji Hotel and Starway Hotel) and two in 

the economy (Hanting Hotels and Hi Inn) segments (China Lodging Group, 2014b).  

 

The Home Inns Group had 1,682 hotels in 243 Chinese cities in 2012 (Home Inns 

Group, 2013). After investment by US based venture capital firm, Home Inns raised 

US$109 million from its initial NASDAQ listing in October 2006 (Gu et al., 2012; 

Shen, 2008). Using this money for the expansion of the economy Home Inns chain 

throughout the country, the Home Inns Group acquired a second budget chain 

(Motel 168) at the end of 2011 (Home Inns Group, 2013). Recently, it entered the 

midscale market by developing a second brand, Yitel, targeted at the business 

traveller (Gu et al., 2012; Home Inns Group, 2010). 

 

All three enterprises, primarily aimed at the continuously growing domestic tourism 

market, have in a short period become highly successful, turning their founders into 

(multi-) millionaires, with JI just outside Forbes’ list of 400 richest Chinese in 2013 

and Shen occupying number 250 (Shao, 2013). 

 

  

While international hotel groups continue to expand by trying to get a 

foothold in tier four and five cities, such as Dali in Yunnan and Anshan in 

Liaoning Province (Jones et al., 2013), domestic hotel groups have begun to 

internationalize and diversify their operations as observed above for Jin 

Jiang, Home Inns and the China Lodging Group. Gu et al. (2012) also 

pointed to the hotel industry’s involvement with real estate and with 

expansion into projects that combine “leisure, recreation, retailing and 

tourism into themed zones” (p. 62). Such projects also usually involve local 

and national levels of government, not just in the planning process but also 

as financial investors and in having a decisive say over partners from the 

private sector (Gu et al., 2012). It thus seems that, although ownership 

structures may differ, in their strategies of industry integration, expansion 

and diversification, the Chinese hotel industry operates in similar ways to 

transnational corporations based elsewhere.  

 

Transportation  

With the late start of railway development and the restrictions on mobility, it 

is no surprise that China’s transportation network was rather limited at the 

start of Reform and Opening-up. Since 1978, passenger road transport and 

air travel have grown faster than rail with the limited capacity of the rail 

network being the main reason for its lagging behind (Fu, Zhang & Lei, 

2012). In 2008, according to Fu, Zhang and Lei (2012), the railway system 

carried about 25% of the world’s rail traffic (both cargo and passengers) but 
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had only 6% of the world’s rail infrastructure. Since then rail capacity has 

increased rapidly and currently China has the third longest railway network 

after the USA and Russia (Wang, Rong, Xu & Or, 2012). Its high-speed 

network - with the first line built in 2003 - is the world’s longest with over 

12,000 kilometres at the end of 2013 and more under construction (“China's 

high-speed rail on fast track”, 2013). 

 

This feat was accomplished under the supervision of the powerful Ministry of 

Railways which had monopolistic control over railway development and 

operations at the national and regional levels21 (Wang et al., 2012), 

something which was not uncontested within the CPC. In an attempt to 

separate government from business the Ministry of Railways was dissolved in 

March 2013. Responsibilities for planning and policy were shifted to the 

Ministry of Transport, while the China Railway Corporation (CRC) was 

established to deal with commercial concerns. In July 2013, former railway 

minister Liu Zhijun, in charge from 2003 to 2011 and a major force behind 

the fast growth of the high-speed network, was sentenced to death with a 

two-year reprieve on charges of bribery and abuse of power (“China scraps 

railways ministry in streamlining drive”, 2013; “China's high-speed rail on 

fast track”, 2013; Kaiman, 2013). Liu, who was also blamed for a severe 

high-speed train collision in 2011 (discussed below), was one of the first 

high-profile victims of president Xi Jinping’s frugality and anti-corruption 

campaign designed to restore the CPC’s image and credibility.  

 

Whether these allegations are true or not, it goes without saying that the 

large-scale high-speed rail (HSR) development which started around 2005, 

involved enormous amounts of money (and offered plenty of opportunities 

for corruption). The “Mid-to-Long Term Railway Network Plan” of the former 

Ministry of Railways envisaged a HSR grid, reproduced in figure 3.1, with 

eight high-speed corridors, four stretching north-south and four east-west, 

totalling 15,000 km of rail dedicated exclusively to passenger transport in 

2020 (Wang et al., 2012). In addition, 20,000 kilometres of mixed transport 

HSR will be added, mainly by upgrading existing lines. This network will 

eventually connect all provincial capitals and cities with more than 500,000 

residents (Fu et al., 2012). 
                                                      
21 Subway or urban mass transit railway (MTR) development did not fall under the Ministry of Railways, 
but is the responsibility of city governments (Wang et al., 2012). 
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Figure 3.1 Planned HSR network 

 

Source: Fu et al., 2012, based on the Ministry of Railways and Goldman Sachs 

 

In reality construction of the high-speed network was substantially 

accelerated when many major infrastructural works were carried forward in 

2008 and 2009 to ease unemployment resulting from the global economic 

crisis. The speedy execution of work on the HSR network was also facilitated 

by the government’s tight control over these developments. While HSR 

technologies have been imported from abroad, rolling stock and electric 

systems are supplied by two domestic HSR equipment groups. While these 

companies are listed on the Shanghai and Hong Kong stock exchanges, both 

were majority owned by the state (Fu et al., 2012), generally simplifying 

operations and standardization. 

 

One of the most important new lines is the 1,300 km long high-speed 

connection between Beijing and Shanghai, which runs parallel to the existing 

tracks and is solely used for passenger transport (“Beijing-Shanghai, China”, 

2010). Trains on this track started operating at the end of June 2011, a year 

earlier than planned and reducing the travelling time between both cities 
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from around ten to five hours. A total of 80 million people a year can be 

transported, almost doubling the number of passengers. However, various 

problems and delays in the first weeks of operation as well as a serious high 

speed train crash, killing 40 people, in Zhejiang Province near Wenzhou in 

July 2011, made for less than expected numbers of passengers in the first 

months (“China: dozens die as bullet trains collide in Wenzhou”, 2011).  

In general, the accident raised questions as to the necessity of the fast pace 

of the HSR development at the possible expense of safety, the lagging 

behind of the training of workers, technicians and managers and the high 

debts incurred by the former Ministry of Railways (Fu et al., 2012; Wang et 

al., 2012).  

 

The result was that many HSR projects were halted at the end of 2011 but 

HSR construction is now back on track. The Beijing-Guangzhou HSR, with a 

length of 2,298 km the world's longest high-speed line, became fully 

operational in December 2012, reducing the travel time between Beijing and 

Guangzhou from 22 to eight hours (“The longest high speed rail networks in 

China”, 2013). At the same time, the question remains if anything has really 

changed since the abolishment of the Ministry of Railways as a lack of 

openness and incomplete marketization are still characteristic of China’s 

HSR.  

 

Nevertheless, the development of the railway network has far reaching 

implications for domestic travel, making tourism more affordable for ever 

larger numbers of people (Xiao, 2013). This was demonstrated, for example, 

by the 1,100 km Qinghai-Tibet line, connecting Golmud to Lhasa, which 

started operating in 2006. The Tibet railway has been much debated because 

of the negative impact on the vulnerable ecology of the Tibetan plateau; it 

was also expected to flood Lhasa with Chinese tourists, which it did with 

some 29 million visitors between 2006 and 2010 (“Road to heaven, road to 

prosperity”, 2010).   

 

The fast expansion of HSR network also poses challenges for the aviation 

industry.  
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Aviation 

Before 1978, the modest passenger airline sector - which according to Chung 

(2003) had mainly been used as “a state-funded transport service for cadres 

on official business trips” (p.68) - was controlled by the People’s Liberation 

Army (the PLA) and managed by the Civil Aviation Administration of China 

(CAAC), an Air Force unit (Eaton, 2013). While the development of civil 

aviation was a precondition for the growth of tourism propagated by Deng 

Xiaoping, it seems he also had other reasons to decentralize this sector as 

CAAC had been a stronghold of radical Maoists, Deng’s political opponents 

who were arrested in October 1976. In the words of Eaton (2013), Deng 

“threw his weight behind a restructuring of the civil aviation bureaucracy 

which had been so closely linked to his adversaries’ efforts to undermine 

him” (p. 71). However, when these policies led to market disorder at the end 

of the 1990s, the airline industry was re-centralized and restructured around 

the three largest carriers (the Big Three): Air China, China Southern Airlines 

and China Eastern Airlines. This was not a case on its own, though. After 

initial decentralization following Reform and Opening-up, the central 

government embarked on a course of re-centralization with the purpose of 

creating strong state-owned industrial conglomerates in key-sectors of the 

economy in the 1990s, an issue which will be addressed more in-depth in 

Chapter Four. 

 

After 1978, at first a liberalized and competitive aviation market appeared to 

be the government’s goal. While air traffic control remained largely in the 

hands of the military, CAAC’s airline monopoly was dismantled in the mid-

1980s. Until then it operated the country’s only airline which was, in the 

words of Mak (2003), “generally known for its poor service and rude staff” (p. 

167). Early tourists often spoke of CAAC as China Airlines Always Cancels or 

even China Airlines Always Crashes.  

 

In 1985 CAAC converted its six existing regional bureaus into independent 

economic units, responsible for their own profits and losses, which in turn 

created their own airlines. In this way six corporatized (but non-privatized, 

still CAAC-owned) regional airlines arose between 1987 and 1991. The 

largest, the current Big Three, were formed out of the CAAC bureaus in 

Beijing (Air China, the national carrier), Guangzhou (China Southern Airlines) 
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and Shanghai (China Eastern Airlines). The other three were China 

Southwest Airlines (based in Chengdu), China Northwest Airlines (Xi’an) and 

China Northern Airlines with its headquarters in Shenyang (Zhang, 1995; 

Mak, 2003; UNWTO, 2008, 2013; Eaton, 2013). CAAC continued its role as 

aviation authority concerned with regulatory issues such as flight routes, 

safety, airfares, new aircraft, overseeing airports and issuing licenses for new 

airline companies.  

 

Chung (2003) called this first round of corporatization unsuccessful. With 

CAAC functioning as both a market regulator and an airline owner, the 

separation of government and business as well as the marketization of the 

airline industry were far from complete with consequences for competition 

and efficiency. The government sought to redress the situation by 

encouraging new players to enter the market in the hope that the entry of 

more airlines in a hitherto closed sector would automatically create 

competition and market efficiency (Chung, 2003). The PLA, several Ministries 

and provincial and municipal governments - persuaded to enter this market 

by “preferential terms in taxation and fiscal arrangements” (Chung, 2003, p. 

71) - founded their own (often in joint-venture constructions with the six 

established airlines) carriers such as Hainan Airlines, Shenzhen Airlines, 

Shanghai Airlines, and Sichuan Airlines. Around 1995 more than 40 airlines 

were operational - too many to be profitable - before the number was 

reduced to just 17 in 2001 (Chung, 2003). 

 

The fast growth of the number of airline companies led to dangerous 

situations due to a lack of experienced pilots and technicians: nine planes 

crashed between July 1992 and December 1993 alone (Chung, 2003). A 

deregulation of ticket prices in the early 1990s did not improve the industry 

situation. Where before these prices had been determined by the State Price 

Control Bureau (Eaton, 2013), the control over ticket pricing was gradually 

relaxed from 1992 on, allowing airlines first to apply discounts or mark-ups 

of 10% and later of 20% of the published fares. At the end of 1997, CAAC 

announced the “one kind of ticket, many kinds of discount” policy (Eaton, 

2013), permitting airlines to charge different ticket prices for the same seats 

on the basis of, for example, time of purchase or flight times. It caused price 

wars and a collapse of revenues and only added to the problems in a market 
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where all airlines were largely - and the majority completely - state-owned 

and where soft-budget constraints were operational, providing few incentives 

for improving efficiency (Chung, 2003; Lei & O’Connell, 2011).  

 

By the end of the 1990s it was clear that the aviation sector suffered from 

serious disorders: too many (small) airlines, rising debts due to expensive 

plane acquisitions, excessive carrying capacity, price wars, low efficiency, 

high costs - “with state-owned airlines having to buy fuel at inflated prices 

from the China Aviation Oil Supply Corporation” (Eaton, 2013, p. 75) - and 

the soft-budget constraints mentioned above. Circumstances deteriorated 

when the Asian financial crisis (1997–98) led to a decline in the demand for 

air travel.  

 

Intervention became inevitable and CAAC first tried to re-establish its 

regulatory power by addressing the price issue. In May 1998, CAAC 

prohibited the sale of tickets at less than 20% of the published price while 

fees of sales agents were set at a maximum of 4% of the ticket price. When 

this did not end the price wars, CAAC reduced the total number of domestic 

flights by 5%; it reasserted its control over plane purchases abroad and 

urged airlines to offer jointly operated services (Chung, 2003; Eaton, 2013).  

 

In the meantime, a debate about the future of the airline industry was 

conducted. Many critics attributed the crisis to the incomplete marketization 

and the only partial separation of government and commercial operations; 

they pleaded for an end to the questionable role of CAAC as both a market 

regulator and - as an airline owner - a market player. Others, however, 

reasoned that a fragmented market with too many airlines would never be 

profitable and favoured consolidation around two or three large carriers. 

These would have to hold 70 to 80% of the market, also in view of increasing 

the airlines’ international competitiveness (Eaton, 2013). Lei and O’Connell 

(2011) stressed this as an important reason for the ensuing consolidation as 

the state hoped to create a strong airline industry on the eve of China’s entry 

into the WTO in 2001.  

  

What happened in the end was that the relatively open airline market was 

replaced by a state-owned oligopoly (Chung, 2003; Eaton, 2013), just as at 
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this time strong state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in other sectors were 

formed under the slogan “advance of the state and retreat of the private 

sector”. The CAAC-owned carriers were reorganized into three airline 

conglomerates with the Air China Group, the China Eastern Group and the 

China Southern Group absorbing the others22; each acquired a leading 

national hub in respectively the North (Beijing), the East (Shanghai) and the 

South (Guangzhou) (Lei & O’Connell, 2011). The conglomerates were 

created around these three airlines because they were at that time the 

largest in terms of number of aircraft, capacity, fixed assets, flight routes, 

and together accounted for some 70% of the market (Chung, 2003). They 

were amongst the most profitable airlines and they were already 

corporatized; China Eastern listed its shares on the New York, Hong Kong 

and Shanghai stock exchanges in 1997 and China Southern in 1997 (in New 

York and Hong Kong) and 2003 (in Shanghai) (Zhang & Round, 2009).  

 

Airlines not under control of CAAC were urged to join one of the three groups. 

When this turned out to be a slow process, CAAC prohibited airlines that 

were not based in Beijing, Guangzhou and Shanghai from operating between 

these hubs. Lei and O’Connell (2011) claimed that this “was a major catalyst 

in forcing regional carriers to consolidate and this policy made it difficult for 

regional airlines to survive as these were the most lucrative routes within 

China” (p. 831). Only four (Shanghai, Shenzhen, Sichuan and Shandong 

Airlines) of the regional airlines managed to survive this round of 

restructuring plus Hainan Airlines, established in 1989 by provincial 

authorities.  

 

CAAC was also restructured to, finally, achieve separation of regulation and  

business. The State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration  

Commission (SASAC) took over ownership of the new airline groups in 2003 

(Lei & O’Connell, 2011; Eaton, 2013). CAAC retained its regulatory functions 

and therefore considerable power to still control the market. In 2004 a 

deregulation of ticket prices was once again introduced. It gave airlines the 

                                                      
22 The Air China Group profited the most; it became a consolidation of Air China (based in Beijing), China 
Southwest Airlines (Chengdu) and China National Aviation Corporation, CAAC’s own holding company, 
which did not provide air services but owned valuable assets (49% of Air Macao and 43% of Hong Kong-
based Dragonair), as well as Zhejiang Airlines. The China Southern Group was formed to include China 
Southern Airlines (Guangzhou), China Northern Airlines (Shenyang) and Xinjiang Airlines (Urumqi). The 
China Eastern Group consisted of China Eastern Airlines (Shanghai), Yunnan Airlines (Kunming) and China 
Northwest Airlines (Xi’an) (Chung, 2003; Zhang & Round, 2009; Eaton, 2013).  



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 126 

right to decide fares within a range of 25% higher and 45% lower than the 

published fares (Zhang & Round, 2009).  

 

In 2005 it become possible for the private sector to enter the market when 

CAAC published ‘‘The Provisional Regulation on Domestic Investment on Civil 

Aviation’’. While the majority of shares of the Big Three had to remain in the 

hands of the state, private investors could now exercise control in other 

airlines (Lei & O’Connell, 2011). This sparked the birth of several - mostly 

privately owned - airlines in 2005 and 2006 such as Okay Airways based in 

Tianjin, United Eagle Airlines (Chengdu), East Star Airlines (Wuhan) and 

Spring Airlines in Shanghai. Okay Airways and Spring Airlines positioned 

themselves as low cost carriers (LCCs) (Zhang & Lu, 2013) but this business 

model was (and is) hardly viable in China’s state-controlled aviation 

environment as will be described below.  

 

This liberalisation was short-lived, however, as the 2008 global crisis landed 

many airlines in difficulties and made clear that the government had no real 

intention of relinquishing its control over this sector. CAAC came to the 

rescue of the Big Three by once again reducing the competition and putting 

an end to issuing licenses to new airlines. CAAC also came up with tax 

exemptions for all airlines and provided major capital injections for the Big 

Three (Zhang & Lu, 2013; Eaton, 2013) with some US$1 billion going to 

China Eastern and US$440 million to China Southern (Lei & O’Connell, 2011). 

This unfair competition caused the downfall of many of the smaller carriers. 

A number of them were taken over by the Big Three - in 2010 China Eastern 

took over Shanghai Airlines while Air China acquired a 51% share in 

Shenzhen Airlines (Zhang, Yang & Wang, 2013) - in sometimes questionable 

circumstances as happened, for example, with East Star Airlines described 

below (Eaton, 2013).  

 

These protectionist policies have given Air China, China Southern, China 

Eastern and their subsidiaries a comfortable position. Together with runner-

up Hainan Airlines, they hold a market share of more than 90% in both 

passenger and cargo markets (Zhang & Lu, 2013). They also dominate the 

busiest and most lucrative routes between Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou 

(Lei & O’Connell, 2011; Zhang, Yang & Wang, 2013). Zhang, Yang and Wang 
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(2013) argued that competitiveness on these three routes is even further 

reduced because the Big Three maintain “a duopoly competition on each 

route to achieve high profits in the whole market” (p. 345), with the Beijing–

Shanghai route being dominated by Air China and China Eastern, the 

Beijing–Guangzhou route controlled by Air China and China Southern and the 

Shanghai–Guangzhou route ruled by China Southern and China Eastern.  

 

China’s private airlines 

 

The global financial crisis affected air travel severely, making 2008 and 2009 difficult 

years for the airline industry. While the government injected billions of yuan into the 

Big Three, private airlines had no access to such bailouts. Without the financial and 

political support their state-owned competitors received, many private airlines, such 

as East Star Airlines, were forced into liquidation. East Star was launched in 2005 

as a private airline. The driving force behind East Star was Lan Shili (ranking 70th on 

the Forbes list of richest Chinese in 2005) and the airline was jointly owned by a 

travel agency, a tourist investment company and a real estate firm, all belonging to 

the East Star Group. In 2009, East Star operated more than 20 domestic routes with 

a fleet of nine aircraft from its hub in Wuhan. 

 

In March 2009, the Wuhan government grounded East Star’s flights, citing safety 

concerns and failure to pay plane rental fees to a US aircraft leasing company as the 

main reasons. With an alleged debt of more than 752 million yuan, bankruptcy 

proceedings were launched at the request of several creditors. 

All along there was widespread media speculation that political forces were at work 

here to drive East Star out of the market after Lan Shili had rejected takeover bids 

by Air China, which was keen on acquiring East Star’s Wuhan hub. Lan disappeared 

in the middle of the negotiations, and government officials later said that he was 

arrested while trying to leave the country. He was sentenced to four years in prison 

on charges of evading up to 500 million yuan in taxes. East Star was declared 

bankrupt in August 2009 after the Wuhan court rejected a plan by the East Star 

Group and another company to inject 200-300 million yuan into the airline. This 

paved the way for Air China to acquire East Star’s assets and its hub in Wuhan. 

After some two years in prison, Lan launched a counter-attack. First the East Star 

Group filed a lawsuit against CAAC, claiming it had banned East Star’s flights 

illegally, which did not amount to anything. Next Lan publicly accused Wuhan’s 

deputy mayor of corruption, embezzlement of public money and connections with 

local gangs. Lan was released from prison in August 2013 (“Chinese airline goes 

bankrupt”, 2009; Kurtenbach, 2009; Govindasamy, 2010; Wang, 2011; Zhu, 2011; 

Yam, 2013; Zhang & Lu, 2013). 

 

Shanghai based Spring Airlines, privately owned and one of China’s few budget 

carriers, presents a more positive picture. In the 1980s, Wang Zhenghua, a former 

government official, set up Spring Travel, now one of the largest package tour 

operators. Spring Air was launched in 2005, mainly to provide transport for these 

package tours with Spring Travel buying a large proportion of the airline's seats, 

resulting in a load factor of about 95%. In 2013, Spring Air operated a fleet of 37 

Airbus A320 planes, with four more on order, on more than 40 routes, including 

flights from Shanghai to Hong Kong and Japan. In 2012, the unlisted Spring Group 

pocketed 680 million yuan (US$111 million) profit, with Spring Air reporting 

consistent profitability since its beginnings. But it has not been an easy journey. 

Gaining cost advantages over the Big Three was not the hardest part since these 

airlines are still not pinnacles of efficiency and cost awareness. In this area Spring 

Air has been able to reduce variable costs by developing its own computer 
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reservation system and encouraging on-line reservations, by requiring flight 

attendants to double as cleaning staff, by filling up its Airbus A320s with 180 seats 

(compared to 150 – 160 in economy class in other airlines) with minimal legroom 

and by charging for anything from water to an aisle seat.  
 

The real challenge is the tightly regulated market which favours the state-owned 

airlines. According to Wang, it took five years for Spring Air to secure operating 

rights on the lucrative Shanghai-Beijing route. And even then CAAC only allowed 

Spring Air to use the route during off-peak hours. Spring Air also needs CAAC 

approval for the purchase of new aircraft or other expansion plans. This is one of the 

reasons why it is now targeting international rather than domestic markets by trying 

to establish an operating base in Japan and to get its shares listed on international 

stock exchanges to help fund fleet and network expansion (Lei & O’Connell, 2011; 

Chiu, 2013; Mintel, 2013; Zhang & Lu, 2013).  

 

 

While the deregulation of the aviation market in the US and Europe has led 

to the emergence of many LCCs, this obviously has not happened in China 

where the current LCC’s, Spring Airlines, Okay Airways and JuneYao 

Airlines23, hold about 7% of the domestic market (Mintel, 2013a). The 

business model of LCCs is difficult to apply in a country where controllable 

costs only account for some 20% (compared to 40%-50% elsewhere) of the 

total costs (Zhang & Lu, 2013). This means that around 80% of operating 

costs are beyond the direct control of airlines which restricts the options for 

cost-effective operations (Lei & O’Connell, 2011; Mintel, 2013a). While taxes 

on the purchase of aircraft, fuel costs, and airport charges are amongst the 

uncontrollable costs, the main problems are the regulatory barriers which 

limit the possibilities of aircraft acquisition, pilot recruitment, route options, 

airport access and pricing. In this area, LCCs not only face CAAC regulations 

and price collusion but continued financial support from the state has also 

made it possible for the Big Three to match the ticket prices of LCCs without 

the need to reduce their operating costs (Lei & O’Connell, 2011).    

 

The airline market faces other problems as well. Air space near major 

airports is heavily congested, mainly due to air traffic control problems and 

the shortage of air space for civil aviation. Fu et al. (2012) mentioned that in 

2010 the State Council and the Central Military Commission showed 

intentions of loosening air space control but the congestion problem is 

unlikely to be solved soon.  

                                                      
23 JuneYao Airlines was established in 2006 with its base in Shanghai. In January 2013, JuneYao Airlines 
operated 31 Airbus A320 aircrafts on 60 domestic routes (including Hong Kong and Macao) and also 
flights to Phuket and Bangkok. The JuneYao Group is a shareholder of China Eastern Airlines Wuhan Ltd. 
It was the first private-owned enterprise that became the shareholder of a wholly state-owned business 
(JuneYao Airlines, 2014).  
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Another threat to the air industry is the expansion of the high speed rail 

network. HSR presents convenience with terminals closer to downtown than 

airports in general, faster check-in procedures, fewer congestion relation 

problems such as delays or cancelations and, on top of that, lower prices (Fu 

et al., 2012; Zhang, Yang & Wang 2013). The impact of HSR on air traffic 

has already been felt on some routes. When the high-speed network 

connected Qingdao to Jinan in 2008, all airlines on this route suspended their 

services. Airline prices have also been affected as on some routes airlines 

have been forced to match HSR fares (Fu et al., 2012; Mintel, 2013a). HSR 

therefore poses a serious challenge to airlines but also offers options for 

cooperation with airports planning HSR linkages from which HSR, airlines and 

consumers could benefit (Lei & O’Connell, 2011; Fu et al., 2012).  

 

While the government’s 2010 aviation strategy speaks of turning China into a 

strong global competitor over the next 20 years (UNWTO, 2013b), it is 

doubtful whether this can be realized during this time span. Chinese airlines 

have limited visibility in the international market and brand recognition is 

low. Currently, they are mainly trying to increase their international presence 

through partnerships with other airlines, a strategy that, according to Lei and 

O’Connell (2011), does not do much to increase brand perception.  

 

Nevertheless, with all these challenges cut out for them, the airlines do not 

have to worry about numbers of passengers. The country has become the 

second largest aviation market behind the United States (Fu et al., 2012) 

and is likely to expand even more in the near future. Fu et al. (2012) 

mentioned that in 2008 there were “210 million passenger enplanements in 

China (193 million carried by Chinese airlines; 17 million by foreign carriers), 

translating to about 0.15 flights per person per year” (p. 13). In the USA this 

was “about 1 billion enplanements a year, implying over 3 flights per person 

per year, while Japan and South Korea have about 1 flight per person per 

year” (p. 13). From this follows that - with continued economic growth and 

increasing disposable incomes - air traffic potential is enormous. 
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3.3 Inbound, outbound and domestic tourism  

In October 2013, China’s first tourism law came into effect. The law regulates 

the tourism market more tightly in an attempt to curb some of the (side-) 

effects caused by the explosive growth of - mainly domestic - tourism. It 

advocates “healthy, civilized and environmental ways of tourism” (Tourism 

Law, 2013, article 5) and puts an end to “coercive trade behaviours of 

tourism operators” (article 9). One of these are the “zero-sum tours” 

(described in more detail below) which refer to tours sold at or even below 

cost price to attract tourists who are then forced to purchase extra goods 

and services en route to provide the tour operator with the necessary 

kickbacks. Article 35 prohibits travel businesses “from organizing tourism 

activities and luring tourists with unreasonably low prices, or getting 

illegitimate gains such as rebates by arranging shopping or providing tourism 

services that require additional payment”. Such malpractices have put 

considerable strain on tour guides, some of whom do not receive any wages 

but have to make a living just from commissions on customer purchases. 

The law tries to improve their position in article 38: “travel agencies shall 

sign labour contracts with the tour guides they employ, pay remuneration to 

them, and pay social insurance premiums for them”. At the same time, 

article 41 constrains tour guide malpractices:  

 

tour guides and tour leads shall strictly follow the itinerary, shall not alter it 

or stop the services they are providing without permission or to ask for tips 

from tourists or lure, cheat, compel or force tourists in a disguised form to 

make purchases or participate in tourism activities that require additional 

payment.  

 

To further secure the rights of tourists, article 58 states that “tourism 

package contracts shall be made and entered into writing”. These contracts 

should, amongst others, contain: the travel itinerary; standards of transport, 

accommodation and catering to be provided; times and contents of 

sightseeing and entertainment activities; travel expenses. The law also calls 

on tourists to “observe public order and respect social morality in tourism 

activities, respect local customs, cultural traditions and religious beliefs, care 

for tourism resources, protect the ecological environment, and abide by the 

norms of civilized tourist behaviours” (article 13), indicating the existence of 

problems in this area as well as will be explored below. Also tour guides have 
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a role to play in regulating tourist behaviour: “when providing services, tour 

guides/tour leads shall . . . tell and explain to the tourists norms of civilized 

tourist behaviours, guide the tourists to travel in a healthy and civilized way, 

and stop behaviours which violate social morality” (article 41). In short, the 

law is supposed to regulate the industry and put an end to various forms of 

low quality tourism that were invented to profit from the explosive numbers 

of tourists continually entering the market since the 1990s. 

 

The following sections present an overview of developments in the inbound, 

domestic and outbound markets. Such an overview necessitates some 

tourism statistics to illustrate the growth of the various sectors. In general, 

tourism seems an industry obsessed with numbers, quantities and statistics: 

numbers of tourists arriving and departing, tourism receipts and 

expenditures, tourism’s contribution to national economies and employment, 

numbers of air transport passengers or nights spent in hotels are all 

gathered and frequently published by organisations such as UNWTO, WTTC 

and national tourist organisations and statistical bureaus. Tourism is usually 

credited with positive qualities. In the January 2014 UNWTO World Tourism 

Barometer (UNWTO, 2014), UNWTO Secretary-General, Taleb Rifai praised 

the tourism sector for having shown “. . . a remarkable capacity to adjust to 

the changing market conditions, fuelling growth and job creation around the 

world, despite the lingering economic and geopolitical challenges. Indeed, 

tourism has been among the few sectors generating positive news for many 

economies” (p. 1). How such conclusions are drawn is not always clear since 

international tourism statistics are often problematic with stakeholders using 

different definitions and methods of data collection.  

 

As noted in the introduction, the UNWTO defines tourists as overnight 

visitors who travel outside their usual environment for less than a year and 

for a main purpose other than to be employed by a resident entity in the 

place visited (other types of travellers such as border, seasonal and other 

short-term workers or long-term students are excluded). For its statistics 

UNWTO depends on various national (e.g. tourism authorities, statistics 

offices) and international organisations (such as the European Travel 

Commission, Eurostat, the Pacific Asia Travel Association) to supply statistics 
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on tourist arrivals and these use different methods of gathering data 

(UNWTO, 2014).  

The result is that in UNWTO publications on numbers of tourists different 

“series” of arrivals based on diverging methods of collecting statistics are 

produced as shown in figure 3.1. While these “series” give a good indication 

of developments within countries over time, comparison between 

destinations is more complicated. 

 

Figure 3.2 Some examples of “series” used in compiling statistics for 

international tourist arrivals in UNWTO statistics 

series definition examples of countries 

using this method 

TF International tourist arrivals at frontiers 
(excluding same-day visitors) 

France, China, Spain, USA, 
Italy, Turkey, United 

Kingdom 

VF International visitor arrivals at frontiers (tourists 
and same-day visitors) 

South Korea, Japan, Vietnam, 
Australia 

THS International tourist arrivals at hotels and 
similar establishments 

Switzerland,  United Arab 
Emirates 

TCE International tourist arrivals at collective tourism 

establishments24  
 

Germany, Austria, The 

Netherlands, Portugal, 
Belgium 

Source: UNWTO (2014, Annex 8) 

 

Data on inbound tourists refer to the number of arrivals and not to the 

numbers of people travelling since frequent travellers visiting a country 

several times during a given period are each time counted as a new arrival. 

Also, some countries include visits by nationals residing abroad as arrivals 

while others do not.  

 

Other problems are that the accommodation based counting methods do not 

include arrivals staying with friends and relatives, while double-counting 

those who stay in more than one accommodation during their visit to a 

destination. With regard to counting visitors from China, statistical data 

become muddled because some destinations only provide a combined 

number for arrivals from the Mainland, Hong Kong, Macao and/or Taiwan, 

whereas others have separate categories for these (Arlt, 2013).  

                                                      
24 A definition of “collective tourism establishments” is lacking in the World Tourism Barometer (UNWTO, 
2014) from which the definitions in figure 3.2 are retrieved. E-mail correspondence with UNWTO (January 
2014) revealed that a definition is used from the International Recommendations for Tourism Statistics 
2008 (United Nations, 2010, p. 102): collective tourism establishments are comprised of hotels and 
similar establishments; specialized establishments (health establishments, work and holiday camps, public 
means of transport, conference centres); other collective establishments (holiday dwellings, tourist 
campsites, other collective establishments). The definition is seen as in need of revision since 1993 but, 
according to the correspondence, so far no other is available. 
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UNWTO statistics on China, based on Chinese sources, measure international 

tourist arrivals at frontiers excluding same-day visitors (the “TF series”). 

Chinese statistics, however, normally present arrival data for overnight 

tourists and one-day visitors (the majority of arrivals) as one figure, 

accounting for the huge numbers of arrivals as shown below. Also here 

frequent travellers, and even those that live in Hong Kong and daily 

commute to Shenzhen for example, are measured each time since “each 

arrival is counted as one person-time” (China Statistical Yearbook, 2013). 

According to Arlt (2013), it furthermore “remains a wellguarded secret 

whether groups of individuals which should not be counted according to 

UNWTO rules such as sailors, airline personnel, soldiers and diplomats are 

included in the Chinese international arrival and departure statistics or not” 

(p. 129).  

 

Without wanting to question the growth of tourism as such, it is clear that 

data collection methods have a substantial influence on the overwhelming 

numbers of tourists appearing in Chinese statistics. The fact that these are 

produced by the government (and not by a - more or less - independent 

statistical bureau) caused Chu, Yeh and Chang (2014) to comment that 

these figures are “politically oriented rather than research oriented” (p. 256). 

Nevertheless, statistical data based on UNWTO and the China Statistical 

Yearbook will be used below since they illustrate the development of tourism 

but it remains necessary to take the various caveats listed here into account. 

 

Inbound tourism 

In the 1980s the focus was on incoming tourism. With a strategy of “low 

input and high output” (Wu, Zhu & Xu, 2000, p. 298), inbound tourism was 

given priority because of its potential to earn foreign exchange. This was 

quite successful: many people were curious to see a country that had been 

closed to the outside world for so long and the number of foreign visitors 

rose without much effort from nearly two million in 1978 to more than 17 

million in 1985 (Zhang et al., 2005).  

 

At the end of 1978, some 107 cities were open to foreign visitors where, 

regardless of the interests of the tourists, “the principal attractions offered 
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were model factories, schools, neighbourhoods, and communes” (Zhang, 

1995, p. 7). Soon more historical and cultural sites were opened up, but 

according to Zhang (1995), tourists complained that there was “nothing to 

do and nowhere to go at night” (p. 8).  

 

Inbound tourism suffered a severe setback in the aftermath of the June 4, 

1989, “Tian’anmen Incident”, the crushing of the student demonstrations by 

the army. Foreign visits dropped 21%, from 1.84 million arrivals in 1988 to 

1.46 million in 1989 (Roehl, 1995; see also table 3.1). And when taking into 

account the increase in foreign arrivals in the preceding years, the potential 

number of visitors, according to Roehl (1995, p. 23), could have been 2.02 

million, making the loss substantially higher. Only by 1991 did the number of 

foreign arrivals surpass the 1988 level. 

 

When the rush to visit the country eased, the government began to take the 

international tourist market more seriously: visa procedures were simplified, 

star-rating for hotels based on international classification standards was 

introduced, marketing efforts increased. The system of higher entrance fees 

for foreign visitors at tourist sites was abolished, as was the separate 

currency for foreigners. Until 1994 international travellers could - legally - 

only pay with Foreign Exchange Certificates, the value of which was set by 

the national bank (Gormsen, 1995).  

 

From around 1992 the number of arrivals started to increase rapidly when 

China became more of an ordinary destination where people travelled for 

business, visiting friends and relatives and for sightseeing. The increase was 

facilitated by a growing availability of flights to China, improvements in 

infrastructure and service, a rise in the number of tourism attractions and 

the country’s political stability (Mintel, 2010). 

 

Table 3.1 provides an overview of the growth in visitor arrivals during the 

period 1985 – 2012, based on Zhang, Pine and Lam (2005) and several 

editions of the China Statistical Yearbook. The numbers include both 

overnight and same day visitors. From 1997, compatriots from Taiwan are 

recorded separately in the Yearbook; hence the table has been split into two 

parts.  
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Until the year 2000, the Yearbook registered “Chinese nationals with PRC 

passport but residing elsewhere” as a separate category of arrivals. To 

enhance clarity of presentation and since their number is limited (never 

exceeding the amount of 165,000 between 1985 and 2000), these have been 

added to the compatriots and for 1997 - 2000 to the Hong Kong (HKG) and 

Macao compatriots’ category. 

 

Table 3.1.a Inbound overnight and same-day visitor arrivals 1985–1996 

(millions) 

 

Year Total arrivals Foreigners Hong Kong, Macao & Taiwan 
compatriots plus Overseas 
Chinese with PRC passport 
residing elsewhere 

1985 17.8 1.4 16.4 

1986 22.8 1.5 21.3 

1987 26.9 1.7 25.2 

1988 31.7 1.8 29.9 

1989 24.5 1.5 23.0 

1990    27.5 * 1.7 25.7 

1991 33.3 2.7 30.6 

1992 38.1 4.0 34.1 

1993 41.5 4.6 36.9 

1994 43.7 5.2 38.5 

1995 46.4 5.9 40.5 

1996 51.1 6.7 44.4 

 

 

Table 3.1.b Inbound overnight and same-day visitor arrivals 1997–2012 

(millions) 

 

Year Total arrivals Foreigners HKG & Macao 
compatriots, plus 
(until 2000) 
Overseas Chinese 
with PRC passport 
residing elsewhere 

  Taiwan 
  com-    
  patriots 

1997   57.6* 7.4 48.0 2.1 

1998 63.5 7.1 54.2 2.2 

1999 72.8 8.4 61.8 2.6 

2000 83.4 10.2 70.1 3.1 

2001   89.0* 11.2 74.3 3.4 

2002 97.9 13.4 80.8 3.7 

2003   91.7* 11.4 77.5 2.7 

2004 109.0 16.9 88.4 3.7 

2005 120.3 20.3 95.9 4.1 

2006 124.9 22.2 98.3 4.4 

2007 131.8 26.1 101.1 4.6 

2008 130.0 24.3 101.3 4.4 

2009 126.5 21.9 100.1 4.5 

2010 133.8 26.1 102.5 5.2 

2011 135.4 27.1 103.0 5.3 

2012 132.4 27.2 99.9 5.3 

* In these cases, the totals - due to the rounding from the original figures to millions with one  
   decimal place - differ slightly from the amounts one would get by adding up the number of  
   foreigners and compatriots for these years.  
 
Sources:  
1985 - 1990  Zhang, Pine & Lamb (2005, p. 23), based on the CNTA Yearbook of China Tourism  
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   Statistics 
1991     China Statistical Yearbook (1996) 
1992 - 1996  China Statistical Yearbook (1997) 
1997 - 1999  China Statistical Yearbook (2000) 
2000 - 2003  China Statistical Yearbook (2006) 
2004 - 2008  China Statistical Yearbook (2009) 
2009 - 2012    China Statistical Yearbook (2013)  
 
 

Table 3.1 clearly reflects the susceptibility of international tourism to crises 

of various kinds: not only the effects of “1989” but also the consequences of 

the 2003 SARS epidemic and the 2008 world economic crisis are visible in 

the figures, as well as the recovery in 2010, partly triggered by the World 

Expo in Shanghai and the Asian Games held in Guangzhou (Zeng, 2011).  

 

Most visitors are Hong Kong and Macao compatriots and most of them come 

on a day-trip. When excluding the same-day visitors and presenting figures 

for tourist arrivals as defined by the UNWTO, they look very different as 

table 3.2 demonstrates.  

 

 

Table 3.2 Overnight visitors 2008–2012 (millions) 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

53.0 50.9 55.7 57.6 57.7 

 Source: China Statistical Yearbook (2013)  

 

 

Nevertheless, based on these figures China is currently ranking third in the 

top five of tourist destinations worldwide as table 3.3 shows. 

 

 

Table 3.3 International tourist arrivals at frontiers by country of  

destination excluding same-day visitors (millions) 

 

Destination 2010 2011 2012 

France 77.6 81.6 83.0 

United States 60.0 62.7 67.0 

China 55.7 57.6 57.7 

Spain 52.7 56.2 57.5 

Italy 43.6 46.1 46.4 

Source: UNWTO (2014).  

 
 

Most inbound visitors - without the Hong Kong and Macao compatriots - 

originate in other Asian countries with Europe in second place, albeit at great 

distance as is visible in table 3.4. 
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Table 3.4 Foreign visitor arrivals by region of origin 2010–2012 

(millions) 

 

Region 2010 2011 2012 

Total foreign visitors 26.1 27.1   27.2* 

Asia 16.1 16.6 16.6 

Latin America  0.3  0.3  0.4 

North America  2.7  2.9  2.8 

Europe  5.7  5.9  5.9 

Oceania & Pacific Islands  0.8  0.9  0.9 

Africa  0.5          0.5  0.5 

Others **       ** ** 
*   The total - due to the rounding from the original figures to millions with one decimal place –  
     differs slightly from the sum of the figures of the six regions.  
** Since in each year only some 1900 persons were listed in this category, they have been 
     omitted here. 
 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook (2013) 

 

Although the increase in tourist arrivals shows less confidence in recent 

years, it seems that China could still be on track to become the world’s 

number one destination by 2020 as forecasted by the UNWTO (World 

Tourism Organization, 2000). Most visitors, however, are compatriots on 

day-excursions. Other Asian countries are the next main suppliers with a 

predominance of South Koreans, followed by visitors from Japan (Chu, Yeh & 

Chang, 2014) while long-haul tourists from Europe, the USA and Australia 

(who tend to spend more time and money than Asian tourists or compatriots) 

are lagging behind.  

 

In general, China is perceived to be a safe and interesting destination with 

World Heritage sights providing major attractions (Yang, Lin & Han, 2010) 

and with relatively low prices and reasonable quality standards (Zhang, Ma, 

Li, Zhao & Gao, 2009). The quality of tour guides as well as hotel prices in 

the big cities (considered by many to be too expensive) are sometimes 

perceived as problematic (Zhang et al., 2009) while Chu et al. (2014) stress 

the need for improving hygienic conditions, particularly in terms of clean 

lavatories.  While these seem minor points which do not pose real threats to 

the development of inbound tourism, in the future more differentiation in the 

tourism product is necessary to cater to the needs of different market 

segments of inbound tourists, who according to Xiao (2013) “are to be 

attracted not only by traditional Chinese culture and its iconic world heritage 

sites, but also by its modern lifestyle and its ordinary places” (p. 2). 
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Domestic tourism  

Initially, the government did not pay attention to domestic tourism, which 

was seen as breeding immoral behaviour and distracting people from 

productive activities (Nyíri, 2010); it followed a passive policy, known as the 

Three No’s: “No Support, No Objection and No Promotion” (Airey & Chong, 

2011, p. 67). In the 1990s, however, domestic tourism became more 

important than inbound tourism and domestic tourist arrivals began to 

greatly outnumber international visitors.  

 

According to Wu, Zhu and Xu (2000) three factors contributed to the 

development of domestic tourism: rising incomes, an increase in leisure time 

and the restructuring of the economy from completely state planned to a 

socialist market economy with Chinese characteristics, discussed in Chapter 

Four. Sheperd (2009) added a relaxation of spatial control and citizen 

mobility as important preconditions: economic reforms required a mobile and 

flexible labour force and as state employment declined, control over the 

movement of (urban) residents broke down, making travel for both pleasure 

and economic reasons easier. Last but not least, sufficient tourism supplies 

(transport and accommodation, but also attractions, sights and events such 

as the World Expo) were crucial in both fulfilling and creating consumer 

demand. Currently, domestic tourism is by far the most important tourism 

sector. 

  

After 1978, China has seen a continuous rise in disposable incomes (the 

income available for spending and saving after taxes), albeit with a huge 

difference between urban and rural households as table 3.5 shows.  

 

Table 3.5 GNP and annual per capita disposable rural and urban income 

 

Year URBAN annual disposable 

household income 
(yuan per capita) 

RURAL annual disposable 

income 
(yuan per capita) 

1990  1,510   686 

2000  6,280 2,253 

2010 19,109 5,919 

2011 21,810 6,977 

2012 24,565 7,917 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook (2013) 

 

Although an increase in disposable income does not automatically lead to 

increased tourism consumption - with the price of the tourism product as 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 139 

well as price levels of other commodities also playing a role - it is seen as an 

important precondition for the growth of tourism. 

 

Airey and Chong (2011) mentioned the importance of changing attitudes in 

saving and expenditure patterns with “saving for future generations being 

replaced by saving for self, saving being replaced by consumption, 

purchasing goods being joined by purchasing of services, and consumption 

by cash being replaced by consumption on credit” (p. 198). Spending on 

tourism can, as Yang, Liu and Qi (2014) pointed out, also enhance one’s 

socio-economic status because of its associations with higher personal 

income, something which is considered important in a country “where people 

value status symbols as being necessary to their daily lives” (p. 195). 

  

Not only “money” but also “time” is important in facilitating participation in 

tourism. In 1995 the State Council introduced the five-day workweek, 

making weekend trips an option for the first time. In 1999 (Zhang et al., 

2005; Wu, Zhu & Xu, 2000), the State Council extended three existing public 

holidays to three days each. This made three weeklong holidays per year 

possible, which greatly stimulated tourism and were generally known as the 

Golden Weeks, indicating the “golden opportunities” for the tourism and 

other service industries during these periods. But the concentration of all 

holiday-related travel into three weeks per year caused several problems 

which led to a revision of the system in 2007 and a shortening of the May 

holiday while adding days to several other festivals. 

 

 

The Golden Weeks 

 

The Golden Weeks consisted of the May Holiday, around Labour Day on May 1st, the 

October Holiday around the National Day (establishment of the People’s Republic) on 

October 1st, and the Spring Festival (when Chinese New Year is celebrated in 

January or February - being a lunar festival this has no fixed dates).  

 

The main reasons for the introduction of the Golden Weeks were economic, trying to 

find solutions for the impact of the Asian financial crisis on China’s economic 

development (York & Zhang, 2009) and “to boost domestic demand, stimulate 

consumption and restructure the economy” (“About the Golden Week”, 2007). York 

and Zhang (2009) mentioned that by 2007 the three Golden Weeks accounted for 

one-third of annual tourism volumes and 40% of tourism receipts in the domestic 

market. According to Wu, Xue, Morrison and Leung (2012), the Golden Weeks 

system “has significantly boosted domestic demand, stimulated consumption, and 

promoted economic growth on a large scale. It has also caused a major expansion in 

long-distance travel trips” (p. 846).  
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Nevertheless, the 1999 regulation was revised in December 2007, cancelling two 

days of the May vacation but also creating three new one-day national holidays: 

Qingming or Tomb Sweeping Day in the beginning of April, the Dragon Boat Festival 

in June and Mid-Autumn Festival in September. The practice of moving days from 

adjacent weekends to a national holiday was institutionalised, making it possible for 

people to enjoy two weeklong holidays (Spring Festival and October) as well as five 

three-day holiday periods (Qingming, May, Dragon Boat, Mid-Autumn and January 

1st). The new regulations thus increased total annual public holidays from ten to 

eleven, while at the same time reducing the number of weeklong holidays to two. 

Furthermore, the 2007 revision introduced paid holidays, entitling employees of all 

types of organizations to paid annual vacations: five days for those working between 

one and five years, ten days for those working between ten and nineteen years and 

fifteen for those working longer. National holidays are not paid holidays. 

 

Whereas the 1999 introduction of the Golden Weeks was motivated by economic 

motives, the 2007 change in policy had both economic and socio-political 

backgrounds. Important economic reasons included diminishing the extended 

disruption of public services with government offices, banks, customs offices, legal 

offices closing down three times a year for a week, which was considered 

detrimental to the economy. Moreover, the Golden Weeks led to travel congestion, 

overcrowding at tourist sites, increasing price levels and declining service quality 

(York & Zhang, 2009; Wu, Xue, Morrison & Leung, 2012), causing many people to 

actually stay at home instead of going out and spending money as a tourist. 

 

Socio-political motives concerned the introduction of paid holidays and promoting 

traditional culture by turning traditional festivals into national holidays (York & 

Zhang, 2009). In the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis, tourism entrepreneurs 

and local governments called for a reinstitution of the May Golden Week in order to 

stimulate economic recovery but this was prohibited by the State Council in March 

2009 (Wu et al., 2012). 

 

In the meantime, people working far away from their hometowns have fewer 

possibilities to visit their families while travel pressure on the two remaining 

weeklong holidays seems to have increased. Domestic tourism during the October 

Golden Week in 2009 has seen a 28.5% increase and again a 27.1% rise in 2010 

(Liu, D., 2011, p. 116), making this period even more congested than before.  

 

 

 

Table 3.6 presents an overview of the growth of domestic tourism in China, 

“domestic” meaning mainland Chinese travelling within mainland China; 

“arrivals” are both same-day visits (those who travel more than ten km and 

spend more than six hours away from their residences) and overnight visits 

(Zhang et al., 2005). Domestic tourists can travel for purposes of “sight-

seeing, vacation, visiting relatives, medical treatment, shopping, attending 

conference, or to engage in economic, cultural, sports and religious 

activities” (China Statistical Yearbook, 2013). As in UNWTO statistics, each 

time of travelling is counted as “one person-time” meaning that frequent 

travellers are counted each time they travel. 
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Table 3.6 Domestic visitor arrivals 1980–2012 (millions) 

Year Domestic arrivals  Year Domestic arrivals 

1985 240 1999 719 

1986 270 2000 744 

1987 290 2001 784 

1988 300 2002 878 

1989 240 2003 870 

1990 280 2004 1,102 

1991 300 2005 1,212 

1992 330 2006 1,394 

1993 410 2007 1,610 

1994 524 2008 1,712 

1995 629 2009 1,902 

1996 640 2010 2,103 

1997 644 2011 2,641 

1998 695 2012 2,957 
Sources: 
1985 – 1993 Zhang, (2003, p. 19) 
1994 – 2012 China Statistical Yearbook (2013)  

 

 

As table 3.6 demonstrates, travelling has become very popular, resulting in 

some 2.9 billion domestic trips in 2012. Domestic tourism is mainly mass 

tourism with tourists visiting the most famous natural and cultural attractions 

and with several problems in the field of service and quality such as the 

phenomenon of the “zero-sum” or “zero-fare” tours (ling-tuan-fei) (Chen, 

Mak & Guo, 2011; Jin, 2011; Liu, D., 2011). To induce people with low 

incomes to travel, many tours were offered at price levels that were too low 

to cover all costs. With the tour operator taking most (or all) of the tour price, 

local service providers had to try and make a living from commissions on 

shopping and entertainment activities while these tours were marketed in 

such a way that customers mostly thought they had bought a full package 

tour. This led to many “surprises” en route such as forced shopping, skipping 

parts of the itinerary, tour guides abusing tourists when not spending enough 

money and reducing service quality in general (Chen et al., 2011; Jin, 2011). 

In the end, tourists on “zero-fare” tours often paid more than they would 

have if they had bought a mid-price package tour. This practice led to many 

incidents, especially in Hong Kong with some being widely publicized such as, 

in May 2010, the case of  

 

the former national team Ping-Pong player, the 65 years old Chen Youming 

[who] visited Hong Kong with his wife. They were forced to go shopping. Mr. 

Chen had an argument with the tour guide, resulting in a heart attack, and 

unfortunately died on the way to the hospital. (Jin, 2011, p. 50; [ ] in original 

text)  
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The tourism law adopted at the end of 2013 put an end to these practices 

but it is too early to determine its effects; without strict enforcement 

unwanted practices will probably be resumed, if under different names or in 

some kind of disguise. 

 

Although the tourist on a tight budget will not disappear anytime soon with 

first-time tourists continually entering the market, many domestic travellers 

are becoming more experienced and starting to look for more quality, tailor-

made products and services. With people from different social classes and 

groups, including the young, the elderly, ethnic minorities (in their traditional 

costumes) and even Tibetan monks engaging in tourism activities, 

segmentation in the domestic market has become necessary.  

 

Outbound tourism  

Although the outbound market was the last to develop and knew a hesitant 

start in the 1980s due to fears of leakage of foreign exchange and of tourists 

overstaying their visa, it took off rapidly from the end of the 1990s; it is now 

difficult to imagine that only some 15 years ago Chinese citizens were hardly 

able to travel outside of the country for leisure purposes. In 2012 China had 

some 83 million outbound travellers and for 2013 these numbers will 

probably amount to somewhere between 95 and 98 million which makes the 

country the number one producer of international tourists worldwide (Arlt, 

2014a). In 2014 this number is expected to increase to more than 110 

outbound travellers (Arlt, 2014b).  

  

According to Xie and Li (2009), the development of outbound tourism can be 

divided into two periods. From 1983 to 1996, outbound travel gradually 

became possible in the form of “visits to friends and relatives” (VFR tourism) 

abroad and as travel to the border regions of neighbouring countries. In 

November 1983, the Guangdong Travel Corporation organized the first tours 

for residents of Guangdong Province to visit friends and relatives in Hong 

Kong. In 1984 the State Council officially approved VFR tourism to Hong 

Kong and Macao; in the following years this was expanded to Singapore, 

Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. VFR tourism could only be handled by 

officially appointed travel agencies and the trips had to be paid for by the 

overseas friends and relatives (Xie & Li, 2009). Border area travel first 
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started in Dandong, Liaoning Province, when - in November 1987 - day-trips 

to Sinuiju in North-Korea were allowed. After this, other regions were opened 

up, making cross-border travel possible to neighbouring areas of for example 

the Russian Federation, Mongolia, Laos and Vietnam (Xie & Li, 2009). 

 

The second period began in 1997 when CNTA and the Ministry of Public 

Security announced the “Provisional Regulation on the Management of 

Outbound Travel by Chinese Citizens at their own Expense” (UNWTO, 2008, 

p. 15). This development was the beginning of self-funded outbound tourism 

(Xie & Li, 2009) but did not mean that Chinese citizens were free to travel 

wherever they wanted. Outbound tourism remained (and remains) subject to 

government control through the introduction of the “Approved Destination 

Status” (ADS), annual quota for outbound tourists and a licensing system for 

outbound tour operators (Huang, 2010b; Xie & Li, 2009).  

 

Outbound tourism: controlling policies 

The ADS made outbound leisure travel possible, but under strict conditions: 

travel was only allowed to approved destinations, in group package tours 

with a minimum of five persons accompanied by a Chinese tour leader 

(Mintel, 2009), which could only be handled by outbound tour operators with 

an official license. As tour operators can be fined by the government when a 

tourist overstays his or her visa, they require their clients to pay a deposit 

ranging from 30,000 to 50,000 yuan (UNWTO, 2013b) to ensure they will 

return to China. 

 

The ADS creates a bilateral agreement between the destination and China 

which is sometimes heavily negotiated and in which the government 

considers issues such as: 

 the political and economic relations with the new partner. Tse and 

Hobson (2008) remarked that none of the countries with which Taiwan 

has diplomatic relations holds ADS, illustrating the use of the ADS for 

political purposes, notably the “One-China” stance. Likewise, Huang 

(2010) suggested that in the case of the USA, the ADS policy was not 

only used for touristic purposes but also to mediate China’s foreign trade 

imbalance with the USA. China has been under pressure from various 

countries, notably the USA, to reduce its trade surplus and to increase 
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the value of the yuan. One way to address this situation has been to 

further open up the outbound travel market, which has the effect of 

increasing imports (by spending Chinese money abroad), but without 

reducing exports (Tse & Hobson, 2008);  

 the destination’s visa policy towards Chinese citizens. The very strict visa 

policy of the USA was one of the impediments to becoming an approved 

destination. Visa for official, educational and business purposes are 

excluded from the ADS agreement and are subject to different, often 

more complicated, regulations; 

 the security situation and the availability of adequate tourism 

infrastructure and qualified agents to handle Chinese tour groups; the 

number and names of Chinese agencies that can send tour groups to the 

destination and the number and names of the inbound agencies are 

specified in the agreement (UNWTO, 2008 & 2013).  

 

Several Asian destinations (Hong Kong and Macao in 1983, Thailand in 1988, 

Singapore and Malaysia in 1990) but also Australia and New Zealand (both in 

1999), were early receivers of the ADS, due to their closer economic and 

diplomatic relations with China than for example the USA. The USA only 

became an approved destination in 2007 with Chinese tour groups arriving 

from the middle of 2008. Prior to this, only business, educational and official 

travel to the USA was possible. EU members finalised ADS negotiations in 

April 2004 and received the first Chinese tour groups in September of the 

same year. New EU members without ADS were approved automatically on 

entering the EU. Countries without ADS can receive Chinese visitors, but not 

leisure tour groups and they are not allowed to market their country as a 

destination in China. ADS countries can promote their destinations through 

the media (by inviting journalists to visit and write about their country for 

example), participation in trade and consumer fairs and - in most cases - the 

establishment of a tourist information office.  

 

A major accelerator in the growth of outbound tourism was the introduction 

in 2003 of the “Individual Visit Scheme” (IVS) for Hong Kong and Macao. 

This enabled mainland tourists from designated areas such as the 

Guangdong region, Beijing, Shanghai and various other affluent cities (Ong & 

du Cros, 2011) to visit these two destinations on an individual basis with an 
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easily obtainable permit, which is valid for seven days but can also be used 

for same day visits (Mintel, 2009). Other countries - seeing the huge 

potential of this outbound market - have also simplified their visa procedures, 

for example by considering two persons (Australia and New Zealand) or even 

one (South Africa) a group. Individual visits by business travellers from 

Beijing and Shanghai to Taiwan (which acquired ADS in 2008) became 

possible in January 2011 (“Taiwan to open to individual mainland tourists”, 

2010) while Japan also eased visa requirements that year (“Japan further 

eases visa rules for Chinese tourists”, 2011). In 2014 some 45 countries, 

mostly in Africa and Asia, are expected to introduce visa-on-arrival policies 

with Maldives, Seychelles, Mauritius and Thailand being among the first to 

allow Chinese travellers to arrive with just their valid passports and a return 

flight ticket (Arlt, 2014b; “New visa policies a blessing for Chinese travellers”, 

2014). This is expected to boost the growing outbound travel market, 

although getting a passport is not always easy: in 2013 only 38 million 

people had a passport, a figure which is expected to increase by around 20% 

annually (Mintel, 2013b).  

 

Chan (2009) commented on the emancipatory effects of the individual visit 

scheme, which in Hong Kong is “popularly known as ‘free walk’” (p. 71) and 

goes on to explain that this term holds a double meaning for the mainland 

tourists. It refers not only to the freedom to organize one’s own trip by 

oneself, but also implies   

 
an eventual emancipation from the collectivity of packaged tour groups that 

Chinese tourists have so long been tied to. No longer in “groups”, the “free 

walker” gains the first taste of being an independent and free individual. 

“Free walk” calls for an imagination by the Chinese to shake off age-old 

collectivity, planting Chinese individuality in a new transborder (tourism) 

space which allows them to transgress spatial and ideological boundaries. 

(Chan, 2009, pp. 71-72) 

 

With the growing interest in international travel, the government’s outlook 

on outbound tourism is changing. The early policy of “vigorously developing 

inbound tourism, actively developing domestic tourism, and developing 

outbound tourism in a proper way” (Huang, 2010b, p. 81) gave way to the 

Twelfth Five-Year Plan which prioritised the “comprehensive development of 
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domestic tourism” over the “orderly development of outbound tourism”. In 

2013, the government seems to have moved beyond this with CNTA 

chairman Shao Qiwei publicly pledging government support for outbound 

tourism during a meeting with UNWTO secretary-general Taleb Rifai: “With 

148 countries now included in the list of ‘Approved Destination Status’ (ADS), 

the government, and particularly CNTA, will continue to promote the 

travelling of Chinese people abroad as we believe in the mutual benefits of 

collaboration” (“UNWTO and China strengthen cooperation”, 2013).  

 

Arlt (2013) noticed that although conspicuous consumption became suspect 

since Xi Jinping came to power, outbound tourism has not been blacklisted. 

According to him this exception can partly be credited to the fact that the 

government does not want to antagonize the increasingly self-confident 

urban classes by denying them international travel, even when this leads to 

a trade deficit in tourism. This happened for the first time in 2009 with the 

consumption of Chinese tourists abroad estimated at about 47.3 billion US 

dollars by UNWTO while China’s international tourism income was 39 billon 

US dollars, leading to a deficit of some 8 billion dollars (Zhang, G., 2011).   

 

The increasing numbers of citizens travelling the world has made the 

government realize that their behaviour influences China’s image. Reports of 

“rude behaviour” (spitting, littering, jumping queues, bullying local staff, 

shouting, sloppy bathroom etiquette, smoking in non-smoking areas) by 

tourists not used to travelling prompted the Central Publicity Department of 

the CPC and CNTA in 2006 to issue the “Guidelines to Civilized Tourist 

Behaviour Abroad by Chinese Citizens” and the “Convention on Civilized 

Tourist Behaviour by Chinese Citizens” (Airey & Chong, 2011). These were 

widely publicized in the media with both examples of “bad behaviour” and 

posters and booklets advertising the “right behaviour”. According to Chio 

(2010), these guidelines “were in equal parts an attempt to shape individual 

behaviors and a projection of moral values for a mainstream, Chinese leisure 

class that would represent all of China to the world through its mobility as 

tourists” (p. 15).  

As mentioned above, the October 2013 law calls for “civilized tourist 

behaviour” (article 13); it forbids outbound tourists to overstay their visa and 

warns those on a group tour not to separate from the group without 
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permission (article 16). The government also published an up-dated 64 page 

“Guidelines on Civilized Travel Abroad” to coincide with the October 2013 

Golden Week. Earlier that year the Central Guidance Commission for Building 

Spiritual Civilisation and CNTA had issued a joint call for citizens travelling 

abroad to behave after a 13-year-old boy from Nanjing wrote his name on 

the 500-year-old Luxor Temple in Egypt (Boehler, 2013; “Mind your 

manners”, 2013).  

The guidelines contain a mixture of very practical and common-sense advice 

as well as - sometimes rather curious - suggestions for improving cross 

cultural awareness. They admonish the outbound traveller not to spit or 

throw rubbish on the streets or shout in public areas, not to occupy public 

toilets for too long, not to forget to flush them and not to leave footprints on 

toilet seats (indicating that some tourists are more used to squat toilets), 

and not to pick one’s nose and teeth in public. Other unwanted behaviours 

include touching or drawing graffiti on heritage monuments, demanding pork 

in Muslim countries, slurping noodles noisily, overstuffing one’s plate with 

food at buffets and coercing locals to take one’s picture. “Do’s” are, for 

example, using the shower curtain in a hotel, keeping quiet when waiting to 

board a plane, switching off mobile phones during a flight and leaving 

lifejackets on board.  

 

The guidelines also address behaviour for specific countries. In Thailand it is 

better not to discuss the royal family; in Spain, a woman should always wear 

earrings in public (if not, she would be considered effectively “naked”); in 

Germany one should only snap one’s fingers to beckon dogs, not humans; in 

France one should not bring yellow flowers if invited to a home; in India one 

should not touch people with one’s left hand and while in Africa, Africans 

should not be referred to as “negroes” (Branigan, 2013; Johanson, 2013; 

Kao & Ng; 2013; “Mind your manners”, 2013). 

 

Such guidelines do not stand on their own, but are part of recurring 

campaigns to try and civilize the population, an issue also discussed in the 

next chapter. Since Xi Jingping became president in 2013, campaigns to curb 

corruption and improve the behaviour of Communist Party cadres have been 

intensified. Denyer (2014) noted a campaign in Sichuan Province where 

cadres were told to “never smoke or pick your teeth in public” as well as 
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refrain from “throwing trash from car windows, parking illegally, getting 

other people to ghostwrite documents and making empty promises to the 

masses”. Denyer (2014) quoted a sociologist who saw such unwanted cadre 

behaviour as having roots in the Cultural Revolution when class struggle and 

being uneducated were more important than being civilized. 

 

Outbound tourism: the consumers 

While the procedures to embark on outbound tourism have become easier 

over time, it ultimately was the increase in disposable income and leisure 

time, supported by a strong yuan, that made Chinese citizens go out and 

discover the world. In twelve years’ time, the number of outbound travellers 

increased nearly 700% as table 3.7 demonstrates. 

 

  

Table 3.7 Outbound travel from China 2001-2009 (millions) 

 

Year Outbound trips 

2001 12.1 

2002 16.6 

2003 20.2 

2004 28.9 

2005 31.0 

2006 34.5 

2007 40.9 

2008 45.8 

2009 47.7 

2010 57.4 

2011 70.3 

2012 83.2 

Sources: 
2001 – 2007 Mintel (2009, based on UNWTO and CNTA) 

2008 – 2012 China Statistical Yearbook (2013) 

 

 

In 2012, 83.2 million Chinese travelled abroad, which is a huge number but 

at the same just over 6% of the entire population - amounting to some 

1,354,040,000 people in 2012 (China Statistical Yearbook, 2013) - indicating 

the enormous potential of this market in the near future. This percentage 

might even be lower, since again here 83.2 million outbound trips do not 

necessarily represent 83.2 million different individuals travelling. Li, Harrill, 

Uysal, Burnett and Zhan (2010) emphasized that because of this, the actual 

demand for outbound tourism may be substantially lower than the numbers 

quoted in the various statistics. The China Statistical Yearbook also counts 

Hong Kong and Macao as foreign destinations - an issue open to discussion - 

which are by far the most visited places due to their close proximity and the 
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IVF scheme as table 3.8, which presents an overview of the 15 most popular 

outbound destinations in 2011, shows. Table 3.8 is based on Chinese data 

supplied to UNWTO and reports the first port of call of outbound citizens, 

which is not necessarily their final destination. Statistics on numbers of 

Chinese arrivals are also available from destination countries but here the 

catch is that a single departure can result in arrivals in more than one 

destination country. At the same time, the destinations report their figures 

according to different methodologies as discussed above, making them 

possibly even more difficult to compare than the Chinese figures presented 

below.  

 

Table 3.8 Outbound tourism, departures from China by destination (by first 

stop) (x 1000) 

  

Destination 2000  2008 2009 2010 2011 

Hong Kong 4,142  17,557  18,666 23,099 28,321 

Macao 1,644  15,522 15,128 16,112 19,765 

South Korea 401  1,374  1,474 1,969 2,368 

Taiwan 86  279 986 1,662 1,845 

Malaysia 87  623  609 1,034 1,738 

Japan 596  1,557  1,553 1,969 1,628 

Thailand 707  624 622 1,015 1,523 

USA 395  775   824 1,078 1,360 

Vietnam -  1,459 1,343 1,211 1,141 

Singapore 263  713  668 826 1,004 

Russian 
Federation 

606  790 684 711 810 

Australia 127  413 452 545 652 

Indonesia 20  248 329 469 579 

United Kingdom 61  234 257 312 376 

Canada 100  230 245 306 370 

Source: UNWTO (2013), based on China National Tourism Administration (CNTA). 
 
 

After Hong Kong and Macao, South Korea is the most popular place to go. 

Tourists come here to shop but also visit locations where famous Korean TV 

series, aired in China, have been shot such as Daejanggeum (the Great 

Jang-geum)25 - the Daejanggeum theme park being one of the most popular 

film-tourism destinations in South Korea (Kim, 2012) - and Gyeoul Yeonga 

(Winter Sonata)26. Visitors can look around but also re-enact their favourite 

scenes against backgrounds familiar from television.  

Malaysia and Japan - which also had its share of film tourism with a 

                                                      
25 The TV series Daejanggeum was aired in Korea in 2003 and 2004 and deals with the historical Jang-
geum, who was the first and only woman to serve as head physician to the king in the hierarchical and 
male-dominated social structure of the Joseon dynasty (1392 - 1910) (Korea Tourism Organization, n.d.a).  
 
26 Gyeoul Yeonga was first released in South Korea in 2002 and is basically a love story (Korea Tourism 
Organization, n.d.b). 
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blockbuster hit in China entitled If you are the one, part I (2008) and II 

(2010) attracting many visitors to Hokkaido where part of the film was shot 

(G. Zhang, 2011) - have also become popular destinations in recent years. 

Australia has benefited from early ADS status, giving the country an 

advantage on the Chinese market, but is now facing competition from other 

Western countries, notably the USA. Here the ADS, coming into force in 2008, 

had the immediate effect of making the USA the most popular Western 

destination. “Its status as a major global economy as well as its 

advancement in terms of entertainment, science, art and technology is a 

major pull for business, students, and general visitors (from China) seeking 

to absorb the culture” (Mintel, 2009, p. 10).  

 

Many Chinese tourists would like to visit Europe and most countries here 

have held ADS for a number of years, but trips are expensive compared to 

other destinations, accounting for the comparatively low number of visitors 

here. Based on a survey by CTrip, UNWTO (2013) reported Chinese tourists 

to Europe spending on average between US$ 1,200 and US$ 4,000. “By way 

of comparison, Ctrip says, the majority of travellers to Australia spend 

between US$ 1,200 and US$ 2,500, and a trip to South-East Asia would cost 

at most US$ 400-600” (p. 47), making international tourism - and especially 

Europe - still beyond the reach of most citizens. 

 

Those that visit Europe for the first time do so mostly in tour groups with 

heavy schedules, taking in as many countries as possible in a short time 

span (Aramberri & Liang, 2012; Osnos, 2011; UNWTO, 2013b). In an 

analysis of Chinese travel magazines published between 2003 and 2005 

(which is not very recent, but, on the other hand, stereotypes once 

established do not change very quickly), Aramberri and Liang (2012) 

discovered that Europe is not portrayed as a continent whose ancient or 

modern heritage are must-sees. With Chinese culture being older and 

Europe’s modern architecture - modern architecture and technological 

achievements being the Chinese “measuring rod for modernity” (Aramberri & 

Liang, 2012, p. 294) - no match for Shanghai’s or Beijing’s, Europe’s 

attraction is mainly that it is “a topmost space for consumption and leisure 

that contrasts with life at home” (Aramberri & Liang, 2012, p. 294). After 

visiting some iconic and/or stereotypical sites, mostly inspired by popular 
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culture (such as the places where Napoleon lived, the Da Vinci Code is 

situated or the red light district in Amsterdam), it is time for the tourists to 

enjoy the - idealised - European urban lifestyle of wining, dining, 

entertainment and shopping for top quality brands. It seems that perceiving 

the world through stereotypes is not just a prerogative of Western tourists: 

Chinese tourists looking at Europe “gaze at the continent through 

mechanisms that closely resemble those of Western mass tourists in faraway 

destinations” (Aramberri & Liang, 2012, p. 299). 

 

The 2012 UNWTO publication Understanding Chinese Outbound Tourism. 

What the Chinese blogosphere is saying about Europe (UNWTO, 2012b), 

confirmed the attraction of sites connected to iconic persons (such as Bonn, 

Beethoven’s birthplace, Salzburg as Mozart’s home town or Trier as the 

birthplace of Karl Marx) and popular culture. “At the Spanish Square (Piazza 

di Spagna) in Rome, for example, Chinese tourists can often be seen eating 

ice cream, recreating a scene from the movie Roman Holiday” (UNWTO, 

2012b, p. 25). Another popular destination is “Provence, France, . . . 

popularized by the Taiwanese TV series Lavender” while “the movie Amélie 

made a whole generation of young Chinese fall in love with Paris” (UNWTO, 

2012b, p. 26). In Prague, “Chinese tourists visit Zlata Ulicka, the Golden 

Lane, where Franz Kafka lived. In Barcelona, they go to Camp Nou, the 

stadium where they have watched FC Barcelona play on TV” (UNWTO, 2012b, 

p. 26). Nevertheless, heritage sites (the Louvre, the University of Cambridge, 

the Eiffel Tower, the Kremlin, the Berlin Wall, the Acropolis, the British 

Museum et cetera) are also visited. 

 

European cities are perceived as quiet and clean; the European sky is blue 

and the environment and historical monuments are well taken care of. 

On the negative side, Europe is considered expensive, the service level 

inadequate and the food bad (UNWTO, 2012b) while inexperienced Chinese 

tourists are favourite targets of pickpockets and for being ripped off.  

  

In Europe, tour groups are usually received by local Chinese agencies who 

handle transport and arrange sightseeing tours with Chinese tour guides 

offering interpretation and Chinese restaurants catering to their food needs, 
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so that many tourists, in the words of Nyíri (2010), “encounter foreign 

countries exclusively through the eyes of local Chinese” (pp. 70-71).  

Even so, some of the most common problems encountered by tourists 

abroad are a lack of tea and hot drinking water, not enough Chinese food 

(with Western food often being criticized as too sweet, or with too many cold 

and uncooked dishes) and a lack of the amenities which Chinese hotels 

usually provide, such as toothpaste and brushes, slippers, combs, shampoo 

and soap (Li, X. et al., 2011; Osnos, 2011).  

 

The outbound market is not only eagerly eyed for the numbers of people 

travelling, but also because the Chinese are considered big spenders. The 

country became the largest spender in international tourism globally in 2012, 

with Chinese travellers spending US$ 102 billion against US tourists 

US$ 83.7 billion and Germans US$ 83.8 billion (UNWTO, 2013b). After trying 

to find the lowest possible package price for their trip abroad and 

economizing on food en route, most of them spend a substantial amount on 

shopping (UNWTO, 2013b). Xie and Li (2009) quoted a study on Chinese 

tourists’ behaviour in Switzerland, which reported them spending as much 

per person as three German or four Dutch tourists. Osnos (2011) claimed 

that “on average, a Chinese tourist buys more than a thousand dollars’ worth 

of tax-free stuff abroad - more luxury bags, watches, and designer clothes 

than any other nationality, including the Japanese” while Xu and McGehee 

(2012) mentioned 500 dollar per person as an average shopping budget. In 

general, Chinese tourists like buying familiar famous brands (UNWTO, 2010a; 

Li, Lai, Harrill, Kline & Wang, 2011; Xu & McGehee, 2012) while remaining 

price conscious, meaning that they are keen on discounts, gifts and sales.  

 

Most people buy items not just for themselves as bringing back gifts for 

family and friends is a social obligation (X. Li et al., 2011). Xu and McGehee 

(2012) noted that since not everybody has a chance to travel to the USA, 

“presenting a gift and souvenir from the destination (perceived as an 

advanced country by many Chinese) to relatives, friends or colleagues may 

be very welcomed and can strengthen social and family ties” (p. 428). 

 

In their study on the shopping behaviour of Chinese tourists in the USA, Xu 

and McGehee (2012) found, similar to Osnos (2011), that favourite 

purchases included branded clothes, handbags, running shoes, cosmetics 
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and vitamins. Branded items are not only perfect for gift-giving but - since 

they are associated with status and prestige - also ideal for personal use. 

Although many of these products are made in China, the tourists mentioned 

as reasons for buying them in the USA that many designs are not available in 

the domestic market, quality of exported goods is often higher and here they 

were sure of buying “the real thing” and no fake brands. Also prices are 

sometimes lower, as one informant noticed: “for middle-ranged products 

such as Polo T-shirts and cosmetics, the prices here are about 10-30% lower 

than in China” (Xu & McGehee, 2012, p. 429). The same applies to Europe, 

where luxury stores are not only sure to sell you “the real thing” but are 

considered attractions themselves (UNWTO, 2012b).  

 

The majority of people traveling abroad are between 25 and 44 (with 35% of 

outbound tourists in the 25-34 years category and 29% in the 35-44 age 

range [UNWTO, 2013b]). The over-45’s currently constitute a mere 15% but 

account for a higher proportion of long-haul travel, especially to Europe and 

Australia. This group is also expected to grow in the future as the Chinese 

population ages.  

 

Most of the outbound tourists are urban based, well educated, and in their 

prime earning years (Tse & Hobson, 2008). International travel is, however, 

no longer limited to the urban top layers: “schoolteachers and lower ranking 

rural officers can also afford the occasional Xin-Ma-Tai (Singapore, Malaysia, 

Thailand) trip” (Nyíri, 2010, pp. 70-71). Travel abroad has become an 

important option for relaxation made possible by economic growth, rising 

disposable income but also a changing perception on spending money on 

tourism as a way to enjoy life. 

 

Outbound tourism: trends 

Outbound tourism is currently mainly comprised of low and mid-price group 

tours and will remain so in the near future since new tourists (who - not 

having many opportunities for travel - usually prefer multiple destination 

package tours for their first outbound trip) will keep entering the market. Arlt 

(2013) sees “a queue of at least 150 million Chinese people waiting for their 

turn to join travel groups for shopping in Seoul and photo opportunities in 

front of the Eiffel Tower” (p. 130). 
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Nevertheless, there is a growing group of seasoned travellers looking for 

experiences outside of the standard package tours. According to Arlt (2013), 

this could soon amount to 30–40% of the market. These tourists are 

interested in more in-depth, single destination tours, making quality, 

personalized and “unique” travel products more important (Xie & Li, 2009; 

UNWTO 2010; Mintel, 2013b). They want to get away from the pressures of 

everyday life and are moving “away from passive consumption to active 

experiences . . .” (Arlt, 2013, p. 132). Hiking in Tibet or Nepal, backpacking 

in Norway, or visiting the smaller cities in Europe - which contrast sharply 

with the polluted, hectic megacities at home - such as Bergen (Norway); 

Gruyère (Switzerland); Heidelberg (Germany); Rovaniemi (Finland) or 

Windsor and York in the United Kingdom are the new things to do (UNWTO, 

2012b). “To gain prestige, a trip to Phuket or to Paris is not enough anymore 

among more experienced travellers” (Arlt, 2014a). 

 

Earlier findings of Sparks and Pan (2009) suggested that the younger 

generation (under 35) is more adventurous and would like more autonomy 

when taking a tour abroad, while the number of backpackers - described in 

more detail below - is also on the rise. The new tourism law might be a 

facilitator of this market since in the first months after it came into effect it 

caused tour operators to raise their prices, spurring more Chinese who hope 

to travel on a modest budget to arrange their own journeys via the Internet 

(“Tourism law forces agencies”, 2013). 

  

The growing sophistication of outbound tourists is also leading to stronger 

demands for a better understanding of what Chinese travellers expect and 

for fair treatment. European visa procedures for individual tourists are often 

thought to be unreasonable, requiring a range of documents such as proof of 

deposit from the bank, confirmations of insurance, hotel and flight 

reservations, one’s hukou and sometimes permission to take leave from 

work. Independent tourists also need to go for an interview at the embassy 

or consular office where they often meet with suspicion and arrogance, 

something which is becoming increasingly hard to take for citizens of the 

second largest economy in the world (UNWTO, 2012b, 2013). 
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“Donkey travel” – backpacking in China 

 

Although the group tour will remain the main travelling mode for the time being, an 

increasing number of independent tourists prefer to organise their own trip. Within 

this landscape, the backpacker (beibaoke) has also made an appearance. Mainly 

belonging to the balinghou (post-80s) and jiulinghou (post-90s) generations, 

together called the Chinese “Generation Y” (Ong & du Cros, 2012), Lim (2009) 

describes backpackers as 

 
. . . highly educated, largely urban-based, upwardly mobile professional adults who  
are among the chief beneficiaries of China’s recent socio-economic development.  
Known as “donkeys” (lüzi) or “donkey friends” (lüyou), these mainly engage in cultural  
and adventure tourism within in the country. (p. 293) 

 

Lim (2009) explains the name “donkey” as follows: 

 
“Donkey” in Mandarin Chinese is lü, which sounds similar to the word for “travel”.  

Since independent travellers often carry huge haversacks, much like donkeys carrying 
loads, backpackers in China have come to be known as “donkeys”. The phrase “to go  
traveling” can also be rendered playfully as ‘donkey travel’. Backpackers refer to each  
other affectionately as “donkey friends” (lüyou), with the more experienced among  
them known as the “old donkeys” or “head donkeys” (laolü, toulü). (p. 297) 

 

Backpackers mainly engage in domestic tourism or visit Hong Kong and Macao (Lim 

2009; Ong & du Cros, 2012) since obtaining an individual visa for other destinations 

is still difficult although this is changing as noted above. Such travel restrictions 

seem contradictory to the spirit of (Western) backpacking in which freely crossing 

borders and seeing different countries are quintessential experiences. 

 

Chinese backpacking also has some other distinctive characteristics. First of all, it is 

primarily an Internet based phenomenon, where the online activities (posting notices 

to find companions for trips, reports on travel experiences and photos from 

journeys) and the actual trips are equally important and together constitute the total 

backpacking experience (Lim, 2009; Ong & du Cros, 2012). Backpacking forums 

became popular from the late 1990s (Lim, 2009; Nyíri, 2010; Ong & du Cros, 2012) 

and, contrary to the state-backed development of group tourism, backpacking can 

largely be credited to “the voluntary efforts of individuals who shared a common 

passion for a particular form of travel and lifestyle” (Lim, 2009, p. 295).  

One of the earliest backpacking websites was Green Wilderness (Lüye), set up in 

1998 and soon followed by many other popular sites such as The Mill (Mofang) in 

2000. 

 

Other features of “backpacking with Chinese characteristics” are that it is usually “a 

highly planned group activity” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 75), with - as argued above - a 

specific language and core values such as freedom, equality and altruism (Lim, 

2009). These are interpreted in different ways than would be expected from a 

Western perspective. “Freedom” is basically the freedom to organize one’s own trip 

and itinerary. “Altruism” on the Green Wilderness site implies that all tasks are 

undertaken voluntarily by the members (Lim, 2009) and “equality” is interpreted as 

activities and discussions being open to everyone and costs, responsibilities and 

obligations shared on an equal basis (Lim, 2009).  

 

However, most backpacking activities have a distinct leader, the “head donkey” 

(usually a man), who is in charge of, according to Lim (2009), things like “bargaining 

with guesthouse owners over the price of food and accommodation, leading 

discussions, resolving disputes among members, and allocating tasks and 

responsibilities” (p. 300). These are conducted according to typical (Chinese) gender 

roles with the men engaging in physically strenuous activities, carrying the heavy 
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gear and expected to be assertive and adventurous, and the women carrying the 

lighter food and medical supplies, doing the cooking and generally expected to be 

more submissive and gentle (Lim, 2009; Ong & du Cros, 2012). These gender 

specific roles can also be detected in on-line discussions where men are referred to 

as “older brother” (gege, abbreviated to GG) and women as “younger sister” 

(meimei or MM) (Lim, 2009). The possibility of being exposed on-line by other 

travellers for misbehaviour during a trip puts strong pressure on participants to 

conform to the backpacking codes (Lim, 2009; Ong & du Cros, 2012). 

 

Nyíri (2010) stated that the Chinese backpacker discourse “lacks the subversiveness 

that is a central element of its Western counterpart” (p. 76) and that “while Chinese 

backpacking valorizes authentic experiences, it is not concerned with the 

‘authenticity’ of art or architecture in the same way as Western tourist discourse is” 

(p. 75). This was also found by Ong and du Cros (2012), who portrayed mainland 

backpackers in Macao as more focused on a rather superficial appreciation of the 

sights “with emphasis being made on film sites, nostalgia and the aesthetics” (p. 

750) and less on the colonial past or “a deep or authentic experience of Macau’s 

culture” (p. 750).  

 

Sheperd (2009) reported backpackers to Tibet, a popular backpacking destination, 

as not really interested in religion or Tibetan culture, but looking for the exotic, the 

magical and mysterious – or something different from everyday life, because “seeing 

differences is cool” (backpacker, cited in Sheperd, 2009, p. 262). With this mind set, 

the backpackers “remain participants in the broader state tourism project” (p. 263) 

which seeks to exoticize and depoliticize the ethnic minorities in the country.  
 

While affirming the non-political nature and values-oriented content of the travel 

forums, Lim (2009) gave backpacking a little more credit:  

 
As a nation-wide movement, held together by decentralized, independent but 
interconnected websites, the Chinese backpacking community has the potential of  

undermining the organized, up-market tourism favored by the Chinese authorities and 

also of becoming a significant cultural force in China’s rapidly growing civil society. (p. 
293)   

 

All these authors painted a vivid picture of backpacking and although several 

features such as not being political or valuing independent travel as “freedom” can 

easily be understood in the Chinese context, it is the study of Ong and du Cros that 

sheds a somewhat different light on the backpacker. They saw the backpacking 

communities as fulfilling a need for peer-affirmation among generations that have 

grown up as the only child in the family and therefore experience “a degree of 

isolation from peers” (p. 748). Backpacking, as they observed during their research 

of The Mill, seems “to serve as an outlet for socialisation and close friendships and 

budding romances appear to be on the cards on these trips” (p. 748). Where the 

post-Mao generations are often depicted in the media as self-centred, materialistic 

couch potatoes, Ong and du Cros (2012) found that also for generation Y “peer-

affirmation is important and . . . [that] it is built on maintaining and developing 

friendships and communities, both virtually and through lived travel experiences” (p. 

750).  
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Chapter 4: Tourism and the State 

 

This chapter addresses the political and ideological dimensions of tourism. 

Before heading into this topic, some background information is given on the 

Party, the government and the economy as these are all intertwined and 

together shape the context which has influenced the growth of tourism and 

its use as a form of soft power since 1978.  

 

4.1 The Party 

The Communist Party of China (CPC) has ruled the country since 1949. With 

more than 82 million members - of whom only 23.3% are women - at the 

end of 2011 (“Communist Party of China 2011 information”, 2011), it is the 

biggest political party in the world. Joining the party can bring significant 

advantages. Many jobs, for example, are only open to Party members, who 

also have the opportunity to network with political decision-makers and thus 

the possibility to advance their careers or businesses, which explains why 

membership is coveted and still on the rise. Members come from various 

backgrounds as table 4.1 shows, with workers in agriculture - the original 

stronghold of the Party - still making up some 30% of Party members. 

 

Table 4.1 Background and occupations of Party members, 2011 

 

Background / occupations Numbers in millions % 

Industrial workers    7.047    8.53 

Workers in agriculture, animal husbandry & 
fishing   

24.834 30.06 

Government/CPC employees   6.999    8.47 

Management & professionals  19.250 23.31 

Students    2.778   3.36 

Retirees  15.182 18.38 

Others    6.513   7.88 
Source: Chinatoday.com (2012) 

 

The CPC has an elaborate structure; figure 4.1 shows the central leadership 

organs which are briefly discussed below. 
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Figure 4.1 Major organs of the CPC 

 
 

 
Source: Chinatoday.com (2012) 

  

The National Congress of the CPC or National Party Congress, officially the 

leading body of the party and normally held once every five years, is 

convened by the Central Committee and brings together some 2,000 

delegates from Party organizations across the country. The last - 18th - 

National Party Congress took place in November 2012. The functions and 

powers of the National Party Congress (“Central Organizations of the CPC”, 

n.d.) are, among other, to discuss and decide on major issues of the Party 

and to elect the Central Committee and the Central Commission for 

Discipline Inspection (although those elected have almost all been approved 

in advance [“How China is ruled: Communist Party”, 2011]).  

 

The Central Committee elects from amongst its members the Politburo 

(Political Bureau, representing the - currently 25 - highest-ranking leaders in 

the Party, government, the military and business conglomerates), its 

Standing Committee and its General Secretary (presently Xi Jinping), who is 

also the president of China and chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

The effective political and decision making power lies with the Politburo and 

its Standing Committee. Currently the - all male - members of the Standing 

Committee are Xi Jinping, Li Keqiang, Zhang Dejiang, Yu  
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Zhengsheng, Liu Yunshan, Wang Qishan and Zhang Gaoli (“Communist Party 

of China”, 2012). Members of the Standing Committee divide the posts of 

General Secretary, Premier, chairman of the National People's Congress, and 

head of the Central Discipline Inspection Commission amongst themselves 

(“How China is ruled: Politburo”, 2011), thus ensuring Party control of all 

crucial state organs (see also figure 4.2 below). Behind the scenes, retired 

CPC leaders usually remain influential without holding an official position.  

 

The Central Commission for Discipline Inspection’s major tasks are to control 

the implementation of Party rules, policies and decisions. There are 

Commissions for Discipline Inspection at various levels in the Party and they 

play an important role in maintaining Party discipline; Party members 

suspected of corruption (which has increased with economic development 

and is damaging to the Party's image) or breaking Party rules are liable to be 

hauled before these commissions and can be expelled or punished.  

  

Numerous other offices and departments resort under the Central Committee 

such as the General Affairs Office, the Publicity Department, the Foreign 

Affairs Office, the Policy Research Office, the Security Bureau and the Party’s 

newspaper, the People’s Daily (“Central Organizations of the CPC”, n.d.). 

 

The CPC extends its influence throughout the whole country and all levels of 

society with grassroots organizations in enterprises, rural villages, schools, 

universities and neighbourhoods. By the end of 2010, the country counted 

some 3.892 million CPC grassroots (Meng, Cheng, Wang, & Huang, 2011). 

Even foreign-owned companies have their Party branches these days. 

   

Although personal freedom is much greater than in the days of Mao, through 

this extensive network and its hold over the government, the Party (which 

celebrated its 90th anniversary in 2011), is still able to control many aspects 

of people's lives: from what they learn at school, watch on TV and are able 

to access on the Internet to the number of children they can have. 

 

4.2 The government 

Although ultimately power rests with and decisions are made by the CPC,  

China has a complicated government structure. Figure 4.2. gives a basic 

overview of the main government bodies. 
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Figure 4.2 Major state organs  

 

 

 
Source: US China Business Council (2014) 

 

 

Officially, the highest organ of state is the National People's Congress (NPC), 

China's parliament. In reality it is subordinate to the CPC and “little more 

than a rubber stamp for party decisions” (“How China is ruled: National 

People’s Congress”, 2011). The NPC is made up of nearly 3,000 delegates 

elected by provinces, autonomous regions, municipalities and the armed 

forces (“How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011). Delegates 

hold office for five years, and a plenary session of the NPC is normally 

convened once each year. The NPC’s permanent organ is its Standing 

Committee elected from and by congress delegates; this usually meets once 

every two months (“Organizational Structure of the NPC”, n.d.). 

 

In theory, the NPC has the power to change the constitution and make laws. 

But with some 70% of its delegates also being Party members, their loyalty 

is to the Party first and to the NPC second (“How China is ruled: National 

People’s Congress”, 2011). In recent years, the NPC seems to become more 

influential and has shown some signs of growing independence (Airey & 

Chong, 2011; “How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011) but it 

is still a long way from anything similar to a democratically-elected 

parliament. The NPC also “elects” the country's highest leaders, including the 

president, the vice-president and the premier of the State Council (upon 

nomination by the president), the chairman of the Central Military 

Commission and the president of the Supreme People's Court. The NPC 
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furthermore approves the state budget and plans for economic and social 

development (“How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011). 

 

Before the establishment of the NPC in 1954, the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference (CPPCC) was the highest organ of state. The CPPCC 

(chaired by a member of the Politburo Standing Committee) still exists and 

currently functions as an advisory body and forum for nation-wide discussion 

(Airey & Chong, 2011).  

 

The State Council or central government (sometimes referred to as “cabinet”) 

is the highest executive organ of State power; it is composed of the premier 

(currently Li Keqiang), vice-premiers, State councillors, ministers and various 

other officials (“State Council”, n.d.). The State Council also has its Standing 

Committee and is closely tied to the CPC because the premier and one of the 

vice-premiers are members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. The 

full State Council meets once a month, and its Standing Committee more 

often, sometimes twice a week (“How China is ruled: State Council”, 2011). 

 

The State Council sits at the top of a complex bureaucracy of ministries, 

commissions and other organizations such as CNTA, which - as well as local 

government bodies - are all accountable to the State Council which needs to 

approve all important decisions, initiatives and regulations. 

The State Council's most important roles are “to draft and manage the 

national economic plan and the state budget, giving it decision-making 

powers over almost every aspect of people's lives. It is also responsible for 

law and order” (“How China is ruled: State Council”, 2011). In theory, the 

State Council is accountable to the NPC and its Standing Committee. In 

practice, it is responsible for implementing Party policies.  

 

China’s complicated bureaucratic structure is most visible at the local 

administrative level. The country is divided into 23 provinces (including 

Taiwan), five autonomous regions based on ethnicity (Tibet Autonomous 

Region, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 

Region), four municipalities (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Chongqing) and two 

special administrative regions (Hong Kong and Macao), all resorting directly 

under the central government.  
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The provinces have several levels of administrative and political power: 

prefectures, counties and districts, and townships; these each have their own 

local people’s congresses which elect the local government for a period of 

three or five years. But at each level, government and people’s congress are 

ultimately responsible to local Party committees with the local Party 

secretary always being the most powerful person in this dual administrative 

system. Provincial Party secretaries are usually members of the CPC Central 

Committee; the Party secretaries of the four municipalities under direct 

government control as well as those of important provinces such as 

Guangdong are members of the Politburo (Airey & Chong, 2011). Although 

the provinces have gained some leeway over the past decades, especially in 

the economic field, important or controversial issues are ultimately decided 

at central Party level.  

In summary, it can be said that China’s government structure is a huge 

pyramid that places the whole of society through a complicated system of 

government under the control of the CPC Politburo and its Standing 

Committee (Airey & Chong, 2011). And this includes the economy; in fact, 

the legitimacy of and support for the Party are intimately connected with its 

ability to improve the living conditions of major parts of the population and 

political stability is dependent on this.  

 

4.3 The economy  

The Reform and Open-up policies which were initiated in 1978 set in motion 

the transition of the planned economy to what is known today as a “socialist 

market economy with Chinese characteristics”. This process was 

accompanied by a gradual transformation of the country from an agricultural 

to a more “modern”, urbanised and industrialised society. Both processes are 

intertwined and still on-going, making China a country where communism 

and capitalism, traditional and modern elements, poverty and extreme 

wealth all exist and mix together. 

 

Harvey (2005) pointed out that the Reform and Opening-up policies, 

“happened to coincide - and it is very hard to consider this as anything other 

than a conjunctural accident of world-historical significance - with the turn to 

neoliberal solutions in Britain and the United States” (Harvey, 2005, p. 120). 
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According to Harvey (2005), “the spectacular emergence of China as a global 

economic power after 1980 was in part an unintended consequence of the 

neoliberal turn in the advanced capitalist world” (p. 121). 

 

The fact that the road towards a “socialist market economy with Chinese 

characteristics” coincided with and was facilitated by an increasing world-

wide mobility of neoliberal capital and corporations in search of markets and 

cheap labour does not diminish the accomplishments of the reforms. China 

managed to construct “a form of state-manipulated market economy” 

(Harvey, 2005, p. 122) with economic growth rates averaging some 10% a 

year over the past 30 years. This has resulted in rising standards of living for 

a significant part of the population and rapidly growing middle and wealthy 

classes who now approximate first world levels of consumption (Harvey, 

2005; Whyte, 2009).  

 

The success of China’s economic transformation can to a large extent be 

attributed to the gradualist approach followed by the CPC. This included a 

shift in the government’s role from actually operating factories and 

enterprises to a more macro-level management of the economy. Other 

changes comprised a devolution of political and economic power to the 

regions, a gradual introduction of market pricing, a (strictly monitored) 

opening up to foreign trade and investment while maintaining several 

elements of the planned economy for an extended period of time.  

 

In this way, China avoided much of the havoc wrecked in Russia and Eastern 

Europe by the “shock therapy” - advocated by institutions such as the IMF 

and the World Bank - of an immediate dismantling of the state sector, 

privatisation of property, introduction of market pricing and opening up of 

the economy to the outside world.  

 

A major difference with the former Soviet Union and its satellite states was 

that reforms here followed after the collapse of communist rule, while the 

CPC launched economic reforms to prevent such a collapse (Whyte, 2009). 

The CPC, therefore, needed to operate carefully in order to avoid major 

resistance within the party itself. Only a partial and gradual approach to 

market reforms was possible and even then (and still today), according to 
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Whyte (2009), “these changes had to be ideologically justified in terms of 

fig-leaf formulas such as socialist market economy” (p. 376). When 

conservative voices argued that the country was straying too far from the 

socialist model, Deng Xiaoping undertook his famous journey to the South, 

the area where change had progressed most, in January and February 1992 

to reaffirm his reform agenda. Incidentally, one of the first trips of Xi Jinping 

after becoming leader of the CPC was to Shenzhen (in December 2012), 

evoking memories of Deng’s tour and sending out a signal that (economic) 

reforms will be part of his leadership as well (Chen, 2012; Tam & He, 2012).  

 

Figure 4.3 Deng Xiaoping and Xi Jinping in South China 

       

Source: “Deng Xiaoping's South China tour” (2011)      Source: Chen (2012) 

 

SOEs and TVEs 

In 1978, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) dominated all sectors of the 

economy and were controlled by different - central, provincial, municipal - 

levels of government. They provided an “iron rice bowl” for a large part of 

the urban population, consisting of life-long employment as well as other 

benefits such as housing, health care and pensions.  

 

The agrarian sector was organized according to a commune system which 

was dissolved from 1977-1978 on. Agriculture was decollectivized in favour 

of a family based “household responsibility system”: agricultural output was 

contracted to the households and surpluses could be sold at market rates 

instead of state controlled prices (Lee & Selden, 2007; Airey & Chong, 2010). 

Peasants did not acquire property rights - land remained the collective 

property of the villages and hence the local governments - but they could 

lease land, hire labour and set up side-line businesses (Whyte, 2009; Airey & 

Chong, 2010).  
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The dismantling of the communes also revealed a huge labour surplus in the 

countryside which, in turn, spurred the flourishing of rural industries: the 

collectively owned township and village enterprises (TVEs), which during the 

Mao era only produced farm tools, cement and other rural necessities (Whyte, 

2009; Sofield & Li, 2011), became places where entrepreneurship, flexible 

labour practices and market competition were put into practice. At this early 

stage, efficiency was not really an issue as labour was cheap and plentiful 

while the domestic demand for goods and services that “socialism had not 

provided” (Whyte, 2009, p. 387) was huge and gave the TVEs plenty of 

business opportunities. By the early 1990s over 100 million workers were 

employed by the TVEs which at that stage produced “close to 30% of China’s 

total industrial output” (Naughton, 2008, cited in Whyte, 2009, p.382).  

 

The rural areas - and the Special Economic Zones where foreign investment 

was permitted after 1978 - thus became the initial focus of implementing 

market forces. Crucial for this was political and administrative 

decentralization: large numbers of state enterprises were handed over to 

provincial and lower administrative levels. This gave these authorities the 

possibility to use any surplus revenues (beyond the amounts which had to be 

handed over to higher government strata) for local economic development 

and, ultimately, for financial rewards for themselves (Whyte, 2009). 

 

Nevertheless, the planned economy remained paramount at first. 

Experimentation with market forces and a private sector took place around 

the SOEs, in small-scale production, trade and service industries, and - as 

noticed above - mainly in the countryside since improvement of the standard 

of living of the rural population was perceived as a prerequisite for economic 

development (Lee & Selden, 2007). The SOEs were maintained for another 

20 years to provide basic economic stability and to give a large part of the 

population “a social safety net” (Harvey, 2005, p. 125).  

 

Tourism, as a newly approved economic activity, generated thousands of 

TVE’s when, according to Sofield & Li (2011), rural areas (with heritage sites, 

mountains, rivers, lakes) were developed as tourist sites with “concomitant 

service facilities such as restaurants, small hotels, coach tour companies, 

guiding, etc” (pp. 508-509).  
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The TVEs were centres of experimentation; whatever worked with TVEs could 

later become the basis of state policy. This turned out to be light industry 

producing consumer goods for export. Harvey (2005) stated that it took until 

1987 before the state embraced the idea that economic development should 

be export-led. 

 

After Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 tour of the southern SEZs and cities and his 

praise of their successful implementation of market reforms, economic 

development was sped up. As more and more TVEs sprung up, competition 

increased and many began to suffer financial losses. This led to the 

transformation of between half a million and one million previously collective 

TVEs into private, shareholding companies. Former managers and Party 

cadres often became the people in charge (Lee & Selden, 2007), indicating 

emerging connections between the Party and business elites. In this context, 

Whyte (2009) noted that while around the mid-1990s the majority of TVEs 

had been transformed into private enterprises, local governments usually still 

received a share of the profits (if there were any). However, since they did 

not want to run any financial risks themselves, many of the remaining non-

privatized TVEs managed by local authorities closed down (Dickson, 2007; 

Whyte, 2009). The TVE’s, which at their heyday accounted for about 30% of 

GDP, only contributed approximately 7% in 1996 (Sofield & Li, 2011, p. 509). 

 

With many TVEs out of business, more rural migrants flooded into the cities 

to create an immense labour reserve (Harvey, 2005). This became even 

vaster when - later in the 1990s - the government started to reorganise the 

SOE sector with a policy of “grasping the big and letting go of the small”: 

selling small and weak firms and restructuring those in strategic sectors (Lee 

& Selden, 2007). Many SOEs that were “let go” went bankrupt. They were 

unable to compete with more efficient and often better managed private 

enterprises, which, moreover, did not have to provide housing and other 

benefits for their employees (Dickson, 2007). The SOEs, which had provided 

around 40% of total manufacturing employment in 1990, accounted for only 

14% by 2002 (Harvey, 2005, p. 129). 

 

All this caused a huge surge in unemployment, leaping “from 3 million in 

1993 to a cumulative total of 25 million by the end of 2001, with internal 
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sources giving figures as high as 60 million” (Solinger, 2005, cited in Lee & 

Selden, 2007). The urban workers who lost their jobs also lost their social 

benefits. They now had to compete for low paid jobs with the rural migrants 

who accepted work on terms previously unthinkable for urban workers. This 

gave rise to a new class of urban poor, which around 2002 was estimated to 

count about “15-31 million, or 4-8% of the urban population” (Tang, 2003-4, 

cited in Lee & Selden, 2007). 

 

The concurrent restructuring of the big and strategic SOEs again contributed 

to the merging of business and Party elites. Managers and local officials 

actively cooperated to acquire (divisions of) the most profitable SOEs and 

turn them into private companies by various devious strategies, leaving SOE 

workers “whose labor had created these assets in the course of a lifetime of 

employment” (Lee & Selden, 2007) empty-handed.   

 

The processes of marketization, privatisation but also foreign investments 

(lured by the double prospects of cheap labour and a huge, developing 

domestic market) led to the breaking of the iron rice bowl. The rights of the 

workers, including employment and social security, were usually sacrificed as 

a condition for takeover, including takeovers by foreign companies (Lee & 

Selden, 2007).  

 

The restructured, market-oriented enterprises absorbed many of the rural 

migrants and the laid-off urban workers. Harvey (2005), however, pointed 

out that periodically, in times of economic crises - such as the 1997-1998 

Asian financial crisis and the 2008 global financial crisis which both caused 

huge job losses - the government tries to absorb labour surpluses through 

debt-financed investments in huge infrastructural projects. This has resulted 

in many new airports, subways, and buildings for the Olympic Games (2008) 

and World Expo (2010), highways, urban real estate, and railroads (as 

noticed in Chapter Three).  

 

Apart from the transformations sketched above, many other factors have 

contributed to the economic boom of the past three decades such as political 

stability and a strong state; the existence of a large, often wealthy, overseas 

Chinese community willing to invest in the Motherland; the nearby examples 
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of successful East Asian export-oriented economies and the presence of raw 

materials (Harvey 2005; Whyte, 2009). Whyte (2009) also mentioned the 

fact that socialism lasted only one generation “so that memories and 

experiences of operating in a market society were still present in the 

population and could be revived” (p. 387). 

 

Market mechanism versus state control 

Although the market mechanism seems to be firmly in place nowadays, 

important sectors of the economy are still dominated by the state. Currently 

there are 117 of these “national champions” (SASAC, 2014) who have their 

origins in the “grasping the big and letting go of the small” policy of the 

1990s. They were created to compete with the large transnational 

corporations that during the past 30 years have come to dominate most 

global production chains today (Brødsgaard, 2012; Nolan, 2012). These 

“national champions” are mostly located in sectors of strategic importance, 

including power generation, coal mining, oil and gas, electronics, iron and 

steel, weapons, telecom, shipbuilding, railway construction and rolling stock, 

aerospace but also tourism with the three largest air carriers as well as CITS 

and CTS being part of these 117 (SASAC, 2014). 

 

Although they function with considerable autonomy in national and 

international markets and are listed on international stock exchanges 

(Brødsgaard, 2012), they are both supported and controlled by the state. 

They operate from comfortable monopoly or oligopoly positions (as was 

discussed for aviation in Chapter Three), benefit from state procurement 

(Nolan, 2012), and the growth of the domestic economy. Moreover, they are 

supplied with cheap loans or land when necessary (“Privatisation in China”, 

2011) while their close relation to the government means that permits and 

licenses for, for example, constructing high-speed railways or expanding 

telecom networks, are dealt with quickly. Nevertheless, although dominant in 

many sectors of the domestic economy, the “national champions” still have 

only a very modest presence in global markets (Nolan, 2012).  

 

They are closely monitored by SASAC, which was established in 2003 to 

exercise ownership authority over these large SOEs on behalf of the State 

Council (Brødsgaard, 2012). The Party controls the appointment of their 
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CEOs and presidents (Wang & Xu, 2011; Brødsgaard, 2012), giving rise to 

what Lee (2011) referred to as “the corporate state”. These men are rotated 

between the different SOEs and between the SOEs and government and 

Party organs. The result is that these CEOs, who sometimes hold ministerial 

or vice-ministerial rank, are also Party cadres and illustrative of the 

integration of Party, government and business interests. Brødsgaard (2012) 

described, amongst others, the career of vice-premier Wang Qishan, who 

was responsible for the 2008 Olympics and is now heading the anti-

corruption drive, as an example of this “moving around” policy: “He has 

worked as head of the Construction Bank of China (1994–97), Vice-Governor 

of Guangdong (1998–2000), Party Secretary in Hainan, and Mayor of Beijing 

(2003–2007) before becoming Vice-Premier” (p. 638). 

 

Wang and Xu (2011) stated that many SOEs have also diversified into 

tourism. In Zhejiang, for example, most investors in tourism have a 

background in manufacturing (Lu, Ge & Su, 2008, cited in Wang & Xu, 2011). 

It seems that SOEs do not always voluntarily move into tourism, which is 

thought to be a less attractive sector than, for instance, real estate or energy. 

Tourism usually demands high investments at the initial stages whereas the 

return on investment period is relatively long. However, according to Wang 

and Xu (2011), enterprises are often encouraged to diversify into tourism to 

improve the local economy and create employment, which might help 

government officials to realise their own political or social goals.  

 

The down-side of this is that - as in other sectors - an unfair business 

environment is created through the preferential access to land, finance and 

other resources provided to the SOEs, making it difficult for non-SOEs to 

compete. Another problem is that when SOEs expand into tourism, they 

generally focus on developing hotels and tourist sites for the middle and low-

end tourism markets, which has resulted in “structural over-supply and an 

average low return on investments)” (Wang & Xu, 2011, pp. 1378-79). And 

this, again, is making it difficult for private companies to raise money for 

investments in the financial market: “A vicious cycle has been created 

whereby further tourism investment through the financial market has 

become increasingly difficult, with a concomitant rise in pressure to rely on 
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government intervention” (Wang & Xu, 2011, p. 1379). For the private 

sector, less government intervention would be better. 

 

The close personal and professional ties between the Party and 

entrepreneurs as well as their shared interests do not bode well for the 

future of democracy. The (Western) mantra that economic development and 

privatisation will ultimately lead to more democracy seems rather doubtful 

under these circumstances. In fact, as Brødsgaard (2012) pointed out, “the 

Chinese case appears to prove that economic liberalization and political 

control can go hand in hand” (p. 625). 

 

China as a neoliberal state? 

Against the backdrop of neoliberalism, the Reform and Opening-up policies 

have turned China into one of the world’s fastest growing economies. 

Through the strategies described above, the CPC has alleviated the poverty 

of many, mainly during the first decade of the reform era. The Party has also 

condoned that the country has been transformed from a relatively 

homogeneous society to Asia’s least equal in terms of wealth distribution 

(Lee, 2011). Economic growth has benefited mainly urban residents and 

government and Party officials while “the net incomes of over 400 million 

people have stagnated over the past decade” (Lee, 2011). A huge reservoir 

of flexible, relatively powerless and low-wage labour has been created. 

Harvey (2005) even spoke of a massive proletarianization: where China had 

some 120 million workers in 1978, there were around 350 million in 2005. 

Furthermore, large-scale privatization of assets formerly held in common has 

enabled alliances between domestic and international capital and between 

capital and the bureaucratic elite (Lee & Selden, 2007). With over 90% of 

the 1,000 richest people being either officials or members of the CPC (Lee, 

2011), the integration of wealth and power - or “capitalist class formation” 

(Harvey, 2005, 2011) - is well under way in China.  

 

All this is concurrent with neoliberal policies and realities in the USA and 

many other countries. However, in one area the state regularly tramples on 

neoliberal principles. China has huge labour surpluses and in order to 

maintain social and political stability, these surpluses must either be 

absorbed or repressed. In order to achieve the former, according to Harvey 
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(2005), the state has turned to the massive, debt-financed “infrastructural 

and fixed-capital formation projects” (p. 141) mentioned earlier. This 

requires the state to “depart from neoliberal orthodoxy and act like a 

Keynesian state” (Harvey, 2005, p. 141). Again in 2012 - with substantial 

changes in the top echelons of the Party taking place and economic growth 

down to a “mere” 7,6% (Garschagen, 2012) - the state launched another 

round of debt-financed infrastructural construction works to ease rising 

unemployment (“Pedalling prosperity”, 2012).  

 

Another option to stimulate the economy is to encourage domestic 

consumption (of, for example, tourism), which is lagging behind when 

compared to “consumer societies” such as the USA and most European 

countries (Garschagen, 2012; “Dipping into the kitty”, 2012). This is mainly 

caused by a lack of social security which makes saving for medical expenses, 

education, pensions and housing a basic necessity. The government has 

been experimenting with pension schemes and health insurance for some 

three decades now but this has not resulted in clear, nationwide policies. 

Providing basic social security, especially for migrant workers, would 

decrease the need for thrift and endless saving and encourage private 

spending and domestic consumption (Garschagen, 2012; “Dipping into the 

kitty”, 2012). It would also be cheaper for the state than continuously 

investing in infrastructure, adding more empty apartment blocks, highways 

and airport terminals to the real estate bubble and increasing the huge debts 

of provincial and municipal governments.  

 

Consumer spending could also be increased by adapting the hukou system. 

Although the assignment of hukou status has been decentralized and many 

cities now have their own criteria for allocating hukou’s, this has in general 

resulted in urban hukou status - and the facilities that go with it - being 

mostly conferred upon economic investors, the rich or the highly educated. 

Some cities have been experimenting with giving rural hukou holders more 

rights and making, for example, schooling available to migrant children but 

at much higher fees than for permanent residents (Chan & Buckingham, 

2008). So, although modified in recent years, the hukou system continues to 

be a major cause of preventing the rural population from settling in the cities 

permanently and giving them the same rights as the local population. 
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To rebalance the economy and move away from debt-financed investments 

towards a more consumption centric economy, the government is now 

driving for more urbanization (An, 2013) since urban citizens tend to spend 

more than rural residents. Migrant workers not only earn less than 

permanent urban residents: the 2012 average monthly wage of a migrant 

was around 2,290 yuan compared to 3,897 yuan for permanent urban 

residents (Marshall, 2013). Migrant workers, probably because of their 

insecure futures, also tend to spend some 30% less than urban citizens with 

similar jobs (“Dipping into the kitty”, 2012). 

 

Against this background, the government announced at the end of 2013 that 

a new hukou system will be established by 2020 (An, 2013). This will relax 

control over migrants to small and medium-sized cities while keeping strict 

control over the population in megacities. It is also supposed to make 

pensions, education and healthcare services available to migrant workers (An, 

2013) but many details as to how this will be financed are still unclear. Most 

debt-ridden local governments are against hukou reforms which will put 

them under pressure to increase public spending on social services for 

millions of migrants (An, 2013; Marshall, 2013).  

 

The government will also have to tackle the problem of landownership in the 

rural areas. Although a rural hukou has many disadvantages, migrants retain 

their rural land use rights, which they tend to see as a source of security. A 

change of hukou would require them to give up these rights which they are 

unlikely to do without any (fair) compensation, forming another barrier to 

the government’s urbanization plans (An, 2013; Back, 2013; Marshall, 2013).  

 

Although modifying the hukou system is complex, the government basically 

has no choice. As Marshall (2013) posited: “without reform, the hukou 

system will lock out ever greater numbers from China's emerging middle 

class and make economic rebalancing an uphill battle”.  
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Figure 4.4  Xi’an: new and very empty airport terminal, May 2012 

 
Photo: C. Vos 

 

 
4.4 The politics of tourism 

The description of the political and economic arena above has shown that 

although central government control over the country may not be total, it is 

substantial enough to influence both the location and the content of tourism 

as well as its use as a form of soft power. Without its economic relevance 

(tourism as a development tool for backward areas, a creator of jobs and a 

driver of domestic demand), the central government would probably not 

have paid as much attention to tourism as it has done over the past years. 

After 2000, the political and ideological dimensions of tourism have become 

increasingly important (Airey & Chong, 2011). This is illustrated by the 

reasons for appointing 19 May “China Tourism Day” in 2011. The date was 

chosen, because it is the first day of Xu Xiake’s Travelogue (Xu Xiake was a 

geographer, historian and writer who spent 30 years travelling around China 

during the Ming dynasty). Tourism is seen as “deserving” of its own day not 

only because of its contribution to economic development but also because 

of its potential to sustain and expand Chinese culture, and its educational 

and civilizing qualities of “learning while travelling” (“5.19 approved”, 2011; 

Gao, 2011). What people should do and learn in order to be “civilized” is, of 

course, circumscribed by the government and closely connected to Party 

ideology and the “socialist core value system”.  
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To be “civilized”  

The CPC has a long tradition of seeking to influence the population through 

various forms of soft power - media, campaigns, education, and currently 

also tourism. The change to a market economy and the drive for material 

wealth, also referred to as “material civilization”, has been accompanied by a 

drive for “spiritual civilization”. Dynon (2008) saw the emphasis on these 

“two civilizations” as an attempt to create a narrative that could unify the 

contradictions of the reform era which represent “a multi-layered struggle 

between economic and moral progress, materialism and ideology, reform and 

conservatism, globalization and nationalism, cultural dissolution and the 

positive repackaging of China's cultural traditions” (p. 84). 

 

Since the 1990s the word “civilization” (wenming) has become one of the 

most prominently used in just about everything from advertisements, 

posters and street-banners to handbooks on how to be civilized (Dynon, 

2008). There were “civilized households”, “civilized cities”, “civilized work 

units”, and “civilized markets” (Dynon, 2008).  

 

The content of what it means to be “spiritually civilized” according to the CPC 

has been developing since 1978 and drew not only on socialist ideology and 

market economy concepts, but also on the past. During the presidency of 

Jiang Zemin (1993-2003) a return to Chinese cultural traditions was 

advocated. Dynon (2008) quoted Jiang as commenting in 1995 that if “the 

Chinese people were to neglect traditional moral teachings, China would 

become ‘a vassal of foreign, particularly Western, culture’”(p. 94). The 

government has since promoted a selective revival of ideas attributed to 

Confucius mainly with the purpose of, in the words of Penny (2012), 

“rebuilding social cohesion while maintaining secular authority” (p. 149). 

 

To generate support for as well as increase the base of the CPC, Jiang Zemin 

furthermore introduced the policy of the Three Represents that called for 

“the CPC to always represent the development trend of China's advanced 

productive forces, the orientation of China's advanced culture and the 

fundamental interests of the overwhelming majority of the Chinese people” 

(“Ideological Foundation”, 2006). Through this policy the CPC presented 
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itself as being in charge of China’s economic and cultural transformation; it 

also opened up the possibility to expand Party membership to other groups 

than workers, peasants and government officials to also include 

entrepreneurs, as discussed above. In fact, mentioning the “overwhelming 

majority” of the people after the “advanced productive forces” of the new 

entrepreneurs, was considered a betrayal of the revolution by many 

conservative Party members. At the 16th Party congress in 2002, the Three 

Represents theory, together with Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought 

and Deng Xiaoping Theory, was established as the Party’s “long-term guiding 

ideology” (“Ideological Foundation”, 2006). 

 

Under the next leader, Hu Jintao, the Party - increasingly confronted with 

undesired consequences of the rapid transformation process such as a 

growing wealth gap, a more and more mobile population and social unrest as 

well as a “moral vacuum” marked by materialism and selfishness (Yan & 

Bramwell, 2008; Airey & Chong, 2011; Nyíri, 2010) - added the concepts of a 

“scientific outlook on development” and a “socialist harmonious society” to 

its ideology.  

 

The scientific outlook on development stood for “putting people first” and 

paying attention to not only the economy but also to other needs and the 

general development of the people (Meng et.al, 2011; Airey & Chong, 2011).  

Its ultimate goal is to establish a harmonious society (hexie shehui) where 

current tensions will have been resolved, law and justice will reign and the 

quality of life is seen as increasingly important. This can be considered a 

move away from Marxist class struggle (already announced in the Three 

Represents policy) and in fact a recognition of the existence of different 

layers in society. When introducing this concept in 2005, Hu took care to 

align it with Party ideology by stating, according to Tomba (2009), that 

“‘realizing social harmony, and building a happy society are the social ideals 

constantly pursued by the whole of human kind and the social ideal of 

Marxism, including the Communist Party of China’” (p. 600). From this could 

be concluded that a harmonious society would not mean a change of political 

system but a continued leadership of the CPC. However, in the words of 

Tomba (2009), “the search for ‘harmony’ is essentially different from the 

simple call for ‘order’: it argues for the conscious and rational removal of the 
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causes (whether economic, social, or behavioral) of underlying conflicts, 

rather than for their institutionalization and repression” (p. 594). He further 

noted that therefore the quest for harmony is “accompanied by a stress on 

individual behavior, self-improvement, virtues, and responsibility” (p. 594), 

something which resonates with the discussion on governmentality and suzhi 

or the quality of the population. 

 

A “high quality”, “civilized” middle class is considered an essential supportive 

pillar of a harmonious society. This middle class is, according to Tomba 

(2009), supposed to be both “autonomous” (able to govern itself without 

much government intervention and willing to stimulate the market economy 

through high consumption) and “responsible” (not interested in challenging 

the political order). These educated, mobile consumers are held up as an 

example for other layers of society to emulate. At the same time, a - 

perceived - lack of civilization in other groups (rural migrants, laid-off urban 

workers) is used as an excuse for keeping them under stricter forms of 

government control - by withholding them urban hukou’s, for example - to 

prevent them from turning to violence to represent their interests (Tomba, 

2009). 

 

An important concept in the civilization project is suzhi or the “quality” of the 

population. According to Jacka (2009), suzhi refers to the “physical, 

psychological, intellectual, moral, and ideological qualities of human bodies 

and their conduct” (p. 524). Both individuals and groups of people can be 

high or low suzhi which itself can be both innate and acquired. This definition 

shows that suzhi covers many areas and it is a contested concept. 

Nevertheless, Woronov (2009) stated that most Chinese would agree that 

“such a thing as suzhi exists, that its level is too low in the Chinese 

population, that the collective suzhi of individuals produces the suzhi of the 

nation as a whole, . . .” (p. 568). 

 

Concerns about the quality of the population did not appear overnight. Kipnis 

(2007) noted that contemporary suzhi discussions are underpinned by an 

anxiety about the gap in development between China and the West. This is 

generally thought of as being caused by a lack of suzhi in its people which 

needs to be improved if China wants to become a fully modern and powerful 
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nation. These discussions recall the debates on China’s lack of modernity and 

the “backwardness” of its people from the end of the 19th and beginning of 

the 20th century when the country was trying to come to grips with the 

crumbling authority of the Qing dynasty and the assaults of the colonial 

powers. Suzhi can also be connected to the Confucian concept of self-

cultivation as well as with the Maoist notion of the “improvability of the 

ordinary masses through education, ideological indoctrination, and labor” 

(Jacka, 2009, p. 527). Since the 1980s, however, the suzhi debate focuses 

more and more on the connections between raising the population’s quality 

and China’s future as a wealthy and powerful nation. 

 

In general, the urban middle classes are considered to possess high suzhi. 

Woronov (2009) stated that their high suzhi children, “are clean, studious, 

well-mannered, physically fit, respectful of their elders and superiors, 

patriotic, and concerned for others” (p. 578). Suzhi thus stretches across 

both private and public domains and can show in things as diverse as a 

person’s educational level, moral attitude, hairstyle, skin complexion, 

consumption choices, (lack of) manners and personal hygiene (Jacka, 2009; 

Sun, 2009). Peasants and migrant labourers are generally considered low 

suzhi. However, as Sun (2009) noted, regionality can also be an aspect of 

suzhi: many people who in their home-towns in the interior or west of the 

country would be considered “middle class”, will find themselves rated as low 

suzhi when moving to Beijing or Shanghai. Similarly, migrant workers from 

very poor areas such as Anhui are considered lower suzhi than those from 

other regions (Sun, 2009).  

 

Suzhi, Jacka (2009) argued, also plays a key-role in contemporary processes 

of governmentality since it contributes to “understandings of the 

responsibilities, obligations, claims, and rights that connect members of 

society to the state” (p. 524); it also determines “which individuals and 

social groups are included in this set of rights and responsibilities and which 

are excluded” (p. 524). Ultimately it is the CPC which decides who has the 

highest suzhi; the Party is therefore able to cultivate citizens who are, in the 

words of Tomba (2009), “the most desirable type of subject for an 

authoritarian state: politically docile, but willing to participate in an ethical 
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and moral community in the name of social stability, consumer rights, and 

virtues” (p. 593).  

 

The mix of values central to a socialist harmonious society was assembled in 

“the socialist core value system”, which was publicized for the first time at 

the Sixth Plenum of the 16th CPC Central Committee in 2006 (“Top political 

advisor stresses socialist core value system”, 2010). It is made up of five 

ingredients: 1) Marxism; 2) socialism with Chinese characteristics; 3) 

patriotism; 4) the spirit of reform and innovation and 5) socialist ethical 

values, also called the “eight honors and eight disgraces” (or eight virtues 

and shames - ba rong, ba chi) (“Top political advisor stresses socialist core 

value system”, 2010; Airey & Chong, 2011). 

 

According to the central government’s website (“New moral yardstick”, 2006), 

“in the Chinese language the list of eight honors and disgraces reads like 

rhyming couplets and sounds almost poetic”. They comprise the following 

values:  

 
- Love the country; do it no harm. 

- Serve the people; do no disservice. 

- Follow science; discard ignorance. 

- Be diligent; not indolent. 

- Be united, help each other; make no gains at other's expense. 

- Be honest and trustworthy; do not spend ethics for profits. 

- Be disciplined and law-abiding; not chaotic and lawless. 

- Live plainly, struggle hard; do not wallow in luxuries and pleasures.  

 

All together, the system tries to combine collectivist and individualist ideals, 

resulting in sometimes contradictory norms and values. Collectivist elements 

such as self-sacrifice (following the example of the communist leaders who 

sacrificed themselves for the revolution), industry, frugality and discipline 

seem difficult to reconcile with being an autonomous, modern, 

entrepreneurial consumer-citizen (Woronov, 2009; Nyíri, 2010).  

The socialist core value system is not only essential in raising the quality of 

the people and producing a certain type of citizen, but also a soft power tool 

for the construction of a national identity “with Chinese characteristics” 

(Zhang, J., 2011). 
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Red tourism and the socialist core value system 

China is certainly not the only place where the state tries to shape national 

identity by selecting, adapting and even rebuilding (with much of China’s 

built heritage destroyed since the CPC came to power) certain aspects of a 

country’s heritage for tourism and by ignoring others. Yet in most countries, 

the central government is not the only party deciding on the development 

and use of heritage; usually regional and local authorities, the tourism 

industry as well as community or conservation groups have to be reckoned 

with. To a certain extent this is also the case in China (Yan & Bramwell, 2008) 

with the possible exception of the “red tourism” project which was designed 

at central government level to reinvigorate communist values and which 

echoes the socialist core value system.  

 

Tourism to revolutionary sites, popular in the 1950s and 1960s as discussed 

in Chapter Two, was revived from 2004 when the State Council and the CPC 

Central Committee jointly published the National Red Tourism Development 

Planning 2004-2010 (Tian, 2005; Li & Hu, 2008). In this plan, red tourism is 

viewed as visiting sites and undertaking activities that commemorate the 

history of the revolution and the acts and spirit of the CPC  leaders who led 

the struggle against the nationalist and imperialist powers (Li & Hu, 2008; 

Huang, 2010b). The red tourism campaign started with making 2005 the 

“Year of Red Tourism”. The formation in that same year of the National Red 

Tourism Coordination Executive Committee with officials from several CPC 

and central government departments - such as CNTA, the National 

Development and Reform Committee and several Ministries (Hu, 2009) - 

shows that the government took the revival of revolutionary tourism very 

seriously.  

 

Red tourism is aimed especially at the young generation; it is seen as 

serving the triple goals of strengthening the position of the CPC, 

reinvigorating communist ideology and stimulating the social-economic 

development of poor, land-locked areas such as Yan’an by capitalizing on 

revolutionary heritage (Rioux, 2010). Many of the former and newly 

established communist heritage sites are located in the Western provinces 

that are lagging behind in economic development although their inhabitants 

made important contributions to the revolution. Through tourism the 
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government hopes to create jobs, improve infrastructure and raise incomes 

here.  

 

Red tourism is also conceived as a strategy to counter the moral threats 

posed by the introduction of a market economy and the ensuing 

modernization to the leadership of the CPC and to socialist values. Or as a 

former CNTA director phrased it: “Against the background of market 

economy and globalization, how to keep the red flag flying . . .?” (He 

Guangwei, former CNTA director, cited in Hu, 2009, p. 127).  

 

In the development of red tourism, supply and demand are both to a large 

extent controlled by the central government. The government requires 

schools, universities, government departments and SOEs to arrange red 

tours for their students, employees and workers, thus stimulating the 

demand for its own product: red tourism.  

The role of the state on the supply side is most obvious in selecting the sites 

for red tourism development: places that both fit the current interpretation 

of the history of the CPC and where economic development is deemed 

important. Twelve thematic red tourism zones have been designated for 

encouraging local governments to develop local red tourism spots.  

These are: 

 

Figure 4.5  Red tourism themes and locations  

THEME (Source: Hu, 2009, p. 138) 

 

LOCATION (Source: Ministry of Culture, n.d., 

a, b, c) 

1.   “The Birth of Our Party” Zhejiang Province and Shanghai, where in 
1921 the first national congress of the CPC 
was held. 

2. “The Cradle of Our Revolution 
and The Hometown of Chairman 
Mao” 

Shaoshan (Mao’s hometown), Jinggang 
Mountain (the site of the first rural 
communist base & birthplace of the Red 

Army) and Ruijin county in Jiangxi Province 

(the departure point of the Long March).  

3. “Red Flag Flying in Bai Se” Bai Se in Guangxi Autonomous Region, 
the centre of communist revolutionary action 
in south China and the scene of the Bai Se 

Uprising in 1929.  

4. “The Milestone of Our 
Revolution” 

Zunyi city in Guizhou Province (where in 
1935 Mao became the de-facto leader of the 
CPC during the Zunyi Conference). 

5. “The Miracle of Our Revolution” The north of Yunnan Province and west of 
Sichuan Province, the most difficult and 
heroic stretch of the Long March. 

6. “The Holy Land of Our 
Revolution” 

Yan’an in Shaanxi province, the headquarters 
of the CPC and primary site of the communist 
revolution from 1935 to 1947. 
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7. “Soldiers in the Snowy Forest” Songhua river, Yalu river area and Changbai 
mountains in the northeast of China where 
battles between the communist and 

nationalist forces took place in 1946-1947. 

8. “The Decisive Battle” The south of Anhui province, the north of 
Jiangsu province and the southwest of 
Shandong province, the birthplace of Zhou 
Enlai - Huai’an City in Jiangsu (Ministry of 
Culture, n.d.,c) - and a major battlefield in 

the civil war in 1949. 

9.  “Clarino for the Final Victory” The site of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border 
revolutionary base and a battlefield at the 
early stage of the civil war in 1947. 

10.  “The Dawn of Victory” Shanxi and Hebei province with the 
headquarters of the Eighth Route Army at the 
end of the 1930s and early 1940s; Xibaipo 
where the CPC and PLA headquarters were 
established from May 1948 to March 1949. 

11. “Red Rock Spirit” Northeast of Sichuan and Chongqing, the 

capital of China in the anti-Japanese War and 
site of the Eighth Route Army’s office in 
1938.  

12. “The Final Victory” Beijing, as capital of the People’s Republic, 
and Tianjin which hosts the Museum of the 
“Beiping-Tianjin Campaign” where the PLA 
defeated the Guomindang forces in the winter 
of 1948–1949 after which north-China was 

liberated; Tianjin also houses a Memorial Hall 
for both Zhou Enlai - who went to school here 
- and his wife Deng Yingchao, who played a 
prominent role in the women’s movement.  

 

 

These twelve zones are considered to contain “red spirit”: “a combination of 

communist ideology, patriotism and traditional Chinese virtues such as 

collectivism” (Li, Hu & Zhang, 2010, p. 103). All are related to the civil and 

the anti-Japanese war since keeping the memory of the Japanese invasion 

alive and “never forget national humiliation” (wuwang guochi) are key 

ingredients of patriotism (Wang, 2012) and for motivating people to support 

the government in making China a world power.  

 

Red heritage in these designated areas include museums, monuments, and 

residences of former communist leaders commemorating the period from 

1921 (the founding of the CPC) to the establishment of the PRC (Hu, 2009) 

and is also developed in other areas. In Tibet the former residencies and 

offices of the first CPC officials and army commanders sent there in the 

1950s have been turned into red tourism spots (“Red tourist sites become 

new landmarks for Tibet’s tourism”, 2009).  
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The red tourism enterprise could not be successfully executed without well-

trained staff, especially tour guides, who convey the intended message to 

the tourists. CNTA and the Propaganda Department of the CPC Central 

Committee of the CPC are well aware of this: “We should reinforce the 

training and education in red tourism and continuingly improve employees’ 

political loyalty and professional expertise, to make them not only heritage 

interpreters, but also advocates of patriotism and tutors of political 

education” (Ou Yangjian, deputy minister of the Propaganda Department of 

the CPC Central Committee in 2007, cited in Hu, 2009, p. 142). 

 

The role of the central government on the supply side has not stopped here. 

Since most of the red regions are underdeveloped and did not have any 

budget for investing in tourism products, infrastructure and facilities, the red 

tourism plan was accompanied by a huge financial injection from the central 

state. Between 2005 – 2007 alone, 1.86 billion RMB was invested in 

infrastructural projects (airports, highways) and 0.1 billion RMB in heritage 

conservation (Hu, 2009). The central government also issued guidelines for 

ticket prices with an obligatory 50% discount for adolescents, students, 

senior citizens and PLA soldiers (Li et al., 2010).  

 

Li, Hu and Zhang (2010) argued that red tourism should be “regarded as a 

type of heritage tourism, because the travels represent the history, identity 

and inheritance of a people” (p. 103). Although this seems a legitimate 

categorisation, it could also be argued that red tourism is a form of 

pilgrimage tourism when perceived as a journey to a place of embodied 

ideals that has been sacralised by the state in order to generate a 

transformative experience in the visitor (see Chapter Two). As Hu (2009) 

pointed out, the main goal for introducing red tourism was “to commemorate 

revolutionary traditions, to carry forward a national spirit” and “to improve 

the political education of the younger generation” (p. 135). Several red 

tourism websites underline these educational and spiritual aspects: Yan’an 

for example is generally referred to as the “Holy Land of Chinese Revolution” 

(“Yan’an”, 2008). Xibaipo‘s website mentions that a visit here is “not mere 

tourism but a kind of spiritual return”; it was here that Mao remarked that 

“the comrades must be taught to remain modest, sensible and free from 
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arrogance and rashness in their style of work. Comrades must be taught to 

sustain the style of plain living and hard struggle” (Cai, 2002).   

 

Such examples show that red tourism is developed with mainly ideological 

and transformative purposes in mind. The packaging, however, is 

contemporary, using elements of the entertainment industry to make sites 

attractive to especially the younger generation, who can no longer be lured 

by lectures on communist ideology. In Yan’an visitors can dress up in 

uniforms of this era and have their photo taken; or sit behind Mao’s desk and 

imagine being the Chairman for a moment. Or they can watch the daily re-

enactment of a battle between communist forces and Guomindang troops 

(Branigan & Chung, 2009), as Zhang Yuliang and his friends from Jiangxi 

Province did: 

  

Zhang and his friends even donned military uniforms and joined the show as 

cast members. “Gunpowder smoke filled the air, the sound of gunshots was 

deafening. It's as if we were on a movie set. I really had a good time”, he 

said. With over 1,000 viewers a day, the show brings millions of yuan in 

yearly to its investor Chu Xianyi, an entrepreneur from east China's Zhejiang 

Province. (“Red tourism flourishes in old revolutionary bases”, 2011) 

 

Li et al. (2010) reported on the Ge Le Shan Revolutionary Memorial, based 

on the remains of a former nationalist concentration camp in Chongqing 

where communists and their supporters were jailed during the civil war. 

Tourists can experience “being taken prisoner” by the nationalists; the place 

has been made to look like the former camp with cells and torture 

instruments. The interpretation by the guides is explicitly tailored at creating 

a wide dichotomy between the heroic communist freedom fighters who were 

the inmates and the brutal, treacherous, nationalist prison guards. 

 

This eclectic mix of ideology, theme park and entertainment elements makes 

red tourism sites places of “indoctritainment” (Nyíri, 2009)27 without, 

however, a guarantee of the visitors transforming themselves in the intended 

way. Many tourists combine a compulsory red tourism tour with “fun” 

activities (Li et al., 2010), while Rioux (2010) noted that nowadays - due to 

                                                      
27

 The term “indoctritainment” was coined by Wanning Sun (2002) to describe the use of entertainment 

as a means of reinforcing the moral and political values of the state, specifically in the PRC. 
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disillusionment with reform and corrupt CPC leaders - people are less willing 

than before to comply with the central state’s moral campaigns.  

 

Writing about Jinggangshan, Rioux (2010) also argued that red tourism has 

led to the commoditization and transformation of the “sacred spaces of 

revolutionary memorials” (p. 97). “Histories and symbols of the revolution 

are advocated as major tourist attractions by way of reinvention and 

selectivity” (p. 97), while the different stakeholders involved each have their 

own agenda. The central government tries to strengthen its own position 

through moral education; provincial authorities concentrate on economic 

development opportunities while the local population is primarily interested 

in making a living of the “red tourists”. The outcome of this transformation 

process is something which cannot be fully controlled by the central 

government.  

 

Scenic spots 

It is not only at “red sites” that the government tries to maintain and assert 

its cultural authority through state sanctioned narratives of history and 

culture. Nyíri (2006, 2009, 2010) noted that the reconstruction of tourist 

sites after 1978 has created a landscape of “scenic spots” (mingsheng), the 

commonly used term to denominate tourist sites in China. These all have 

similar characteristics, featuring, in the words of Nyíri (2009):  

 

a ticketing gate, a shopping street offering largely similar souvenirs, an 

accommodation area suitable for tourist groups, cultural performances 

(usually involving ethnic minorities or reenactments of supposedly historical 

ceremonies) and an elaborate narrative on the history of the site that is 

repeated in a more or less unchanged way by tour guides and in brochures. 

(p. 159) 

 

Apart from revolutionary sites, the ever expanding number of scenic spots 

includes various other categories. The locations - mountains, rivers, temples, 

views illustrating Daoist and Confucian notions - immortalized by the literati 

poets and painters have already been discussed in Chapter Two. These, as 

well as the cultural references attached to them, are considered to be an 

essential part of Chinese culture and were rehabilitated after 1978. Although 

few Chinese youth know the poems of the literati by heart nowadays, images 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 185 

of Huangshan, other sacred mountains or the Yangzi river all are “firmly 

entrenched in the Chinese psyche” (Sofield & Li, 1998, p. 366) through 

endless reproduction on calendars, wall-paper and posters, in 

advertisements, TV shows and on the Internet (Nyíri, 2006). Some new 

additions were made when, in the words of Nyíri (2006), “in a tradition 

previously absent in China and introduced from the Soviet Union, statues of 

cultural heroes associated with the sites were erected at some of them, such 

as that of Su Shi at Red Cliff” (p. 12).  

 

Many sites illustrate, according to Nyíri (2009), “the indoctritainment theme 

of ‘five-thousand-year-old superior culture’” (p. 163). These include historic 

constructions such as the Great Wall, the Confucius temple and family 

mansion in Qufu - epitomizing cultural traditions from the feudal period (Yan 

& Bramwell, 2008) - and cities such as Pingyao, a UNESCO world heritage 

site in Shanxi province. In Pingyao, the area within the city walls was 

restored for tourist usage with gates and a ticket-office and with a 

pedestrian-only district decorated with exotic red lanterns. Only tourist-

related businesses can be established here: shops selling traditional foods 

and handicrafts or souvenirs; hotels and restaurants; antique shops; bike 

rental companies and massage parlours (Wang, S.Y., 2011; own 

observations, May 2011). This tourism development policy has forced 

“normal” businesses and the local way of life out of the historic district to 

make place for the homogeneous stores and restaurants that can be found at 

most scenic spots. 

 

Other ancient cities commoditized for tourism are the water towns in 

Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces. These were centres of trade and 

manufacturing in bygone eras and the built heritage of wealthy merchants 

and administrators (residences, gardens and bridges) have become the main 

attractions here. In their study on Zhujiajiao - within a daytrip’s reach of 

Shanghai - Huang, Wall & Mitchell (2007) noted a similar commoditization of 

the town’s historical architecture as in Pingyao with commercial enterprises 

currently catering mainly to the needs of tourists. They also noticed the 

creation of new tourist attractions “that reflect local heritage (such as the 

Fishermen’s House and the Hall of Paddy and Rice Customs)” (Huang, Wall & 

Mitchell, 2007, p. 1045). Although the residents are mostly in favour of 
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touristic developments they also comment on the crowding, the fact that 

tourism does generate extra employment but mostly unstable (with service 

workers having no contracts) and badly paid work. Personal incomes of most 

residents have not grown as the general price level has gone up with 

increasing development (Huang et. al., 2007). 

 

At many historic sites it seems that, as Notar (2006) wrote, the - partly 

fictionalized - “past is presently available mostly as a commodity” (p. 105). 

In this China does not really differ that much from other parts of the world. 

In many cities concurrent processes of touristification and gentrification are 

turning city centres into playgrounds where tourists are presented with 

selective bits of history and heritage while the original inhabitants are forced 

to move further afield due to soaring rent and prices. A prime example of 

this process was the reshaping and touristification of New York City under 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg (Fessenden et al., 2013).  

 

Ethnic tourism 

A notable category of tourist sites are the ethnic villages and other areas 

where the abstract notion of a multi-ethnic harmonious society in which 55 

minorities28 (“Ethnic minorities”, n.d.) are living happily together with the 

majority of around 92% Han Chinese (“China’s population mix”, n.d.) is 

concretised. After 1978, minority groups gradually became involved in 

tourism. According to Yang (2011), ethnic tourism29 has been used for a 

variety of purposes such as alleviation of poverty in minority areas and as a 

way to integrate these groups - historically considered primitive and 

backward by the Han people - into the nation (Oakes, 1998; Yang, 2011).  

 

Ethnic tourism has grown tremendously in recent years and ethnic elements 

can be found at many tourist attractions. Several theme parks are dedicated 

to ethnic minorities such as China Folk Culture Village (part of the Splendid 

                                                      
28

 These groups count around 96.5 million people. The Zhuang, Hui, Uyghur, Yi, Miao, Manchu, Tibetan, 

Mongolian, Tujia, Bouyei, Korean, Dong, Yao, Bai and Hani each count more than one million people 
(Ryan & Gu, 2009a). All have certain privileges such as exemption from the one child policy or lower 
requirements for entry into college or university. “In part these concessions are a reflection of their often 
lower levels of income and geographical marginality as well as a respect for cultural difference” (Ryan & 
Gu, 2009a, p. 147). 

 
29

 According to Yang, “today, ethnic tourism generally refers to tourism motivated by a tourist’s search 

for exotic cultural experiences, including visiting ethnic villages, minority homes and ethnic theme parks, 
being involved in ethnic events and festivals, watching traditional dances or ceremonies, or merely 
shopping for ethnic handicrafts and souvenirs” (Yang, Wall, & Smith, 2008, cited in Yang, 2011, p. 562). 
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China theme park in Shenzhen) and the Xishuangbanna Dai Ethnic Garden in 

Yunnan, which is one of China’s eight most popular theme parks (“8 most 

popular theme parks”, 2010).  

 

Yang (2011), in her study on Yunnan Ethnic Folk Village (YEFV) - located in a 

suburb of Kunming - noted that such attractions tend to fossilize the cultures 

of ethnic groups; they not only deny their diverse histories and traditions but 

also their changing cultures and their contemporary ways of life. This has 

definitely been the case in YEFV which was set up to promote the unity of 25 

ethnic groups represented here; only the “healthy and progressive” aspects 

of their cultures are presented while their “superstitious” religious practices 

and rituals are not shown (Yang, 2011). According to Yang (2011), “the 

emphasis is on the cultural materials (old-style houses, costumes, arts and 

handcrafts), the performing arts (singing and dancing), and cultural events 

and festivals” (p. 571). Tourists can walk through the park, taste minority 

food, watch shows and consume exotic culture. As a park manager stated: 

“Most tourists are on a vacation and they are only looking for fun, relaxation, 

and experience of exotic people and different culture” (cited in Yang, 2011, p. 

572).  

 

By showcasing the 25 minorities as living happily together in a “harmonious” 

society, YEFV contributes to the project of nation building. However, YEFV 

also freezes, according to Yang (2011), minority culture in former times and 

strengthens the idea “that minorities are of the past and ‘less developed’” (p. 

563). By contrasting themselves with these “backward” Others, urban middle 

class tourists may experience their own modernity and a sense of progress 

(Yang, 2011; Notar, 2006).  

 

Notar (2006) described a similar process in her study on the transformation 

of Dali, home of the Bai minority and also located in Yunnan. Formerly an 

international backpacker destination - with a globalized Foreigner Street, “a 

familiar-feeling place for transnational travelers and a surprisingly unfamiliar 

one for both the majority of Dali townspeople and the Chinese nationals who 

experienced it” (Notar, 2006, p. 46) - it is now also a major destination for 

domestic tourists. International backpackers, inspired by the Lonely Planet 

guidebook, are drawn to Dali in search of some kind of “authenticity”.  
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A younger generation of domestic tourists and overseas Chinese visit here 

mainly to follow in the footsteps of the protagonists from a martial arts 

bestseller (Heavenly Dragons or Tianlong Babu by Jin Yong, which was 

turned into a popular TV series in 2002) set in 11th century Dali. Older 

tourists come to see locations and sing songs from the 1959 movie Five 

Golden Flowers (Wuduo Jinhua) in which the people and places of Dali 

figured to illustrate the success of the Great Leap Forward (Notar, 2006). All 

these tourists, Chinese and Western, are inspired by representations in 

popular culture to travel to Dali to, in the words of Notar (2006), “consume a 

place of an imagined exotic past” (p. 5). In the process, Dali has become a 

giant theme park to mirror its image in popular culture. Tourists learn to see 

minority people as, in the words of Notar (2006), “leading a theme-park like 

existence” (p. 100) and to perceive their communities as “places where they 

can play out their own fantasies” (p. 105). Such representations have not 

only led to the commoditization of ethnicity but also, in the words of Ryan 

and Gu (2009a), cut minority people off “from daily (urban) realities” and 

presented them “as almost irrelevant subjects to be gazed upon” (p. 149). 

 

Theme parks 

Theme parks are also dedicated to other topics. Nyíri (2010) noted that 

theme parks have been important from the 1990s in establishing a new 

canon of scenic spots based on themes from history and folk customs; 

“visiting them became a proto-tourist activity for many people: it familiarized 

them with representations of traditional scenic spots and taught them to see 

these as part of a national landscape” (p. 64). 

 

Currently, they are a necessity in domestic tourism since the huge numbers 

of tourists need places to visit and things to do. In Qufu, where the 

Confucius temple, mansion and cemetery can be seen in just an hour or two, 

Six Arts City has been built, an educational theme park where one can 

experience or take part in the six arts mastered by Confucius - music, 

mathematics, calligraphy, charioteering, archery and “ancient rituals” (such 

as drinking tea). Souvenirs can be bought in the “village” where Confucius 

spent his youth. A highlight is a haunted house ride where the journeys of 

Confucius are depicted; while riding along and looking at all the events he 
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encountered (storms, deserts, caves, audiences listening to his teachings, 

tigers, exotic beauties, skeletons), the story of his wanderings is told (own 

observations, September 2012).        

 

The Hengdian World Studios (or “Chinese Hollywood”) are another popular 

film based theme park where 13 movie sets can be visited (“8 most popular 

theme parks”, 2010). Inspired by literature is the Dream of the Red Chamber 

Theme Park in Beijing. The Tang Paradise Lotus Park in Xi’an represents just 

about everything which is supposedly Tang dynasty (618 - 907), from 

gardens and mountains to poetry, songs, dance, markets, food and fashion 

(own observations, May 2012). A similar style heritage park, Qingming 

Shanghe Yuan, was opened in 2005 in Kaifeng. It is modelled after a famous 

12th-century scroll painting, Qingming Shanghe Tu now in the Forbidden City 

in Beijing, that depicts a scene in Kaifeng, then the Northern Song dynasty's 

eastern capital (“International conference on Qingming Shanghe Tu”, 2005). 

As in Xi’an, the park features traditional restaurants, shops, gardens and 

bridges, demonstrations of traditional arts and crafts, and performances that 

in this case re-enact Song dynasty rituals.  

 

A new edition to “theme park land” will be the Tibet Cultural and 

Tourism Creative Park which Chinese officials announced in July 2012 will be 

built on the outskirts of Lhasa in three to five years’ time. With the addition 

of this park to the other sites in Lhasa, a city with somewhere between 

600,000 and 1 million inhabitants, authorities hope to increase tourists 

visiting the city to some 15 million annually by 2015. The park has the story 

of Princess Wencheng - the seventh-century niece of a Tang (618 - 907) 

emperor who married a king from Tibet's Yarlung dynasty - as its core theme. 

The park seems therefore intended not only to generate income and create 

employment, as the authorities state, but also to highlight the “ancient” ties 

and ethnic harmony between Tibet and China (Branigan, 2012).  

 

It is thus not only in red tourism that the state is trying to influence the 

minds of - domestic - tourists. Through all these scenic spots, which are to a 

large extent newly created, the state tries, in the words of Oakes (1998), 

 “to fix the boundaries of a unique and essential China, a nation equal and 

unique among a modern community of nations” (p. 48). To strengthen 
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national consciousness, this “unique and equal” country is presented as a 

“harmonious society”, shaped by eternal cultural traditions where exotic 

minorities and Han Chinese live peacefully together and where only the CPC, 

supported by socialist values, is capable of propelling the nation forward into 

modernity, a time when the era of national humiliation will belong forever to 

the past.  

 

That the central state is indeed - to a large extent - capable of determining 

the location and interpretation of scenic spots can be attributed to the 

integration of business and politics sketched in the above sections. In every 

tourism development project, according to Nyíri (2009) “government bodies 

(mostly at the county, prefecture or provincial level) are present as both 

stakeholders (co-owners) and regulators” (p. 163; italics in original text); 

many tourist enterprises are off-shoots of SOEs and will be careful not to 

tread on CPC toes. 

 

Maintaining cultural authority over tourist sites is furthermore facilitated by 

the fact that group tourism is (still) predominant, making tour guides key 

figures in the interpretation of sites. It is no wonder that the attitude of tour 

guides is of great concern as the CNTA website, quoted in Nyíri (2009), 

testifies; in their introductions of scenic spots, they “must display their love 

for the homeland, the nation, the people and the native place . . .” (p. 164). 

They should also take care to “. . . introduce China’s long and outstanding 

history, the nation’s ancient and outstanding culture; to introduce the 

Chinese people’s fine tradition of hard work and frugality, national unity and 

harmony” (p. 164).  

 

Figure 4.6 Qufu: Tour group and “amplified” tour guide, May 2011 

 
Photo: C. Vos 
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Civilizing tourism and consuming scenic spots 

Whereas in the West tourism these days is not immediately associated with 

“civilizing potential”, in China tourism is perceived as a civilized and civilizing 

activity as noted by various authors (Oakes, 1998; Nyíri, 2006, 2009, 2010; 

Oakes & Sutton, 2010; Sheperd, 2013). Tourists can raise “the ‘quality’ of 

the rural population by, for example, insisting on clean toilets and attentive 

service . . .” (Oakes & Sutton, 2010, p. 6). When people from more 

provincial backwaters go travelling, they, in turn, will be subjected to 

“modern forms of infrastructure”, “advanced ways of life” and “modern 

methods of entrepreneurship” (Nyíri, 2009, p. 157).  

 

Tourists themselves are less concerned with the ideological content of travel, 

but they do in general, according to Nyíri (2009), see tourism as a 

“quintessentially modern experience” (p. 155). This association of tourism 

with modernity is not completely new – also during the 1920s and 1930s, as 

noted above, tourism was seen as a “modern” and “healthy” occupation for 

the middle class.  

 

It is not only the experience of travelling that comprises the “modernity” of 

tourism; Chinese tourists also expect to find modern hotels, railways, 

airports, shopping centres and skyscrapers on their journeys. So also in 

tourism, “material” and “spiritual” civilization together constitute the 

civilizing experience. Nyíri (2009) quoted Zhang Gu, director of the Sichuan 

Tourism Administration, on this topic. He stated that “the construction of 

scenic spots and scenic areas must both fully reflect modern material 

civilization and fully display the positive and advancing spiritual civilization of 

the Chinese race (Zhonghua minzu)”; according to Zhang “this is what 

distinguishes the socialist tourism industry with Chinese characteristics from 

the Western capitalist tourism industry” (Zhang Gu, 2000, cited in Nyíri, p. 

163). 

 

“Authenticity” - still one of the dominant themes in Western tourism - is not 

something the average Chinese tourist is interested in. To be a tourist means, 

in general, to consume scenic spots with clear - state approved - narratives, 

interpreted by state licensed tour guides and to enjoy (and join in) 
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performances30 and re-enactments of - sometimes newly invented - historical 

ceremonies. Oakes (1998), writing about differences between Chinese and 

Western tourists experiencing staged events in Guizhou, noted that the 

Chinese tourists “expected to see a performance and generally had a fun 

time during their visits, drinking wine, dancing with the natives, and 

themselves dressed up in costume” (Oakes, 1998, p. 2). They enjoy these 

staged performances and, in the words of Nyíri (2010), “seem to ‘play along’ 

because they consider participating in performances of the nation serious 

business” (p. 143).  

 

Yang (2011) also noted that for visitors to Yunnan Ethnic Folk Villages 

authenticity is not really an issue. The tourists visiting the cultural shows and 

ethnic festivals are, according to her, generally aware that these are staged 

events. They nevertheless seemed to enjoy them as well as their other 

experiences at the park since they are primarily looking for entertainment 

and relaxation, as some of the comments made by her interviewees 

demonstrate:  

 

‘‘It is cool! I have seen real natives at work in their own grass huts’’. ‘‘I 

enjoyed shows and dancing with minority people. I felt like in an authentic 

setting’’. ‘‘I like ethnic festivals on the long weekends. They are great fun and 

entertaining’’. ‘‘I love elephant shows and our cute minority guide’’… (p. 576) 

 

Explaining this different attitude Nyíri (2010) stated:  

 

Chinese tourists’ enjoyment of the performative - photographing the stone 

stele with the World Heritage inscription or joining in a minority tug-of-war - 

and their wariness of the “authentic” everyday life of toured places that 

                                                      
30

  Theatrical performances (large scale in- or outdoor live shows) have become an important part of the 

tourism product. Song and Cheung (2012) noted that they are often based on historical themes, ethnic 
minorities, local natural beauty, legends and familiar love stories. Combining music, song and dance (from 
ballet to minority folk dances), martial arts and acrobatics with elaborate costumes and often high tech 
elements (revolving stages, moving audience seats, laser shows, fireworks) into spectacular shows, they 
are staged for years on end, attracting thousands of - mainly domestic - tourists. A famous example is 
Impressions of Liu Sanjie, directed by well-known film director Zhang Yimou, staged in Yangshuo with the 
picturesque mountains of Guilin as its backdrop and legends of the Zhuang minority as its main theme. 
The show features hundreds of - local - performers and is performed nearly every day. Other famous 
shows are The Legend of Kungfu (Beijing), Impressions of West Lake (Hangzhou), Four Seasons of 
Zhouzhuang (Zhouzhuang, one of the water towns) (Song & Cheung, 2012). Tang Paradise (Xi’an) daily 
stages a “high tech” show without performers but featuring laser beams, a movie projected on a water 
screen, fireworks and sound (own observations, 2012, May).  In Qufu, each evening between April and 
November, 200 performers depict the trials and tribulations experienced by Confucius during his life; here 
the large quantities of water - a true river flooding the stage - draw the biggest applause from the 
audience (own observations, September 2012).  
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Western tourists pursue seem to stem from the same root: impatience with 

the backward and stationary, and a desire to distance themselves from it. (p. 

165) 

 

Maybe even more enlightening are the remarks of a travel agency manager 

in Sichuan Province, cited by Nyíri (2010), who commented that Chinese 

tourists are not interested in seeing authentic village life “because they know 

it already . . . because they lived like that when they were little, or if not 

they, then their parents or grandparents” (p. 165).   

 

4.5 The structure of tourism 

In most countries different layers of - national and local - government as well 

as private companies and other organizations are involved in the planning, 

development and management of tourism, a multi-faceted industry. This 

applies to China as well with the restriction that the role of the government - 

and its top leaders - is more directive and controlling than in Western 

countries. 

 

Airey & Chong (2011) stated that the central government’s role in tourism is 

currently limited to investment in “tourism-related infrastructure as well as 

certain products and regions where central support is deemed necessary (e.g. 

central and western China, and ideological products)” (p. 216) such as red 

tourism. Investment in and management of tourist sites and facilities is 

mostly done by local government and industry.  

 

Nevertheless, tourism development in general features some form of 

government involvement. Nyíri (2010) remarked in this context that plans 

for tourism projects “can be initiated by the local, prefectural, provincial, or 

central government, or by a private investor, but because of the public 

ownership of all land and absence of a land market, it can only take place 

with state approval” (p. 66). And this is why some level of government is, 

after “making the land available and subsequently becoming a stakeholder” 

(p. 67) generally involved in tourism development.  

 

In line with the findings of the previous sections, with many hotels, airlines, 

travel organizations, and scenic spots being still state-owned or off-shoots of 

SOEs and taking the ideological importance of tourism into account, it is not 
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really surprising that Nyíri (2010) classified travel as “one of the least free 

sectors of the retail economy (Nyíri 2006a: 69-73)” (p. 67). 

 

Government organizations in tourism 

The most important government body dealing with tourism is the China 

National Tourism Agency (CNTA), discussed more in detail below. An 

important role is also reserved for the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC), a supra-ministerial agency responsible for macro 

management of the economy and formulating and implementing the Five 

Year Plans. As far as tourism is concerned, the NDRC determines the position 

- and hence its importance as a sector of the economy - of tourism in the 

national plan. The NDRC is also involved in the planning of major investment 

projects, pricing policies (including the prices of tourist attractions) and the 

arrangement of national holidays with changes here having considerable 

economic, social and cultural impact.  

 

The Ministry of Finance manages macro-economic policies and the national 

budget. With regard to tourism, it is responsible for approving CNTA’s budget 

and the fees imposed by CNTA, such as those for tour guide examinations 

and quality guarantee charges (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 146). The Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs is responsible for visa issuing to foreigners; it also negotiates 

with CNTA about the opening up of outbound markets and plays a role in the 

ADS procedures.  

 

The central publicity department of the CPC is in charge of the promotion of 

the socialist core value system through domestic tourism with the NDRC and 

CNTA providing the infrastructure and professional support and the Ministry 

of Finance arranging necessary funds (Airey & Chong, 2011). This 

department, according to Airey and Chong (2011), also has to ensure “that 

tourist products, especially their non-physical aspects, such as those 

involved in religious tourism, are ideologically supportive of, or at least not 

detrimental to, China’s socialist civilization” (p. 146). Various other echelons 

(think tanks such as the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences as well as NPC 

and CPPCC members) also play a role in research and advice on the 

development of tourism and tourism policy (Airey & Chong, 2011).  
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With decentralization local governments have become more responsible for 

tourism development in their area and since 1995, tourism “has been 

acknowledged as a ‘pillar industry’ in 80% of the provinces” (Airey & Chong, 

2011, p. 148).  

 

While the government branches listed above might be labelled key players in 

the development of tourism, the list is by no means exhaustive; other 

agencies involved are for example the now defunct Ministry of Railways and 

the Ministry of Transport; the Ministry of Health, monitoring health, hygiene 

and food safety in tourist regions; the Ministry of Commerce, responsible for 

“ensuring that there is sufficient provision of services and commodities for 

tourists, especially during the peak season”. (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 150). 

The Ministry of Agriculture has become involved in tourism due to the 

growing attention to rural tourism as a contributor to regional development; 

the Ministry of Education determines the academic status of tourism, which 

is rather low: “Currently tourism is classified as a ‘Second-Tier Discipline’, 

located within one of the ‘First-Tier Disciplines’ (e.g. management, 

economics). This means that doctoral students are admitted to the major 

discipline rather than directly to tourism” (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 150). 

Finally, there are various NGO’s as well as foreign advisory bodies (UNWTO, 

WTTC) which are and have been involved in the development of (plans for) 

tourism. 

 

CNTA 

CNTA is the organization in charge of overall policy-making for and the 

development, administration and promotion of tourism under the governance 

of the State Council. According to its website (“CNTA in brief”, n.d.), CNTA is 

responsible for, among other: 

 planning and coordination of the development of tourism including the 

drafting of laws and regulations; 

 marketing strategies for domestic, inbound and outbound tourism; 

publicity and promotional activities on the overall image of China’s 

tourism; guiding the work of China’s tourism institutions abroad; 

 planning, development and protection of tourism resources; taking 

charge of tourist statistics and the coordination and instruction of holiday 

tourism and red tourism;  
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 supervision and management of service quality; tourist safety and 

emergency rescues;  

 taking charge of the cooperation with international tourist organizations; 

the establishment of policies on outbound and border tourism; examining 

and approving foreign travel agencies established in China and 

examining the market access qualifications of foreign-invested travel 

agencies and travel agencies engaged in international tourism as well as 

examining and approving overseas (outbound) tourism and border 

tourism cases; 

 policies on travel to Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan; taking charge of 

affairs on mainland residents traveling to Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan 

and examining and approving travel agencies of Hong Kong, Macao and 

Taiwan established in the Mainland; 

 organizing tourism education and training; stipulating the vocational 

qualification system and ranking system for tourism employees and other 

issues assigned by the State Council. 

 

Organizations directly affiliated to CNTA are, among other, China Travel and 

Tourism Press, China Tourism Management Institute and China National 

Tourism Institute; some of its subordinate associations are the China 

Association of Travel Services, the China Tourist Hotels Association, China 

Tourism Automobile and Cruise Association and China Association of Tourism 

Journals.  

 

CNTA normally convenes the annual National Tourism Working Conference, 

which has the function of “briefing, consensus building and taking forward 

decisions already agreed by the vice-premier” (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 142). 

Participants usually include the vice-premier in charge of tourism, 

representatives from NDRC, the Ministries involved, the National Audit Office, 

CNTA officials, heads of local tourism bureaus, representatives of 

government think tanks, the tourism academic community and some tourist 

enterprises (“National Tourism Working Conference opens in Beijing”, 2009). 

Despite its elaborate responsibilities, CNTA’s powers are quite limited since - 

as is clear from the list of organizations above - policy-making authority for 

tourism is widely distributed. Secondly, CNTA has a relatively low 

administrative status. Although it resorts directly under the State Council, 
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CNTA holds a vice-ministry rank which means it cannot directly raise issues 

at State Council meetings or launch major initiatives by itself. As noted 

above, the political and ideological dimensions of tourism are dealt with at 

higher Party and government levels.  

 

One of CNTA’s main tasks is the promotion of China as a tourist destination 

abroad. For this purpose, CNTA has set up 18 (as of February 2014) 

overseas tourist offices, called China National Tourism Organizations, which 

have the purpose of marketing China to overseas tourists. They can be found 

in North America (New York, Los Angeles, and Toronto); Europe (London, 

Paris, Frankfurt, Madrid, Rome and Zürich); the Russian Federation (Moscow); 

Japan (Tokyo and Osaka); other Asian countries (Singapore, Nepal, India 

and South Korea); and in Hong Kong and Sydney (CNTA, 2014). 

 

CNTA has also fulfilled a key role in establishing quality standards such as 

hotel star ratings which, however, are “recommended” and not “compulsory” 

standards (Airey & Chong, 2011). CNTA has also developed quality standards 

for tourist sites, resulting in a somewhat confusion array of qualifications 

such as “Revolutionary Sites”, “Outstanding Tourist Cities”, “Best Tourist 

Cities”, “National Parks”, “National Geological Park”, “National Vacation 

Resorts” and, probably the most important, the “Rating and Evaluation for 

Quality Levels of Tourist Attractions” (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009).  

 

The last one grades the quality of scenic spots into five levels, with 5A as the 

highest. Whether a tourist attraction is rated with one or five A’s, is decided 

by CNTA based on an assessment of the site (Orbinski-Vonk, 2011). 

In May 2007, CNTA announced the first group of national AAAAA tourist 

attractions. This group of 66 sites included many of the country’s most 

famous attractions such as Forbidden City, the Summer Palace and the Stone 

Forest (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). The number of 5A attractions has steadily 

increased to more than 100 in 2011 (Orbinski-Vonk, 2011). Through the 

rating system, CNTA aims to improve the management and service quality of 

tourist attractions. The evaluation criteria include transportation, planning 

and management issues, on-site tours, safety and security, cleanliness and 

sanitation, shopping, environment issues, tourist arrivals and satisfaction 
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(Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). Below a summary of the evaluation criteria for 5A 

rated sites can be found.  

 

 

AAAAA Tourist Attractions  

 

This section is based on Ryan, Gu & Fang (2009, pp. 25-26), unless stated 

otherwise. 

 

1. Transportation. The site must be easily accessible (within 30 km of an airport 

[Orbinski-Vonk, 2011]), provide environmentally compatible designated parking 

areas, well-designed tour routes and environment-friendly on-site vehicles. 

 

2. On-site tour. The criteria include well-located visitor centres with comprehensive 

facilities and well-trained staff; signs for direction; various publications about the 

attraction; sufficient, highly qualified tour guides (who should be able to “provide 

scientific and accurate information about the location, and present it in an elegant, 

personalised way” [Orbinski-Vonk, 2011]); and sufficient public facilities with 

distinctive cultural features. 

 

3. Safety and security. The site should be in possession of complete safety and 

security regulations and implement them as well; this includes effective fire alarm 

and ambulance systems and an on-site clinic and medical staff. 

 

4. Cleanliness and sanitation. The attraction should provide a clean environment with 

sufficient and clean restrooms and trash cans. Furthermore, “all public facilities, 

restaurants, and foods must meet the specified national standards of sanitation and 

environment protection and should not use disposable tableware” (p. 25). 

 

5. Postal and telecommunication service. “The criteria include postal and 

national/international direct dial phone services; appropriate charges; and a mobile 

phone signal within the attraction” (p. 25). 

 

6. Shopping. Designated shopping areas with a clean shopping environment and the 

sale of various and unique local tourist products are important here. 

 

7. Operation and management of tourist attraction. “The criteria include a 

professional and efficient management system; complete and effective regulations 

on quality control, safety and security, the maintenance of tourism statistics; . . . ; 

unique destination image and brand, good reputation on service quality; government 

approved tourism planning proposals; a professional training department and highly 

qualified employees; . . . ; and a personalized service for seniors, children and the 

disabled” (pp. 25-26). 

 

8. Tourism resources and environment protection. “The criteria include specific 

requirements on air quality, sound pollution record, underground water quality, and 

sewage; well-maintained and protected natural, cultural and historic attractions; 

scientific management of carrying capacity; well-designed and environment-

compatible buildings and facilities . . . ” (p. 26). 

 

9. Attractiveness of tourist resources. The site should be of “exceptional historical, 

cultural and scientific importance” or have “a rich variety of valuable species and 

habitats, or distinctive or unique scenery” (p. 26). 

 

10. Market attractiveness. “The criteria include being a well-known attraction of 

international significance and recognition; an exceptionally appealing image, strong 

market influence and uniqueness of the attraction” (p. 26). 
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11. Tourist arrivals. The site should receive more than 600,000 tourists per year, 

including a minimum of 50,000 international tourist arrivals annually. 

 

12. Tourist satisfaction. “It refers to high levels of tourist satisfaction based on 

tourist survey results” (p. 26). 

  

 

Ryan, Gu & Fang (2009) remarked that many of the various rating systems 

are based on industry standards of developed countries and that 

categorizations such as “China’s Best Tourist City”, “Cultural and Natural 

Heritage Site” or “National Ecological Park” are based on standards used by 

UNWTO and UNESCO. Nevertheless, the range of categories currently 

available for attractions can also be a source of confusion, as a site can, for 

example, be classified as 5A, as well as being a National Park, a National 

Geological park, and a National Cultural and Natural Heritage site all at the 

same time (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). According to Ryan, Gu and Fang (2009), 

categorizations are possibly sometimes conferred upon cities or attractions 

not just on the basis of qualifications but on more subjective, political 

considerations as well. 

 

There is, indeed, a world of difference between, for example, the 5A rated 

Temple of Heaven in Beijing, with audio-guides available in several 

languages, and the 5A’s of the Confucius Temple and Mansion in Qufu, where 

it is difficult to find an English speaking person at all.  

 

Figure 4.7 Qufu: 5A Confucius Temple and Mansion, May 2011 

 
Photo: C. Vos 
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Chapter 5: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists 

 

The previous chapters have shown that tourism in China is mainly domestic 

tourism; it is perceived as an appropriate soft power strategy for legitimizing 

the CPC’s position as the slayer of imperialist forces, initiator of the 

revolution, and instigator of modernization and development. Tourism sites 

highlight patriotism, the Confucian idea of a harmonious society where 

everybody knows his or her place and minorities and Han Chinese live 

peacefully together, and other ingredients of the socialist core value system. 

At the same time, being a tourist means being a modern, civilized consumer, 

enjoying travel in superfast trains, consuming scenic spots, watching 

performances and, very important, spending money on shopping.  

 

In this chapter, the focus shifts to foreign tourists and the English language 

narratives at major tourist sites in Beijing. Are these also soft power vehicles 

for conveying patriotism or the harmonious society concept? Or does the CPC 

construct a different message for its international audience? To analyse this, 

the nation brand-image the government tries to build for the international 

stage is discussed before addressing the English-language interpretation at 

several heritage monuments.  

 

5.1 Soft power, smart power and nation-brand  

Power - the ability to control events and to influence the behaviour of others 

in order to achieve a desired outcome (Armitage & Nye Jr., 2007) - is a 

prerequisite for influence in the international political arena. Traditionally, 

sources of (hard) power have been the size of a country’s territory, its 

population and military forces, the possession of natural resources, the scale 

of its economy and political stability (Nye Jr., 1990). But there are other 

ways of exercising power. Soft power resources such as culture and ideology 

are instrumental in making the power that a state possesses seem legitimate 

in the eyes of others and in giving it more leeway to execute its policies. If, 

according to Nye Jr. (1990), a state’s “culture and ideology are attractive, 

others will more willingly follow” (p. 167). Also, if a state “can establish 

international norms consistent with its society, it is less likely to have to 

change” (p. 167).  
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In order to be effective on the global stage, however, soft power alone is 

insufficient. But trusting on just hard power to influence politics is also not an 

option in a world that is increasingly interdependent in financial and 

economic matters, where transnational corporations are at times more 

powerful than states and where enemies are international networks rather 

than countries. Today, “smart power” - a combination of hard and soft 

power, making a state both “feared and loved” (Armitage & Nye Jr., 2007) - 

is needed. Armitage and Nye Jr. (2007) defined smart power as “an 

approach that underscores the necessity of a strong military, but also invests 

heavily in alliances, partnerships, and institutions of all levels” (p. 7) with the 

purpose of expanding a nation’s influence and establishing legitimacy of its 

actions.  

 

Legitimacy and credibility are central not only to soft but also to smart 

power. If a state can make others believe in the justness and legitimacy of 

its policies or points of view, it does not need to resort to hard power threats 

to persuade them to align themselves to its causes. The perception of a state 

in public opinion - its nation-brand or “competitive identity”31 (Anholt, 2011) 

- is thus an important strategic resource. A positive nation-brand is vital 

when competing with other countries to attract visitors, trade and business 

opportunities, major events, access to resources and export markets 

(Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2011); it also influences a state’s credibility and 

legitimacy. Nation-brand management is therefore crucial in today’s 

globalised world (Anholt, 2011; Dinnie, 2011; Kotler & Gertner, 2011; 

Morgan et al., 2011). In fact, according to Anholt (2011), creating and 

managing a positive competitive identity is “one of the primary skills of 

national administrations in the 21st century” (p. 46). However, a positive 

nation-brand does not necessarily equal power as the example of Switzerland 

demonstrates: generally perceived of in a positive way but not really a player 

in world politics (Wang Jian, 2011).   

 

In marketing literature a distinction is made between nation-brand identity  

                                                      
31 Simon Anholt introduced the terms nation brand and place brand in 1996. Both terms, however, quickly 
became verbs: place branding and nation branding - “dangerously misleading phrases which appear to 
imply that the images of countries or regions can be directly manipulated by marketing techniques” 
(Anholt, 2011, p. 45). He therefore developed the concept of competitive identity, “to make the point that 
national image has more to do with national and regional identity and the politics and economics of 
competitiveness than with branding as it is usually understood in the commercial sector” (Anholt, 2011, p. 
45). 
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and nation-brand image. Regarding these two concepts Dinnie (2011) wrote  

that “identity refers to what something truly is, its essence, whereas image 

refers to how something is perceived” (p. 42). Nation-brand identity derives 

from ingredients which “represent the enduring essence of the nation” 

(Dinnie, 2011, p. 50) such as its history, language, political regime, arts, 

sport, icons, landscape, food and drink and folklore. A nation-brand can 

therefore, according to Dinnie (2011), be conceptualised as the “the unique, 

multidimensional blend of elements that provide the nation with culturally 

grounded differentiation and relevance for all of its target audiences” (p. 15). 

 

A nation’s brand identity can be communicated through, for example, the 

export of branded goods, sporting achievements, its diaspora, marketing 

communications, foreign policies, famous persons or tourism experiences 

(Dinnie, 2011). This will create a nation’s brand-image as perceived by 

domestic and foreign consumers, investors, governments and which - it is 

hoped - derives from its brand-identity. However, since image is in the eye 

of the beholder and difficult for a state to control, nation-brand identity and 

nation-brand image often diverge. The existence of this gap between identity 

and image is detrimental to the perceived legitimacy of a nation’s soft power. 

 

Many countries try to enhance their nation-brand image through soft power 

strategies and China is no exception as will be discussed below. In fact, as 

Wang Jian (2011) wrote,: “. . ., perhaps nowhere else has the idea of ‘soft 

power’ been as widely discussed, embraced, and appropriated as in China” 

(p. 1). Discussions on soft power are no longer limited to CPC upper echelons 

but have become part of the academic and media discourse with different 

opinions circulating on whether and how China should employ soft power 

strategies (Cho & Jeong, 2008; Breslin, 2011). This is not really surprising 

since the moral aspects of power have long been part and parcel of Chinese 

tradition. During imperial times, according to Ding (2011), “the image of 

each dynasty was indicative of a regime’s moral values and capacity to 

organize and mobilize the Chinese people” (p. 296).  

 

During the imperial era the Chinese perceived of the world as “an undivided 

continuum” with China at its centre and the emperor “at the apex of all 

human beings” (Ding, 2011, p. 296). This self-image was rudely disturbed 
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during the century of humiliation (1839-1949), which left the Chinese with a 

feeling of inferiority from which they are still recovering.  

 

The turn to communism in 1949 and the ensuing period of isolation did not 

do much to improve China’s image in the world at large, efforts at 

influencing public opinion abroad by inviting foreign journalists and writers 

(as discussed in Chapter Three) notwithstanding. While Reform and Opening-

up led to a surge of interest in and goodwill towards the country, the 

crackdown on the 1989 student demonstrations - aired around the world - 

destroyed that again with the result that China’s current economic power and 

military strength do not match its symbolic power. The CPC’s soft power 

politics should be understood against the backdrop of these historical ideas 

and events and the desire for a come-back on the global stage (Wang, 2012; 

Wang Jian, 2011; Ramo, 2007).  

 

China’s soft power abroad  

The CPC’s main concern over the past decades has been to keep the 

economic development and modernization process on track. For this it needs 

a stable environment, both at home and in the world, with its leaders being 

particularly sensitive to a combination of internal uprisings and external 

invasion as both the Ming and Qing dynasties succumbed to this (Wang Jisi, 

2011).  

 

On the global stage a positive image is important for China’s full integration 

into the global economic and political arena. In turn, international prestige - 

giving China face (mianzi) and putting right the wrongs of the century of 

humiliation - boosts the CPC’s legitimacy at home (Wang Jian, 2011; Wang 

Jisi, 2011; Barmé, 2009a).  

Whether China is successful at building a positive nation-brand image 

through soft power, however, is open to discussion and also depends on 

one’s definition of soft power. According to Nye Jr. (1990), as noted above, 

soft power is mainly rooted in a country’s culture, its political values and its 

international policies, especially when they are seen as legitimate and having 

moral authority. Breslin (2011) pointed out that many studies on China’s soft 

power tend to use broad definitions and include diplomacy and economic 

relations as well. These are not part of Nye’s original concept, however, since 
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he saw traditional power instruments as ranging “from diplomatic notes 

through economic threats to military coercion” (1990, p. 167). China’s 

attractiveness to other nations is to a large extent based on its ability to 

create a spectacular economic growth and poverty reduction in just 30 years. 

For many developing countries this is an inspiring example of what can be 

achieved in a relatively short period and proof that there are more roads to 

development than those of the World Bank and the IMF. This admiration for 

China, however, is not so much rooted in its soft power attraction as in its 

successes in what are traditionally considered “hard power” areas.  

 

When looking at soft power as defined by Nye Jr., “culture” seems to be 

China’s strongest soft power resource (d’Hooghe, 2011; Ding, 2011; Wang 

Jian, 2011). Cultural soft power (wenhua ruanshili) was, according to Wang 

Jian (2011), “formally proclaimed as a key national initiative at the 

Seventeenth National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2007” (p. 

8). At this occasion, Hu Jintao stated that “enhancing cultural soft power is a 

basic requirement for realizing scientific development and social harmony. It 

is necessary for satisfying rising demands for spiritual culture and national 

development strategy” (Wang Jian, 2011, p. 8). Although China’s 

policymakers would like to include both traditional and popular culture in 

their soft power strategies, it is in reality mostly traditional culture and 

heritage which are celebrated both at home and overseas (Holyk, 2011). An 

important rationale for this is that, as d’Hooghe (2011) stated “traditional 

culture is considered apolitical and, in that sense, harmless” (p. 25).  

 

A notable feature of China’s cultural soft power endeavours abroad has been 

the establishment of Confucius Institutes which contribute to familiarizing the 

world with China’s official language and aspects of its culture (Paradise, 

2009; Ding, 2011; d’Hooghe, 2011). This is mainly traditional culture as the 

opening page of Confucius Institute on-line (Confucius Institute on-line, 

2013) shows. As the essence of Chinese culture is listed, among other: food, 

tea and wine (plum wine, honey wine, literati and wine), people (not 

exclusively but to a large extent historical figures), Kung Fu, traditional 

Chinese medicine, customs (including paper cutting, the Chinese knot, 

various festivals, the Chinese zodiac), arts (such as opera and folk arts), 

movies and TV-programs with items such as learning Chinese through 
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Chinese songs (also from popular contemporary films) and five thousand 

years of Chinese characters. 

 

By the end of August 2011, 353 Confucius Institutes and 473 Confucius 

Classrooms had been established in 104 countries and regions according to 

Hanban (2013), the office of the Chinese Language Council International (an 

organization affiliated with the Ministry of Education), indicating the 

increasing popularity of learning Chinese. Many Confucius Institutes are 

located in universities, often through joint-venture constructions (Louie, 

2011), which has at times raised questions about possible threats to 

academic freedom with several universities banning discussions on sensitive 

issues such as democracy (Penny, 2012)32. Another criticism of the Institutes 

is that they promote Putonghua or standard Chinese and how it should be 

written (in simplified characters). This excludes other forms of Chinese such 

as Cantonese and Shanghainese as well as the traditional writing system still 

used in Taiwan and many migrant communities (Penny, 2012).  

 

In the other areas of Nye Jr.’s soft power concept, its ideological values and - 

to a lesser extent maybe - international policies, China fails to spontaneously 

attract huge numbers of followers.  

 

National image promotion  

It was, according to Breslin (2011), precisely China’s lack of soft power 

attraction in these fields and the realization that overseas perceptions of its 

political system and values were a source of fear and a potential weakness 

(which could, for example, hamper the access of Chinese products to foreign 

markets or the import of technology) which made the government actively 

take up national image promotion. Since the 2000s, the CPC has formulated 

a narrative for the international stage and communicated a “preferred 

Chinese idea of what China is and what it stands for” (Breslin, 2011, p. 7). In 

                                                      

32 A recent incident took place at the biennial conference of the European Association for Chinese Studies 
(EACS), held in July 2014 in Braga, Portugal. When Vice-Minister Xu Lin, director-general of Hanban, 
arrived in Braga, she was shown the Conference Abstracts and Conference Programme. She was annoyed 
with some abstracts whose contents were contrary to Chinese regulations, and demanded the removal of 
pages mentioning the support of the Confucius Institute as well as several pages featuring Taiwanese 
organizations. Ultimately four pages were removed from the Conference Abstracts and three from the 
Conference Programme (Greatrex, 2014).  
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this context various concepts have been presented such as “peaceful rise” 

and “harmonious society”. The “peaceful rise” concept did not meet with 

much positive response in the West. It was not a credible message as it 

reinforced Western suspicions of China as a not-to-be-trusted communist 

power and, according to Ramo (2007), even had the “effect of further 

eroding trust in China” (p.11).  

 

In his speech addressing the General Assembly of the United Nations on the 

occasion of its 60th anniversary in 2005, then President Hu Jintao therefore 

introduced the more comprehensive and allegedly “Confucian” concept of a 

“harmonious world of lasting peace and common prosperity” (Wang, H., 

2011; Callahan, 2012). This harmonious world, where China will be a reliable 

great power, is characterized by cultural and ideological plurality with each 

country free to pursue its own domestic policies, common economic 

prosperity, and the peaceful resolution of international conflicts (d’Hooghe, 

2011; Wang, H., 2011; Breslin, 2011). In presenting itself as a nation with 

high moral standards China is, according to Callahan (2012), not unique 

since “rising powers typically promote their unique values as the moral 

model for a better world order, as with Europe’s mission civilisatrice, 

America’s free world, Japan’s economic miracle, and so on” (p. 641). 

 

The harmonious world concept invokes, to quote Barmé (2009a), a 

“nostalgia for dynastic greatness” (p. 67); it is based on the attraction of a 

China of the past rather than today’s China (Breslin, 2011). With the terms 

“peaceful rise” and “harmonious world” the CPC seems to be telling the world 

- and its own citizens - that the PRC today is, in the words of Hill (2012), 

“the product of thousands of years of Confucian calm and virtue, the 

practitioner of a patient, nuanced, subtle statecraft designed to succeed 

without confrontation or warfare”. Because of its philosophical traditions and 

its supposed cultural preferences for harmony, China is - according to the 

CPC - different from the United States and other (former colonial) great 

powers: different from the dominant Anglo-European model of individualism 

and liberalism with a different understanding of the relationship between the 

individual and the state, a victim of colonial aggression but peace loving 

herself (Breslin, 2011; Hill, 2012). 
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While there are, of course, many cases of the past being (re-)constructed to 

serve the present33, it seems rather ironic that Confucius, whose ideas were 

severely attacked in Mao’s Criticize Lin (Biao), criticize Confucius campaign 

(pi Lin pi Kong yundong) as recently as 1974 - see figure 5.1 - only 40 years 

later has become a figurehead in CPC ideology.  

 

Figure 5.1 “Criticize the reactionary thought of Lin Biao and Confucius, 

firmly walk with the workers and peasants on the road of unity” (Pipan Lin 

Biao he Kongzide fandong sixiang, jianjue zou yu gongnong xiang jiehede daolu) 
 

 
 
Source: Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger (2013d).  
Designer: Che Yongren, Yu Huali. 1974, February. Publisher: Tianjin renmin meishu chubanshe 

 

 

This is all the more striking because Confucianism was closely connected to 

the imperial era and has as such, according to Penny (2012), been regarded 

by many Chinese intellectuals, communist and non-communist, as “the 

ideological foundation of a repressive and backward society and culture and 

an autocratic, hierarchical political system”; it “fostered servility in the 

people, enforced inequality (including gender inequality) in society, was 

more concerned with the family than the individual, and entrenched rote 

learning and self-destructive, ritualistic behaviour rather than intellectual 

inquiry and rational action” (p. 152).  

 

Nevertheless, “peace” and “harmony” are currently presented as part of  

                                                      
33

 Sheperd (2013), for example, referred in this context to “the former Shah of Iran’s promotion of 

Persepolis as the ancient birthplace of the modern Iranian state and the intense focus in Nazi Germany on 
documenting alleged cultural ties with Aryan India” (p. 24) as well as President’s Suharto use of the 
Borobudur “as a symbolic marker of the ancient roots of Indonesia, despite the fact that Indonesia is a 
secular republic with an overwhelmingly Muslim population” (p. 25). 
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China’s Confucian heritage. Confucianism, however, developed over many 

centuries with contributions by many thinkers and containing many different 

schools of thought, making it therefore difficult to determine the content of 

Confucianism. Another question is how peaceful and harmonious this 

“Confucianist China” has been in the past. Is China really an exception 

among the world’s nations in this respect? It seems not since the country’s 

past has been as convulsive and violent as that of other civilizations. 

 

Transitions from one dynasty to the next have mostly been impetuous while 

the turbulent 19th century saw not only the Opium Wars and various other 

conflicts with foreign powers such as Great Britain, France and Japan but 

also the domestic Taiping (1861-1865) and the Boxer (1900) rebellions. 

According to Van de Ven (1996), the Taiping Rebellion alone counted “in the 

tens of millions” (p.737) of casualties. The 20th century was also not exactly 

an era of peace: warlord fighting, the struggles between nationalists and 

communists, and the War of Resistance against Japan raged through China 

until the end of the civil war in 1949. The CPC’s own history after 1949 - with 

the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution and 1989 - likewise has 

been far from peaceful. And while the CPC promotes a harmonious society 

and world, the conquests of Tibet, Mongolia and Xinjiang show that ethnic 

conflict and invasions are an integral part of China’s past (Perdue, 1996). 

These additions to China’s core area are - contrary to what the CPC would 

like people to believe - quite recent. It was only in the 18th century that the 

Qing emperors (who themselves were Manchu’s who had conquered the Han 

Chinese) incorporated these areas and “that China's current borders became 

defined at least in outline” (Van de Ven, 1996, 753). 

 

All this shows that China's history has been at least as violent as that of 

Europe (Van de Ven, 1996). Presenting China as the epitome of peace and 

racial harmony seems a case of history being flattened and harmonized 

(Barmé, 2009a) with the purpose of projecting “national roots into an 

imagined unified past” (Sheperd, 2013, p. 48).  

 

To try and build an identity and image based on the so-called Confucian 

concepts of peace and harmony while a superficial look into China’s past 

shows that these are not really anchored in reality, is detrimental to its 
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credibility. Such untruths make it look as if the CPC tries to create a national 

identity out of a collection of seemingly arbitrary and sometimes 

contradictory concepts from the past as well as the present and declare 

these to contain the “essence” of China. According to Hill (2012), combining 

such divergent ideas as “Communism is capitalism; capitalism is 

Communism” or “China is to be Confucian, but not really so; and China is to 

be Communist, but not really so” (Hill, 2012) into a single, credible message 

requires “an extensive and on-going intellectual, political, and propagandistic 

effort” (Hill, 2012).  

 
For this purpose, the government has indeed stepped up its public relations 

and diplomatic efforts, hiring influential US public relations firms to 

communicate with Americans, for example (Wang, H., 2011; Holyk, 2011). It 

has established countless bilateral and multilateral relationships, especially in 

Asia and the developing world, and increased its foreign aid programs, also 

with countries that lack ties with the USA and Europe because of their 

repressive regimes (d’Hooghe, 2011; Holyk, 2011). Ever more important in 

image management are the 38 million overseas Chinese (Ding, 2011). These 

diasporic communities increasingly organize or participate in events that 

promote China and Chinese culture. This was most obvious in their response 

to the anti-China demonstrations during the international part of the Olympic 

torch relay in 2008 (“Anti-French rallies”, 2008). 

 

Since China often receives critical reviews in the world news - which is 

dominated by Western agencies like Reuters, CNN, and Associated Press - 

the government has strengthened its international broadcasting power. 

Government-controlled media such as the Xinhua News Agency, overseas 

CCTV channels and the China Daily air government views on human rights, 

Tibet, national defence, and other issues in many different languages 

nowadays (Ding, 2011; Wang, H., 2011). To be more effective with 

international audiences, Wang Jian (2011) noted that propaganda authorities 

“have promulgated the so-called three ‘close-to’ principles (santiejing) - 

close to Chinese realities, close to the information needs of foreign 

audiences, and close to their information habits and minds” (p. 9).  

 

An effort at putting these principles into practice is the 17 minutes video, 

China on the way (“China on the way”, 2011), released in 2011 by the State 
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Council Information Office (Breslin, 2011). This is a sequel to China Image 

(also called Experience China), a one minute video with famous Chinese such 

as basketball star Yao Ming, composer Tan Dun and astronaut Yang Liwei, 

that was screened on Times Square on the occasion of Hu Jintao's visit to the 

USA in January 2011 (“Promo featuring famous Chinese”, 2011). China on 

the way, evidently, communicates a “preferred Chinese idea of what China is 

and what it stands for” but has come a long way from the 2008 video 

Welcome to China - Beijing 2008 (China National Tourism Authority, 2008). 

This featured eight minutes of images with natural and cultural heritage, 

traditional arts and crafts and ethnic minorities in traditional costumes before 

moving on to four minutes of sports - it was after all an Olympic video - and 

modern cityscapes populated by happy modern people. This 2008 film 

caused Yan and Santos (2009) to conclude that it portrays “a changeless, 

nostalgic, mythical and feminized China that speaks to a Western 

Orientalistic imagination” (p. 296). They argued that the “marketable 

Chinese identities” in the video were a representation of self-Orientalism. 

This use of the term self-Orientalism was critiqued by Huang (2011), who 

stated that self-Orientalism can never be produced by the Orient since 

“Orientalism is ‘a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having 

authority over the orient’ (Said, 1978, p. 3)” (Huang, 2011, p. 1189). 

Furthermore, the video could equally have been created for Chinese 

domestic tourists. It represented, “in its primary purpose, a ‘touristic China’ 

or ‘staged China’ rather than a ‘self-Orientalized China’” (Huang, 2011, p. 

1191). 

 

Although China on the way also represents a staged China, it certainly does 

not portray a changeless China. With images of modern people and 

cityscapes, fast trains and cars, contemporary art and the story of its 

accomplishments over the past 30 years (such as a rising GDP, its space 

program, 780 million mobile phone and 420 million Internet users), it 

captures China’s current dynamics and momentum. With the ancient culture 

theme (illustrated by statements such as “Chinese people have never 

cherished their cultural heritage more than today nor felt more its lingering 

charm” at 15.43 minutes) and the harmonious society theme both figuring 

prominently, the video definitely disseminates current state ideologies. But it 

doesn’t stop at that. Divided into eight sections with significant titles - 
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Opening the door with confidence, Growth with sustainability, Development 

with sharing, Multiculturalism with shared prosperity, Freedom with 

responsibility, Expanding democracy with stable authority, Economic 

differences with mutual respect, Prosperity with prudence - it raises many 

sensitive issues. While promulgating official points of view, it also tries to 

refute standard Western criticism of China’s “weak spots” such as the 

education system (“The exam-oriented education is changing to quality-

oriented education step by step”, at 04.59), its legal system (“A proper legal 

framework is starting to replace the habit of personal relationships as the 

principle weapon and defence for people’s interests”, at 12.41), and the lack 

of democracy (“Today, around 900 million people in the countryside enjoy 

village voting rights. The world applauds such training for democracy”, at 

11.25).  

 

Although all these changes are indeed on-going, they lose credibility when 

put together with a multitude of questionable and confusing claims and 

statements (not to mention a rather large amount of self-praise). Watching 

the Growth with sustainability section, one gets the impression that 

sustainability was invented in China: “Over 2000 years ago the great Chinese 

philosopher, Mencius, observed that refraining from overfishing will ensure 

fishing last forever. . . . Such centuries old wisdom now goes by the name 

sustainable development” (at 04.00). This is hard to reconcile with the fact 

that China, responsible for about one-quarter of the world’s carbon dioxide 

emissions (part of which can be attributed to Western enterprises having 

outsourced their production processes to China), admittedly has ambitious 

goals to reduce them but remains unwilling to commit to an overall cap on 

emissions for fear of slowing economic growth, with the likely consequence 

that emissions will continue to rise until about 2030 (Hogenboom, 2013; Qiu, 

2013).  

 

The Development with sharing section states that “In Beijing, migrant 

worker’s children have their own special educational arrangements” (at 

07.17). While the Beijing education authorities are developing plans to give 

migrant children more educational rights in the capital (Luo, 2013), it 

currently is still impossible for them, without a Beijing hukou, to gain access 

to public schools, making their educational arrangements certainly special: at 
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privately-run migrant schools with low standards or back in their home towns 

or villages without parental supervision.  

 

Problematic is also Multiculturalism with shared prosperity which addresses 

the ethnic minorities. After having been reduced to just their ethnicities by 

their introductions (“I am Li and come from Hainan”, “I am Kirgiz and come 

from Xinjiang”, “I am Elunchun“, “I am Korean and come from the Yanbian 

Jilin Province”, at 07.50), these four minority representatives - in their 

costumes - are further reduced to innocent children, when they are seen 

happily performing a little dance together hand in hand. In the meantime, 

the audience is told that over thousands of years the minorities 

 

have mixed with Han culture and added their cultural richness and diversity.  

Our newfound prosperity has given the minorities more choices to enhance  

traditional lifestyles and increase mobility and communication. Minorities 

enjoy relative liberal regulations, allowing them to pass their unique heritage 

on to their children. Such unique freedom further adds to our country’s rich 

cultural diversity and audaciously blends the imaginations of East and West, 

ancient and modern. (China on the way, 2011, at 08.39).  

 

Apart from the question what “relative liberal regulations” mean (compared 

to whom or what?), any talk of “unique freedom” for minorities becomes 

somewhat difficult to digest when looking at the on-going ethnic tensions.  

 

China on the way leaves one with a feeling of not being taken completely 

serious. In fact, the video is a classic example of failing to convince (the 

Western spectator at least) because it is not anchored in reality. Ultimately, 

for a nation’s brand image to be successful and build a positive reputation, it 

should be based on, in Anholt’s (2011) words, “a good, clear, believable idea 

of what the place really is and what it stands for” (p. 48), which should 

converge with how its government but also its companies, students and 

tourists act (Breslin, 2011). The international community (especially in the 

West) has difficulties to perceive of China as a peaceful, harmonious, and 

responsible world power when they see its military budget steadily increase, 

its stance in territorial conflicts in the East and South China Sea harden, its 

political dissidents still disappearing into jail, its corruption widespread while 

everybody knows its minorities are not happily dancing around in their 
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costumes all the time. In short, without (political) credibility, nation-brand 

image management is an uphill battle.  

 

This is also supported by Wang Jisi (2011), Dean of the School of 

International Studies at Beijing University, who stated that the wish of the 

CPC to enhance China’s cultural soft power and its national image on the 

world stage, should be based on a search for “common values in the global 

arena, such as good governance and transparency” (p. 76). These values 

should not be advocated just on paper but also be put into practice as “a 

China with good governance will be a likeable China”; he added that, “. . . 

soft power cannot be artificially created: such influence originates more from 

a society than from a state” (2011, p. 78). Or, to summarize in Anholt’s 

(2011) words, “desiring a better reputation will not make a better country, 

but making a better country will create a better reputation” (p. 51). 

 

Brand China 

Taking the above into account, it is not surprising that several opinions polls 

demonstrated that China’s image is problematic. In the Anholt-GfK Nation 

Brands Index (NBI)34, which assesses perceptions of the brand images of 50 

countries, China rose to number 23 in 2013, up from 26 in 2008, just after 

Russia at position 22. The USA ranked number one and the remaining 

positions in the top ten were occupied by other Western countries and Japan 

as figure 5.2 shows (GfK, 2013). These countries have dominated the NBI 

with consistent reputations and images from the start (GfK, 2011a).  

 

Figure 5.2 Anholt-GfK Nation Brand Index: overall brand ranking (top 10 of 

50 nations)in 2013 and 2010 

 

  2013 2010 

1 United States United States 

2 Germany Germany 

3 United Kingdom France 

4 France United Kingdom 

5 Canada Japan 

6 Japan Canada 

7 Italy Italy 

                                                      
34 The Nation Brands Index, currently published as the Anholt-GfK Nation Brand Index, was developed by 
Simon Anholt in 2005. It is based on the opinions of approximately 20,000 citizens in 20 countries and 
annually measures the power and quality of the “brand image” of 50 countries across six dimensions: 
exports, governance, culture & heritage, people, tourism, investment & immigration  (Gfk, 2011b). 
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8 Switzerland Switzerland 

9 Australia Australia 

10 Sweden Sweden 

Source: GfK (2013) and GfK (2011a) 
 

 

In its Global Attitudes Project the Pew Research Center (a Washington based 

organisation for, amongst others, public opinion polling and demographic 

research) conducts public opinion surveys on global attitudes towards 

different countries. Results of a survey35 on attitudes towards China and the 

USA published in July 2013, show that even though China is increasingly 

seen as the world’s leading economic power, this has not led to a more 

positive image for the PRC. In 28 of 38 surveyed nations (in total 39 

countries are surveyed but opinions of citizens in the USA or China on their 

own countries are not included in the results), half or more of those 

interviewed express a favourable opinion of the USA with a median of 63% 

having a positive view of America. The USA is most popular in Europe, Latin 

America, the Asia/Pacific region, and Africa; it has a negative image in, not 

surprisingly, most predominantly Muslim nations. And only 40% in China 

view the USA positively (Pew Research Center, 2013a). 

 

China is viewed favourably in just 19 of 38 nations. Overall, a median of 

50% has a positive view of China with its highest ratings in Africa, Latin 

America, and the predominantly Muslim countries in Asia (Pakistan, Malaysia, 

and Indonesia). However, China is seen less positively in much of Europe, 

North America, and the Middle East. In the USA, only 37% holds a 

favourable view (Pew Research Center, 2013a). 

Nevertheless, even though opinions of the United States continue to be 

favourable in most parts of the world, many people think that China either 

will replace or already has replaced the United States as the world’s leading 

superpower. This view is especially widespread in Western Europe, where the 

majority of people consulted in France (72%), Spain (67%), Britain (65%) 

                                                      
35 Survey results are based on telephone and face-to-face interviews conducted during spring 2013 in 39 
countries representing six regions - North America, Europe, Middle East, Asia/Pacific, Latin America and 
Africa. Some of the, somewhat simplistic, questions asked: “Please tell me if you have a very favorable, 
somewhat favorable, somewhat unfavorable or very unfavorable opinion of (the United States/China); 
“Today, which ONE of the following do you think is the world’s leading economic power?” with a choice of 
the USA, China, Japan, the EU or other; “Which comes closest to your view - China will eventually replace 
the U.S. as the world’s leading superpower; China has already replaced the U.S. as the world’s leading 
superpower; or China will never replace the U.S. as the world’s leading superpower”?; “Which is closer to 
describing your view? I like (American/Chinese) music, movies and television, OR I dislike 
(American/Chinese) music, movies and television” (Pew Research Center, 2013b).  
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and Germany (61%) see China overtaking the USA (Pew Research Center, 

2013c).  

 

The survey also addresses the soft power attraction of both nations in Africa 

and Latin America based on questions about scientific and technological 

achievements, popular culture (music, movies and television), ideology 

(democracy, ideas and customs) and ways of doing business. Figure 5.3 

shows that the soft power appeal of the USA in Latin America and Africa is 

stronger than that of China. Latin American countries included Argentina, 

Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Mexico and Venezuela. African countries 

were Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, and Uganda. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 American and Chinese soft power attraction 

 

 Latin America Africa 

Median % positive 
view of …. 

American 
% 

Chinese 
% 

American 
% 

Chinese 
% 

Scientific & 
technological 

advances 

74 72 83 75 

Music, movies & 
television 

63 25 58 34 

Ways of doing 
business 

50 40 73 59 

Ideas about 

democracy 

43 -- 73 -- 

Ideas and customs 
spreading 

32 30 56 46 

Source: Pew Research Center (2013c) 

 

 

Although there are clearly regional differences and opinion poll surveys only 

reflect opinions at a specific moment in time, China’s NBI position at number 

23 and Pew’s conclusion that the country is viewed favourably in only 19 out 

of 38 countries demonstrate that China’s nation-brand image is problematic.  

This topic was addressed in a provocative article published by the British 

Foreign Policy Centre in 2007: BRAND China. In this paper, Joshua Cooper 

Ramo presented his thoughts on an appropriate contemporary image for 

China. Ramo stated that “China’s greatest strategic threat today is its 

national image” (p. 12) with the main problem being that China’s image of 

herself and others’ perceptions of China are divergent. This is not really 

surprising. Over the past 30 years China has changed faster than any nation 

in history, making it difficult for the Chinese themselves to understand their 

country, let alone the outside world. While its citizens increasingly perceive 
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China as a modern nation, Westerners are still caught between feelings of 

fear fostered by lingering Cold War sentiments and its economic miracle on 

the one hand, and romantic ideas of an - imaginary - China of the past on 

the other. And so far, as noted above, the CPC’s efforts at national image 

improvement have had limited success and not met with the expected and 

hoped for increase in respect and trust from the - especially the Western - 

international community. 

 

For a nation-brand to be successful and build a positive brand image there 

has to be, quoting Anholt (2011), “a good, clear, believable idea of what the 

place really is and what it stands for” (p. 48). This idea should be supported 

at home and abroad and has to be “close to reality” (Kotler & Gertner, 2011, 

p. 68); it should be rooted in an understanding of “qualities already inherent 

to the place” (Voase, 2012, p. 78), in “the country’s essence” (Olins & 

Hildreth, 2011, p. 85), or its “DNA” (World Tourism Organization & European 

Travel Commission, 2009, p. xvii). 

 

A focus on “harmony” and “peace” which are not generally accepted as 

credible, or on ancient culture, as disseminated by Confucius Institutes, does 

not help the world to understand today’s China. Nor is it consistent with 

reality as China is currently the most dynamic part of the international 

community, a country in transition where new problems but also new 

solutions are developing every day (Ramo, 2007). Although, as Ramo (2007) 

wrote, this “searching and seeking energy has become an essential part of 

domestic life, it has not yet become a part of China’s engagement with the 

rest of the world” (p. 39). And while China on the way is obviously an effort 

at communicating this dynamic and innovative side of China as well as its 

traditional culture, it fails to convince because although it acknowledges 

several of China’s problems, it does not really rise above propaganda. Even 

though it tries to break with the “monologic tradition” (Lee, 2009, p. 172) of 

official documentaries by interlacing the male voice-over with interviews with 

“normal people” and academics, it still tells the world what to think about 

China. Such a top-down communicative model - Ramo (2007) speaks of a 

“broadcast” model (p. 46) - is out of touch with reality in an era where, to 

use Ramo’s (2007) words “ultimately, the decision about what China’s brand 

means will be decided by the world at large” (p. 46).  
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Part of the - Western - distrust for China can be credited to the lack of 

transparency of its political system. Decision making processes take mostly 

place behind closed doors, leaving other states in confusion about the ways 

in which China is ruled and how the government system and the Party 

operate (Ramo, 2007). It is this very system which is responsible for doing a 

rather poor job in building the country’s nation-brand image. In an article 

titled Their own worst enemies James Fallows (2008) asked himself “How 

can official China do such a clumsy and self-defeating job of presenting itself 

to the world”. He came up with two possible answers: one is simply 

ignorance about how the world at large looks upon China. He reminded the 

reader of several recent American presidents and their lack of geographical 

and historical knowledge in order to show that this is a genuine possibility. 

Another option is its political system; since “loyalty, predictability, and party-

line conformity” (Fallows, 2008) are essential for advancement in Party 

hierarchy, very few government officials responsible for selling China abroad 

would dare to move beyond Party rhetoric. This point of view is supported by 

Ramo (2007), who also blames adherence to Party discipline and doctrine for 

the failure of constructing a coherent “Brand China”. He has hope for the 

future, however, with the next generation of leaders feeling more at ease to 

connect with others as human beings and not purely as extensions of Party 

and government institutional structures (Ramo, 2007). 

 

Ramo (2007) proposed a contemporary brand-image based on China’s 

“ceaseless newness” (p. 17). Such an image - complementing the traditional 

with representations of modernity, innovation and self-invention - would not 

only have the potential to align the inside and outside image of China. It 

could also explain its often contradictory realities - poverty and extreme 

wealth, personal freedom and censorship, patriotism and an interest in the 

outside world, fear of instability and foreign influences - in a way that people 

everywhere can relate to, “because it has the virtue of resonating with 

anyone who has ever experienced the modern process of self-creation” 

(Ramo, 2007, p. 40). The core of this process of self-creation is formed by 

the possibility of people choosing their own identities and defining their own 

lives. This is what, according to Ramo (2007), “makes the country truly 

exciting . . . : the prospect of a billion people beginning to choose their own 
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identities. This is also what makes the country terrifying at times, not least 

to its own government” (p. 37). The process of modernisation is still evolving 

in China and elsewhere and it will, writes Ramo (2007) “be the dominant fact 

of our lives. And because it is where Chinese values and global values are 

most firmly linked, it may offer an approach for clarifying communication 

between China and the world” (p. 37).  

 

An image based on “ceaseless newness” could not only capture the many 

different and contradictory aspects of China, it could also reflect “the most 

important, honest and obvious thing about the country: its future is unknown 

because it is still being invented” (Ramo, 2007, p. 39). An image packaging 

universal ideas of “newness” and “invention” even has the potential to 

develop into a “white brand”, such as the American Dream, onto which 

people can project their own visions and dreams (Ramo, 2007). 

 

To attain this, its nation brand-identity and image should be made to 

converge instead of diverge as they currently do. This does not mean that 

the state should not make use of its traditional culture; it should, however, 

add elements of its contemporary intellectual, cultural and commercial life to 

present a true and effective image of a dynamic and emerging China. This 

also applies to its negative aspects as Ramo (2007) added: “Corrupt officials, 

environmental pollution and social protests are a fact of life in modern China. 

Pretending they don’t exist only undermines China’s credibility on other 

issues. It is better to be forthright about these problems than to ignore 

them” (p. 40). 

 

Trying to build a nation-brand image on just the CPC’s “preferred ideas” of 

what China is and “broadcasting” that the country is a paradise of harmony 

and peace in an era where cybercitizens are continually doing reality checks, 

is not only doomed to fail but also impedes other ways of seeing and 

understanding China that many people surely could relate to. 

 

5.2 Destination China 

Preferred Chinese ideas of what China is and stands for are not only 

communicated to foreigners abroad but also at home where heritage sites 

can be powerful locations for disseminating state ideologies. An analysis of 
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the content of on-site information - signs, “automatic guides”36 or audio-

tours (see figure 5.4), printed materials sold at ticket booths and the 

interpretation provided by tour guides at five major tourist sites in Beijing37, 

reveals the extent to which narratives on “patriotism”, “harmonious society” 

and/or other values of the socialist core value system are communicated to 

English speaking visitors here. The investigated locations were the Temple of 

Heaven, the Lama Temple or Yonghe Gong, the Confucius Temple, the 

Forbidden City and the Summer Palace. 

 

A first general observation is that all forms of interpretation seem to be 

based on a cognitive approach in which historical “facts”, dates and numbers 

are key ingredients , something that was also noted by Yang and Chen 

(2009) in their study on tour guides in China: when a structure was built, by 

whom, how big it is, how it was named and renamed and so on. In the 

Forbidden City, the sign at the Gate of Supreme Harmony (Tai He Men), built 

in 1420, tells us that: “Originally it was named Feng Tian Men (Gate for 

Worshipping Heaven), but later it was renamed Huang Ji Men (Gate of 

Imperial Supremacy) in 1535 and Tai He Men in 1645 during the Qing 

Dynasty” (sign Forbidden City). The text on the sign at Yonghe Hall in the 

Lama Temple is also packed with names and dates: “As the original main 

entrance to Prince Yong’s residence, this hall was built in the thirty-third year 

of Qing Emperor Kangxi’s reign (1694), and it became the Heavenly Kings 

Hall, also called the Yonghe Gate Hall, when this Yonghe Palace was 

converted into a lamasery in the ninth year of Qing Emperor Qianlong’s reign 

(1744)”.

                                                      
36

 Although automatic guides might be expected to be interactive devices, they are not. As the 

introductory text of the automatic guide to the Temple of Heaven says: “First explain how to use this 
device: near each scenic spot it will automatically start”. This means the visitor has no control over it at 
all: one does not know where it will start, it is not possible to interrupt the information flow or play the 
text again. Only the device at the Confucius temple had this option. 

   
37

 The information was collected in 2011 (in spring and autumn at the Temple of Heaven), 2012 (in spring 

and autumn at the Temple of Heaven, Summer Palace, Forbidden City, Lama and Confucius Temples), 
2013 (in summer at the Summer Palace, Confucius and Lama Temples), 2014 (in spring at the Summer 
Palace and Forbidden City). The research was conducted from a qualitative perspective; its aim was to 
explore, describe and analyse (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Neuman, 2011) the content of narratives 
produced at major tourist sites in Beijing. The Appendix provides a more elaborate description of the 
research methods used. 
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Figure 5.4 Automatic guides to the Summer Palace, the Temple of Heaven, 

the Lama Temple, the Forbidden City and the Confucius Temple 

 

   
    

 

  
 
 

        
Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

Statements are often made without offering explanations. At the Temple of 

Heaven, “the Butcher House is also called ‘the Pavilion for Beating Animal 

Sacrifice’. This is because in the ancient times, the animal sacrifice was 

beaten with mallets, instead of being butchered with knife” (Guide to the 
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Temple of Heaven). But the reason why this method was used remains a 

mystery. The sign at the Meridian Gate (Wu Men), the formal entrance to the 

Forbidden City, states that “In the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), errant officials 

were flogged outside the Meridian Gate, which gave rise to the now 

humorous saying ‘Being pushed out of Wu men for execution’”. This seems a 

far from humorous event, so obviously a Western tourist is missing some 

context here. Again in the Forbidden City, the sign at the Hall of Mental 

Cultivation (Yang Xing Dian), the living quarters of eight Qing emperors, 

mentions that “The rear hall holds a large number of ornaments. According 

to the ‘Archive of the Ornaments of Yang Xing Dian’, the rear hall has a total 

of 724 ornaments . . .” without satisfying the visitor’s curiosity as to what 

kinds of ornaments the Archive is referring to. The sign at the Hall of 

Supreme Harmony (Tai He Dian) in the Forbidden City informs us that the 

hall is paved with “high-quality square clay bricks, commonly known as 

‘golden bricks’” - it is the automatic guide that lets us know that they are 

called golden bricks because “they were made in Suzhou with a kind of 

special clay and by a complex process which made them very valuable”. 

 

The automatic guide at the Confucius Temple mentions that during the Yuan 

dynasty high praise was bestowed on Confucius - which has been recorded 

on a stone table “at the east side of Da Cheng Gate” - with phrases such as: 

“‘to send messengers to the place offering sacrifices in the prison’ which is of 

great historical importance in studying the politics, ideology and culture of 

Yuan dynasty”. This may very well be true but is at the same time rather 

incomprehensible for the average English speaking tourist. 

 

In general, the information provided by the on-site signs is limited to names, 

dates and “facts”. The automatic guides are more informative, providing 

more details, some background to certain facts or statements (as with the 

golden bricks mentioned above) and some “juicy details”. An example of this 

is the automatic guide to the Forbidden City where it tells us that during the 

Qing era, the Hall of Earthly Tranquillity (Kun Ning Gong) was mainly used 

for sacrificial activities; during sacrificial rites “pigs were slaughtered here for 

pork to be offered together with cakes and wines”. This pork (although not 

explaining to which gods or other figures it was offered, how frequently or 

how many pigs were killed), apparently, also had to be consumed by princes 
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and court officials attending the ceremony, something which is not recounted 

on the on-site sign38: 

 

But eating the pork here was not exactly a treat since large chunks were 

simply boiled and served unseasoned. It was considered disrespect to the 

emperor if anyone refused to eat, so they all tried to bribe the eunuchs on 

duty to smuggle in salt for them or to stow away what they could not eat” 

(automatic guide Forbidden City). 

  

Another example is the interpretation at the Palace of Heavenly Purity (Qian 

Qing Gong) in the Forbidden City. The on-site sign, after quoting the usual 

names and dates, explains the “Heir Apparent Box” which was “secretly set 

up by Emperor Yongzheng”; the box was placed behind the board “inscribed 

with the words ‘Zheng Da Guang Ming’ (Open and Aboveboard). The name of 

the emperor’s successor, written by the emperor himself, was kept in this 

box. after [no capital A on the sign] the emperor passed away, the secretly 

appointed crown prince would ascend the throne” ([ ] by DK). While this 

simple statement raises many questions, the automatic guide provides more 

information on the background of this “Heir Apparent Box”: 

 

It had already been a system in China since ancient times that the eldest son 

borne by the emperor would be the crown prince. Although the imperial 

family of the Qing dynasty was of the Manchu ethnic group, it was much 

influenced by the Han culture and inherited the historical tradition of 

succession. Therefore emperor Kangxi designated his eldest son as the crown 

prince to succeed him. But this outstanding emperor was very exhausted 

mentally and the crown prince formed a clique for his personal interest. While 

other princes fought against each other for the throne, he had to depose the 

crown prince. He could not make a decision on his successor until shortly 

before his death when he wrote out an imperial order that his fourth son was 

chosen as the crown prince. He succeeded to the throne as emperor 

Yongzheng but the disgruntled members of the court rumoured that 

Yongzheng had revised his father’s testamentary decree to become emperor. 

                                                      
38 In his book The Forbidden City (2009b), Geremie Barmé described a day at the court of the Qianlong 
emperor and presented a more vivid picture of these rituals. After waking up and getting dressed, the 
emperor would be carried to the Hall of Earthly Tranquillity for the morning worship of the Manchu gods. 
At the end of the morning service, “it was Manchu tradition that a pig be sacrificed, for which daily 
practice the central hall of the Palace of Earthly Tranquillity had been transformed into a vast kitchen. 
After the animal was slaughtered and the blood drained, it was partially cooked and the greasy, unsalted 
‘sacrificial’ meat was distributed among members of the household; partaking of this unappetising fare 
was a Manchu sacrament jealously fought over” (p. 77). 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 223 

Therefore emperor Yongzheng decided to change the system from open 

designation to secret decision. (automatic guide Forbidden City) 

 

The automatic guide goes on to explain that the emperor calligraphed the 

name of the person to succeed him on two pieces of paper, one of which he 

carried on his body at all times while the other was put in a box kept in the 

Palace of Heavenly Purity. After the death of the emperor both copies were 

checked by his ministers and princes to make sure the names were identical. 

The Qianlong emperor was the first heir to the throne selected in this way. 

 

Remarkable is also the difference between the automatic guide and the on-

site signs in the translation of the names of various buildings in the 

Forbidden City. Whereas the main halls and palaces are referred to by the 

same English names in both the audio tour and on the on-site signs, in the 

Inner Palace and the garden area translations are diverging. 

The Study of the Cultivation of Nature (Yang Xing Zhai, sign) - where Puyi 

reportedly learned English - becomes the Pavilion of Character Cultivation in 

the automatic guide. The Pavilion to Usher in Light (Yan Hui Ge, sign), the 

building where concubines were selected, is translated as Hall of Lasting 

Brightness by the automatic guide. In the garden, the Hill of Accumulated 

Elegance (Dui Xiu Shan, sign) becomes the Mountain of Accumulated 

Refinement in the audio tour. 

 

The information provided by tour guides, who in general are friendly and 

knowledgeable when asked questions, was very much in alignment with the 

other interpretive media, something which was also noted by Nyíri (2009) 

when he stated that narratives on the history of a site are “repeated in a 

more or less unchanged way by tour guides and in brochures” (p. 159).  

They seem to hold the same preference for historical “facts”, dates and 

numbers as the on-site signs and audio guides. This is not really surprising 

when looking at their English study books. “Tour Guiding in Beijing”, for 

example, teaches us that “The characteristics of the Temple of Heaven can 

be best described by numbers. One: one north-south central axis. Along this 

central axis there are 11 buildings from south to north…..” (p. 181). Then 

there are three temple walls, five major architectural complexes, seven Star 

Stones and nine temple gates (Liu, A., 2011, p. 182). The book is - like the 
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other interpretation media - of the opinion that the Temple of Heaven is “. . . 

the most famous temple in the world” (p. 182). 

Also the “questions for discussion” in this book underline an obsession with 

“facts”. Questions on the Forbidden City include, for example: “Why was the 

Forbidden City also called the ‘Purple Forbidden City’ or ‘Palace Museum’?”; 

“How many people were involved in building the Forbidden City?”, “Could you 

roughly describe the relics in the Exhibition of Treasures?”, “What happened 

to the last emperor in 1924?” (Liu, A., 2011, p. 134).  

 

Patriotism: China in superlatives 

A second comment concerns the frequent use of superlatives such as first, 

largest, the most . . . in the world. The Temple of Heaven - hereafter 

abbreviated to ToH in the references - “ranks first among all the sacrificial 

architecture in the world” (automatic guide ToH); it is “the largest 

architectural group for worshipping the Heaven in the world” (sign ToH) and 

“the largest heaven worship architectural complex in the world” (Guide to 

ToH). Its most well-known feature, the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests, “is 

one of Beijing’s symbolic constructions, and is also the most famous temple 

in the world” (Guide to ToH).  

 

At the Summer Palace - hereafter shortened to SP in the references - the 

Blue Iris Stone (Qingzhi Xiu) is “the largest stone decoration in any Chinese 

garden” (sign SP); the Long Corridor (Chang Lang) is known as “the longest 

one in the world” (automatic guide) or as “the longest painted gallery in the 

world” (Guide to the SP), and “of all the corridors in Chinese classical 

gardens, this is the longest” (sign SP); the Great Stage (Da Xi Lou) - built in 

1891 for watching opera performances - “. . .  with its majestic and complex 

structure, is the largest existing imperial stage in China” (sign SP). The 

Guide to the Summer Palace furthermore informs us that “In 1992, the 

Summer Palace was appraised as the most perfectly preserved imperial 

garden with the richest man-made scenery and most concentrated 

architecture in the world” (Guide to the SP) but the source of this appraisal is 

not revealed.  

 

At the Confucius Temple, we learn that Confucius was “China’s greatest 

thinker, educationist as well as the founder of Confucianism” while the 
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temple’s “historical and artistic values and significance represent one of the 

most brilliant resources among China’s historical and cultural heritage” (signs 

Confucius Temple). The introductory sign to the Forbidden City tells us that 

“the imperial palace is the largest and most complete group of ancient 

buildings which China has preserved to the present”. The Imperial Garden 

(Yu Hua Yuan) here is “the oldest and largest imperial garden in the 

Forbidden City” (sign Forbidden City) while “the Hall of Supreme Harmony is 

the largest wooden existing building in the country” (automatic guide 

Forbidden City). And the Lama Temple is “the largest Tibetan Buddhist 

Temple in mainland China outside Tibet” (automatic guide Lama Temple). 

 

Having the longest corridor or most famous temple in the world can possibly 

be considered as something to be proud of but the endless repetition of such 

statements make them rather boastful and can be interpreted as affirmations 

of patriotism. Especially since some of the claims seem rather far-fetched 

and the result of an intent to find something at all costs in which to rank 

first, biggest or best. What to think of the Summer Palace as “the most 

perfectly preserved imperial garden with the richest man-made scenery and 

most concentrated architecture in the world”? Claims like these provide 

substance to Chow’s assertion that - as a reaction to the century of 

humiliation - everything Chinese “. . . , is fantasized as somehow better - 

longer in existence, more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and 

ultimately beyond comparison” (Chow, 1998, p. 6). But while the use of 

superlatives can be interpreted as an attempt to try and impress the English 

speaking visitor with the greatness of China as visible in it heritage 

monuments, by overdoing it such statements lose credibility.   

 

Patriotism: Ancient China 

As noted earlier, the ancient culture theme is also an important component 

of patriotism and very present in the government’s efforts at nation 

branding. At Beijing’s major tourist sites no stone is left unturned to 

emphasize China’s 5,000-year-old civilization. This translates, for example, 

in the very frequent use of the word “ancient” which is notable in the 

interpretative media at all five sites but especially at the Temple of Heaven 

(Tiantan).  
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The Temple of Heaven, completed in 1420 as the Temple of Heaven and 

Earth39, was an important location in the cycle of imperial rituals. Each year 

on the night of the winter solstice, when the forces of yin, associated with 

earth, are waning and those of yang, associated with heaven, are gaining 

strength, the Ming and Qing emperors offered sacrifices to heaven and 

prayed for good harvests and a peaceful empire. In addition, the emperors 

came here when natural disasters struck the country to pray for the return of 

normal, seasonal weather. Preceded by a procession of some three thousand 

princes, officials and guards they made their way from the Forbidden City to 

the Temple of Heaven in the south of Beijing. The ritual executed here was, 

according to Holdsworth (1998), “a powerful expression of sovereignty. For it 

could be carried out only by the Son of Heaven (p. 34)”.  

 

The major ceremonial buildings are aligned along a north-south axis with the 

Altar of Heaven (Huanqiu) in the south. This round altar was constructed in 

1530, during the reign of the Ming Jiajing emperor (1522-1566)40; 

alterations were made by the Qianlong emperor (1736-1795) after 1749 

(Chan, 1992). All its measurements are in odd numbers which are 

considered to be yang and correspond with heaven (even numbers being yin 

and associated with earth). The surface of the upper terrace has a central 

stone surrounded by nine rings, each laid out in multiples of nine, so that the 

outermost ring comprises 81 stones. Also the stairs, balustrades and lower 

terraces are constructed with multiples of nine.   

 

The landmark of the Temple of Heaven is the Hall of Prayer for Good 

Harvests (Qinian Dian), portrayed in figure 5.5. With its blue tiled roofs, this 

triple-eaved circular building was first finished in 1420. It was reduced to 

ashes after having been struck by lightning in 1889 and a faithful 

reproduction was erected using wood not only from Yunnan but also from the 

USA (Chan, 1992). In fact, the current structures at the Temple of Heaven 

                                                      
39 It was renamed Temple of Heaven after the construction of a separate temple dedicated to Earth in the 
north of Beijing in 1530. 
 
40 Emperors had both a “temple” and a “reign” name. Emperors did also have a personal name, but these 
were taboo and are not normally used. The emperors before the Ming dynasty are usually referred to by 
their temple names since they frequently changed their reign names. During the Ming and Qing periods 
only one reign name was used per reign, while one temple name was used by two different emperors. 
Therefore Ming and Qing emperors are normally referred to by their reign rather than their temple names. 
Since the reign name is not the personal name but the period name of his reign, it is customary to speak 
of “the Jiajing emperor” instead of “emperor Jiajing”. Before Ming times when temple names are used, it 
is customary to speak of “emperor (temple name)” (Jordan, 2005). 
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are all fairly recent since they date from the Qing era (1644-1911) (Chan, 

1992). 

 

Figure 5.5 The Guide to the Temple of Heaven and the Hall of Prayer for 

Good Harvests 

 

   

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

After the Qing dynasty came to a formal end through the Imperial Edict for 

Abdication in February 1912, the Temple of Heaven, along with most other 

imperial temples and altars, was confiscated by the Republican Government 

and declared national property (Gao & Woudstra, 2011). The grounds were 

opened to the general public as a park in 1918. It became a UNESCO World 

Heritage site in 1998, because - according to its website - “with profound 

cultural connotations and imposing architectural styles, the Temple of 

Heaven is considered a reflection of the ancient civilization of the Orient” 

(Temple of Heaven, 2013).  

 

The word “ancient” is ubiquitous at this heritage site. We learn, for example, 

that the Temple of Heaven “mirrors the ancient culture of China” and is “a 

precious example of China’s ancient architecture” (signs ToH); its structures 

represent “ancient Chinese philosophy and astronomic knowledge” (Guide to 

ToH). “Having visited all the ancient buildings in the Circular Mound Altar, 

let’s have a look at the ancient trees around” (Guide to ToH); these are 

mostly “ancient trees with deep verdure (sign ToH)”. Animals were 

slaughtered according to “ancient norms of rites” (sign ToH). The Hall of 

Prayer for Good Harvests is a “masterpiece of ancient Chinese wooden 

construction” (automatic guide) and “mirrors quite well the importance of 

agriculture to the ancient people” (Guide to ToH).  
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Also at other sites we come across the “ancientness” of things. The 

introductory sign to the Forbidden City mentions that the imperial palace 

“embodies the fine tradition and national style of ancient Chinese 

architectural art” while the grain measure on display here is “a standard 

measure of ancient China” and - with a slight variation - the treasures to be 

seen here “show the age-old and splendid historical civilization of the 

Chinese nation” (signs Forbidden City). The automatic guide to the Forbidden 

City also talks about “ancient China”, “ancient times”, the “ancient pine trees 

and cypresses” in the garden (300 to 400 years old), the “ancient system of 

emperors and concubines” while its introduction states that “The Palace 

Museum has become a comprehensive museum of ancient architecture, court 

history and ancient art”. At the Confucius Temple we learn that “the ancients 

believed that the soul of Confucius in Heaven could receive worship only 

through the burning of sacrifices” (automatic guide Confucius Temple) while 

Confucius himself “was a great thinker, teacher and philosopher in ancient 

China” who, among other, “. . . collected and classified many pieces of 

ancient literature” (sign Exhibition on the Great Confucius). 

 

While the ancient culture theme is important to the government, the 

undifferentiated use of the word “ancient” in the interpretation of heritage 

makes it a rather confusing concept. If at the Temple of Heaven, Chinese 

philosophy, the trees and the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests are all labelled 

as “ancient”, and if we know that the Hall of Prayer in its current form dates 

from the 1890s, what does this imply for Chinese philosophy? And is the Hall 

of Prayer really a “masterpiece of ancient Chinese wooden construction” 

when the current building dates from the 1890s and when not only timber 

from Yunnan was used but also from the USA? A detail which, by the way, is 

omitted from the on-site signs, the Guide to the Temple, the automatic guide 

and which was also not mentioned by the tour guides.  

 

In the interpretation of heritage there seems to be something paradoxical in 

the obsession with dates, names and years on the one hand and the 

undifferentiated use of the word ancient (which according to the Concise 

Oxford Dictionary means 1. belonging to times long past and 2. having 

existed or lived long) on the other. The expectation probably is that tourists 

will be impressed by ancient things. But by labelling just about everything 
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ancient while at the same time - sometimes even on the same sign - 

confronting visitors with years and dates from the not-that-ancient 15th to 

20th centuries, the meaning of the word is devaluated and fails to impact in 

the end.  

 

Patriotism: Anti-foreign sentiments 

Patriotism is not only fostered by pride in (ancient) “things Chinese” but also 

by appealing to anti-Western (and recently especially anti-Japanese) 

sentiments. No better place for this than the Summer Palace in northwest 

Beijing. This immense complex of gardens, lakes, pavilions, audience halls, 

libraries, theatres, amusement parks, residential quarters, small villages 

where eunuchs and servants lived, and even a market where the emperor 

and court ladies could go shopping pretending for a moment to be ordinary 

people (Broudehoux, 2004), was constructed by various Qing emperors and 

served as a retreat from the heat of Beijing’s Forbidden City. During the 

summer months, state affairs were conducted and foreign envoys were 

received here. A large part was developed by the Yongzheng emperor (1722-

1735) while his successor, the Qianlong emperor (1736-1795), expanded it 

with, among others, a “Western” area. European Jesuits at his court 

designed and supervised the construction of several palaces and fountains in 

Italian baroque style, French style gardens, a music kiosk, and a maze with a 

marble pavilion at its centre (Broudehoux, 2004; Chan, 1992). The Western 

palaces (Xiyang lou) did not serve as residential quarters but rather figured 

as a playground where, according to Broudehoux (2004), the emperor could 

“emulate European life by sitting on European furniture, listening to 

European music, eating European food and playing with European toys” (p. 

55).  

 

The painter Father Jean-Denis Attiret wrote about the extravagance of the 

total complex - which also housed priceless treasures since it was here that 

tributary gifts from foreign rulers were stored (Ringmar, 2006) - : “. . . in 

fact only one prince, ruler of a state as vast as China, could have made such 

an expenditure and finish, in so short a time, such a prodigious undertaking” 

(cited in Holdsworth, 1998, p. 55). The resort became known as the Garden 

of Perfect Brightness, Yuanmingyuan, or the Old Summer Palace. It acquired 

fame in the West as the “Versailles of the Orient” and became the “object of 
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romantic fantasies, legends, and fables, told in several works of fiction by 

European authors who never actually visited the garden” (Broudehoux, 2004, 

p. 54). It was looted and burned in 1860 by Anglo-French troops.  

 

Since the early 1850s, Western powers had been pressing the government 

for more trading privileges but Qing officials refused further negotiations. 

This led to the second Opium War (1856-1858), concluded with the treaty of 

Tianjin which enforced, among other, the opening up of more ports to foreign 

ships and the right for foreign diplomats to take up residency in Beijing. This 

was hard to digest for the Qing emperor and the court was determined not to 

accept it. Diplomatic equality and permanent Western legations in the capital 

would signify the end of China’s - imagined - position as a superior power at 

the centre of the world (Fairbank et al., 1975). When British and French 

ministers arrived in Tianjin in 1859 to proceed from there to Beijing, they 

were refused passage. Trying to force their way up the river, they were 

repulsed and four British gunboats were sunk with many casualties. The 

British and French returned in 1860 with stronger forces: the British brought 

41 warships and 10,500 troops while the French sent 6,300 troops and some 

60 ships (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 477). These combined Anglo-French 

forces defeated the much larger imperial army; they thought the emperor 

would still be in residence in Yuanmingyuan but when a surprise attack 

revealed that he had fled to Chengde (then called Jehol), they looted the Old 

Summer Palace on October 7 and 8. Ringmar (2006) wrote about this as  

 

“an orgiastic rampage of looting”. The soldiers destroyed vases and mirrors, 

tore down paintings and scrolls, broke into the storehouse of silks and used 

the precious fabrics for tying up their horses; they draped themselves in the 

empress’s robes, and stuffed their pockets full of rubies, sapphires, pearls 

and pieces of crystal rock. (p. 921-922) 

 

They also robbed most of its valuable artefacts which later showed up in 

Europe with many finding their way into the Louvre, the British Museum and 

other major museums in Europe, where they are still on display. This was, 

however, not the end of the rampage. During negotiations with Qing officials, 

the chief British negotiator was seized and 20 of his men were executed 

before he was released with 16 surviving members of his party. The British 

commander, James Bruce, the earl of Elgin and son of the man who had 
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shipped the Acropolis’ “Elgin Marbles” to England, wanted to take revenge 

against the emperor personally but spare the common people. The burning 

of the Old Summer Palace - on 18 and 19 October - met this goal. Soldiers 

were ordered to set fire to the various palaces, temples and other structures, 

most of which were made of wood and burned easily. According to Ringmar 

(2006), “a particular loss was the imperial library and archive, which 

contained some 10,500 volumes, including the rarest and most beautiful 

works on Chinese history, science, philosophy and the arts” (p. 922). 

Destroying Yuanmingyuan was not only intended to hurt the Xianfeng 

emperor personally. According to Ringmar (2006), it was beyond Elgin’s 

comprehension that the emperor had such an inaccurate idea of himself and 

the place of his country in the world; he wanted to “point out that behind the 

awe-inspiring symbols there was absolutely nothing; to demonstrate that the 

sublime was a mere illusion; to reveal the emperor as stark naked. Burning 

down the Yuanmingyuan made these points perfectly” (p. 931). 

 

The result was not only a confirmation of the treaties of 1858 but also more 

concessions: the opium trade was legalized, Yangzi river ports were opened 

up to foreign trade, Britain secured the Kowloon Peninsula (Hong Kong), and 

France the right for Catholic missions in the interior of China to acquire 

property (Broudehoux, 2004; Fairbank et al., 1975). The Qing court soon 

decided to rebuild part of the complex as the New Summer Palace, Yiheyuan 

or Garden of Ease and Harmony, as a gift to empress dowager Cixi on her 

60th birthday in 1894. This Garden became once more a target of the 

European forces in 1900 when the Boxer Rebellion claimed many European 

lives. Cixi had it restored again in 1902 so that most of the buildings here 

today date from the late 19th or even early 20th century (Chan, 1992).  

 

The destruction of the Old Summer Palace caused a great uproar amongst 

intellectuals in Europe at the time and was resented by the Chinese people at 

large as a national disgrace. It is also a trauma eagerly kept alive by the 

CPC: the 1997 celebrations for the return of Hong Kong to the Motherland 

were held at Yuanmingyuan, itself destroyed by Anglo-French imperialism 

and therefore deemed an appropriate location to celebrate the end of British 

hegemony over a part of China (Broudehoux, 2004). The 1999 bombing of 

the Chinese embassy in Belgrade was compared to the burning of the 
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Yuanmingyuan. The 2008 incidents around the Olympic Torch relay in France 

caused the People’s Daily write: “If France wants to talk with China about 

human rights, they first need to apologize for what they did to the 

Yuanmingyuan and then return the great quantity of Chinese relics they 

stole” (People’s Daily, 11 April 2008, cited in Weatherley & Rosen, 2013, p. 

57).  

 

In 2010, the 150th anniversary of the destruction of Yuanmingyuan was 

widely covered in the media. The China Daily recounted the meeting of a 

Chinese and French historian, Young-tsu Wong and Bernard Brizay, both 

authors of famous books about the Old Summer Palace. Although words of 

reconciliation were spoken - “We must look forward but not behind” - an 

appeal to other sentiments was made when Brizay was quoted saying: 

“French people felt guilty about Yuanmingyuan's destruction and would like 

to apologize, like the famous French writer Victor Hugo (1802-1880) did”. 

Hugo is next cited when he likened the sacking of the Summer Palace to 

“two robbers breaking into a museum, devastating, looting and burning, 

leaving laughing hand-in-hand with their bags full of treasures; one of the 

robbers is called France and the other Britain”. Hugo’s text is displayed in 

Chinese and French in the shape of a book next to his statue in the 

Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park (figure 5.6).  

 

Figure 5.6 Victor Hugo and his text in the Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park 

   

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

The China Daily article furthermore stated that the site should remain “a 

place of commemoration to remind Chinese people of the days when China 

was backward, so they can learn from history”. On the positive side, the 

destruction of Yuanmingyuan “triggered the Qing government's ‘Self-

Strengthening Movement’ (1861-1895)” when, the article continued, 
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“modern science and technology were introduced into China and the Qing's 

Northern Fleet was established to fight foreign forces, . . . .”. (On 150th 

anniversary of, 2010). 

  

This seems a rather odd case of “flattening history”, since the Imperial 

Household Department used large levies that were raised in the provinces for 

strengthening the northern fleet, under the command of Li Hongzhang, for 

the rebuilding of the New Summer Palace. Fairbank et al. (1975) wrote: “ . . 

. millions of taels went into the Summer Palace and no additions were made 

to the Peyang [= northern] fleet in the early 1890’s, while intensive naval 

development was occurring in Europe and nine fast ships were being added 

to the Japanese navy” (p. 623; [ ] by DK). It is also remarkable that the 

behaviour of despotic imperial rulers who extorted taxes from poor peasants 

to use them for personal luxuries is no longer commented on by a Party 

which still calls itself communist and not so long ago used the word 

“emperor” always in conjunction with the adjective “feudal”. 

 

After its destruction, Yuanmingyuan commenced, according to Lee (2009), 

“‘a long afterlife’ as a repository of building materials, farmland, garbage 

dumps, factories, campuses, public park, and a fairground” (pp. 155-156). 

This more recent past is now largely forgotten; at the end of the 1980s a 

part of the total area of Yuanmingyuan was converted into the 

Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park to serve as a tourist attraction. Hills and lakes 

were recreated, grass and trees planted; the ruins of the Western Palaces 

were reassembled and loosely put together again; objects and artefacts are 

missing, however, since they are still mostly located outside China. Not much 

later Yuanmingyuan became one of the first Patriotic Education Sites where 

schoolchildren learn about the havoc wrought by the imperialist forces. 

Currently, as the introductory sign to the park states, “the national 

archeological park at the Yuanmingyuan site is a state priority protected site, 

a national patriotism education base and a national AAAA scenic spot”. 

 

Ironically, since all the Chinese style wooden buildings were burned to ashes, 

the only ruins to be seen here are those of the European style structures 

(see figure 5.7) since these were made of stone and “they continued to stay 

there for over a century, reminding people of the national humiliation” 
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(introduction sign Xiyang lou - or Western buildings - area). In the area of 

these “Western ruins”, an exhibition illustrates the destruction of 

Yuanmingyuan and other foreign misdemeanours by, for example, displaying 

the unequal treaties signed during the century of humiliation, mapping the 

present locations of the stolen treasures of Yuanmingyuan and holographic 

reconstructions of destroyed buildings (own observations, March 2014). 

 

Figure 5.7 The empty platform where the Autumn Hall (Hanqiuguan) once 

stood and some Western ruins          

  

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

In 2005, the Ruins Park was partly renovated (Weatherley & Rosen, 2013) 

by (re)building several buildings and adding souvenir shops, food kiosks, 

pleasure boats and signs reminding the visitors of what could have been 

seen here if the French and British had not destroyed it (see figure 5.7). But 

the largest part is still untouched while the CPC considers what to do with it: 

to restore Yuanmingyuan to its former glory by rebuilding the Chinese style 

buildings or to leave it as a ruins park. There has been an intense debate on 

this topic since the 1980s. Opponents of the rebuilding and restoration plans 

criticise them as “creating another fake antique”; some also question the 

appropriateness for a socialist country of having an imperial palace as a 

national symbol (Lee, 2009; Weatherley & Rosen, 2013). Those in favour of 

rebuilding see in the plans not only commercial opportunities but also a 

strong visual marker of China’s re-emergence as a world power: 

reconstructed Chinese pavilions and the ruins of Westerns palaces perfectly 

symbolize the contrast between a strong and rising China and the waning 

power and influence of the West (Weatherley & Rosen, 2013).  

 

In the meantime, a compromise seems to have been found in Re-relic (re-

relic.com), an open source technology platform for the virtual reconstruction 
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of lost heritage (He, 2011). Its first project is Re-Yuanmingyuan, a joint 

project of Qinghua University and Yuanmingyuan. The result has been a 

mobile application which facilitates a virtual tour of Yuanmingyuan by means 

of QR (quick response) codes located in the park (Li, Shang & Chen, 2013). 

On reading the code, the iOS app will show the heritage information on the 

tourists’ smart phone or smart pad, with images of virtually reconstructed 

sights and audio interpretation. This digital reconstruction is based on data 

such as the original design drawings, old photos and paintings, historical 

descriptions and maps collected in China and abroad, but also on newly 

gathered information through field surveying and measuring with the use of 

technologies such as 3D laser scanning (He, 2011). However, the selective 

interpretation of the history of this site will undoubtedly carry the same 

message as the other on-site interpretive media: rallying anti-Western and 

anti-imperialist sentiments while romanticizing the imperial past and 

conveniently forgetting that the Qing emperors were also a foreign power as 

well as China’s own imperialism versus its ethnic minorities. 

  

Few foreign tourists visit the Old Summer Palace. After all there is “nothing 

to see”, at least no Chinese style buildings so far. The New Summer Palace, 

which was included in UNESCO’s World Heritage list in 1998, however, is an 

important tourist attraction. Also here the destruction by foreign powers is a 

major interpretation theme. While the Guide to the Summer Palace 

(abbreviated to SP hereafter) refers to its destruction only twice, virtually 

every on-site sign mentions its burning by the Anglo-French forces: the Long 

Corridor (Chang Lang) “was originally built in 1750 and then rebuilt in 1886 

after Anglo-French forces burnt it down in 1860” (sign and automatic guide 

to the SP provide exactly the same text here); the Gate Tower of Cloud-

Retaining Eaves (Suyunyan Chengguan) “did not survive the ravages of the 

Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860”; the Hall for Listening to Orioles (Tingli 

Guan) “was burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860 and 

rebuilt during the reign of Emperor Guangxu (1875-1908)”; the Hall of 

Happiness and Longevity (Leshou Tang), built in 1750 during the Qianlong 

emperor’s reign, was “burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 

Emperor Xianfeng’s reign (1860)” (all quotations from signs SP). The sign to 

the scenic area of the Hall of Dispelling Clouds (Paiyun Dian) and the Tower 

of Buddhist Incense (Foxiang Ge) tells the visitor that “This scenic area 
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covers an area of 20,000 square meters with an assortment of palaces, 

towers, corridors, pavilions, walkways, bridges, archways and inscribed stone 

steles. . . .”; moreover, “this whole area, . . . , was built in Emperor 

Qianlong’s reign (1736-1795) and burned down by the Anglo-French Allied 

Forces in 1860”. And on the separate signs in front of these buildings we are 

once again reminded of the fact that Paiyun Dian was “burned down by the 

Anglo-French Forces in 1860 and reconstructed on its original site in 1886 as 

a place to celebrate Empress Dowager Cixi’s birthdays” while Foxiang Ge was 

“burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860” and “rebuilt in its 

original style during Emperor Guangxu’s reign (1875-1908)” - see figure 5.8. 

 

Figure 5.8 Sign at the Tower of Buddhist Incense, Summer Palace 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

While in no way wanting to belittle the “act of cultural vandalism” (Ringmar, 

2006) which the burning of the Summer Palace constituted, it is remarkable 

that critical comments on the “millions of taels” used for the reconstruction 

of pleasure grounds at a time when the nation was struggling with imperialist 

powers as well as internal dissent, are notably absent from the on-site signs. 

The Guide to the Summer Palace is somewhat more critical when it states in 

its introduction that 

 

In 1860, it was brutally burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces. To 

seek pleasure, Empress Dowager Cixi diverted navy funds to rebuild it in 
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1886. The garden was again seriously damaged by the Allied Forces of Eight 

Powers41 in 1900 and was rebuilt again in 1902.  

 

It is the automatic guide that - still - conveys some of the old communist 

sentiments when it talks about the end of “a thousand years of feudal society 

in China” and describes eunuchs “as a deformity result of the feudal society”. 

It also tells us that  

 

the year 1894 was Cixi’s 60th birthday as well as the breaking out of the 

Yellow Sea battle of the Sino-Japanese war. She was holding a luxurious 

birthday celebration while the soldiers were fighting against the enemy. The 

people were furious at her behaviour. (automatic guide SP)  

 

On the other hand, the automatic guide talks about empress dowager Cixi 

(1835 - 1908) as “a powerful and charismatic figure” who ruled “as long as 

40 years during which three emperors succeeded the throne”. According to 

the automatic guide, Cixi “probably did her best to cope with the difficulties 

of her era but she was out of touch with the times and her conservative 

attitude did not serve her well” - a rather mild judgement for a communist 

government. 

 

In general, the English language interpretation at the Summer Palace seems 

to support the notion that the Palace is currently mainly viewed as an 

appropriate location for building patriotism while addressing the “feudal 

backwardness” of the emperors is no longer deemed relevant. One gets the 

feeling that today, the CPC’s claim to legitimacy as ruler of the nation by 

having liberated China from the twin evils of feudalism and foreign 

imperialism, has been replaced by the mantra of freeing the country from 

foreign oppression and making it a global power. It is, of course, also easier 

to mobilize and build upon nationalist sentiments than hatred for dead 

emperors, whose legacies by now have become an essential part of China’s 

5,000 year old civilization. 

 

But while for Chinese visitors the CPC’s claims are obvious (if not always 

accepted), for English speaking tourists, who in general possess a rather 

                                                      
41 The “Allied Forces of Eight Powers” consisted of Britain, the United States, France, Germany, Japan, 
Russia, Austria and Italy. 
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superficial knowledge of Chinese history, this might not be the case. The 

various interpretative media do not really move beyond driving home the 

fact that the Palace was burned down in 1860 by Western forces without 

supplying any context at all. And even this brutal fact in itself will in the end 

fail to impress the average tourist since we never gain an insight into all the 

treasures that were lost or stolen or why this was indeed an act of cultural 

barbarism.  

 

It is also remarkable that at other tourist sites there are few references to 

imperialism. In the Forbidden City, the automatic guide explains the marks 

on the gilded copper and iron vats which, filled with water, fulfilled the role 

of fire extinguishers: 

 

These gilt vats were forged during the reign of emperor Qianlong. Each 

weighs about two tons and is covered with nearly 3 kilos of gold. I hope you 

have noticed the traces of scrapes on the vat surface. It reminds us of the 

bitter history. The Eight Power Allied Forces invaded Beijing under the pretext 

of supressing the Boxer Rebellion. They unscrupulously plundered great 

amounts of treasures from the palace, not even sparing the gold gild on the 

vats. 

 

The on-site sign clarifying the presence of the vats in the Forbidden City 

makes no mention of this imperialist event whatsoever although the scrape 

marks are clearly visible.  

 

The Temple of Heaven was also occupied by the Anglo-French forces in 1860 

and again during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, when the foreign powers 

turned it into their temporary headquarters. Shortly after the communist 

victory the “feudal” and the “imperialist” past of the temple were still very 

much alive. Gao & Woudstra (2011) quoted an official introductory book to 

the Temple of Heaven from 1953, where it was described as follows:  

 

On the one hand, it [the Altar of Heaven] is a representative of imperial 

feudalism and superstitious culture. In order to destroy and erase these old 

cultures, it is necessary to understand why the old cultures are bad. Studying 

the Altar of Heaven is a starting point. On the other hand, the architecture of 

the Altar of Heaven is unique and has high scientific values, it can therefore 

help stimulate new culture for national evolution . . . also, because American 
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and British troops once occupied the Altar of Heaven and used it as the 

headquarters during the wartime in 1900, it is therefore also a site connected 

with national humiliation. [For this instance,] the Altar of Heaven must be 

remembered when fighting [Western] Imperialism. (p. 257; [ ] by Gao & 

Woudstra) 

 

Today, all memories of these foreign intrusions into the Temple have been 

erased, while references to its “feudal past” have been reduced to a 

minimum. 

 

Harmonious society: Ethnic harmony 

As discussed above, the peaceful coexistence of minorities and Han Chinese 

in an “imagined unified past” is a key element in the CPC’s harmonious 

society concept (although not based on historical evidence). The Lama 

Temple (Yonghe Gong) is Beijing’s prime heritage monument where this 

notion of national unity is communicated to the visitor, albeit in a rather 

subdued tone. Yonghe Gong, or Palace of Harmony and Peace, was originally 

built by the Kangxi emperor in 1694 as a residence for his son and heir, 

prince Yong, who reigned as the Yongzheng emperor from 1722 to 1735. In 

1744 his successor, the Qianlong emperor, changed the palace into a Tibetan 

Buddhist Lama Temple. This eventually became the Beijing residence of the 

Panchen Lama and a shrine to Tsongkhapa, founder of the Gelugpa sect to 

which both the Panchen and Dalai Lamas belong. As to the reasons why the 

Qianlong emperor, who himself is said to have favoured Chan or Zen 

Buddhism, turned the residence into a Tibetan Buddhist temple, the 

“preface” to the Lama Temple states the following:  

 

Yonghegong Lama Temple regards as a religious nexus connects inland, 

Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and Inner Mongolian Grassland of China, which sets a 

platform for culture and knowledge communication among Manchu, Han, 

Tibetan, Mongolian races. Amount of eminent monks such as Dalai Lama, 

Panchen Lama, and ICang-skya Hutukutu42 left lots of much-told stories 

about their patriotism, protecting Buddhism, and efforts to maintain the 

unification of China. This magnificent temple and its various collections will be 

the witness of their contributions to our country. (sign Preface Lama Temple) 

                                                      
42 The ICang-skya Hutukutus were reincarnated scholars and administrators of the Gelugpa sect who 
served as an important link between the Manchu emperors and the Mongol, Tibetan and Chinese elites. 
The second ICang-skya Hutukutu, for example, came from a prominent Tibetanized-Mongol family of 
Western Gansu and tutored the Qianlong emperor in Buddhism and Sanskrit (Grupper, 1984). 
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Although the English of the preface sometimes leaves one guessing as to its 

exact meaning, it is clear that the temple has something to do with the 

conquest of Tibet and Mongolia during the Qing era and the desired 

unification of China. The automatic guide informs us that the most important 

reason for the conversion of the residence into a Lamasery “was for national 

solidarity” since “the Mongolian and Tibetan regions were the frontier of 

China, so the integrity of the empire depended on the relations between the 

central government and these outlying regions”. The temple was created to 

“attract great Tibetan and Mongolian lama’s, bringing about improved 

communications and understanding, thus peace and welfare to everyone in 

China”; hence “the 7th Dalai Lama arranged for 18 respected Tibetan lama’s 

to come from Tibet to Yonghe Gong to instruct young monks from Mongolia”. 

“As a result from the deep commitment from the gurus to the students, 

graduates from Yonghe Gong made great contributions to the monasteries in 

Tibet and Mongolia” (all quotes from the automatic guide to the Lama 

Temple).  

 

To get the full picture, Tour Guiding in Beijing (Liu, A., 2011) - which, of 

course, is normally not a source used by English speaking tourists - offers 

further clarifications: 

 

During the Qing Dynasty, the Mongolian and Tibetan people believed in 

Lamaism and at the same time, both Mongolia and Tibet were very important 

borders of the country. In order to stabilize these regions, Emperor Qianlong 

found that Lamaism could play an irreplaceable role in uniting and appeasing 

minority regions, and could strengthen the central power of the Manchu ruler 

as well. So based on his religion policy, some lama monasteries were erected 

and Lamaism was especially encouraged by Emperor Qianlong as a means of 

maintaining political unity with Mongolia and Tibet. In order to safeguard 

territorial integrity, security and peace, and strengthen its unity with the 

minority ethnic groups in these areas, Emperor Qianlong changed 

Yonghegong to a Lamasery. In this way, religion played a very important role 

in promoting harmony and cementing the relationship between the Mongolian 

and Tibetan people. (p. 257) 

 

Ethnic harmony is visualized at the Lama Temple by using four languages - 

Chinese, Manchu, Mongol and Tibetan - simultaneously on inscribed stone 
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tablets or signs, such as the one in figure 5.9. Other Qing structures, notably 

at the Summer Palace, also display this feature. 

 

 

Figure 5.9 Sign over the entrance to Yonghe Gate Hall in four languages 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

Relations between the Qing court and the Gelugpa sect were further 

reinforced by the gift of a 26 meter long piece of sandalwood of which the 

main statue in the Lama Temple - the Buddha Maitreya in Wanfuge Hall - 

was carved by the 7th Dalai Lama to the Qianlong emperor (automatic 

guide). 

 

The introduction to the Lama Temple (figure 5.10 - this is not the same sign 

as the preface to the Lama Temple quoted above) informs us that not only 

the Qianlong emperor but also the PRC has the best interests of the Lama 

Temple, which was spared destruction during the Cultural Revolution, at 

heart: 

 

Since the founding of the PRC, the government has attached great 

importance to this ancient temple and allocated large sums of money to 

renovate it. Party and state Leaders came to inspect it many times. In 1961, 

it was listed as a major Historic Site under State Protection. The Yonghegong 

Lama Temple has survived in the ten turbulent years of Cultural Revolution 

from 1966 – 1976, thanks to Premier Zhou Enlai. In 1981, the ancient temple 

was reopened to the public. (sign Lama Temple) 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 242 

 

 

Figure 5.10  Introduction to the Lama Temple 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

A sensitive issue is the succession through reincarnation of high lamas.  

The traditional procedures for finding the reincarnation of a high lama 

consisted of selecting several children on the basis of clues given by the 

previous incarnation, the consultation of oracles and divinations. Next, these 

children were subjected to a test of recognizing objects that had belonged to 

the deceased lama. In 1792, the Qianlong emperor added the drawing of lots 

as the final stage of this selection process. The institution of this “ceremonial 

lottery” is recorded in the Lamashuo or Pronouncements on Lama’s, 

engraved on a stele in Yonghe Gong (Hevia, 1993). The names of the 

candidates selected by traditional methods would be put in an urn; prayers 

were recited for seven days after which the drawing would be supervised by 

the Manchu Imperial Commissioner; the selected candidate had to be 

approved by the emperor (Jagou, 2007). This system of drawing lots does 

not seem to be completely new but was used earlier to decide upon 

incarnations when a choice was not unanimous (Jagou, 2007). The Qianlong 

emperor instituted this system because he was concerned with “abuses by 

the Tibetan monastic nobility” (Hevia, 1993, p. 271), such as several 

incarnations being born into the same family. The 8th Dalai Lama, the 7th 

Panchen Lama and one other high lama were all members of the same family 

and the Qianlong emperor, as protector of the Gelugpa sect, wanted to 

secure “the future of reincarnation lineages” and “to avoid the concentration 

of power into the hands of only one or a few Tibetan families” (Jagou, 2007, 
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p. 52). The Lamashuo gave an outside - Manchu - power influence over the 

appointment of high lama’s in Tibet. 

 

With regard to this innovation, the automatic guide to the Lama Temple tells 

us that “in view of the many controversies occurring during the confirmation 

processes for reincarnated rinpoche’s43”, the Qianlong emperor instituted a 

 

ceremonial lottery. Two sets of gold urns and lots were bestowed. One to 

Lhasa for the identification of Panchen and Dalai Lama through reincarnation. 

The other one preserved in Yonghe Gong for the confirmation of rinpoches 

from Mongolia, Qinghai, Gansu and other regions. (automatic guide to the 

Lama Temple)  

 

Furthermore, “the recognized rinpoches should be reinforced by the central 

government”. This also happened with the current, 14th, Dalai Lama: “the 

identity of the 14th Dalai Lama was also reinforced by the central 

government at that time”. In fact, “after the PRC was founded in 1949, the 

14th Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyaltso, and 10th Panchen Lama, Qoigyi Gyaincain, 

attended the first National People’s Congress in Beijing meeting chairman 

Mao Zedong and other top leaders. Also they visited Yonghe Gong . . .” (all 

quotes automatic guide to the Lama Temple). 

 

Although the CPC is an atheist organisation, it considers itself to be the 

lawful successor of feudal emperors when it comes to claiming the final 

authority over who is the “real” reincarnation of a deceased Tibetan religious 

leader. The CPC clashed with the Dalai Lama over this “right” after the death 

of the previous Panchen Lama in 1989. In 1995, the Dalai Lama identified 

Gehdun Choekyi Nyima, a six year old boy, as his reincarnation. The 

authorities - furious with the exiled Dalai Lama's involvement in this issue - 

placed the boy and his family in seclusion and they have not been seen 

since. The government soon picked another child as reincarnation of the 

Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu (Osnos, 2010). Not accepted by most 

Tibetans who refer to him as the “Chinese Panchen Lama”, the CPC has 

recently tried to raise his profile by giving him various official posts. They 

named him vice-president of the state-run Buddhist Association and 

                                                      
43 “Rinpoche” is an honorific title for Tibetan lamas or other respected teachers who have achieved a high 
degree of spiritual awareness; it means “precious one”. 
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appointed him to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(Jacobs, 2011).  

 

The amount of information provided at the Lama Temple is quite limited; 

once again names and dates seem to be the most important features of this 

place. Only three references - the temple as a “religious nexus”, the careful 

attention paid to it by the government after 1949, and the historical roots of 

CPC authority over reincarnations - can be interpreted as conveying the 

ethnic harmony theme to English speaking tourists.  

The rather mild tone in which these messages are presented is also 

surprising. The usual rhetoric of government media when writing or speaking 

about the “Dalai clique” is quite extreme and seems to be diametrically 

opposed to the vision of the Qianlong emperor. The Qing emperors, coming 

from a minority themselves with Manchu’s comprising only 2% of the total 

population (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 222), had every reason to worry about 

unity and harmony in their empire. And while the Qianlong emperor chose to 

try and incorporate the Tibetan and Mongolian minorities into his empire by 

turning to Tibetan Buddhism as a potentially unifying force, the current 

leaders consider a minority of some 6.5 million Tibetan Buddhists a threat to 

stability and harmony in their empire. 

 

Although not directly related to interpretation, a visit to the Lama Temple 

also raises the question of what the place actually is. Yonghe Gong is a busy 

site these days, with mostly Chinese visitors. The fact that many of them 

offer incense or pray to the various statues gives the temple a religious feel.  

 

At the same time, one has to pay an entrance fee, making it more of a 

tourist site than a temple. According to Fisher (2011), this is illustrative of 

the rather unclear position of Buddhism - and other religions - today. It 

seems as if the government has not made up its mind whether Buddhism 

“should be packaged as a relic of China’s past useful only as a revenue-

producing commodity or evolve as a spiritual, cultural, and moral foundation 

for a new post-socialist future” (Fisher, 2011, p. 513). The situation may be 

different outside of the capital, but in Beijing authorities seem in favour of 

not mixing tourism with religiosity and of packaging “the religious as just an 

object for the tourist gaze” (Fisher, 2011, p. 522). This could offer an 
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explanation for the rather superficial and subdued interpretation at Yonghe 

Gong. 

 

Harmonious society: Confucius  

The tone of the interpretation at the Confucius Temple (Kong Miao) is almost 

antithetical to that of the nearby Lama Temple. The Confucius Temple and 

the neighbouring Imperial College (Guozejian) were first built during the 

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) and are as such more “ancient” than the other 

heritage sites studied. Guozejian was the highest education institute during 

the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties; emperors came here occasionally to read 

from the Confucian classics to an audience of officials and students. At Kong 

Miao, the second largest temple dedicated to the Great Sage (the one in his 

birthplace Qufu being the largest), memorial ceremonies were held for 

Confucius. The audio tour tells us that:  

 

Whenever the emperor offered sacrifices to Confucius, both the bell and drum 

will ring, the bell for 108 times and the drum for 360. With the bell ringing  

and the drum volleying, with all the officials perched there on the sides, the 

stateliness and solemnity was quite a sight. (audio tour Confucius Temple) 

 

The temple is famous for its collection of stone stele inscribed with the 

details of those who had passed the imperial exams and attained the rank of 

Jinshi, “metropolitan” or “presented” scholar. According to the audio tour, 

“There are 198 tablets in the courtyard, recording the name, native place 

and the score of 51,624 Jinshi throughout the Yuan, Ming and Qing 

dynasties”.  

 

Where the temple was a desolate, barely visited and badly maintained tourist 

site at the end of the 1980s (own observations), it has since then been 

extensively renovated, bearing witness to the renewed popularity and 

embrace of Confucius and – a selection of - his teachings. As the introduction 

sign reads:  

 
In June 2008, Confucian Temple and Imperial College Museum hang out its 

shingle and formally opened to the public. This museum is not only the holy 

place to study Chinese culture and traditional etiquette, but also a tour place 
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for entertainment and acknowledgement of Beijing history. (introduction 

Confucius Temple) 

 

President Hu Jintao introduced his “harmonious society” concept in 2005 at a 

meeting of the National People’s Congress, according to Penny (2012), with 

the words: “As Confucius said, ‘Harmony is precious’” (pp. 152). This 

triggered a wave of enthusiasm for Confucius which is clearly visible at the 

temple. Not only have the buildings undergone substantial restoration, but 

several exhibitions - Exhibition of the Restored Dacheng Hall, Exhibition of 

the Great Confucius and Exhibition of the History of Beijing Confucius Temple 

- and a performance have been added to make it more of a “tour place for 

entertainment”.  

 

The performance consists of the following scenes: a prologue in which “The 

solemn door of Chong-Sheng Palace opens slowly. The stentorian and 

dignified recitation conveys the profoundness and extensiveness of Confucian 

Culture, making everyone feels (sic) at home”. The next scene focuses on 

education and a dancer “devoutly recites Analects of Confucius on the gentle 

music. It seems to bring us back to the times of Confucius, a society with 

rigorous and meticulous learning atmosphere, from which we can feel the 

spiritual core of Confucian culture”. Next “A group of beautiful girls move 

their steps elegantly, their long sleeves and garment floating in the air. They 

graciously performed the imperial dance of Han Dynasty, dignified yet 

elegant, solemn yet gaily”. This is followed by a scene dedicated to Guanju, 

“the first poem in the Book of Poetry” which depicts a young man who 

“arduously pursues a beautiful and kind girl. Against the aesthetic, elegant 

and magnificent music, the performance integrates the implicitness, 

tenderness and elegance of classic dance with the rich voice of the baritone 

by means of modern design techniques”. Finally comes harmony - see figure 

5.11 :  

 
The dancers performed the Bayi dance (a dance consisted of 64 people) to 

commemorate Confucius in an orderly way in the serene, solemn and 

dignified music. The recitation of harmony from the Book of Rites brings us 

back to the society where people live in harmony with each other, 

manifesting that the ancient people yearn for harmony. It intends to make 

people have an understanding of the social, historical and cultural background 

of the harmonious ideology and harmonious society of the ancient people, 
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which will have a positive influence on the construction of modern 

harmonious society (all quotes from An introduction to the performance, 

2013, from the Kong Miao Guozejian website; bold print added by DK) 

  

 
Figure 5.11 The final scene of the performance at Kong Miao, Beijing 
 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 
 

 

The description of the performance has been quoted here at length because 

it very well illustrates Louie’s (2011) assertion that in his postmodern 

identity Confucius “can be anything anyone wants him to be” (p. 97). Not 

only can he be connected to harmony, which seems to be enforced by 

uttering the word as frequently as possible. He is also linked to education, 

romance, honesty, domestic peace and prosperity, to influencing the world at 

large and, finally, to China’s (but also other Asian countries’) economic 

success. The Sage himself would probably not agree here since, as Louie 

(2011) reminded us, “Confucianism had for centuries been accepted as a 

philosophy that was hostile to commerce and monetary concerns (indeed, 

China’s scholar class has a lengthy and well-documented disdain for 

commerce)” (p. 91). 

 

Nevertheless, the Exhibition of the Great Confucius, hereafter abbreviated to 

EGC in the references, informs us that “Quesnay, the Enlightment thinker 

and the founder of Physiocratic School, was the first Westerner who has been 

influenced by the economic ideas in Confucianism. Tableau economique, 

published in 1758, was considered by people as a continuation of 

Confucianism” (sign EGC). It seems rather cynical - or maybe not - that 
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Francois de Quesnay was also the author of Le Despotisme de la Chine 

(1767), in which he described Chinese politics and society and professed his 

support for what he thought was an enlightened despotism. He argued that 

this form of monarchy was a prerequisite for adopting the economic reforms 

he proposed. At the same time Quesnay regarded China as suffering from 

overpopulation, which he thought weakened the country and contributed to 

crime (Maverick, 1946).  

 

In the section Confucianism Abroad, we learn that Quesnay was not the only 

foreign thinker who was influenced by Confucius. The introduction to this 

part of the exhibition tells us that “Confucianism is not only the precious 

cultural heritage of our Chinese people, but is also a spiritual treasure for all 

the people around the world. Confucianism has been exerting a great 

influence in the world for more than 2000 years”. We are informed that “the 

dissemination of Confucianism in Europe was precipitated by missionaries 

and Chinese overseas students in the 16th and 17th centuries” with Matteo 

Ricci, the “Christian Confucius” (see figure 5.12), being one of them. 

 

Figure 5.12 Matteo Ricci, the Christian Confucius 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 
 
 

Ricci (1552-1610) was a highly educated man and a dedicated Jesuit. He 

spoke Mandarin fluently and could recite lengthy Confucian texts by heart. 

He even wrote a book - The memory palace - in Chinese on the art of 

memory (Spence, 1985). All this was not so much proof of his “conversion” 

to Confucianism as it was part of the “so-called ‘Ricci method’” (Clark, 2009). 

This existed of applying a top-down strategy, trying to first convert the 

upper-classes before turning to the masses, and of “accommodating Catholic 
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devotional and liturgical life to Chinese sensibilities” (Clark, 2009). 

Familiarizing himself with the Confucian classics enabled Ricci to conduct 

conversations with Chinese scholars and to present Christianity to them “as a 

system of wisdom and ethics comparable with Confucianism” (Fairbank et 

al., 1975, p. 245). According to Fairbank et al. (1975), “within a few years 

he and his colleagues had made some two hundred Christian converts, 

including even ministers of state” (p. 245). The story of Ricci and his motives 

in studying Confucianism is incomplete without this context. 

 

Apart from this, it seems that several major European events have been 

triggered by the introduction of Confucianism and the imperial examination 

system to Europe “by Joachim Bouvet, a French missionary. This provided a 

spiritual incentive for the Enlightenment Movement and even the French 

revolution and helped advance the official examination system in Western 

countries as well” (signs EGC).  

 

Bouvet (1656-1730) was one of six Jesuit mathematicians sent to China by 

King Louis XIV to work as both missionaries and scientists. Bouvet spent 

many years at the court of the Kangxi emperor (1661-1722), whom he 

instructed in geometry; he wrote an Introduction to Geometry in both 

Manchu and Chinese. At the end of the 17th century, he was sent back by 

the Kangxi emperor to act as his envoy to Louis XIV and request him to send 

more missionaries-cum-scientists. The reference in the exhibition is probably 

to the lengthy manuscript on the Kangxi emperor which Bouvet presented to 

Louis XIV and which was published as Portrait historique de l'empereur de la 

Chine présenté au roi. He also published a book on the Chinese upper classes 

of the time, entitled L’Estat present de la Chine, en figures: Dedié a 

Monseigneur Le Duc De Bourgogne (Beyond Ricci, 2013; National Palace 

Museum Taiwan, 2013). Although both books were eagerly read in Europe at 

the time, to credit them with the advance of “the” official examination 

system in Western countries or instigating the French Revolution seems a 

case not of “flattening history” but of blowing it up out of proportions.  

 

Also in modern times, European thinkers seem to advocate Confucianism: 

“Sweden physicist Hannes Alfven, who won the Nobel Prize for Physics, said 

in Paris in 1988 that ‘if we want to survive in the 21st century, we must go 
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back to Confucius who lived 25 centuries ago’”. To which of Confucius’ ideas 

or concepts we should return, remains unclear. 

Tibet also had its Confucius adepts as a “colorful embroidery from the 16-

17th century” attests. “The Tibetan on it means ‘Confucius is the highest 

saint’ and the ‘wisest man’ who knows astronomy and calendar skills”. And 

“the kings of ancient Japan all stressed the study and dissemination of 

Confucianism”. In short, “many countries across the world constructed the 

Confucian Temples due to the growing spread of the Confucianism within the 

global reach” (signs EGC). 

  

Now that it is clear that Confucius’ influence is much larger than hitherto 

imagined, it is time to take a look at the Confucian values which have been 

selected for “broadcasting” at this site. Once again the Exhibition on the 

Great Confucius is the main source, since the on-site signs and the audio 

tour mainly communicate dates and names (and the occasional legend). 

 

Of course Confucius is connected to the idea that everybody has a right to 

education:  

 

Confucius thought that all people, no matter whether rich or poor, had the 

right to study. Thus he accepted whoever wanted to learn. By the principle “in 

teaching people there is no discrimination of class, type etc.” he set up a 

banner of “equality of education” in the educational history of China, and 

even in the world. (sign EGC) 

 

We learn about the subjects he taught:  

 

Confucius founded a private school when he was about thirty years old,  

teaching “rites, music, archery, chariot-driving, writing and mathematics”.  

“Rites” and “music” were for moral education, “archery” and “chariot-driving”  

were for physical education and “writing” and “mathematics” were for  

improvement of the mind. Confucius meant to train his disciples as talented  

gentlemen. (sign EGC)  

 

Since some of these accomplishments - archery, chariot driving - would be 

difficult to aspire to nowadays, a more practical translation of the moral, 

physical or mind improving path on how to become a “talented gentleman” 
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today would have been useful. As to the basics of his teachings, we find out 

that  

 

Confucianism is a profound philosophy. The ideal of “harmony” in political  

theory, “benevolence”, “filial piety”, “rites”, “righteousness” and “honesty” in  

his ethics; his emphasis on “virtue” and “intelligence” in education and his  

unique way of thinking all had a great influence on later generations. (sign  

EGC) 

 

These ideals are frequently repeated: 

 

Confucius doubted the existence of gods and ghosts and valued human life.  

He thus established a theory of “benevolence” and an ethic of filial piety,  

rites, loyalty, honesty and self-discipline. Confucius’ philosophy greatly  

influenced later generations, laying the foundation for traditional Chinese  

virtues. (sign EGC)  

 

The interpretation, however, never reveals what these ideas actually mean, 

which different explanations of these concepts exist, why or by what 

standards these are considered virtues and how they play a role in a Chinese 

person’s daily life today. Without this context, Confucian philosophy as 

presented in the Great Confucus Exhibition remains limited to a range of 

statements which offer the average English speaking visitor little 

understanding as to their content and significance. 

 

If the visitor would by now still have any doubts regarding Confucius’ global 

influence, the text displayed in figure 5.13 will put this right:  

 

Confucius was rated the fifth in this History’s One Hundred Most Influential 

People. The author’s comment is that “Confucianism emphasizes the 

responsibilities instead of the rights of individuals. As regards the effect of 

this philosophy in maintaining domestic peace and prosperity, it must be 

admitted that China was the best governed country in the world”. (sign EGC) 
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Figure 5.13 Confucius number five in top 100 of most influential people 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

Apart from not telling us who compiled this list of 100 people, the text seems 

to nail an important point of the currently proposed “harmonious society”: an 

individual has no rights but responsibilities. If this made China in the past - a 

past which was until recently denounced by the CPC as backward and feudal 

- the “best governed country in the world”, the future does not look too 

bright. Nevertheless, we will all have the benefit of profiting from this soon 

since: 

 

To make foreign countries know more about China, the central government is 

planning to set up over 100 Confucius institutes around the world. Along with 

the teaching of the Chinese language, we shall carry traditional Chinese 

culture and Confucianism forward to the world, establishing Confucianism as 

an outstanding branch among the various word cultures. (sign EGC) 

 

So is this the ultimate goal of the Confucius Institutes? To carry traditional 

Chinese culture but also Confucianism forward in the world? Does the CPC 

really want to swop its communist past for an “ancient” and inherently 

conservative philosophy? According to Louie (2011), the basics of Confucian 

doctrine are not unique to China but can be found in conservative people 

everywhere. For example, “the cherished Confucian notions of family values 

and filial piety can be found in most cultures. And politically, Confucius’s 
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‘rectification of names’ and ‘return to the rites’ are, in general, directives for 

social regression” (p. 98).  

 

In trying to create a nation-brand image palatable for international 

consumption, it seems as if the CPC is gradually replacing references to 

communism or socialism with a preferred selection of some ancient, albeit, 

Chinese concepts. Louie (2011) has the final say on this: “Internationally, if 

such values are to be paraded as the best of ‘Chinese’ essences, China’s 

contribution to world culture will be a confused and regressive one” (p. 100). 

 

5.3 Representing the nation to English speaking tourists  

An analysis of various modes of interpretation offered at five of Beijing’s 

major heritage sites has revealed that several of the themes which are 

important in current state ideology can indeed be traced here. Patriotism, 

visible in the use of superlatives, in the “ancientness” of Chinese culture and 

in the attention lavished upon the humiliations caused by the foreign 

imperialist powers, as well as various aspects of the harmonious society 

concept - such as the presumed centuries’ old peaceful coexistence of Han 

and minorities - are all present at these locations. These themes are 

communicated - maybe unexpectedly, taking into account the often rather 

uncompromising tone of CPC rhetoric - in a quite restrained tone of voice 

although “overdoing it” here and there. The endless repetition of the Anglo-

French forces’ brutal act of burning down the Summer Palace fails to impact 

when repeated too often and without giving this event any context. By 

labelling everything “ancient” - even buildings which are only one century old 

- the word decreases in value and ultimately fails to impress. It is at the 

Confucius Temple, however, that all restraints are gone and many half-truths 

are thrown at the visitor. 

 

It is also notable that references to China’s “feudal and backward” past are 

nowadays sparsely used in the interpretation of some of the key imperial 

heritage monuments. Woronov (2009) pointed out that the communist 

revolution is increasingly depicted as an anti-Japanese struggle instead of a 

civil war against the Nationalists. In this way, the heroes of the war become 

“Chinese patriots rather than representatives of any particular ideology” (p. 

580). China’s imperial past - even when it concerns foreign, albeit Sinicized, 
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Manchu emperors - seems to be undergoing a similar process. Since the 

desired harmonious society is supposed to have ancient Chinese roots, the 

emperors are not only icons of China’s long civilization, but have also 

become - peaceful - endorsers of ethnic harmony and unity as well as victims 

of imperialism. The epithet “feudal” seems no longer appropriate in this 

context. 

 

The interpretation at the sites studied definitely ties in with the CPC’s current 

soft power strategies of trying to create a nation-brand image primarily 

based on its visions of a harmonious world and the ancientness of China’s 

culture. As noted, this brand image fails to convince due to a perceived gap 

between nation-brand identity and nation-brand image. Similarly, the various 

interpretive media at the heritage sites, also fail to convince because of a 

gap between the limited and one-dimensional information which is broadcast 

to the visitors and what is actually there to see. In the eyes of the CPC, the 

main feat about the Summer Palace may very well be the fact that it was 

burned down by Anglo-French forces, but it fails to impress because we do 

not know what was lost or stolen and because we still see Chinese style 

buildings standing there. At the Lama Temple the most important fact is 

possibly the conversion of the former palace into a temple for reasons of 

national unity, but what we see is a lively place where many people come to 

pay their respects to the Buddha about whom we learn nothing. The 

Forbidden City stretches for about one kilometre, but the on-site signs do not 

really reveal much about the lives of the people who lived there for 

centuries.  

 

All interpretation at the sites studied is quite limited. For tourists from non-

Chinese backgrounds the communicated texts are often difficult to 

comprehend; they do not help the visitor “to understand, feel, and relive the 

heritage” (De Rojas & Camarero, 2008, p. 533) and fail to establish “a 

dialogue between international tourists and Chinese culture” (Ai, 2013, p. 

245). 

 

It is, of course, easy - and a favourite pastime of many - to collect or make 

fun of the strange English, or “Chinglish”, which one encounters in China. 
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Translating public signs and constructing audio tours or other narratives for 

foreign tourists is not an easy task. It requires not only linguistic ability and 

intercommunicative skills but also cultural knowledge. A comprehensive 

understanding of the background and context of the text under translation is 

needed as well as a thorough comprehension of the culture of those for 

whom the translation is intended. According to Guo (2012), “therefore, 

public sign translation from Chinese to English is not only a bilingual activity, 

but also a bicultural activity” (p. 1218). 

 

Nonetheless, at the (UNESCO listed or 5A-rated) heritage sites of a global 

power which takes itself very seriously, it does not seem unreasonable for a 

foreign tourist to expect to encounter informative interpretation in decent 

English. It is especially at the Confucius Temple that interpretation in 

“Chinglish” can be found. We learn that 

 

The second court of the Confucian Temple in Beijing represent the central 

venue for sacrifice activities in the past days in China. It is the major 

architecture blocks and boasts of towering Dacheng Palace, tablets and 

pavilions that are dotted in the ancient trees. The small rooms on the west 

and east sides of the court serve as the venues of worshipping and sacrificing 

the ancient sages. (Sign The central venue of sacrifice activities) 

 

It is not only “ancient sages” who are slaughtered here, but also the Great 

Sage himself befalls this fate: “Sacrificing Confucius was listed in the rank of 

national sacrifice ceremonies because Confucian Temples were regarded as 

the symbol of spreading Confucianism in the feudal societies” (Sign The 

sacrificing activities in past dynasties). As an English speaking visitor one 

cannot help but feeling not being taken seriously when reading such signs. 

Maybe the reason for these - and other - peculiar phrases is exactly that: 

English speaking visitors do not have to be taken too seriously, because they 

are a minority in tourism in China. Nevertheless, “Chinglish” does not 

contribute to a strong contemporary brand image and, as Ai (2013) noted, it 

is also “a missed opportunity to promote mutual understanding and establish 

a dialogue between China and the international community” (p. 254). 

According to Guo (2012), the translation problems discussed above 
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do not only present an obstacle to a better understanding of Chinese culture, 

they even “degrade China’s international status as a major role on the global 

platform” (p. 1214).  

 

To summarize, the interpretation aimed at English speaking tourists at 

Beijing’s major tourist sites with numerous names, dates, statements and 

superlatives is flat and one-dimensional. Most of it adheres to the “broadcast 

model” in which visitors are told what to think and what is important. The 

three “close-to” principles (close to Chinese realities, close to the information 

needs of foreign audiences, and close to their information habits and minds) 

referred to above as guiding principles for communication with foreign 

audiences, have not (yet) found their way into the interpretive media of 

Beijing’s heritage sites. 

 

Maybe the greatest problem with this kind of interpretation is that it does not 

do justice to China’s “5,000 year old civilization” and its heritage 

monuments. By focusing on the “what” and not addressing the “why” and 

“how”, the interpretation decontextualizes these unique heritage 

monuments. They are presented as islands in an (ancient) past without 

normal human beings, without a daily life, without an understanding of what 

the “DNA” of these places was (and IS).  

 

China’s current ranking in the NBI and the Pew opinion polls shows that 

there is room for improvement in “China branding”. Ramo (2007) argued 

that an appropriate and viable image for China should be based on 

“newness” because this is the country’s current “DNA”. His case seems to be 

supported by Anholt when he stated that “the strengths of America’s 

international standing continue to be innovation, opportunity and vibrancy” 

(GfK, 2011a), suggesting that newness and innovation are powerful 

attributes. An image based on newness would also have to find its way into 

tourism. This is supported by Ramo (2007), who suggests that while “visitors 

to China will want to see the country’s icons of ancient life, visitors should 

seek also to find examples of new China since these are the things that will 

have the biggest influence over the country’s future (p. 44)”. The final 

chapter will offer a few thoughts on this issue. 
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PS 

My sentiments about “China” typically hover between admiration, incomprehension 

and irritation. Admiration for the fact that the CPC has created conditions for over 

one billion people to better their lives and that of their children and has done so by 

following a decidedly own course. Admiration for the tremendous energy unleashed 

since the 1980s, the drive to “get things done”. Admiration also for turning to 

tourism as a way of enhancing consumer spending while simultaneously giving many 

domestic citizens their first experiences of the sights and monuments of their own 

country and of being part of “the modern world”.  

 

At the same time - while feeling incomprehension for quite a few aspects of Chinese 

government policies - I find it difficult to understand why the Party, which in the 

1950s and 1960s was so adept at producing a staged China for foreign visitors, 

nowadays condones the construction of rather poor narratives for English speaking 

tourists. Although translation from Chinese is complicated and a focus on names and 

numbers can be understood by looking at Confucianism and Daoism, I find this not 

really an excuse for providing the limited interpretation one comes across at World 

Heritage sites and 5A rated monuments. I, admittedly, became increasingly irritated 

when reading or listening to the information delivered. I felt not being taken 

seriously as a tourist with my emotions ranging from “do you think I am stupid?” 

and “boring” to “if you want to be a player on the world stage, you should do better 

than this”.  

 

Can the rather poor quality of interpretation really be attributed to the fact that 

there are relatively few Western tourists and the government does not care? Is it 

because the interpretation was constructed shortly after Reform and Opening-up and 

has never been thoroughly revised to tie in with current interpretation trends? Or 

does the quality of the interpretation encountered fall into the same category as 

failing to create a coherent “Brand China” (Ramo, 2007) or a convincing image for 

the worldstage (Fallows, 2008), and is this also rooted in the political system? 

Several of my Chinese acquaintances frequently complain about living in a “fake 

country” or a “theatre-state” where the on-going “Party-fication” of society makes it 

very difficult for people to be just themselves. In order to keep one’s position, to get 

good grades, to please superiors or to adhere to the - changeable - Party line, 

people need to perform the roles they are cast into as workers, farmers, soldiers, 

intellectuals, artists, students, civil servants, ethnic minorities or “other patriots”. 

This basically denies individuality and causes people to execute whatever it is they 

have to do without asking too many questions or adding too many initiatives of their 

own. In such a context, following the Party line in designing interpretation is self-

evident. In such a context, the liberal use of names and dates is not only part of a 

Confucian and Daoist tradition but also quite “safe” while words such as ancient 

seem rather non-controversial. Making sure Chinese names are always translated 

into the same English equivalents, however, requires consultations with and maybe 

even discussion between departments, companies or staff which is unlikely to 

happen unless people are explicitly asked to do so.  
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Chapter 6 Alternative ways of looking at the (Forbidden) City 

 

Chapter Six contains the concluding remarks of this study on the - context 

that gave rise to the - interpretive media encountered at various Beijing 

heritage sites. Analysing and criticising these media also raises the question 

which alternative interpretations would be possible. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 will 

offer some ideas on this. 

 

6.1 Concluding remarks  

Departing from a materialist perspective, the previous chapters have shown 

that tourism in China today has been shaped by historical factors as well as 

by economic and political power structures. After 1978 tourism, often backed 

by top CPC leaders, has grown fast in terms of numbers of tourists and 

revenues. Although a comprehensive tourism industry has been developed, 

domestic tourism is nowadays the mainstay with inbound tourists accounting 

for only 6% of total travellers in China in 2011 (Chiang, 2012). 

Outbound tourism is on the rise with Hong Kong and Macao currently the 

main destinations. Given the fact that both are special administrative regions 

of China some questions can be raised as to how “outbound” this travel 

really is. Nevertheless, the volume of travel to and from these two places is 

huge as noted in Chapter Three. 

 

Although economic reasons are often given as the main ground for 

government support of tourism, its contribution to the national economy - as 

a foreign exchange earner (which Deng Xiaoping considered one of its 

benefits) and contributor to the GDP - is quite modest nowadays. According 

to the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the direct contribution44 of 

travel and tourism to China’s GDP in 2011 was RMB 1,173.0 billion or 2.6% 

of the total GDP (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, p. 1), 

                                                      
44 The direct contribution of travel and tourism to a country’s GDP “reflects the ‘internal’ spending on 
Travel & Tourism (total spending within a particular country on Travel & Tourism by residents and non-
residents for business and leisure purposes) as well as government ‘individual’ spending - spending by 
government on Travel & Tourism services directly linked to visitors, such as cultural (eg museums) or 
recreational (eg national parks). The direct contribution of Travel & Tourism to GDP is calculated to be 
consistent with the output, as expressed in National Accounting, of tourism-characteristic sectors such as 
hotels, airlines, airports, travel agents and leisure and recreation services that deal directly with tourists. 
The direct contribution of Travel & Tourism to GDP is calculated from total internal spending by ‘netting 
out’ the purchases made by the different tourism sectors”. (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 
2012, p. 2)  
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which means a slight decrease from 1990 when it was 3.7% (Chiang, 2012, 

p. 210). In 2011, with this 2.6%, China ranked number 114 as far as the 

direct contribution of travel and tourism to GDP worldwide is concerned. 

Macao ranked number one with 43.1% of its GDP directly attributable to 

travel and tourism which it can thank Mainland Chinese tourists for. 

 

The total contribution45 of travel and tourism to GDP was RMB 4,155.5 billion 

(or 9.2% of GDP) in 2011 (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, 

p. 1), but - as discussed earlier - it is debatable whether it is at all possible 

to produce any accurate figures of this kind and this is mainly an educated 

guess. Compared with other countries, here China is presently ranking 87 

(with Macao again at number one) but expected to rise to number two 

between 2012 and 2022 (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, p. 

10). 

The economic relevance of tourism, then, currently has to be sought 

elsewhere, such as in its role as a regional development tool for areas 

lagging behind in economic growth and lacking major industries; here 

tourism is used for creating jobs, also in related industries, and for triggering 

regional economic growth. But tourism is also important in stimulating 

domestic consumption and spending on tourism is in general considered to 

be better for the economy than spending on real estate (which happens on a 

massive scale in China), because tourism benefits a wide variety of (tourism-

related) economic sectors, such as restaurants, hotels and transportation 

(Chiang, 2012).  

In sum, although tourism in its early days was important in bringing in 

foreign exchange, this role was soon taken over by export-led industries. 

Nowadays, tourism is - despite the huge numbers involved - not a main 

                                                      
45 The total contribution of travel and tourism “includes its ‘wider impacts’ (ie the indirect and induced 
impacts) on the economy. The ‘indirect’ contribution includes the GDP and jobs supported by: Travel & 
Tourism investment spending - an important aspect of both current and future activity that includes 
investment activity such as the purchase of new aircraft and construction of new hotels; Government 
'collective' spending, which helps Travel & Tourism activity in many different ways as it is made on behalf 
of the ‘community at large’ - eg tourism marketing and promotion, aviation, administration, security 
services, resort area security services, resort area sanitation services, etc; Domestic purchases of goods 
and services by the sectors dealing directly with tourists - including, for example, purchases of food and 
cleaning services by hotels, of fuel and catering services by airlines, and IT services by travel agents. The 
‘induced’ contribution measures the GDP and jobs supported by the spending of those who are directly or 
indirectly employed by the Travel & Tourism industry”. (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, 
p. 2) 
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driver of economic growth. Rather, the rapid development of tourism can to 

a large extent be attributed to economic progress: the emergence of a 

middle class, rising disposable incomes, the introduction of the concept of 

leisure time, more holidays, as well as changing consumption patterns all 

contributed to the large numbers of tourists travelling the country these days.  

 

But there are other reasons why tourism is a concern of the upper CPC 

echelons: its potential as a form of soft power. In this respect, tourism has 

been given an important role in the project of building a national identity in 

which patriotism, “socialist core values” but also a “civilized”, “modern” 

consumer-oriented attitude are key ingredients. The idea of travel as a tool 

for education and acquiring moral values is not something new. In fact, it 

seems to have remarkable similarities with the Confucian concept of travel as 

having a strong moral or educational purpose (as discussed in Chapter Two). 

Confucius could only agree with travel if it was conducted as a meaningful 

activity of which the “ultimate goal was the restoration of moral and political 

order” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 21). This concept is embraced by the CPC in, for 

example (but not exclusively), red tourism which - it is hoped - can be 

instrumental in maintaining a socialist moral and political order and restoring 

the Party’s moral authority. 

 

A historical continuity can also be perceived in the fact that tourism today is 

mostly about consuming scenic spots, a travel tradition with moral elements 

established during imperial times. Tourism after 1978 reverted to the travel 

traditions best remembered: visiting traditional scenic spots, which had 

become a part of Chinese culture through the paintings and poems of the 

past, and constructing new scenic spots. Nyíri (2006) noted that these new 

spots were added to the canon in keeping “with traditional conventions of 

categorization, naming, and description” (p. 9), recalling the Confucian 

concept of “the rectification of names” (zheng-ming). It looks almost as if 

through dedicating scenic spots to a fairly limited number of selected themes 

- history, places and natural beauty made popular by the literati, ethnicity, 

revolution - a past where only the greatness of an eternal China exists and a 

present where a modern, harmonious society under the CPC is a reality, can 

be (re)created. In this light, it is no wonder that we can see the sinocentrism 

of Rey Chow (described in Chapter One) at work at many scenic spots where 
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everything Chinese “ . . . , is fantasized as somehow better - longer in 

existence, more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and ultimately 

beyond comparison” (Chow, 1998, p. 6). 

Of course the Chinese government is not unique in selecting certain elements 

of the past (or present) for tourism and omitting others, or in using heritage 

for purposes of nation building. Yet, scenic spots not only give rise to a 

sometimes rather “megalomanic affirmation of China” (Chow, 1998, p. 6), 

where the sites are often presented as the most ancient, the biggest, the 

largest, the longest, the highest in the world. They also seem to 

decontextualize the historic places, heroes, legends, emperors and 

performances that should be admired and awed over. Disengaged from their 

everyday surroundings and presented as islands or incidents in a past 

without ordinary people, without a daily life, without an understanding of the 

“why” and “how”, they seem - to a Western eye, which currently craves “the 

personal” - rather empty and objectified and to hold little meaning for or 

have no relation with today’s society. But if this possibly bothers Western 

tourists, it does not seem to bother Chinese tourists, most of whom also 

have no patience with the so-called authenticity that is still important for 

many Westerners. Yet, the adagio that “cultural difference sells” (Ryan & Gu, 

2009a, p. 149), seems to hold true for Chinese and Western tourists alike, as 

they all take an interest in the exotic Other who is represented - in particular 

ways - in ethnic tourism. 

 

While tourism will remain, according to Oakes and Sutton (2010) a “major 

front in the state’s effort to maintain its paramount authority over the realms 

of cultural production and national identity construction” (p. 11) which is 

facilitated by the on-going integration of wealth and power46, some cracks 

are appearing. Regional and central interests are not always running parallel 

with regional differences seeming acceptable as long as long as tourism 

provides some economic advantages and does not threaten Party control 

(Watson, 2010). 

                                                      
46

 This contradicts the findings of Hou (2012), who in a recent analysis of the work of Nyirí (2006) and 

Unger (1996), confirmed the strong state involvement in national image making, but also contended that 
“an overall finding from the Unger collection is that the Chinese state is (to a noticeable degree) losing 
control over the definition of the economy (Crane, 1996, p. 198), and perhaps, thereby (by extension) of 
the capacity to define the nation through the projections of tourism” (p. 395). As described, the hold of 
the government over the economy is not only still very strong but seems, after an initial relaxation after 
1978, to have increased again and the state has stepped up its efforts to “define the nation through the 
projections of tourism” with, for example, the red tourism project and the various patriotic education sites 
such as the Old Summer Palace. 
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And then there is the tourist, who - being no “model tourist” - does not 

always consume scenic spots in expected and hoped for ways. As they 

become more experienced, Chinese tourists are increasingly interested in 

planning their own journeys, as backpackers or facilitated by the institution 

of individual visit schemes to, for example, Hong Kong. This has created the 

possibility of “free walking”, travelling on one’s own and not in tour groups. 

As “free walkers”, freed from the constraints of the collectivity of a package 

tour, tourists can begin to imagine being independent individuals. Not only is 

the outcome of the “indoctritainment” project of tourism no fait accompli in 

the long run, the tourists themselves also have come a long way from the 

revolutionary journeys and secular pilgrimages of the 1960s.  

 

The “indoctritainment” project of foreign tourists is also no fait accompli. The 

previous chapter has shown that an effort at communicating various themes 

important in current state ideology to the English speaking tourist is made at 

major heritage sites in Beijing. Patriotism - present in references to the 

“ancientness” of Chinese culture and the humiliations suffered under 

imperialism - as well as various aspects of the harmonious society concept 

are omnipresent at these locations.  

 

The interpretation offered at these sites is, however, quite limited and one-

dimensional; with numerous names, dates and superlatives in sometimes 

rather strange English it still adheres to the “broadcast model”, and fails to 

establish a dialogue between foreign tourists and Chinese culture. Although 

the CPC seems to be well aware of the need for this kind of dialogue and has 

formulated the three “close-to” principles as guidelines for communication 

with foreign audiences, these have not (yet) found their way into the 

interpretive media of Beijing’s heritage sites.  

 

6.2 Alternative ways of looking at the Forbidden City  

Analysing (and criticising) the interpretation at Beijing’s tourist sites is one 

thing, designing entirely new and “modern” visitor experiences for the 

capital’s major heritage locations would entail more in-depth research which 

is beyond the scope of this study. Therefore, the remainder of this chapter 

will offer some brief thoughts on possible interpretation alternatives, taking 

the Forbidden City and some Beijing neighbourhoods as an example.  
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Visitor experiences: going back to Pine and Gilmore 

The extent to which a destination can influence its own image today is quite 

limited, as was also discussed with regard to a nation’s brand image in 

Chapter Four. Word-of-mouth is still the most powerful marketing tool and 

Web 2.0 has only added to the possibilities for it to spread. It is the tourist 

who is increasingly shaping a destination’s reputation through conversations, 

comments and (video) images on blogs, and media such as TripAdvisor.com 

and YouTube.com (Bryon, 2012; Morgan et al., 2011; Tussyadiah & 

Fesenmeier, 2009; WTO & ETC, 2009).  

 

These developments make positive and memorable visitor experiences at a 

destination all the more important as these provide input for tourists’ on-line 

conversations. According to Pizam (2010), creating memorable experiences 

is currently “the essence and raison d’être of the hospitality industry” (p. 

343). The problem with “memorable experiences”, however, is that they are 

highly personal and subjective as Pizam (2010) also indicated:  

 

One can create memorable experiences by building opulent environments, 

providing outstanding services and serving sumptuous and exotic foods 

prepared by top chefs. But one can also achieve the same results while 

staying overnight in a Bedouin tent located in the Sahara desert and eating 

rice and lamb with one’s fingers. (p. 343) 

 

Experiences take place within a person as a result of the interaction between 

what is outside and his/her own social construction (cultural background, 

gender, expectations, education, previous travel experiences, mood and so 

on). This interaction can have various outcomes such as satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction, transformation or new understandings of self (or not), new 

knowledge and memories, with the consequence that no two persons will 

ever have exactly the same experience.  

 

This makes the tourist experience a complex construct which has been much 

debated since the 1960s. Uriely’s (2005) evaluation of the academic debate 

on the conceptualization of the tourist experience led him to identify several 

major developments which he found at the same time illustrative of a 

gradual shift from modernist to postmodernist thinking in the tourism 
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academy. Early thinkers defined the tourist experience mostly in terms of 

seeking something different from daily life. For Cohen (1972) novelty and 

strangeness were essential parts of the tourist experience. Many tourists 

however, Cohen (1972) argued, would only be able to enjoy new and 

strange things from the safe “environmental bubble” (p. 166) of familiar 

forms of transportation, hotels, and food. Thus the tourist experience for 

most tourists combined “a degree of novelty with a degree of familiarity” 

(Cohen, 1972, p. 167). MacCannell (1973) related the tourist experience 

more to a quest for authenticity. However, Uriely (2005) noted that the 

distinctiveness between tourist and everyday life experiences is gradually 

disappearing in postmodern perspectives on tourism.  

 

Work and leisure have become less strictly separated, with people on 

business trips engaging in tourist activities and tourists doing volunteer work 

during their holidays. At the same time, theme parks (such as Wonders of 

the World in Shenzhen), museums (with exhibitions on different countries 

and cultures) as well as the Internet have brought - virtual - tourist sites 

within easy reach and view of many without the need to travel to far-off 

destinations. Experiences can be found anywhere and everywhere today; 

O’Dell (2005) perceived experiences as occurring “in an endless array of 

specific places, such as stores, museums, cities, sporting arenas, shopping 

centers, neighbourhood parks and well-known tourist attractions” (p. 15). 

 

Currently, the tourist experience is mostly considered as a diverse and a 

plural phenomenon which is not only experienced in a different ways by 

different categories of tourists, as Cohen (1979) suggested when he 

remarked that “different kinds of people may desire different modes of 

tourist experiences’’ (p.180), but different for each individual. According to 

O’Dell (2005), “experiences are highly personal, subjectively perceived, 

intangible, ever fleeting and continuously on-going” (p. 15). 

 

Tourists, moreover, are no longer seen as passive consumers of experiences 

solely shaped by the industry. They are currently seen as constructing their 

own experiential meaning. The power and influence of the tourism industry - 

which sees the tourist mainly as a consumer - in shaping experiences should, 

however, not be underestimated and it may be naïve to think that “tourism 
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is an area of life that facilitates a real freedom of choice” (Uriely, 2005, p. 

211).  

 

The thinking about experiences from a business and marketing point of view 

was greatly influenced by Pine & Gilmore’s book, The Experience Economy. 

Work is Theatre & Every Business a Stage, which first appeared in 1999 with 

an up-dated edition published in 2011 (from which the subtitle has 

disappeared). Pine and Gilmore were not the first to write about the 

experiential aspects of consumption - they referred, amongst others, to Alvin 

Toffler’s Future Shock (1970) in which he predicted that “consumers would 

one day ‘begin to collect experiences as consciously and passionately as they 

once collected things’” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 308). Nevertheless, they 

argued quite convincingly that developed countries have moved from a 

service to an “experience economy” where competitive advantage can only 

be gained by orchestrating memorable events for customers. A lot has been 

said and written about experiences since, but going back to the book that 

created a huge impact in this field still seems topical. 

 

Even though experiences are not tangible, “people greatly desire them 

because the value lies within them, where it remains long afterward” (Pine & 

Gilmore, 2011, p. 19). With services and goods having become 

commoditized and differences in quality and reliability only marginal, 

consumers are buying solely “on the basis of price, price, price” (Pine & 

Gilmore, 2011, p. 1), seeking out the cheapest options, increasingly via 

Internet. In order to create differentiation, companies should “no longer offer 

goods or services alone but the resulting experience, rich with sensations, 

created within each customer” (p. 17). A famous, much quoted example is 

Starbucks which has managed to add several dollars of value to a cup of 

coffee through creating a heightened ambiance as well as a plethora of 

choices to “personalize” one’s coffee.  

 

Although recognizing that experiences are personal “no two people can have 

the same experience” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 17), Pine and Gilmore 

offered some strategies for creating memorable experiences. They defined 

four experience realms - entertainment, education, aesthetics and escapism 

- which differ with regard to the level of client participation and involvement. 
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Pine and Gilmore (2011) noted that entertainment occurs when people 

“passively absorb the experiences through their senses . . .” (p. 47); it 

includes, for example, listening to stories, visiting concerts, theatre 

performances and other shows. An educational experience “must actively 

engage the mind (for intellectual education) or the body (for physical 

training)” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 48). It appeals to a desire to learn 

something new (which can also be entertaining); it is active and absorptive, 

and guests play a vital role in co-creating their own experience.  

 

Escapist experiences require completely immersed and actively involved 

participants. They generally include artificial activities such as visiting theme 

parks, gambling at casinos, chatting online but also taking part in extreme 

sports. The aesthetic realm involves being passively immersed in an event or 

environment; guests “have little or no effect on it, leaving the environment 

(but not themselves) essentially untouched” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 53). 

This environment should be inviting, can be manmade or natural and could 

include “standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, beholding a work of art at 

a gallery or museum” (p. 53) but also visiting celebrated heritage 

monuments, cruise ships, design hotels and shopping malls.  

 

Pine and Gilmore (2011) summarized the roles of the clients or guests in 

these experiential realms as follows: “While guests partaking of an 

educational experience may want to learn, of an escapist experience want to 

go and do, of an entertainment experience want to enjoy, those partaking of 

an esthetic experience just want to be” (p. 53). The optimal consumer 

experience, however, draws on all four realms and should be designed 

according to five key experience-design principles. Experiences should be 

“themed” (which, as noted earlier, the Chinese have taken to heart with, for 

example, ancient culture and ethnic minority themes).  

 

Next, one should “harmonize impressions with positive cues” (p. 78). 

Impressions are the “take aways” (p. 78) of the experience and care must be 

taken that nothing undermines these. All “cues” (signals in the experience 

environment such as the behaviour of staff, language used on websites) 

must be in harmony with the experience and support the theme. From this 

follows that negative cues should duly be eliminated. As a fourth principle 
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Pine and Gilmore (2011) stressed the importance of mixing in memorabilia - 

“tangible artefacts of the experiences” (p. 85). These can be sold or given 

away as an inherent part of the experience and serve the purpose of 

extending the experience in the customers’ mind over time. Finally, it is 

important to engage all five (sight, sound, smell, taste and touch) senses. 

 

While experiences seem to be everywhere and anywhere in the West today, 

Pine and Gilmore's experience economy has also been criticized from various 

angles. Holbrook (2001), for example, stated that Pine and Gilmore and 

other advocates of experiential marketing, present an (over) optimistic and 

positive picture of consumer culture. He specifically reviewed various 

critiques on Disney experiences, which he perceived as educating children 

“hegemonically into an unthinking obeisance toward what I have elsewhere 

described as the WIMP Culture - short for Western-White, Individualistic-

Imperialistic, Materialistic-Militaristic, Paternalistic-Protestant-Ethic-&-

Profit-Oriented (Holbrook, 1993b)” (p. 155; bold print in original text). 

Under the guise of selling “harmless fantasies, feelings, and fun” (p. 155), 

the experience economy not only contributes to the endless consumerism 

briefly discussed in Chapter One but also sells “potentially pernicious 

consumption experiences masquerading as innocent entertainment” (p. 155). 

 

From a marketing perspective Pine and Gilmore’s work has been critiqued for 

not paying enough attention to the fact that the value of all goods and 

services is co-created or co-produced through the interaction of consumers 

and producers. Prahalad and Ramaswamy47 (2004) suggested that with 

today’s informed, networked, empowered, and active consumers, the 

“interaction between the firm and the consumer is becoming the locus of 

value creation and value extraction” (p. 5). Armed with new (information) 

tools and dissatisfied with available choices, consumers want to interact with 

firms and thereby “co-create” value. Companies should increasingly focus on 

“creating an experience environment in which consumers can have active 

dialogue and co-construct personalized experiences” (Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 8). This means that customers can construct different 

experiences with the same product and also that while the company can 

                                                      
47 For the purpose of this chapter I have used an article by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) rather than 
their famous 2004 book The future of competition: Co-creating unique value with customers (Boston, MA: 
Harvard Business School Press). 
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have partial control over the experience environment, it cannot control the 

co-constructed experiences themselves.  

 

In their 2011 introduction Pine and Gilmore (2011) acknowledged that many 

clients seek participatory roles; they also contended, however, that it would 

be a mistake to think that consumers are always looking for co-created 

offerings in all categories of goods, services, and experiences. Nevertheless, 

the view that facilitating co-created experiences is currently more important 

than the staging of actual experiences is widely supported, also in tourism. 

Tung and Ritchie (2011), for example, argued for tourism planners to 

‘‘facilitate the development of an environment (i.e., the destination) that 

enhances the likelihood that tourists can create their own memorable 

tourism experiences” (p. 1369).  

Furthermore, it seems that, co-created or not, a mere experience is not 

enough anymore. Nowadays, experiences should yield transformations (Pine 

& Gilmore, 2011). Companies enabling transformations should charge not for 

the experiences but for the change resulting from them. This, according to 

Pine and Gilmore, holds especially true for enterprises in healthcare and in 

the financial and education field.  

 

Thinking about visitor experiences at the Forbidden City 

Even though memorable experiences are generically individual and can be 

hidden in small and accidental things, some of Pine and Gilmore’s design 

principles could quite easily be incorporated into the facilities for Western 

visitors at Beijing’s Forbidden City. Departing from the premise that 

memorable experiences should take place at the “sweet spot” of Pine and 

Gilmore’s four experience realms, they should - somewhat simplified - 

incorporate some aesthetic (being), entertaining (enjoyable), educational 

(learning) and escapist (go and do) elements. They should, ideally, be multi-

sensory, with themes and / or stories - which normally are developed with 

the impressions that the visitor should take home as a starting point (De 

Rojas & Camarero, 2008; Moscardo, 1999) -, without negative cues, with 

memorabilia and some options to co-create / personalize one’s visit.  

 

While being at a major heritage site is definitely part of the aesthetic realm, 

the foreign visitor at the Forbidden City may also encounter several negative 
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cues which possibly detract from it being a completely aesthetic experience. 

Trying to obtain an entrance ticket, for example, is not always easy when it 

is crowded. An English language visitor could find him- or herself waiting in 

line for one of the tiny ticket windows for some 20 minutes to find out that 

this counter only sells group tickets, having to start all over again. Some 

clear signage would be very helpful. The actual tickets sold here and at other 

major heritage sites in China are pretty, with images of the monument, and 

make for good and cheap “memorabilia” (but on-site souvenir shops tend to 

sell more or less the same items throughout the country).   

 

Next, the visitor may want to rent an automatic guide. In order to check if 

the device is working, the rental employee will start the first track, which 

means that by the time the visitor has paid the rental fee and adjusted the 

headphones and volume, the introductory text will be at least half way (and 

as noted before, it is impossible to replay the texts). The on-site English 

language signs could easily be adapted to connect somewhat more to the 

needs of Western visitors, but the huge masses of tourists make options for 

interactive on-site signage limited. Solutions should rather be sought in other 

kinds of up-to-date technology, such as a choice of downloadable tours or 

location-based information accessed via smart phones, I-pads and other 

interactive devices. This would add a modern feel and tie in with the need for 

co-created and more personalized experiences.  

 

The website of the Forbidden City (or Palace Museum as its official name is, 

www.dpm.org.cn) could become the location from which these tours could be 

downloaded (and paid for). This website could also be a starting point for 

developing new tours as it contains (under the heading Virtual Palace Tour) 

various themes and stories. Palace stories features two items: “the Kangxi 

emperor throws off Oboi's regency” and “Hall of Venerating Heaven 

(Fengtian dian) burnt down within a hundred days of its inauguration”. The 

section on court rituals describes “the family feast at the eve of the Spring 

Festival”, “the banquets for myriad elderly people”, “the wedding of the 

Guangxu Emperor” (this seems to be an empty file) and “the security system 

of the Qing palace”. Under culture and customs a description of “the tea 

reception at the palace of many splendours” can be found. These stories 
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could be incorporated into new tours; currently they seem somewhat 

fragmented and rather arbitrary slices of information. 

 

To rise above a history lesson with names and dates, tours could be themed, 

story-based and told from different perspectives. Persuasive and convincing 

stories have the ability to connect tourists on both an intellectual and 

emotional level with the site, and make their visits meaningful (Bryon, 

2012). In order to make such emotional and meaningful connections, 

interpretation should focus more on human beings (Pastorelli, 2003). Tours 

could be told from the perspectives of various personae, living in different 

periods: a day in the life of the emperor (what was he doing, feeling, 

thinking) as has been done by Barmé (2009b) who described a day in the 

reign of the Qianlong emperor; the life story of a eunuch, chambermaid or 

concubine (how did s/he end up in the Palace, how did this affect their 

families, what were his / her daily tasks, what was s/he feeling and 

thinking); or the perspective of outsiders such as the missionaries who were 

employed by various emperors.  

 

A tour could also comprise the voices of several persons, alternating between 

different moments in time. Such a tour could include the perspective of a 

contemporary domestic tourist to give Western visitors more insight into 

today’s life in line with Ramo’s (2007) ideas that “newness” is the country’s 

current “DNA” and Xiao’s (2013) remark that foreign tourists “. . . are to be 

attracted not only by traditional Chinese culture and its iconic world heritage, 

but also by its modern lifestyle and its ordinary places” (p. 2). At the 

Forbidden City, where Westerners can feel overwhelmed by the crowds of 

domestic tourists, instead of ignoring this phenomenon, it could become part 

of the story of a space which, in fact, is not finished but is still being 

produced. 

 

Themed tours could, for example, focus on food and meals in Ming and Qing 

times (including “the banquets for myriad elderly people”). Such a theme 

could also maybe change the rather strange “cues” given by the fast food 

shops in the Palace Garden selling sausages, popcorn and the like.  

An architecture - which, surprisingly, is hardly addressed in the current 

interpretation - tour could feature not only feng shui principles, building 
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techniques and materials, but also stories told from the points of view of the 

builders, designers, inhabitants and visitors and include how the buildings 

and the space affected their lives and feelings. Leys (1976), for example, 

was affected physically by the design of the Forbidden City which, according 

to him, expresses imperial dignity but at the same time does not completely 

overwhelm the visitor, never reducing them to “ants”.  

 

A music tour could address the various court rituals but also include the 

exhibitions on opera at the Qing Court. A tour with just a soundscape, 

without spoken text, would give the visitor more freedom to explore his or 

her own feelings and associations. In general, tours should maybe make an 

effort to lure people away from the crowded central route to discover the less 

visited Eastern or Western routes and the various exhibitions there.  

 

While such tours could easily be entertaining (including sounds, music, 

excerpts of novels and other writings, the occasional joke, different voices), 

educational (offering plenty of new information), walking through the 

Forbidden City immersed in a well-constructed tour of one’s own choice could 

definitely be an escapist experience as well. 

 

The Forbidden City: multiple (hi)stories  

The suggestions mentioned above would tie in with both the “three close” as 

well as Pine and Gilmore’s design principles; they would not be too 

complicated or controversial to introduce and probably enhance Western 

visitors’ experiences. However, they would not really solve the problem from 

which most heritage interpretation, not only in China, suffers. Interpretation 

- whether state sanctioned or produced by tour guides or tourist sites - tends 

to restrict the meaning of place and space. By constructing and presenting 

one (or even several) narratives, all other interpretations of a site and all 

other voices from the past as well as the present are obliterated. Smith 

(2013) characterised standard guided tours (of which the audio guides 

discussed in the previous chapter are examples) as usually “fragmented in 

narrative structure (one thing after another rather than interwoven) and 

often without the kind of fully explanatory framing that might assist 

enquiring spectators in making independent critical judgements” (p. 104). 

They tend to lead to “a closing down rather than an opening up of the 
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multiple meanings of heritage and touristic sites” (p. 105) and contribute to 

the idea that “heritage spaces are somehow complete and finished, rather 

than spaces that are always in the process of being produced” (p. 105). They 

also, against current co-creation trends, put the tourists in the role of 

“passive spectators consuming a fixed narrative, rather than making them 

participative co-makers of the meanings of heritage space” (p. 105). 

 

All this certainly holds true for current, but probably also future, tours and 

interpretation in the Forbidden City, which is certainly not conceived of as a 

space still in the process of being produced. In fact, it has been frozen in 

1911 since the various interpretation modes (tour guides included) make no 

mention of more recent events although the imperial palace has had a long 

afterlife.  

 

The Gate of Heavenly Peace 

Few tourists making their way towards the Forbidden City and passing the 

Gate of Heavenly Peace (Tiananmen, which was not the entrance to the 

Forbidden but to the Imperial City - see figure 6.1 below) will realise that 

they are walking under a replica of the original Ming structure. According to 

Barmé (2009b), white ants had weakened the roof beams and since the Gate 

had become an important stage for Mao and other CPC top cadres to review 

the parades for May Day and National Day (1 October) as well as the mass 

rally’s on Tiananmen Square in the 1950s and 60s, a sudden collapse could 

not be risked. Barmé (2009b): 

  

The construction of the new Gate of Heavenly Peace in 1969-70 proceeded 

like so many Maoist-era undertakings, in public secrecy, the whole structure 

being kept under veil “for repairs”. The rebuilding was a concrete example of 

Mao’s well-known dicta that “the past must serve the present, the foreign 

must serve China” and that “the old must give way to the new”: the wood in 

the eves of the new structure came from the demolition of Dongzhi Men Gate 

in east Beijing which had been built in 1436. When 10,000 gold-glazed liuli-

tiles were fired for the new roof, a crucial change was made to the ancient 

design: the dragon motif on the original tiles was replaced with sunflowers, 

the botanical symbol of the masses turning to the sun-like Mao for life-giving 

energy. (pp. 170-171) 
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Apparently, the rebuilding of Tiananmen was rather flimsy as another 

refurbishment was deemed necessary in 1984 while the sunflower end-tiles 

were removed in the 2000 renovation (Barmé, 2008).  

 

Li Zhisui, Mao’s personal physician from the mid-1950s until his death in 

1976, described May Day 1955 when he attended the festivities on top of 

Tiananmen for the first time: 

 

We reached the top of Tiananmen . . . , and I was surprised to discover a 

spacious indoor reception area furnished with numerous comfortable 

overstuffed chairs, arranged in a large semi-circle. Snacks, fruits, and drinks 

were laid out in abundance. So this was how the top leaders were able to 

spend five or six hours reviewing parades with never a hint of discomfort! . . .  

The square was a sea of color, filled with thousands of young students  

dressed head to toe in white, the bright red Young Pioneer’s scarves a splash  

of color around their necks. Thousands of carefully selected cadres and  

workers were carrying huge banners of every imaginable hue. The crowd 

went wild the moment Mao appeared, waving their banners and leaping into 

the air, shouting slogans supporting the Communist party, new China and 

Mao. (1994, p. 89)  

  

On May 30, 1989, the panorama enfolding from Tiananmen would have been 

very different. That morning the portrait of Mao on the Gate gazed upon a 

new addition to Tiananmen Square: the Goddess of Democracy. As Dai Wei, 

the protagonist of Ma Jian’s (2009) unsettling novel Beijing Coma (describing 

the childhood memories of Dai Wei - who has been in a waking coma, 

conscious but paralyzed since he was shot on June 4 1989 - as well as his 

recollections of the 1989 student movement with all its bravery, internal 

struggles, despair and love affairs) remembered:  

 

Mou Sen and I walked over to the Goddess of Democracy. We’d helped carry  

pieces of the statue into the Square the night before. . . . The white goddess,  

constructed of styrofoam and papier mâché, towered above us, her hands  

raising a torch to the blue sky. She was as tall as a three-storey building. Her  

face was still concealed beneath a sheet of red silk. “So they managed to put 

it up in the end!” Mou Sen cried. “Those art students must have worked 

through the night. Many Beijing residents came to help after you left. They 

were amazing. When the students were building the pedestal, they called for 

some saws, and immediately four or five saws appeared from nowhere. A few 
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hours later, they said they were tired and could do with some congee, and 

within minutes, the residents wheeled over a trolley with enough congee to 

feed an army.” . . . The crowd grew impatient. Students were setting up 

microphones and speakers at the foot of the statue. . . . The art students 

stood up, and together with a few Beijing citizens pulled the red silk sheet 

from the statue’s face and released balloons into the air. All eyes in the 

square gazed up at the Goddess. . . . Although the features were a little 

course, she was a good replica of New York’s Statue of Liberty. She rose 

majestically from the middle of the Square, directly opposite Chairman Mao’s 

portrait, staring resolutely into the distance, her mouth tightly pursed. When 

I looked up at her, I felt a renewed sense of courage. (pp. 512-514) 

 

Figure 6.1 The Goddess of Democracy facing Mao’s image on the Gate of 

Heavenly Peace 

 

Source: Continuing the revolution is not a dinner party (2009). 

 

Standing on top of Tiananmen one hundred years earlier, visitors would have 

been gazing upon an entirely different urban landscape in which high walls 

and impressive gates gave access to a series of nested cities as shown in 

figure 6.2. Right at the centre of Beijing and the empire lay the Forbidden 

City with the emperor “who could maintain his power because he was 

invisible from the public space and because he, and only he, saw everything 

outside from his private space” (Wu, 1991, p. 87). Wrapped around this 

“Great Within” was the Imperial City which was in turn surrounded by the 

Inner or Tartar (as it was called in Qing times) City. To the south of this was 

the Outer or Chinese City where the Manchus had initially required their 

Chinese subjects live (Wu, 1991; Boyd, 2012).  

http://marxistleninist.wordpress.com/2009/05/29/looking-back-at-tiananmen-square-the-defeat-of-counter-revolution-in-china/
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Figure 6.2 Beijing around 1900 

 

Source: Beijing city wall map (2006) 

 

The view from Tiananmen at the end of the 19th century would have been 

dominated by walls and gates. There would have been a much smaller 

Tiananmen Square in front as can be seen in figure 6.3.  

 

Figure 6.3 Tiananmen Square in 1900 

  

Source: Campbell (2013) 

 

The picture is taken from Qianmen (the colloquial name for Zhengyangmen - 

Zhengyang Gate - in figure 6.2), with Daqingmen (or the Great Qing Gate, 

also referred to as the Great China Gate or Zhonghuamen) in the middle 
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(torn down in the 1950s) and Tiananmen rising up in the back. The smaller 

Tiananmen Square was, according to Wu (1991), flanked by two groups of 

government ministries: “To the east, among others, stood the Ministries of 

Rites, Industry, Population, and Medicine, and to the west, the Departments 

of the Five Armies, Imperial Guard, Police, and Justice” (p. 91). 

 

From the top of Tiananmen, a foreign “world” would also have presented 

itself: this was the Legation Quarter (see figure 6.4) “with its nice clean 

streets, European architecture and well-watered lawns” (Boyd, 2012, p. 410) 

where foreign envoys, their families, staff and suppliers resided. Here, a 

mere stone’s throw away from the Forbidden City and bordering on 

Tiananmen Square, with amenities such as the Grand Hotel des Wagons Lits, 

the French post office, an ice skating rink, and various bars and shops, they 

lived in another walled city within the city, exclusively for foreigners. 

 

Figure 6.4 Legation Street 

 

Source: French (2011b) 

 

Soon after 1949, the CPC started the destruction of the visible remnants of 

the old feudal order. As Wu (1991) said, “Beijing had to be a ‘revolutionary’ 

city, and revolution meant, in Mao's own words, ‘violence against’ the old 

order” (Wu, 1991, p. 89). This resulted in the demolition of Beijing’s city 

walls and gates in the 1950s and 1960s. Complete neighbourhoods were also 

razed to the ground to make way for the grand boulevards and large squares 

necessary for military parades and mass rallies. While today these highways 

are jammed with cars, when they were constructed they were mainly 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 277 

populated by bicycles, buses, donkey carts and the occasional car (Leys, 

1976).  

 

Tiananmen Square was enlarged to make it capable of accommodating 

500.000 people. According to Wu (1991), it took some three decades “to 

destroy all the old structures surrounding the old Tiananmen Square, 

including walls, gates, roads, steles, artificial rivers, 91 bridges, sculptured 

wooden arches called pailo, and numerous administrative buildings left from 

Imperial China and foreign occupation” (p. 90). This destruction also served 

the purpose of making the Gate of Heavenly Peace, the most important CPC 

stage in the country, look ever more important as Wu (1991) noted: 

 

From this giant obliteration emerged the new Tiananmen. Whenever a wall  

disappeared, the Gate became bigger and grander, its yellow roof and purple 

columns brighter. Whenever Beijing was freed from one of its traditional  

enclosures, the light of the Gate, hence that of the Chairman and the Party,  

radiated further to every corner of the country. (p. 89) 

 

Living in the Imperial City 

The Central and South Lake (Zhong Nan Hai) Palaces, the two most 

southerly blue area’s West of the Forbidden City in figure 6.2, figured 

prominently in both the reign of the Qing emperors and the CPC, making for 

some interesting connections between these two era’s. 

   

The Lake Palaces were frequently used by the Kangxi (1661-1722) and 

Qianlong (1736-1796) emperors while Empress Dowager Cixi also spent time 

here. Barmé (2009b) recounted a day in the reign of the Qianlong Emperor 

(28 January 1765) when the emperor “woke up in the Hall of Mental 

Cultivation at 4 a.m. after having retired at 11 p.m., the previous evening” 

(p. 74). After getting dressed (which he did himself), he was carried to the 

Palace of Earthly Tranquillity for worshipping the Manchu gods (as discussed 

in the previous chapter, the Qianlong emperor also favoured Buddhism). 

After “an early morning drink of iced and sweetened swallows’ nest soup” (p. 

81) at 5 a.m., he had - “according to the Ledger of the Imperial Kitchens” (p. 

81) - his breakfast at 6 a.m. in the Studio of Convivial Delight in the Lake 

Palaces. Barmé (2009b) described the journey and the breakfast: 
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The journey to his loggia in the complex at the Lake Palaces entailed a 

leisurely ride in the heated palanquin. In addition to the four eunuch bearers, 

eight other eunuchs carried lanterns and household objects, such as a 

spittoon made of gold, at the front of the procession. . . . In accordance with 

palace protocol, Qianlong ate breakfast alone, the meal of eighteen dishes 

from meats and sweets to dumplings and soups having been already arrayed 

on four large tables by the time he entered the room. Four eunuchs waited on 

the imperial presence, passing him the dishes and providing him with extra 

portions if he commented that anything was ‘not bad’. . . . The Qianlong 

Emperor, who was renowned for gobbling down his food, consumed his 

breakfast in less than fifteen minutes. The leftovers were then carefully 

wrapped and distributed, according to the emperor’s instructions, to the 

palace women and princes who would receive the imperial largesse in 

kneeling gratitude in the courtyards of their apartments. (pp. 81-82) 

 

Li Zhishui (1994), Mao’s physician quoted above, gave some impressions of 

the Zhong Nan Hai Lake Palaces in Mao’s time: 

 

Mao is always described as having led an ascetically simple life, setting an  

example of frugality. When his residence was opened following his death, his 

worn-out clothes, robes, and slippers were exhibited to the public as evidence 

that he had sacrificed luxury in order to stay in contact with the masses. Mao 

was a peasant and he had simple tastes. . . . But he still lived an imperial life. 

His compound was located in the heart of Zhongnanhai, in the center of the 

old imperial grounds, just between the Middle and South lakes and facing 

south, in the manner of emperors. It must have been the best-protected 

place on earth. Foreigners visiting Mao would notice the absence of armed 

guards, but in fact they were everywhere in Zhongnanhai, discreetly placed, 

fanning out in a series of concentric circles with Mao at the center. . . . Mao’s 

compound had once been the emperor’s library and retreat, built during the 

reign of the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736-1795). . . . Entering for the first time, 

I was struck more by the functional simplicity of the interior than by its 

elegance. But the presence of the Qianlong emperor was everywhere. . . .  

Just inside the main gate, on either side of the entrance, were two small 

rooms where bodyguards stood duty around the clock. . . . There was a large 

courtyard just inside, and straight ahead was a spacious building designated 

Yinian Tang, or Longevity Hall, where Mao held meetings, received foreign 

dignitaries, and hosted banquets before the construction of the Great Hall of 

the People in 1959. . . . Mao’s private quarters, known as the 
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Chrysanthemum Fragrance Study (Juxiang Shuwu), were in the second 

courtyard, connected to the first by a covered corridor. The courtyard was 

lovely, with magnificent ancient pines and cypresses towering over the wicker 

tables and chairs where Mao, in the summertime, often held outdoor 

meetings. Mao’s living quarters consisted of two main buildings and several 

smaller ones. The huge room that served as Mao’s study and bedroom was in 

one building, separated from Jiang Qing’s bedroom by a large dining room. . . 

. Adjacent to Jiang Qing’s bedroom and sharing the same interior wall, was 

the home of Ye Zilong, the head of the Office of Confidential Secretaries, who 

served also as Mao’s chief steward and looked after his personal needs. . . . 

Ye was in charge of Mao’s food. The system of procuring of Mao’s food was 

complex. . . . At the heart of the system was the Giant Mountain (Jushan) 

farm, which grew high-quality vegetables, meat, chicken, and eggs for Mao 

and other top leaders. . . . The food would be delivered to the supply station 

at Beihai Park, where it would pass through two laboratories - one to analyze 

the food for freshness and nutritional value and the other to test for poison. . 

. . (pp. 76-80) 

 

Not only living in the Lake Palaces but also the precautions and care 

surrounding the meals of Mao ring some echoes of earlier times. 

 

The Forbidden City itself narrowly escaped destruction during the Cultural 

Revolution. Barmé (2009b) narrated how in 1966 a People’s Lounge (renmin 

xiuxishi) was opened in the Hall of Central Harmony by a work team of the 

People’s Liberation Army: 

 

Where the imperial throne had once stood were now ten chairs around a long 

table on which several newspapers were placed. In this institutional reading 

room, revolutionary museum workers could attempt to fathom the latest 

directives emanating from across the walls in the Lake Palaces. (p. 16) 

 

Barmé (2009b) also recounted how in the months thereafter Red Guards 

repeatedly tried to gain entrance to the Forbidden City (which they renamed 

“a palace of blood and tears”) in order to destroy this feudal relic. “Party 

leaders, including Premier Zhou Enlai, however, were unwilling to acquiesce 

in the complete destruction of the city’s cultural heritage” (p. 18). They 

ordered the museum staff to keep the Guards outside and closed down the 

Palace Museum for most of the Cultural Revolution although “its elderly 
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curators inside the palace were being subjected to the same psychological 

and physical tortures as other ‘reactionary bourgeois authorities’ in the rest 

of the country” (p. 19).  

 

With the Forbidden City currently one of China’s key heritage monuments 

and tourist sites, the CPC surely does not want to be reminded of its near-

destruction by out-of-control Red Guards and this episode is unlikely to 

become part of any interpretation mode at the Palace Museum anytime soon. 

Countering official heritage interpretation and negotiating one’s own 

meanings based on the numerous sources available, of which the ones cited 

above are just a few, would not only make for more interesting stories than 

those currently available, it would also open up the Forbidden City as a site 

of multiple voices and correct its present denial as a space of modern 

history. 

 

6.3 Walking the city 

Other strategies for co-creating and personalizing the “heritage experience” - 

arising out of a mistrust of official heritage and the aura of reverence 

surrounding it - can be found in various sources. The Lonely Planet guide to 

experimental travel (Antony & Henry, 2005) offers, for example, suggestions 

for experiments in “aesthetic travel”: by bringing paper and pencil, paints, a 

portable easel or a digital recording device the visitor can explore novel ways 

to create a memory of the monument. Visiting sites with “some form of 

strange prop or costume, eg a horse’s head” (p. 150) will draw attention not 

only to the site but also to oneself “in an outlandish and potentially absurd 

manner” (p. 150) and put the standards of social behaviour and etiquette of 

the host country to the test. 

  

The Counter-Tourism handbook (Smith, 2012) is “for those who want more 

from heritage sites than a tea shoppe and an old thing in a glass case”. It 

offers widely varying tactics such as “exchange kisses with a statue” (p. 23); 

“find a pattern in your site: a grid or zigzag in the paving slabs, a serpentine 

fence, a patchwork of cloisters or a figure of eight through the ornamental 

flower beds. Walk the pattern surreptitiously, discreetly, repeatedly” (p. 11); 

“domesticate iconic heritage sites. Do a bit of dusting in Buckingham Palace 

as you pass through” (p. 25); “walk across a heritage site as if it were a thin 
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skin of ice or glass” (p. 35); “always check the backs of monuments. Scour 

the margins of paintings for outrages and giveaways” (p. 57) and many 

more. These tactics are rooted in a belief that “everywhere and everything is 

your heritage” (p. 192). While certain places and spaces have been singled 

out as heritage sites, Smith (2012) argued that 

 

by any objective rule, everywhere is a heritage site, still aching and sore from 

the events of the day before, and resting on foundations made from bodies 

that died 400 million years ago in seas generated by four billion years of 

cosmic, stellar and finally planetary development. (p. 192) 

 

With the countless surveillance cameras and guards in Beijing, many 

counter-tourism tactics would draw perhaps unwanted attention; an 

alternative could be exploring the heritage of “everywhere and everything” 

on foot. 

 

In the run-up to the 2008 Olympics, Beijing was redesigned and remodelled 

from an “ancient” capital to a modern metropolis where living areas had to 

make way for shopping malls, office blocks, subway lines, and ever more and 

wider roads. Broudehoux (2007) called Beijing “a city without urbanity, 

where megalomanical architectural objects are built on the ashes of an 

organic urban fabric” (p. 394). In this new metropolis, a more cohesive 

society is being replaced by an increasingly individualist one (Broudehoux, 

2007) and in the process many inhabitants were relocated to high-rise 

apartments beyond the fourth and fifth ring roads.  

 

There are, however, several areas left within the fourth ring that can still be 

called “neighbourhoods”. These consist not only of some remaining hutongs, 

first built in the 13th century, but also of areas with the socialist-style 

apartment compounds that were built in the 1950s and 1960s. Comprised of 

low blocks no more than four or five stories high (to avoid the costs of 

installing elevators), they reflect, according to Ouroussoff (2008) “a 

fascinating mix of traditional Chinese social patterns and Communist ideas 

about communal living”. They are mostly gated communities, originally 

housing the workers of a danwei (work unit), with several communal 

facilities such as on-site shops or food vendors, sometimes a small clinic or 

kindergarten, and green areas where the residents meet and talk or just sit. 
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Built at the edges of “central” Beijing, many are targeted for demolition to 

make way for higher and gaudier buildings. But some are still left. And after 

some two decades of experience economy during which the centres of major 

global cities have been redeveloped into replicas of each other, walking these 

ordinary spaces - counterparts to the uniformity of modern high risers, 

shopping malls and office blocks - currently seems to be an exotic, 

increasingly unique and experiential thing to do. 

 

Tuanjiehu, in Chaoyang District, is such a neighbourhood where people still 

live in these four and five story apartment buildings - interlaced with the 

occasional not-so-flashy high riser - built after the revolution. With shops, a 

market, a park, a different pace of life.  

 

Figure 6.5 Tuanjiehu, Beijing 

 

  

 

Where there is still something of a community and people still live part of their life - 

weather permitting - outside, buying at food stalls, airing their bedding, 
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playing music, doing homework, fixing their bikes, 

        

 

with the occasional edifying billboard and the “community policing studio”; 

   

Photo’s: C. Vos  
 

 

 

nothing special, but a strangely “human” ambience amidst the highways and 

megalomanic architecture, “normal” life with normal people of all ages and not just 

the young and trendy visible in the malls, the restaurants and coffee shops.  

 

Drifting in Beijing 

Wandering in the city has a long tradition; from Daniel Defoe (1660-1731) - 

his A Journal of the Plague Year published in 1722 presented his wanderings 

through a London affected by the plague - and Thomas De Quincey’s opium 

infused rambles to Charles Baudelaire’s flâneur, a man of leisure, exploring 

the city and observing life (Antony & Henry, 2006; Coverley, 2012). 

After the first World War, the Dadaists planned a series of walks - of which 

only one was executed by a group consisting of, amongst others, André 

Breton, Louis Aragon, Paul Éluard, Francis Picabia (Demos, 2009) - through 

Paris to “remedy the incompetence of guides . . . and to discover the places 

that really have no reason to exist” (Antony & Henry, 2006, p. 19; Coverley, 

2012, p. 50). Only unpicturesque, non-historical and unsentimental areas - 

representing a break from the hierarchy of heritage as delineated by guides 

and guidebooks - qualified for visits on Dadaist tours (Demos, 2009). After 

their merging with the Surrealists in the early 1920s, the group continued to 

undertake playful, aimless and experimental walks through Paris with a 
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special interest in random encounters (Antony & Henry, 2006; Coverley, 

2012; Ford, 2005). 

 

The aimless wander, the drift or dérive is, however, perhaps most closely 

associated with psychogeography and the Lettriste International (LI), a Paris 

based group of activists. In the aftermath of the second World War which 

had left Paris and other major cities largely devastated and which saw the 

emergence of new suburbs with high-rise mass housing, the LI engaged in a 

provocative, playful - influenced by the Surrealists - but also political way 

with urban life. They were critical of the loss of the unique character of cities 

and the increasing commoditization or banalisation of society. In an essay - 

Formulary for a new urbanism that started with the sentence “We are bored 

in the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun” - Ivan Chtcheglov 

(1953) argued: 

 

A mental disease has swept the planet: banalization. Everyone is hypnotized 

by production and conveniences - sewage system, elevator, bathroom, 

washing machine. This state of affairs, arising out of a struggle against 

poverty, has overshot its ultimate goal - the liberation of man from material 

cares - and become an obsessive image hanging over the present. Presented 

with the alternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, young people of all 

countries have chosen the garbage disposal unit. It has become essential to 

bring about its complete spiritual transformation by bringing to light forgotten 

desires and by carrying out an intensive propaganda in favour of these 

desires. 

 

In their Plan for rationally improving the city of Paris, the LI made, amongst 

others, the following suggestions: “The subways should be opened at night 

after the trains have stopped running. The corridors and platforms should be 

poorly lit, with dim lights flickering on and off intermittently”. “The rooftops 

of Paris should be opened to pedestrian traffic by modifying fire-escape 

ladders and by constructing bridges where necessary”. Other ideas included 

that “street lamps should all be equipped with switches so that people can 

adjust the lighting as they wish” while “museums should be abolished and 

their masterpieces distributed to bars . . .” (Lettriste International, 1955). 
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The emotional aspects of (life in the) cities were also a key-element in the 

work of the Situationist International or SI (1957-1972) - into which the LI 

and several other groups merged -, a volatile collective of writers, artists, 

architects and revolutionaries around Guy Debord. They coined new concepts 

such as psychogeography, dérive and détournement. Détournement was 

defined as a “form of creative plagiarism” (Ford, 2005, p. 37), used to 

construct new meanings by reconfiguring the original such as turning a 

company’s commercial slogans against the company or using quotations 

from previous authors in a détourned way.  

 

Psychogeography was defined as “the study of the specific effects of the 

geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the emotions 

and behaviour of individuals” (Ford, 2005. p. 34). This emotional and 

behavioural impact of urban space upon individuals could be discovered 

through the dérive, or drift. This is a destinationless walk in which 

participants wander through the city drawn by their feelings and emotional 

responses to places and spaces, by atmospheres and ambiances.    

 

For Debord (1956), the dérive was “a technique of rapid passage through 

varied ambiances. Dérives involve playful-constructive behaviour and 

awareness of psychogeographical effects, and are thus quite different from 

the classic notions of journey or stroll”. During a dérive the participants 

“drop their relations, their work and leisure activities, and all their other 

usual motives for movement and action, and let themselves be drawn by the 

attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there” (Debord, 

1956). One can dérive alone or in small groups, taking an entire city and its 

suburbs as one’s terrain or limit oneself to a single neighbourhood or even a 

single street if it is interesting enough; a dérive can last anything from an 

hour to several months.  

A dérive might be destinationless but it was not without a purpose since the 

information gathered would lead to “the first surveys of the 

psychogeographical articulations of a modern city” (Debord, 1956) which 

should lead to new forms of urbanity based on and more in harmony with the 

desires of the inhabitants. The Danish artist Asger Jorn, for example, 

suggested that cities should be “redesigned according to different emotional 
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activity zones - happy, bizarre, tragic, sinister and useful - that residents 

would ‘drift’ in and out” (Antony & Henry, 2005, p. 22). 

Although in his later writings - including The society of the spectacle (1967), 

a Marxist critique of consumer culture and commodity fetishism - Debord 

made no mention of psychogeography anymore and the SI disbanded in 

1972, psychogeography and the dérive have continued to influence writers, 

walking artists, activists and psychogeographers such as the British walker-

writer Iain Sinclair, the Fluxus movement in New York (Coverley, 2012; 

Smith, 2013) but also the recently established B-Tour festival with 

alternative walking tours in Berlin and Belgrade (www.b-tour.org). Most of 

these people are concerned with the banalisation of the urban environment 

and looking for ways to transform the hierarchy of heritage by turning 

“everywhere and everything” into something new and unexpected or by 

drifting through the unfamiliar and often overlooked suburban areas.  

 

In Beijing, the suburbs have rapidly developed since the late 1980s, driven 

by the increase in urban population, the redesigning of the more central 

areas, and facilitated by the expansion of the subway network. Travelling the 

subway and getting off just somewhere can bring one, for example, to 

Changying (east Beijing between the fifth and sixth ring road), a non-tourist 

destination, with a forest of tower blocks, and patches of green where the 

shopping mall is not just for shopping but also a kind of public space for 

gathering and talking, for leisure and entertainment.  

 

Figure 6.6 Changying suburb, Beijing 

  

 

http://www.b-tour.org/
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Drifting here is circumscribed by the gated high-rise communities, which are more 

strictly surveilled than those in the city. There, even as a foreigner, it is quite easy to 

drift in and out - not in Changying (or other suburbs) where entering a forbidden 

space can set the guard off screaming in a panic.   

 

  

  

Here during the daytime one encounters mostly the old and the very young, with the 

park a parade of prams and buggies; 

 

   

 

high-rise residential compounds behind gates limit the possibilities for a lively street 

life but residents are creative in appropriating public space for their own purposes, 

such as choir practice,  
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reselling the toys their grandchildren do not use anymore,  

   

 

and buying from mobile street vendors. 

  

Photo’s: C. Vos 

 

Even though their most notable characteristics are high-rises, the suburbs 

are quite different in atmosphere and ambiance. Huoying (north Beijing) is at 

the same time more new and more old than Changying; with tower blocks 

and infrastructure in the process of being built, remnants of what was before 
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- which have disappeared in Changying - are still present here. This gives it a 

raw edge, a dusty, un-Beijing like dirty look, a slightly unwelcome feel. 

 

Figure 6.7 Huoying suburb, Beijing 

   

 

      

 

   

Photo’s: C. Vos 

 

While wandering in central Beijing could be seen as an act of resistance 

because the central area has become increasingly hostile to pedestrians, 

drifting through the suburbs takes one to places that are not meant to be 

seen by tourists and for that reason alone worth visiting. Here, amidst the 

uniformity of high-rises, but also in Tuanjiehu-like neighbourhoods, one can 

be affected by (objects in) the heritage of “everywhere and everything” 

(such as floor mops - see below). 
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Creating - instead of co-creating - one’s own interpretations, associations, 

interventions or events not only makes visits to official tourist sites more 

personal and therefore meaningful; it also opens up the world beyond official 

heritage and official heritage interpretation as a place worth visiting and 

turns anywhere into a potential memorable experience.  

 

 

Mopping the floor 

Mops are everywhere in Beijing’s urban landscape. Their presence is in itself 

revealing: obviously a clean floor is important - these floors are uncarpeted - 

hoovers are probably not common - the traditional grey specimens are being 

replaced by more colourful mops and modern mopping devices - it is important to 

dry them outside - this is done in surprising and unexpected places.  

 

Cleaning the floor is also associated with folk customs (the entire house should be 

cleaned before New Year’s Day; however, sweeping or dusting should not be done 

on New Year's Day for fear that good fortune will be swept away), with Confucianism 

and Buddhism; the practice of physically mopping or sweeping a floor is associated 

with being humble, with mindfulness or purifying the mind, with self-discipline and 

with performing tasks that need to be done without questioning (Chaibong, 2001; 

Wang, 2013).  

 

Mops are used to clean monuments, shops, underpasses; 
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in large quantities and many varieties to clean toilets; 

                                                                                                                                           

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

shops sell traditional specimens and modern versions;  

    

 

they are left to dry just about anywhere and everywhere 
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       even at night  

  

Photo’s: C. Vos 
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Appendix  Research design and methods 

 
 

As discussed in Chapter One, this study situates itself in critical theory which 

views society as essentially oppressive and conflictual. In line with this 

methodology I have taken a historical materialist approach - which attaches 

importance to economic, political and social structures but does not deny the 

value of ideas, consciousness or culture - to study the development of 

tourism in China as well as the narratives produced at several tourist sites in 

Beijing. 

 

Historical research is concerned with the dimension of time. It tries to 

understand the transformation of people, places, institutions, ideas, and 

processes through time (Towner & Wall, 1991); it studies society not as 

something static but “as a dynamic constellation of forces manifesting itself 

in continuous and constant change” (Barraclough, 1979). Historical research, 

which can be conducted by means of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods, can be used for analysing “the big picture”, for tracing patterns 

and processes within a society or across societies but also for studying cases 

or events. It tries to discover what is shared and what is unique and to build 

theory to explain these differences and similarities (Neuman, 2011).  

  

There are many similarities between qualitative historical research and other 

genres of qualitative research such as the researcher’s point of view being an 

integral part of the study; immersion in the data; interpretation and 

“translation” of the findings; sensitivity to the tension between human 

agency and structure (Neuman, 2011). But historical research also has some 

distinctive features. By necessity it uses limited and indirect evidence and 

reconstructs from fragments and incomplete source materials. Another 

concern is distortion. Since the study of the past is conducted in the light of 

current knowledge and interpretations, the researcher has to be careful of 

not reconstructing a history which is more coherent than the past when it 

occurred or to come up with simplified generalizations. In many current 

historical studies, micro (such as life stories) and macro (large-scale social 

structures and processes) levels of social reality are integrated (Neuman, 

2011). 
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Methods used 

For this study I have used the following qualitative methods: 

 
An analysis of written (both printed and electronic) sources 

I have made ample use of written sources, something which is more or less 

inevitable in historical research. With regard to the study of the history of 

Western tourism, Towner (1988) distinguished four main sources: statistical 

records, personal documents (such as diaries or letters of travellers), mass 

communication records (magazines, newspapers, guidebooks) and other 

sources. “Other sources” consist of a variety of materials such as novels, 

poetry, graffiti and inscriptions, archaeological remains (of inns or sites, for 

example), and visual arts like paintings, drawings or photographs. While it 

would be a mistake to assume the exact same sources to be available for 

researching the history of tourism in China, there seem to be several 

similarities in source materials. Yan and McKercher (2013) mentioned 

anthologies, novels, travel writings, local gazetteers and historical records as 

the main sources here. These can be supplemented by writings on 

geography, religion, daily life and the study of visual materials (paintings, 

inscriptions). 

 

In trying to capture some traces of the history of tourism in China, I have 

made use of English language translations of several of the sources 

mentioned above. I have relied quite heavily on Strassberg (1994) and his 

translations and interpretations of travel writings, but also on Cahill (1992), 

Campbell (2009), Wu (1992) and Spence (2007). For more recent times I 

have used English language writings of visitors to China such as Orville 

Schell and English translations of the works of Simone de Beauvoir and 

Roland Barthes.  

 

Other written sources consisted of academic books and articles, articles and 

publications by government media and tourism related organizations as well 

as statistical information. 

 

Interviews 

To get a better understanding of the education of tour guides (the initial 

focus of this thesis) as well as the current state of tourism, I conducted six 

“conversational interviews” with lecturers in tourism and tour guide 
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education at various universities in Beijing, Shanghai and Xi’an. To establish 

some measure of equality and not only “ask”, I gave guest lectures at 

several of these institutes (on tourism today in Europe, my experiences as a 

tour manager in China and on Chapter one of my thesis). In this way an 

informal atmosphere was created which facilitated an exchange on tour 

guide education. A more formal interview was conducted with four tour 

guides in Shanghai.  

 

These interviews provided me with information on, among other: the license 

system established by CNTA in 1989 (which was delegated to provincial 

levels in 1990); the yearly exams tour guides have to take (and pay for) to 

up-date their knowledge (on, for example, the World Expo or new 

regulations) to retain their license; the fact that the “golden tour guide 

years” were in the late 1980s and early 1990s - currently the job is not 

popular since students find the basic salary too low and the work too 

challenging; the tour guide curriculum; the fact that several large agents, 

like CITS, produce their own tour commentary which guides have to stick to 

- in other cases guides mainly use the content of their study books for 

interpretation. 

 

“Walking-along” with tour guides 

I took guided tours (booked with CTS and CITS) in Beijing, Qufu and Xi’an. 

Instead of labelling this participant-observation, I prefer to call it “walking-

along” as this denominates both the fleeting character of these contacts and 

the activity undertaken together. Although full disclosure of the work and the 

role of the researcher is recommended and it is considered unethical to 

operate “under cover” (Marshall  & Rossman, 2011), this is precisely what I 

chose to do in the end. The first two times when guides enquired about my 

occupation or purpose of visit, I tried - in line with Neuman’s (2011) advice 

to be truthful but vague - to give a “truthful” answer (“lecturer tourism” and 

“doing research on guided tours”). I noticed, however, that these answers 

made the guides uncomfortable with one speeding up the tour in order to get 

rid of me as quickly as possible and the next one reducing his interpretation 

to the bare minimum. After these experiences I presented myself as just a 

tourist and teacher. I felt comfortable with this as the purpose of walking 

along with the guides was only to gain an understanding of the content of 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 296 

their interpretation. I did not collect any personal information as this would 

indeed have been unethical. Since I operated “under cover”, it did not seem 

correct to record the interpretation during the tours. I did take notes, 

however, while walking along and completed these immediately after the 

tours.  

 

China on the way  

To gain more insight in the nation-brand the Party is trying to build for the 

global stage I included an analysis (see Chapter Five) of the 17 minute video 

China on the way released in 2011 by the State Council Information Office in 

my research as well as reading up on this topic.  

  

Reflexive paragraphs 

While writing this thesis I occasionally noticed my own prejudices filtering 

through. Some observations on this can be found in the three red-bordered 

boxes in the text of this thesis. 

 

Field research 

As noted in the Introduction, I started work on my thesis with visits to 

several tourist sites, observing modes of interpretation and taking some 

guided tours. I ended my research with “drifting” through less familiar 

territory in Beijing. 

 

After a few months I shifted the initial focus of my research from tour guides 

to the content of more and different English language interpretive media 

available at the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, the Summer Palace, 

the Lama Temple and the Confucius Temple. “Interpretive media” in this 

context refer to modes of visitor communication such as on-site signs, 

exhibits, brochures, guided tours, performances, demonstrations as well as 

mobile devices (audio tours, GPS, smart phones) that are designed to 

increase visitors’ enjoyment and to help them understand and engage with 

heritage or tourist sites. On-site interpretive activities can increase visitor 

satisfaction, turn a mere visit into an experience, induce repeat visits and 

positive word-of-mouth feedback (Ham & Weiler, 2007; Moscardo, 1999; 

Pastorelli, 2003; Van Dijk & Weiler, 2009). It also “allows the visitor to 

understand, feel, and relive the heritage” (De Rojas & Camarero, 2008, p. 
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533) and is something that (Western) visitors currently expect and value as 

an important part of their visit to tourist sites (Van Dijk & Weiler, 2009). 

 

As a qualitative researcher is looking for “rich” data, I studied various 

channels through which the interpretation at the various sites takes shape: 

 

I examined the official site websites (Temple of Heaven:  

en.tiantanpark.com; Forbidden City: www.dpm.org.cn; Lama Temple  

[only in Chinese]: www.yonghegong.cn; Confucius Temple:  

www.kmgzj.com/; Summer Palace: www.summerpalace- china.com  

[the English version does not seem to work]). Some of the information  

found here made its way into Chapter Five.  

 

I listened to the audio - or automatic - guides provided at all five sites.  

Since the quality of the sound is too poor to directly record, I finally  

decided to repeat the text out loud and record it with my mobile phone in 

order to be able to write down the text ad-verbatim. Since it is not possible 

to replay them, four to five rounds of listening to each audio tour were 

necessary. 

 

I studied the information on the five sites in several English language tour 

guide textbooks (one can be found in the list of references – Liu, A., 2011). 

  

I photographed the content of the on-site signs and bought the maps with 

texts (see figure 5.5 for an example) available at the sites. 

 

I added my notes of the five guided tours I took at the Temple of Heaven, 

the Summer Palace and the Forbidden City. 

 

On these data I performed a content analysis. Content analysis is a widely 

employed method for the subjective interpretation of textual data through a 

systematic identifying of themes, patterns and categories and organizing or 

coding the data. It is also used in historical research (Towner & Wall, 1991; 

Walton, 2009).The process of analysing the data consisted of the following 

steps: (a) a repeated reading of all the texts to familiarize myself with them, 

(b) an inductive analysis to discover themes, patterns, categories in the data 

http://www.dpm.org.cn/
http://www.yonghegong.cn/
http://www.kmgzj.com/
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(as opposed to a deductive analysis where the analytic categories are 

stipulated beforehand based on a pre-existing framework), (c) the organising 

of the data into the various categories, (d) a rethinking of the categories and 

the way in which I had organised the data to see if different understandings 

were possible, (e) the interpretation of the data (which can be found mainly 

in Chapter Five).  

 

While this looks like an orderly, chronological process, this was not the case 

in reality. While it was not difficult to find recurring themes and create 

categories such as “ancient civilization”, “destruction by Allied Forces”, 

“imperial rulers and their family”, or even “cypresses and other trees”, the 

overriding sentiment after familiarizing myself with the gathered texts was 

one of slight despair. Although probably knowing more about Chinese history 

than the average English speaking tourist and having visited all the sites and 

read (and heard) the on-site information before, a close reading of the 

interpretive texts generated incomprehension rather than understanding.  

 

On the one hand, I needed much more information about the background of 

the various sites (and preferably different kinds of information from different 

sources) as well as the periods in which several events referred to in the 

interpretation took place (like the destruction of the Summer Palace and the 

Qing policies regarding minorities). On the other hand, I had to know more 

about the ways in which the CPC is creating a national identity and trying to 

build a nation-brand for the international arena. 

 

The process of analysing (and gathering more) data was intertwined with a 

large amount of reading to try and make sense of it all. In the end, the 

overriding categories that I came up with are the major themes in the Party’s 

efforts at nation building and nation branding (which can be found in Chapter 

Five): Patriotism - China in superlatives; Patriotism - Ancient China; 

Patriotism - Anti-foreign sentiments; Harmonious society - Ethnic harmony; 

Harmonious society - Confucius.   

The interplay between reading up on these topics and repeated immersion in 

the data led to the interpretation in Chapter Five regarding the ways in which 

the nation is represented to English speaking tourists and how this can be 

traced at prominent tourist sites in Beijing. 
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Limitations of the study  

This study has several limitations which will be shortly addressed here. 

 

Limitations relating to the design of the study 

The study presents only some glimpses of the history and development of 

tourism in China. Notably absent are the stories and experiences of the 

common people as well as those of women. Due to various constraints they 

travelled less (for pleasure) and wrote less about their experiences. 

 

The study does not give a voice to the tourists to whom the interpretation at 

the five Beijing sites is addressed, denying them not only a form of agency 

to draw their own conclusions, but also not valuing their opinions with regard 

to the content of the interpretation. 

 

Although this research analyses the interpretation aimed at Western tourists 

at five Beijing heritage sites, it does not include a comparison between the 

content of the Chinese and English language interpretation for possible 

differences and similarities. 

 

Limitations of the researcher 

My very limited knowledge of Chinese made it impossible to study sources in 

their original language. It means I have had to rely on articles and books 

published in English, on the translation of Chinese sources such as diaries, 

poetry and others into English and on sources in which government 

institutions or government affiliated organizations such as newspapers use 

English as their medium of communication. I did not experience this as a 

severe limitation, however, since I was interested in the representation of 

the nation to English speaking tourists. 

 

Significance of the study and further research 

An analysis of the content of the interpretive media for English speaking 

tourists at Beijing tourist sites has to my knowledge not been conducted 

before, let alone the possible connections between interpretation and the 

CPC’s preferred image of the nation. 
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Recently, Ballantyne, Hughes, Ding & Liu (2014) studied cultural differences 

and similarities between Chinese and international visitors regarding their 

interpretive needs and preferences at five sites in Beijing (the Forbidden 

City, the Temple of Heaven, the Great Wall, the Summer Palace and Beihai 

Park). While they addressed preferred types of interpretive content (such as 

information that provides an insight into Chinese culture, or on how a site 

was built, or legends and traditional stories), they did not include the actual 

content - what is actually being communicated - of the interpretation in their 

research. Xu, Cui, Ballantyne and Packer (2013) did address interpretative 

content in their study on environmental interpretation at  Danxia Shan 

National Natural Reserve and Geo-Park in Guangdong Province but this 

concerned interpretation for domestic tourists.  

 

Chinese tour guides have  been the focus of various studies (Dioko, Harrill & 

Cardon, 2010; Huang, 2010a; Huang & Weiler, 2010; Kong, 2012; Kong, 

Cheung & Baum, 2009; Yang & Chen, 2009), but what they actually 

communicate to Western tourists at China’s major tourist sites and how their 

stories compare to other interpretive media remains unclear. 

 

Further research 

The most interesting topic for further research would be a comparison 

between the content of the Chinese and English language interpretation at 

the sites studied for possible differences and similarities between the ways in 

which the nation is represented to English speaking and domestic visitors. 

 Other research could include an investigation into the ways in which the 

content of interpretation delivered at the researched - and other - sites is 

received and understood by English speaking tourists. Since this research 

was conducted in Beijing at built heritage, it would be interesting to study 

the interpretation at nature based sites (such as the Stone Forest in Yunnan) 

or sites dedicated to ethnic minorities (such as Yunnan Ethnic Folk Village) to 

see whether the representation of the nation there conforms with the results 

found in Beijing or offers different perspectives. Finally, two historical topics 

that would be interesting to explore would involve a comparison of literati 

travel in late Ming times and the European Grand Tour and a more in-depth 

exploration of the role of the tour guide-cum-interpreters in the 1950s, 60s 

and 70s. 
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SUMMARY 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking 

tourists.  

A historical study of the development of tourism and the interpretive 

media encountered at five Beijing tourist sites 

      

A century of humiliation 

In 1842, the Treaty of Nanjing concluded the first Opium War (1839-1842). This war 

between the Qing dynasty (1644 - 1911) and British forces was fought over the 

trade of opium on Chinese territory and over the nature of relations between the two 

nations. British troops proved themselves far superior to the technologically 

backward Chinese armies and the Qing rulers were forced to cede Hong Kong to 

Britain and to open five coastal cities to British residence and trade.  

The first Opium War heralded an era which is referred to in China as the “century of 

humiliation”. The next 100 years saw incessant fighting, colonial powers carving up 

China into various spheres of influence, the collapse of the Qing dynasty, Japanese 

forces occupying a substantial part of the country, and - finally - a civil war between 

the communists and the nationalists.  

One particularly resented event was the destruction of the old Summer Palace, 

Yuanmingyuan, just outside Beijing in the aftermath of the second Opium War 

(1856-1858). This immense complex of gardens, lakes, pavilions, audience halls, 

and residential quarters was first looted by Anglo-French forces in early October 

1860. Many of its valuable artefacts were stolen to show up later in the Louvre, the 

British Museum, and other major museums in Europe where they are still on display. 

Around mid-October, following the killing of some 20 Western soldiers, the forces 

returned and burnt down the palace as an act of retribution and to humiliate the 

emperor. 

 

The burning of Yuanmingyuan caused a great uproar amongst European intellectuals 

at the time, who considered it an act of cultural vandalism. And it is still perceived 

by the Chinese people at large as a national disgrace. Today, more than a century 

and a half later, the government continues to preserve the ruined state of 

Yuanmingyuan as a “patriotic education site” where domestic tourists are reminded 

of the destructive imperial powers.  

 

The century of humiliation came to an end on October 1, 1949, when Mao Zedong 

proclaimed the People’s Republic of China (PRC). China’s self-image as a superior 

culture at the centre of the world with foreign countries paying tribute and the 

emperor at the apex of all human beings had, however, been rudely shattered 

during the previous era. It left the Chinese with a feeling of inferiority from which 

they are still recovering and the creation of a strong China which will not be 

humiliated again by foreign powers is still a political priority. After becoming Party 

leader in 2012, current president Xi Jinping stressed the importance of the “great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”. The state press agency, Xinhua, reported Xi 

saying that the Chinese people had finally taken hold of their own destiny and 

started building the nation with “great national spirit with patriotism as the core”.  
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One of the ways of constructing and disseminating this “great national spirit with 

patriotism as the core” has been through tourism. 

 

The politics of tourism 

Since 1978, when the “Reform and Opening-up” policy was adopted, tourism has 

grown rapidly in terms of numbers of tourists and revenues. Although a 

comprehensive tourism industry has been developed and China is set to become 

both the world’s major tourist receiving and tourist generating country, domestic 

tourism is presently the mainstay with more than three billion domestic visits across 

the country in 2013. 

 

Economic motives are an important driver for investing in tourism: the increase of 

domestic spending to sustain economic development as well as job creation are top 

priorities in a country where many people still live in poverty. The rapid development 

of tourism can, however, to a large extent also be attributed to economic progress: 

the emergence of a middle class, rising disposable incomes, the introduction of the 

concept of leisure time, more holidays, as well as changing consumption patterns 

have all contributed to the large numbers of domestic tourists travelling the country 

these days.  

 

But there are other reasons why tourism is a concern of the government: its 

potential as a form of soft power. While spending on tourism is considered 

appropriate consumer behaviour for the advanced middle class, tourist sites and 

heritage monuments offer convenient stages for disseminating state sanctioned 

narratives of history, culture, ethnic minorities and other topics. In this respect, 

tourism has been given an important role in the project of building a national 

identity in which patriotism and the - allegedly - Confucian concept of a “harmonious 

society” (hexie shehui) are key ingredients. Being a tourist also means being a 

modern, civilized consumer, enjoying travel in superfast trains, consuming “scenic 

spots” (mingsheng), watching performances and, most importantly, spending money 

on shopping. 

 

Patriotism can be traced at tourist sites in references to China’s “unique 5,000 year 

old superior culture”. In interpretive media this translates, for example, in the 

frequent use of the word “ancient” and of superlatives: as a reaction to the century 

of humiliation everything Chinese is fantasized as being somehow older, larger, 

longer, or more special than things elsewhere. Patriotism is also fostered by 

appealing to anti-foreign sentiments at locations such as the Old Summer Palace.  

The “harmonious society” was introduced by former President Hu Jintao in 2005 with 

an allusion to Confucius: “As Confucius said, ‘Harmony is precious’”. The rapid 

economic growth since the 1980s has led to increasing social inequality and conflicts 

which are perceived as a threat to stability and Party hegemony. The call for 

harmony indicated a move away from an exclusive focus on economic development 

to a vision of society where the human, cultural and environmental dimensions of 

development would become more important, resulting ultimately in overall societal 

balance and harmony. The quest for harmony is clearly visible at, for example, the 

Confucius Temple in Beijing. Another element of the harmonious society concept is 

the peaceful coexistence of minorities and Han Chinese, a notion presented at many 

tourist sites.  
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The idea of travel as a tool for education and acquiring moral values is not new. In 

fact, it seems to have remarkable similarities with some of the ideological 

underpinnings of travel already defined in Confucian and Daoist texts of the later 

Zhou dynasty (around 1050–256 BC). The meaning of travel emanating from 

Confucian writings is that travel should have a strong moral or educational purpose. 

Confucius’ (ca. 551 – 479 BC) own wanderings held negative connotations. He 

travelled only because the world was in chaos and he was unable to find a position 

at court in a stable centre of power. While the common people were admonished not 

to travel unless inevitable, for the ruling class travel for pleasure was a serious 

offence which could lead to unpredictable conduct and the destabilization of society. 

  

However, excursions into nature for the purpose of self-cultivation and looking at 

landscapes that symbolized the moral qualities of the literati (the scholar-

bureaucrats) were acceptable. In a line often quoted by later travellers to justify 

their private journeys, Confucius said: “The wise man delights in streams; the 

humane man delights in mountains”. Confucius thus presented the notion of the 

moral self looking for its mirror image in the landscape and gaining virtuousness 

from gazing at this. The ascension of mountains, believed to be points of contact 

with Heaven, became an important travel purpose, not so much for the physical 

effort involved but for the panorama unfolding from the mountaintop. The enduring 

influence of Confucianism on tourism can still be traced in the popularity of both 

“water” and “mountains” as destinations.  

 

Tourism in the People’s Republic before 1978 

Between 1949 and 1978, domestic and outbound tourism were virtually non-

existent. Inbound tourism served mostly political purposes with visits restricted to 

overseas Chinese nationals and “foreign friends”: those with a positive attitude 

towards or potential usefulness for China, mainly carefully selected supporters of 

socialism and communism who were treated as VIPs. They met with state leaders 

and were taken to model factories and communes to admire the achievements of 

socialism rather than to cultural or natural heritage sites. Tour guides accompanied 

their every step and contacts with local people were strictly supervised. In the 

1950s, most international visitors came from Europe and Australia and included 

celebrities such as Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir.  

 

During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the government invited only 

revolutionaries to visit the country. Delegations of the Japanese Red Army, the Black 

Panthers, African liberation movements and the Palestinian Liberation Front came 

and went with all expenses paid for. They met with Red Guards to exchange 

revolutionary experiences and were not called tourists but “study” or “inspection” 

groups.  

 

Around 1971, when the worst phase of the Cultural Revolution was over - and many 

heritage sites and cultural relics had been destroyed - more tourists from abroad 

started to arrive. The majority came in self-funded tours but could not decide their 

own itinerary. China International Travel Service (CITS) selected the mainly 

revolutionary sites and sights that could be visited while tour guides made sure that 

they did not stray and that the correct political conclusions were drawn. In the early 

1970s, quite a number of American intellectuals (such as Susan Sontag, John 

Kenneth Galbraith, Barbara Tuchman, John K. Fairbank) came to China. Most of 

them were much impressed and praised the cleanliness, the frugality, and 

everyone’s dedication to the cause of the revolution. Although several visitors 
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commented critically on the fact that all travel was strictly supervised and that it was 

impossible to find out what people were really feeling and thinking, the majority of 

journalists, writers and academics could not imagine that some of the “realities” they 

were shown were staged. They had, after all, seen everything “with their own eyes”: 

the happy children, the new housing, the factories, the construction works carried 

out without modern equipment.  

 

Judging by the amounts of positive propaganda that resulted from the visits of 

“foreign friends” in these years, one must conclude that the government did a great 

job in producing a China that had little to do with reality but responded well to the 

emotions of those foreigners who visited the country with the intention of finding a 

successful revolution. 

 

Red tourism 

Today, the concept of travel as a tool for education and acquiring moral values is 

embraced by the government in, for example, “red tourism” which - it is hoped - can 

be instrumental in maintaining a socialist moral and political order. Red tourism is 

centred on sites that commemorate the history of the revolution and the acts of the 

communist leaders who led the struggle against the nationalist and imperialist 

powers. Controlled and orchestrated by the government, thousands of 

schoolchildren, students, workers, and employees are sent on visits to old and newly 

created revolutionary sites.  

 

Red tourism is seen as serving various goals simultaneously. It is an effort to 

convince the people that the position of the Communist Party of China (CPC) is 

legitimate because of its leading role in defeating imperialist powers and establishing 

the PRC. At the same time it serves the purposes of reinvigorating communist 

ideology and of stimulating the social-economic development of poor, land-locked 

areas such as Yan’an by capitalizing on revolutionary heritage. The packaging, 

however, is contemporary, using elements of the entertainment industry to make 

sites attractive to especially the younger generation, who can no longer be lured by 

lectures on communism. In Yan’an visitors can dress up in uniforms of the 1930s 

and have their photo taken; or sit behind Mao’s desk and imagine being the 

Chairman for a moment. Or they can watch the daily re-enactment of a battle 

between communist forces and nationalist troops. The tourists themselves, however, 

may be less concerned with ideology and just be looking for a good time. 

 

It is not only at “red sites” that the government tries to assert its cultural authority 

through state sanctioned narratives. After 1978, a landscape of scenic spots with 

identical characteristics has come into existence. They all feature a ticketing gate, 

narratives on the history of the site, a shopping and restaurant area, and 

performances which frequently consist of re-enactments of supposedly historical 

ceremonies. Many of them have been constructed around the locations immortalized 

by the literati poets and painters (mountains, rivers, temples, views illustrating 

Daoist and Confucian notions) and illustrate the theme of China’s 5,000 year old 

culture. Others are newly created theme parks where, for example, the trials and 

tribulations experienced by Confucius on his wanderings are depicted (in Qufu) or 

where various historical periods are celebrated such as in the Tang dynasty (618-

907) theme park in Xi’an. 

Another notable category of tourist sites are the ethnic villages and other locations 

where the abstract notion of a multi-ethnic harmonious society is made concrete. 
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Ethnic tourism has been used for a variety of purposes such as alleviation of poverty 

in minority areas and as a way to integrate these groups into the nation. In ethnic 

theme parks tourists can consume exotic culture: they gaze at minorities (or 

sometimes Han Chinese) dressed up in colourful ethnic costumes, visit traditional 

minority houses, taste minority food, buy minority arts and crafts and watch 

minority song and dance shows. By focusing mainly on traditional culture such 

attractions tend to freeze minority cultures in former times and strengthen the idea 

that minorities are of the past and less developed. By contrasting themselves with 

these “backward” Others, urban middle class tourists may experience their own 

modernity and a sense of progress. 

Through scenic spots, both old and newly established, the government seems to 

want to establish the boundaries of a unique and essential China. To strengthen 

national consciousness, the country is presented as a harmonious society, shaped by 

ancient cultural traditions where exotic minorities and Han Chinese live peacefully 

together and where the CPC, supported by socialist values, propels the nation 

forward to modernity. 

That the government is to a large extent capable of determining the location and 

interpretation of scenic spots can be attributed to the extensive integration of 

business and politics in China. In every tourism project government bodies - mostly 

local - are present as both stakeholders (and often as co-owners) and regulators and 

with many tourist enterprises off-shoots of state-owned enterprises they are careful 

not to tread on government toes. 

 

Representing the nation to English speaking tourists 

Although tourism in China is predominantly domestic tourism, some 26 million 

foreigners visited the country in 2013. Most of them tour the major heritage sites 

and consume the English language narratives produced here.  

 

An analysis of the content of on-site interpretive media - signs, “automatic guides” 

(audio-tours), printed materials sold at ticket booths and the interpretation provided 

by tour guides - at five major tourist sites in Beijing reveals the extent to which the 

key themes in government ideology mentioned above are also communicated to 

English speaking visitors. The investigated locations were the Temple of Heaven, the 

Lama Temple, the Confucius Temple, the Forbidden City and the new Summer 

Palace (Yiheyuan).  

 

Patriotism - China in superlatives 

A first general observation is that all forms of interpretation seem to be based on a 

cognitive approach in which historical “facts”, dates and numbers are key 

ingredients: when a structure was built, by whom, how big it is, how it was named 

and renamed and so on. A second comment concerns the frequent use of 

superlatives such as the first, the largest, the most . . . in the world. The Temple of 

Heaven, for example, ranks according to the automatic guide “first among all the 

sacrificial architecture in the world”; it is (quoting one of the signs) “the largest 

architectural group for worshipping the Heaven in the world”. Its most well-known 

building, the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests, is “one of Beijing’s symbolic 

constructions, and is also the most famous temple in the world”.  

 

The introductory sign to the Forbidden City tells us that “the imperial palace is the 

largest and most complete group of ancient buildings which China has preserved to 
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the present” while the Hall of Supreme Harmony here “is the largest wooden existing 

building in the country” (automatic guide Forbidden City). And the Lama Temple is 

“the largest Tibetan Buddhist Temple in mainland China outside Tibet” (automatic 

guide Lama Temple). 

 

Having the largest imperial palace or the most famous temple in the world can 

possibly be considered as something to be proud of but the endless repetition of 

such statements make them rather boastful and can be interpreted as affirmations of 

patriotism. Especially since some of the claims seem quite far-fetched and the result 

of an intent to find something at all costs in which to rank first, biggest or best. 

What to think of the new Summer Palace as “the most perfectly preserved imperial 

garden with the richest man-made scenery and most concentrated architecture in 

the world”?  

 

Patriotism - Ancient China  

Patriotism is also expressed through the ancient culture theme. At Beijing’s major 

tourist sites no stone is left unturned to emphasize China’s 5,000 year old 

civilization. This translates, for example, into the frequent use of the word “ancient” 

at all five sites but especially at the Temple of Heaven. The signs here tell us that 

the Temple of Heaven “mirrors the ancient culture of China” and is “a precious 

example of China’s ancient architecture”; its structures represent “ancient Chinese 

philosophy and astronomic knowledge”. The Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests here is 

a “masterpiece of ancient Chinese wooden construction” (automatic guide) and 

“mirrors quite well the importance of agriculture to the ancient people” (information 

map). 

 

Also at other sites we come across the “ancientness” of things. The introductory sign 

to the Forbidden City mentions that the imperial palace “embodies the fine tradition 

and national style of ancient Chinese architectural art”; the grain measure on display 

here is “a standard measure of ancient China” while - with a slight variation - the 

treasures to be seen here “show the age-old and splendid historical civilization of the 

Chinese nation” (signs Forbidden City). The automatic guide to the Forbidden City 

also mentions “ancient China”, “ancient times”, the “ancient pine trees and 

cypresses” in the garden (300 to 400 years old), the “ancient system of emperors 

and concubines” while the Forbidden City itself has become “a comprehensive 

museum of ancient architecture, court history and ancient art”.  

 

The indiscriminate use of the word “ancient” in the interpretation of heritage makes 

it a confusing concept. When at the Temple of Heaven, Chinese philosophy, the trees 

and the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests are all labelled as “ancient”, and when we 

know that the Hall of Prayer in its present form dates from the 1890s, what does this 

imply for Chinese philosophy? And is the Hall of Prayer really a “masterpiece of 

ancient Chinese wooden construction” when the current building dates from the 

1890s and when not only timber from Yunnan was used but also timber from the 

USA? 

 

Patriotism - Anti-foreign sentiments  

Patriotism is not only fostered by pride in (ancient) “things Chinese” but also by 

appealing to anti-Western (and anti-Japanese) sentiments. No better place for this 

than the new Summer Palace in northwest Beijing. After the destruction of 

Yuanmingyuan in 1860, the Qing court rebuilt a part of the complex as a gift to 

empress dowager Cixi. The new Summer Palace, Yiheyuan or Garden of Ease and 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 307 

Harmony, included in UNESCO’s World Heritage list in 1998, is an important tourist 

attraction and the havoc wrought by foreign powers is a major interpretation theme.  

 

Virtually every on-site sign mentions its burning by the Anglo-French forces: the 

Long Corridor “was originally built in 1750 and then rebuilt in 1886 after Anglo-

French forces burnt it down in 1860”; the Gate Tower of Cloud-Retaining Eaves “did 

not survive the ravages of the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860”; the Hall for 

Listening to Orioles “was burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860 and 

rebuilt during the reign of Emperor Guangxu (1875-1908)”; the Hall of Happiness 

and Longevity was “burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in Emperor 

Xianfeng’s reign (1860)”; the Hall of Dispelling Clouds was “burned down by the 

Anglo-French Forces in 1860 and reconstructed on its original site in 1886 as a place 

to celebrate Empress Dowager Cixi’s birthdays” and so on. 

Obviously, the burning of the Summer Palace constituted an act of cultural 

vandalism. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that the behaviour of despotic emperors 

who extorted taxes from poor peasants to use them for the reconstruction of 

pleasure grounds at a time when the nation was struggling with imperialist powers, 

is no longer commented on critically by a government which not so long ago used 

the word “emperor” always in conjunction with the adjective “feudal”.  

 

Harmonious society - Ethnic harmony 

The peaceful coexistence of minorities and Han Chinese in an - imagined - unified 

past is an important element in the government’s harmonious society concept. The 

Lama Temple (Yonghe Gong or Palace of Harmony and Peace) is Beijing’s prime 

heritage monument where this notion of national unity is communicated to the 

English speaking visitor, albeit in a rather subdued tone. Yonghe Gong was built in 

1694 as an imperial residence and converted into a Tibetan Buddhist temple in 1744 

as a potentially unifying way to integrate the Tibetan and Mongolian minorities into 

the empire. 

  

At the Lama Temple ethnic harmony is visualized by using four languages - Chinese, 

Manchu (the ethnicity of the Qing emperors), Mongolian and Tibetan - 

simultaneously on stone tablets or signs. The amount of information provided, 

however, is quite limited; once again names and dates seem to be the most 

important features of this place. A notable reference is the one made to central 

government authority over reincarnations of deceased lamas (spiritual leaders). In 

order to be legitimate such reincarnations had to be reinforced by the Qing 

emperors. The present - communist - government claims the same authority by 

referring to the historical roots of this custom thus putting itself into the shoes of the 

- feudal - emperors. 

 

Harmonious society - Confucius 

The tone of the interpretation at the Confucius Temple (Kong Miao) is almost 

antithetical to that of the nearby situated Lama Temple. The Confucius Temple and 

the neighbouring Imperial College (Guozejian) were first built during the Yuan 

dynasty (1271-1368) and are as such more “ancient” than the other heritage sites 

studied. Guozejian was the highest educational institute in the country and emperors 

came here occasionally to read from the Confucian classics to an audience of officials 

and students. At Kong Miao, the most important temple dedicated to Confucius after 

the one in his birthplace Qufu, memorial ceremonies were held for the Great Sage.  
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Where the temple was a desolate, barely visited and badly maintained site at the 

end of the 1980s, it has since then been extensively renovated while several 

exhibitions and a performance have been added, bearing witness to the renewed 

popularity and embrace of Confucius and some of his teachings. As the introduction 

sign reads: “In June 2008, Confucian Temple and Imperial College Museum hang out 

its shingle and formally opened to the public. This museum is not only the holy place 

to study Chinese culture and traditional etiquette, but also a tour place for 

entertainment and acknowledgement of Beijing history”. 

  

In his postmodern identity Confucius is used for many different purposes. Not only is 

he connected to harmony; he is also linked to education, honesty, domestic peace, 

China’s economic success, and to influencing the world at large. At Kong Miao we 

learn that “Confucianism is not only the precious cultural heritage of our Chinese 

people, but is also a spiritual treasure for all the people around the world”. While 

“the kings of ancient Japan all stressed the study and dissemination of 

Confucianism”, the “Sweden physicist Hannes Alfven, who won the Nobel Prize for 

Physics, said in Paris in 1988 that ‘if we want to survive in the 21st century, we must 

go back to Confucius who lived 25 centuries ago’”. 

The interpretation at Kong Miao, however, remains vague about what Confucianism 

actually entails; Confucian philosophy is mainly presented as a range of statements 

which offer the average English speaking visitor little understanding as to their 

content and significance. 

Several of the themes which are important in current government ideology can 

indeed be traced at Beijing’s major heritage sites. Patriotism, visible in the use of 

superlatives, in the “ancientness” of Chinese culture and in the attention lavished 

upon the humiliations caused by the imperialist powers, as well as various aspects of 

the harmonious society concept are all present at these locations. These themes are 

communicated in a quite restrained tone of voice although “overdoing it” here and 

there. It is at the Confucius Temple, however, that all restraints are gone and many 

half-truths are thrown at the visitor. 

 

References to China’s “feudal and backward” past are sparsely used nowadays. Since 

the desired harmonious society is supposed to have ancient Chinese roots, the 

emperors are not only icons of China’s long civilization, but have also become 

endorsers of ethnic harmony and unity as well as victims of imperialism. The epithet 

“feudal” seems no longer appropriate in this context.  

 

Of course the Chinese government is not unique in selecting certain elements of the 

past (or present) for tourism and omitting others, nor in using heritage for purposes 

of nation building. Yet, scenic spots not only give rise to a sometimes rather 

vainglorious affirmation of China where the sites are presented as the most ancient, 

the biggest, the largest, the longest in the world. They also seem to decontextualize 

the historic places, heroes, legends, and emperors that should be admired and awed 

over. Disengaged from their everyday surroundings and presented as islands or 

incidents in a past without ordinary people, without a daily life, with just names, 

dates and statements but without an understanding of the “why” and “how”, they 

seem - to a Western eye - rather empty and objectified and to have no relation with 

today’s society.  

 

In the eyes of the government, the main feat of the Summer Palace may very well 

be the fact that it was burned down by Anglo-French forces but it fails to impress 
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because we get no information on what was lost or stolen and because we still see 

Chinese style buildings standing there. By labelling everything “ancient” - even 

buildings which are only one century old - the word decreases in value and 

ultimately fails to impress. At Yonghe Gong the most important fact is possibly its 

conversion into a temple for reasons of national unity but what we see is a lively 

place where many people come to pay their respects to the Buddha about whom we 

learn nothing. The Forbidden City stretches for about one kilometre but the on-site 

signs do not really reveal much about the lives of the people who lived there for 

centuries. For tourists from non-Chinese backgrounds the communicated texts are 

often difficult to comprehend; they do not help the visitor to understand the heritage 

and fail to establish a dialogue between foreign visitors and Chinese history and 

culture.  

 

It is easy - and a favourite pastime of many - to make fun of the strange English, or 

“Chinglish”, which can be encountered in China. Translating public signs and 

constructing audio tours or other narratives for foreign tourists is not an easy task. 

It requires not only linguistic ability and intercommunicative skills but also cultural 

knowledge. A comprehensive understanding of the context of the text under 

translation is needed as well as a thorough comprehension of the culture of those for 

whom the translation is intended. Nonetheless, at the (UNESCO listed) heritage sites 

of a global power which takes itself very seriously, it does not seem unreasonable for 

a foreign tourist to expect to encounter informative interpretation in decent English. 

It is especially at the Confucius Temple that many examples of “Chinglish” can be 

found. As an English speaking visitor one cannot help but feel not being taken 

seriously when reading such signs. Maybe the reason for these peculiar phrases is 

exactly that: English speaking visitors do not have to be taken too seriously, 

because they are a minority when considering tourism in China.  

 

Thinking about visitor experiences at the Forbidden City 

Analysing and criticising the interpretive media encountered at tourist sites also 

raises the question which alternative interpretations would be possible. To tie in with 

current Western interpretation and experience trends, interpretive media should, 

ideally, be multi-sensory, theme and/or story based and offer some options to co-

create or personalize one’s visit. However, this would not really solve the problem 

from which most heritage interpretation, and not only in China, suffers.  

 

Interpretation - whether state sanctioned or produced by tour guides or tourist sites 

- tends to restrict the meaning of place and space. By constructing and presenting 

one or even several narratives, all other interpretations of a site and all other voices 

both from the past and from the present are obliterated. Narratives contribute to the 

idea that heritage spaces are “finished” instead of being continuously produced. They 

also tend to put tourists in the role of passive consumers rather than making them 

co-producers of the meanings of heritage.  

 

This is certainly the case at the Forbidden City which is definitely not conceived of as 

a space still in the process of being produced. In fact, it was frozen in 1911 since the 

various interpretation modes (tour guides included) make no mention of more recent 

events although the palace has had a long afterlife. Few tourists know that the 

Forbidden City narrowly escaped destruction by Red Guards (who renamed it “a 

palace of blood and tears”); few will also realise when passing the Gate of Heavenly 

Peace (Tiananmen) that they are walking under a replica of the original structure. 

Since white ants had weakened the roof beams and the Gate had become an 
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important stage for Mao and other Communist Party leaders to review parades and 

mass rallies, a sudden collapse could not be risked. In 1969-1970, while keeping the 

whole structure under veil “for repairs”, the Gate was secretly rebuilt using wood 

from one of Beijing’s demolished 15th century city gates. 

 

Countering state-sanctioned interpretation by researching the numerous other 

sources available would not only make for more interesting stories than those 

currently presented, it would also open up the Forbidden City as a site of multiple 

voices and correct its present denial as a space of modern history. 

 

Questioning official heritage 

Negotiating one’s own meanings is a strategy for personalizing the “heritage 

experience” but it does not question official heritage as such: the fact that certain 

places and spaces have been singled out as heritage sites while by any objective 

standard “everywhere” could be called a heritage site, reverberating with the events 

of the day before, or of the year before and, ultimately, of prehistoric times. 

Exploring this heritage of “everywhere and everything” - the unpicturesque, the non-

historical, the unsentimental - on foot has a long tradition from the Dadaists, the 

Situationist International to the British walker-writer Iain Sinclair and the Fluxus 

movement in New York. Most of them are concerned with the banalisation of the 

urban environment and looking for ways to transform the hierarchy of heritage by 

turning “everywhere and everything” into something new and unexpected or by 

drifting through unfamiliar and often overlooked suburban areas. 

 

While wandering in central Beijing could be seen as an act of resistance because the 

central area has become increasingly hostile to pedestrians, drifting through the 

suburbs takes one to places that are not meant to be seen by tourists and for that 

reason alone worth visiting. Creating - instead of co-creating - one’s own 

interpretations, associations, interventions or events not only makes visits to official 

tourist sites more personal and therefore meaningful; it also opens up the world 

beyond official heritage and official heritage interpretation as a place worth visiting 

and turns “everywhere” into a potentially memorable experience. 
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SAMENVATTING 

Toerisme in China: de natie in interpretatiemedia voor Engelstalige 

toeristen 

Een historische studie naar de ontwikkeling van het toerisme in China en de 

interpretatie van vijf bezienswaardigheden in Beijing 

      

Een eeuw van vernedering 

In 1842 maakte het verdrag van Nanjing een einde aan de eerste Opium Oorlog 

(1839-1842). Deze oorlog, tussen de Qing dynastie (1644-1911) en Britse troepen, 

werd gevoerd over de handel in opium op Chinees grondgebied en de relaties tussen 

beide naties. De Britse manschappen beschikten over modernere wapens en 

uitrusting waardoor de strijd in het nadeel van de Chinese legers beslecht werd. De 

Qing keizers moesten Hong Kong afstaan aan Groot Brittannië en werden verder 

gedwongen om vijf andere steden aan de kust open te stellen voor handel met de 

Britten die zich daar bovendien mochten vestigen.  

 

De eerste Opium Oorlog luidde een tijdperk in dat in China de “eeuw van 

vernedering” wordt genoemd. In de ruim 100 jaar na deze oorlog was China het 

toneel van onophoudelijke gevechten: koloniale mogendheden verwierven eigen 

invloedssferen, de Qing dynastie stortte ineen en er kwam een einde aan het 

keizerrijk, Japanse troepen bezetten groten delen van het land en tenslotte brak er 

een burgeroorlog uit tussen de nationalisten en de communisten.  

 

Een gebeurtenis waar tot op de dag vandaag schande van gesproken wordt, was de 

verwoesting van het oude Zomerpaleis, Yuanmingyuan, net buiten Beijing, in de 

nasleep van de tweede Opium Oorlog (1856-1858). Dit immense complex met 

tuinen, meren, paviljoenen, audiëntiezalen en paleizen werd in oktober 1860 door 

Engels-Franse troepen geplunderd. Vele kunstschatten werden gestolen en doken 

later op in het Louvre, het British Museum en tal van andere musea in Europa waar 

deze roofkunst nog steeds te bezichtigen is. Rond half oktober, na de moord op een 

twintigtal Westerse soldaten, keerden de troepen terug. Als daad van vergelding 

maar ook om de keizer te vernederen, staken ze het paleis in brand.  

 

Het in de as leggen van Yuanmingyuan leidde tot veel commotie onder Europese 

intellectuelen in die tijd die het als een daad van barbaars vandalisme beschouwden. 

En in China zelf wordt het nog steeds als een nationale schande ervaren. Nu, ruim 

150 jaar later, worden de ruïnes van Yuanmingyuan door de regering als een 

“patriottische onderwijsbasis” gebruikt waar binnenlandse toeristen permanent 

herinnerd worden aan het destructieve geweld van de Westerse imperialistische 

mogendheden.  

 

Het uitroepen van de Volksrepubliek China door Mao Zedong op 1 oktober 1949 

maakte een einde aan de eeuw van vernedering. Het beeld dat Chinezen voor die 

tijd van hun eigen land hadden als het middelpunt van de wereld waar andere 

landen tribuut aan behoorden te betalen terwijl ze de opperheerschappij van de 

keizer dienden te erkennen, lag evenwel volledig in duigen. Een gevoel van 

inferioriteit was er voor in de plaats gekomen, een gevoel dat zijn sporen nog steeds 

nalaat in het China vandaag. Dit verklaart waarom een sterk China, dat nooit meer 
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vernederd zal worden door buitenlandse machten, een belangrijke overheidsprioriteit 

is. Bij zijn aantreden als Partijleider in 2012 benadrukte de huidige president Xi 

Jinping het belang van “the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”. Volgens het 

staatspersbureau Xinhua betoogde Xi dat het Chinese volk eindelijk het lot in eigen 

handen genomen had door te werken aan een nationale identiteit waarvan 

patriottisme de kern vormt.  

 

Eén van de manieren om deze nationale identiteit en patriottisme vorm te geven en 

uit te dragen is toerisme. 

 

Toerisme - politieke en ethische dimensies 

Sinds 1978, toen de politiek van Reform and Opening-up in gang werd gezet, is het 

toerisme explosief gegroeid niet alleen qua aantal reizigers maar ook wat betreft 

inkomsten uit het toerisme. Het gaat hierbij vooral om binnenlands toerisme, dat - 

met meer dan 3 miljard toeristische bezoeken in 2013 - steeds belangrijker wordt.  

 

Economische redenen vormen een belangrijk motief voor investeringen in de 

toeristische sector. Binnenlands toerisme stimuleert de groei van consumptieve 

bestedingen in eigen land en creëert daarnaast banen, van groot belang omdat een 

deel van de bevolking nog steeds in armoede leeft. De snelle groei van het toerisme 

komt echter ook voor een deel op conto van de voortgaande economische 

ontwikkeling: het ontstaan van een middenklasse, de groei van het besteedbaar 

inkomen, de introductie van nieuwe ideeën over vrijetijd en vrijetijdsbesteding en de 

toename van het aantal vakantiedagen hebben allemaal bijgedragen aan de grote 

aantallen toeristen die vandaag de dag hun eigen land verkennen.  

 

Maar toerisme houdt de overheid ook om andere redenen bezig: het mogelijke nut 

als een vorm van soft power. Toeristische bezienswaardigheden en erfgoed 

monumenten bieden een uitgelezen podium voor het verspreiden van door de 

regering gesanctioneerde interpretaties van het verleden, cultuur, etnische 

minderheden en andere onderwerpen. In dit opzicht speelt toerisme een belangrijke 

rol in het vormgeven van een nationale identiteit waarin patriottisme en het - 

vermeende - Confuciaanse concept van een “harmonieuze samenleving” (hexie 

shehui) belangrijke ingrediënten zijn. Toeristen worden bovendien beschouwd als 

moderne, beschaafde consumenten, die gebruik maken van moderne 

vervoersmiddelen zoals hogesnelheidstreinen, die scenic spots (mingsheng) - de in 

China gebruikelijke term voor toeristische attracties - consumeren, naar 

voorstellingen kijken en - heel belangrijk - geld uitgeven aan winkelen. 

 

Patriottisme is zichtbaar in de talloze referenties aan China’s “unieke, 5.000 jaar 

oude, superieure cultuur” bij bezienswaardigheden. In interpretatiemiddelen uit zich 

dit bijvoorbeeld door het frequente gebruik van het woord ancient (heel oud, uit een 

ver verleden) en van superlatieven: als een soort tegengif tegen de eeuw van 

vernedering worden Chinese tempels, gebouwen, tuinen of voorwerpen voorgesteld 

als ouder, groter, langer of meer bijzonder dan soortgelijke zaken elders. 

Patriottisme wordt ook gevoed door een beroep te doen op anti-buitenlandse 

sentimenten op locaties zoals het oude Zomerpaleis.  

 

Toenmalig president Hu Jintao introduceerde het concept van de “harmonieuze 

samenleving” in 2005 met een citaat van Confucius: “Confucius zei, ‘harmonie is 

kostbaar’”. De snelle economische groei na 1978 heeft geleid tot toenemende sociale 

ongelijkheid en conflicten hetgeen als een bedreiging voor de stabiliteit en de 
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hegemonie van de Partij wordt gezien. De oproep tot harmonie duidt op het inslaan 

van een andere koers waarin niet meer uitsluitend economische ontwikkeling 

prioriteit heeft maar waarin ook de menselijke, culturele en ecologische dimensies 

van ontwikkeling belangrijker worden; door hier meer aandacht aan te besteden zou 

uiteindelijk een evenwichtige en harmonieuze samenleving gerealiseerd moeten 

worden. De zoektocht naar harmonie is duidelijk zichtbaar bij, bijvoorbeeld, de 

Tempel van Confucius in Peking. Een ander element van de harmonieuze 

samenleving is de vreedzame co-existentie van etnische minderheden en Han-

Chinezen, iets dat bij vele toeristische bezienswaardigheden benadrukt wordt.  

 

Het idee dat reizen een educatief en/of ethisch doel moet dienen is niet nieuw. Het 

vertoont opvallende overeenkomsten met de ideologische onderbouwing van reizen 

die uit Confucianistische en Daoïstische teksten uit de late Zhou dynastie (ca. 1050–

256 voor Chr.) naar voren komt: dat er een ethische of educatieve noodzaak dient te 

bestaan om reizen te kunnen rechtvaardigen. Voor Confucius (ca. 551 – 479 voor 

Chr.) zelf had reizen een negatieve betekenis; hij zwierf rond omdat China in die tijd 

in chaos verkeerde en hij geen vaste aanstelling aan het hof in één van de 

toenmalige machtscentra kon vinden. Het gewone volk werd gemaand om thuis te 

blijven tenzij het echt niet anders kon. Voor de heersende klasse betekende op reis 

gaan voor eigen plezier een ernstig vergrijp dat tot onvoorspelbaar gedrag en 

destabilisatie van de samenleving zou kunnen leiden. 

  

Excursies in de natuur met als doel zelfcultivering en het bestuderen van 

landschappen die de morele eigenschappen van de literaten (de geleerden-

bureaucraten) symboliseerden, waren evenwel toegestaan. Een uitspraak van 

Confucius, die vaak door latere reizigers geciteerd werd om hun reizen te 

rechtvaardigen, luidde: “Een wijs man houdt van stromend water; een goedaardig 

man van bergen”. Confucius presenteerde op deze manier het idee van het moral 

self dat zijn spiegelbeeld in de natuur probeert te vinden en aan deugdzaamheid 

wint door dit te observeren. Het beklimmen van bergen - dichtbij de Hemel - werd 

een belangrijk reisdoel, niet zozeer vanwege de fysieke inspanning maar vanwege de 

vergezichten die zich vanaf de bergtoppen ontvouwen. De blijvende invloed van het 

Confucianisme op het toerisme blijkt uit de populariteit van zowel “water” als 

“bergen” als bestemmingen. 

  

Toerisme - de Volksrepubliek voor 1978 

Tussen 1949 en 1978 bestond er nauwelijks binnenlands en uitgaand toerisme. 

Inkomend toerisme diende vooral politieke doeleinden en bezoekers waren 

voornamelijk overzeese Chinezen en “buitenlandse vrienden”: diegenen die China 

goedgezind waren en het land van nut konden zijn. Het ging hierbij vooral om 

zorgvuldig geselecteerde aanhangers van het socialisme en communisme die als 

VIPs behandeld werden. Hun verblijf bestond uit ontmoetingen met regeringsleiders 

en bezoeken aan modelfabrieken en -communes om de resultaten van het socialisme 

te bewonderen. Ze werden daarbij begeleid door gidsen die elke stap en elk contact 

met de lokale bevolking in de gaten hielden. De meeste internationale bezoekers in 

deze periode kwamen uit Europa en Australië. Onder hen bevonden zich 

beroemdheden als Jean Paul Sartre en Simone de Beauvoir.  

 

Gedurende de Culturele Revolutie (1966-1976) werden uitsluitend “revolutionaire 

toeristen” uitgenodigd. Delegaties van het Japanse Rode Leger, de Black Panthers, 

Afrikaanse bevrijdingsbewegingen en het Palestijns Bevrijdingsfront wisselden elkaar 

af terwijl hun onkosten door de Chinese overheid betaald werden. Ze hadden 
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bijeenkomsten met Rode Gardisten om revolutionaire ervaringen uit te wisselen en 

werden geen toeristen maar “studie” of “inspectie” groepen genoemd.  

 

Rond 1971, toen de ergste fase van de Culturele Revolutie voorbij was – en talloze 

erfgoedmonumenten vernietigd waren – begonnen meer toeristen het land binnen te 

komen. De meesten moesten nu wel zelf hun reis betalen maar konden nog steeds 

niet zelf hun route bepalen. China International Travel Service (CITS) selecteerde de 

bezienswaardigheden en locaties - die vooral met de revolutie te maken hadden - 

terwijl gidsen ervoor zorgden dat de bezoekers niet van hun route afdwaalden en dat 

ze de gewenste politieke conclusies trokken. In deze periode brachten veel 

Amerikaanse intellectuelen (onder andere Susan Sontag, John Kenneth Galbraith, 

Barbara Tuchman, John K. Fairbank) een bezoek aan China. De meesten van hen 

waren onder de indruk van de properheid, de soberheid en de toewijding van 

iedereen aan de revolutie. Hoewel enkele bezoekers kritiek uitten op het feit dat ze 

niet vrij konden reizen en dat het onmogelijk was om erachter te komen wat de 

mensen echt dachten en voelden, konden de meeste journalisten, schrijvers en 

academici zich niet voorstellen dat een deel van de “realiteit” die ze voorgeschoteld 

kregen in scène gezet was. Ze hadden immers alles “met eigen ogen” gezien: de 

blije kinderen, de nieuwe woningen, de fabrieken, de bouwwerkzaamheden die 

zonder moderne apparatuur uitgevoerd werden.  

 

Afgaand op de hoeveelheid positieve propaganda die voortvloeide uit de bezoeken 

van “buitenlandse vrienden” in deze periode, kan men concluderen dat de regering 

uitstekend werk leverde bij het produceren van een China dat weinig te maken had 

met de realiteit, maar goed aansloot bij de sentimenten van die buitenlanders die 

het land bezochten met de intentie om een succesvolle revolutie te vinden.  

 

Toerisme - Rood Toerisme 

Vandaag de dag zien we het idee dat reizen een educatief en/of ethisch doel moet 

dienen onder meer terug in het door de regering gepropageerde Rood Toerisme, dat 

- naar men hoopt - een soft power instrument kan zijn bij het in stand houden van 

een socialistische morele en politieke orde. Rood Toerisme voert de toerist langs 

bezienswaardigheden die de geschiedenis van de revolutie verbeelden en de daden 

memoreren van de communistische leiders die de strijd tegen de nationalistische en 

imperialistische machten aanvoerden. Gecontroleerd en gearrangeerd door de 

overheid brengen duizenden scholieren, studenten, arbeiders en 

overheidswerknemers bezoeken aan oude en nieuwe revolutionaire 

bezienswaardigheden. 

 

Rood Toerisme dient verschillende doeleinden tegelijkertijd. Het is een poging de 

bevolking ervan te overtuigen dat de positie van de communistische partij legitiem is 

vanwege haar leidende rol in het verslaan van de imperialistische machten en bij de 

stichting van de Volksrepubliek. Tegelijkertijd worden communistische normen en 

idealen er nieuw leven mee ingeblazen en stimuleert het de sociaaleconomische 

ontwikkeling van arme gebieden in het binnenland, zoals Yan'an, door het oude 

revolutionaire erfgoed voor toeristische doeleinden aan te wenden. De vormgeving is 

echter eigentijds: met behulp van elementen uit de entertainmentindustrie worden 

de locaties aantrekkelijk gemaakt voor met name de jongere generatie, die niet 

meer gelokt kan worden met lezingen over het communisme. In Yan'an kunnen 

bezoekers zich verkleden in revolutionaire uniformen en zo op de foto gaan; of ze 

kunnen achter Mao's bureau gaan zitten en zich voor een moment inbeelden dat ze 

de Grote Roerganger zijn. Of ze kunnen de dagelijkse opvoering van een veldslag 
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tussen de communistische en nationalistische troepen bijwonen. Toeristen zelf 

houden zich vandaag de dag echter mogelijk minder bezig met de ideologische 

aspecten van hun reizen en zijn gewoon op zoek naar een leuke vakantie.  

 

De overheid probeert niet alleen door middel van Rood Toerisme haar gezag te laten 

gelden. Sinds 1978 is een landschap van scenic spots ontstaan die allemaal identieke 

kenmerken hebben: entreekaarten en hekken, door de regering gesanctioneerde 

interpretatie van de historische achtergrond van de attractie, een gebied met winkels 

en restaurants en voorstellingen die vaak bestaan uit reconstructies van “traditionele 

ceremonies”. Veel van deze scenic spots bestaan uit de plaatsen (bergen, rivieren, 

tempels, vergezichten die Daoïstische en Confucianistische concepten illustreren) die 

vereeuwigd zijn in de gedichten en schilderijen van de literaten en geven inhoud aan 

het thema van de 5000 jaar oude Chinese cultuur. Anderen zijn nieuwe 

attractieparken waar, bijvoorbeeld, de beproevingen van Confucius op zijn 

omzwervingen gestalte krijgen (in Qufu) of waar historische periodes worden 

verheerlijkt zoals in het Tang dynastie (618-907) attractiepark in Xi'an. 

 

Andere opvallende bezienswaardigheden zijn de ethnic villages en andere locaties 

waar de abstracte notie van een multi-etnische harmonieuze samenleving 

geconcretiseerd wordt. Etnisch toerisme dient verschillende doeleinden zoals 

armoedebestrijding in gebieden waar etnische minderheden wonen en integratie van 

deze groepen in de natie. In etnische attractieparken consumeren toeristen 

exotische cultuur: ze bekijken de minderheden (of soms Han-Chinezen) in hun 

kleurrijke etnische kostuums, bezoeken hun traditionele huizen, proeven hun eten, 

kopen hun kunstvoorwerpen en bekijken hun folkloristische shows. Door het accent 

vooral op de traditionele cultuur te leggen presenteren dit soort attracties de 

etnische minderheden vooral als fossielen uit een voorbije tijd en ervaren de 

middenklasse toeristen uit de grote steden hun eigen moderniteit en een gevoel van 

vooruitgang des te sterker. 

 

Met behulp van reeds eeuwenlang bestaande en nieuw gecreëerde scenic spots lijkt 

de regering de unieke kernwaarden van het land te willen bepalen. Ter versterking 

van het nationale bewustzijn wordt China gepresenteerd als een harmonieuze 

samenleving met eeuwenoude culturele tradities waar exotische minderheden en 

Han-Chinezen vreedzaam samen leven en waar de Communistische Partij van China 

(CPC), vanuit socialistische waarden, het land opstuwt in de vaart der volkeren. 

 

Dat de overheid voor een belangrijk deel in staat is om te bepalen waar scenic spots 

gecreëerd worden en hoe ze geïnterpreteerd worden, hangt samen met de 

verregaande integratie van het bedrijfsleven en de politiek in China. In vrijwel elk 

toeristisch project is met name de lokale overheid zowel stakeholder (en vaak ook 

mede-eigenaar) als toezichthouder en aangezien veel toeristische bedrijven 

dochterondernemingen van staatsbedrijven zijn, zullen die niet snel van het 

overheidsbeleid afwijken. 

 

De natie in interpretatiemedia voor Engelstalige toeristen 

Hoewel toerisme in China overwegend binnenlands toerisme is, bezochten 26 

miljoen buitenlanders het land in 2013. De meesten van hen bekijken de bekende 

bezienswaardigheden en nemen daar kennis van de Engelstalige 

interpretatiemiddelen. 
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Een analyse van de inhoud van de aanwezige interpretatiemedia – informatie 

borden, automatic guides (audiotours), gedrukte informatie te koop bij de kassa en 

de interpretatie door gidsen – bij vijf belangrijke toeristische trekpleisters in Beijing 

laat zien of en in welke mate de boven benoemde kernpunten uit de 

regeringsideologie ook aan Engelssprekende bezoekers worden gecommuniceerd. De 

onderzochte locaties zijn de Tempel van de Hemel, de Lama Tempel, de Tempel van 

Confucius, de Verboden Stad en het nieuwe Zomerpaleis (Yiheyuan). 

 

Patriottisme - China in superlatieven 

Een eerste algemene opmerking is dat alle vormen van interpretatie gekenmerkt 

worden door een cognitieve benadering waarin historische “feiten”, jaartallen en 

getallen belangrijke ingrediënten zijn: wanneer een constructie gebouwd werd, door 

wie, hoe groot het is, hoe het werd genoemd en vervolgens een andere naam kreeg 

en ga zo maar door. Een tweede opmerking betreft het veelvuldige gebruik van 

superlatieven zoals de eerste, de grootste, de meest . . . . in de wereld. De Tempel 

van de Hemel, bijvoorbeeld, is volgens de audiotour “first among all the sacrificial 

architecture in the world”; het is (volgens één van de informatie borden) “the largest 

architectural group for worshipping the Heaven in the world”. Het bekendste gebouw 

hier, de Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests, is “one of Beijing’s symbolic constructions, 

and is also the most famous temple in the world”.  

 

De inleidende tekst bij de Verboden Stad deelt mee dat “the imperial palace is the 

largest and most complete group of ancient buildings which China has preserved to 

the present”; de Hall of Supreme Harmony hier “is the largest wooden existing 

building in the country” (audiotour Verboden Stad). En de Lama Tempel is “the 

largest Tibetan Buddhist Temple in mainland China outside Tibet” (audiotour Lama 

Tempel). 

 

Het bezit van het grootste keizerlijke paleis of de beroemdste tempel ter wereld kan 

misschien worden beschouwd als iets om trots op te zijn; de eindeloze herhaling van 

dit soort opmerkingen komt evenwel nogal opschepperig over en kan worden 

geïnterpreteerd als een uiting van patriottisme. Vooral ook omdat enkele beweringen 

tamelijk vergezocht lijken en de indruk wekken dat ze het resultaat zijn van een 

poging om koste wat kost iets te vinden dat als eerste, grootste of beste betiteld kan 

worden. Zo wordt het nieuwe Zomerpaleis bijvoorbeeld beschreven als “the most 

perfectly preserved imperial garden with the richest man-made scenery and most 

concentrated architecture in the world”.  

 

Patriottisme - Ancient China  

Patriottisme komt ook tot uiting in het ancient culture thema. Bij Beijing's 

belangrijkste bezienswaardigheden wordt te pas en te onpas gerefereerd aan China's 

5.000 jaar oude beschaving. Dit blijkt bijvoorbeeld uit het veelvuldig gebruik van het 

woord ancient op alle vijf locaties, maar vooral bij de Tempel van de Hemel. De 

borden hier vertellen dat de Tempel van de Hemel “the ancient culture of China” 

weerspiegelt en dat het een “precious example of China’s ancient architecture” is; de 

gebouwen hier representeren “ancient Chinese philosophy and astronomic 

knowledge”. De Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests is een “masterpiece of ancient 

Chinese wooden construction” (audiotour) en “mirrors quite well the importance of 

agriculture to the ancient people” (kaart te koop bij de kassa). 

 

Ook op andere plaatsen wordt veelvuldig gerefereerd aan de “ancientness” der 

dingen. De inleidende tekst bij de Verboden Stad vermeldt dat het paleis “the fine 
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tradition and national style of ancient Chinese architectural art” belichaamt; de 

graanmaat die hier te zien is, is “a standard measure of ancient China” terwijl - met 

een kleine variatie - de tentoongestelde kunstschatten “the age-old and splendid 

historical civilization of the Chinese nation” aantonen (informatieborden Verboden 

Stad). De audiotour in de Verboden Stad spreekt ook voortdurend over “ancient 

China”, “ancient times”, de “ancient pine trees and cypresses” in de paleistuin die 

300 tot 400 jaar oud zijn, het “ancient system of emperors and concubines” terwijl 

de Verboden Stad zelf vandaag de dag “a comprehensive museum of ancient 

architecture, court history and ancient art” is.  

 

Het willekeurige gebruik van het woord ancient bij de interpretatie van erfgoed 

maakt het een verwarrend begrip. Wanneer bij de Tempel van de Hemel de Chinese 

filosofie, de bomen en de Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests allemaal het stempel 

ancient krijgen en wanneer we weten dat de Hall of Prayer in zijn huidige vorm 

dateert uit de jaren 90 van de 19e eeuw, wat impliceert dat dan voor de Chinese 

filosofie? En is de Hall of Prayer werkelijk een “masterpiece of ancient Chinese 

wooden construction” wanneer het huidige bouwwerk nog geen 120 jaar oud is en er 

niet alleen hout uit Yunnan maar ook hout uit de Verenigde Staten voor werd 

gebruikt? 

 

Patriottisme - Anti-buitenlandse sentimenten  

Patriottisme wordt niet alleen gecultiveerd door trots op de (oude) Chinese cultuur, 

maar ook door aan anti-Westerse (en anti-Japanse) sentimenten te appelleren. 

Weinig locaties zijn hiervoor beter geschikt dan het nieuwe Zomerpaleis in het 

noordwesten van Beijing. Na de verwoesting van Yuanmingyuan in 1860, liet het 

Qing hof een deel van het complex herbouwen als een geschenk aan keizerin-

weduwe Cixi. Het nieuwe Zomerpaleis, Yiheyuan of Tuin van Kalmte en Harmonie, 

aangemerkt als UNESCO Werelderfgoed in 1998, is een belangrijke 

bezienswaardigheid en de ravage aangericht door buitenlandse mogendheden is een 

prominent thema in de interpretatie hier. 

 

De tekst op vrijwel alle borden maakt melding van het in brand steken door de 

Engels-Franse troepen: de Long Corridor “was originally built in 1750 and then 

rebuilt in 1886 after Anglo-French forces burnt it down in 1860”; de Gate Tower of 

Cloud-Retaining Eaves “did not survive the ravages of the Anglo-French Allied Forces 

in 1860”; de Hall for Listening to Orioles “was burned down by the Anglo-French 

Allied Forces in 1860 and rebuilt during the reign of Emperor Guangxu (1875-

1908)”; de Hall of Happiness and Longevity “was burned down by the Anglo-French 

Allied Forces in Emperor Xianfeng’s reign (1860)”; de Hall of Dispelling Clouds “was 

burned down by the Anglo-French Forces in 1860 and reconstructed on its original 

site in 1886 as a place to celebrate Empress Dowager Cixi’s birthdays” en zo zijn er 

nog talloze voorbeelden te vinden. 

Het staat buiten kijf dat het in brand steken van het Zomerpaleis een daad van 

vandalisme was. Desalniettemin is het opmerkelijk dat het gedrag van despotische 

keizers die arme boeren dwongen om belastingen te betalen die ze vervolgens 

uitgaven aan de wederopbouw van een lusthof in een tijd dat de natie aan alle 

kanten bedreigd werd, niet meer bekritiseerd wordt door een regering die nog niet 

zo lang geleden het woord “keizer” altijd vergezeld liet gaan van het adjectief 

“feodaal”.   
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Harmonieuze samenleving - Etnische harmonie 

De vreedzame co-existentie van minderheden en Han-Chinezen in een - vermeend - 

gemeenschappelijk verleden is een belangrijk element in het harmonieuze 

samenlevingsconcept van de overheid. De Lama Tempel (Yonghe Gong of het Paleis 

van Harmonie en Vrede) is Beijings belangrijkste bezienswaardigheid waar dit idee 

van nationale eenheid wordt gecommuniceerd aan de Engelssprekende bezoeker. 

Yonghe Gong werd in 1694 gebouwd als een keizerlijke residentie en in 1744 in een 

Tibetaans Boeddhistische tempel veranderd als potentieel bindmiddel om de 

Tibetaanse en Mongoolse minderheden in het rijk te integreren.  

 

In de Lama Tempel wordt de etnische harmonie gevisualiseerd door het gelijktijdig 

gebruik van vier talen - Chinees, Mantsjoe (de etniciteit van de Qing keizers), 

Mongools en Tibetaans - op borden en stenen tafels. De hoeveelheid informatie die 

verstrekt wordt is echter summier; ook hier lijken namen en jaartallen het 

belangrijkste te zijn wat over de tempel te melden is. Wel is er een opvallende 

referentie aan het gezag dat de centrale overheid zich toe-eigent over de erkenning 

van reïncarnaties van overleden lama's (geestelijke leiders). Om als legitieme 

reïncarnatie erkend te worden, moest deze goedgekeurd worden door de Qing 

keizers. De huidige - communistische - overheid claimt dezelfde bevoegdheid door te 

wijzen op de historische achtergrond van deze bevoegdheid en plaatst zich zo in de 

schoenen van de - feodale - keizers. 

 

Harmonieuze samenleving - Confucius 

De interpretatie bij de Tempel van Confucius (Kong Miao) is totaal anders van toon 

dan  die bij de nabijgelegen gelegen Lama Tempel. De Tempel van Confucius en het 

naburige Keizerlijke College (Guozejian) werden gebouwd tijdens de Yuan-dynastie 

(1271-1368); ze zijn daarmee ouder dan de andere onderzochte 

bezienswaardigheden. Guozejian was de hoogste onderwijsinstelling in het land en 

de keizers kwamen hier af en toe om ambtenaren en studenten voor te lezen uit de 

Confucianistische klassieke teksten. In Kong Miao, de belangrijkste tempel gewijd 

aan Confucius na die in zijn geboorteplaats Qufu, werden herdenkingsplechtigheden 

voor hem gehouden. 

 

Rond 1987 was de tempel een desolate, nauwelijks bezochte en slecht onderhouden 

plek. Inmiddels is de tempel uitgebreid gerestaureerd, zijn er verschillende 

tentoonstellingen ingericht en zijn er dagelijks voorstellingen te zien. Dit alles getuigt 

van de hernieuwde populariteit van Confucius en het omarmen van enkele van zijn 

leerstellingen zoals de tekst op het bord bij de ingang aangeeft: “In June 2008, 

Confucian Temple and Imperial College Museum hang out its shingle and formally 

opened to the public. This museum is not only the holy place to study Chinese 

culture and traditional etiquette, but also a tour place for entertainment and 

acknowledgement of Beijing history”.  

  

In zijn postmoderne gestalte wordt Confucius voor vele doeleinden gebruikt. Niet 

alleen wordt hij gekoppeld aan harmonie, er wordt ook een link gelegd tussen 

Confucius en onderwijs, eerlijkheid, binnenlandse vrede, China's economische 

succes; en eigenlijk heeft hij de hele wereld beïnvloed. Bij Kong Miao lezen we 

bijvoorbeeld dat “Confucianism is not only the precious cultural heritage of our 

Chinese people, but is also a spiritual treasure for all the people around the world”. 

Terwijl “the kings of ancient Japan all stressed the study and dissemination of 

Confucianism”, zei “Sweden physicist Hannes Alfven, who won the Nobel Prize for 
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Physics, . . . in Paris in 1988 that ‘if we want to survive in the 21st century, we must 

go back to Confucius who lived 25 centuries ago’”. De uitleg bij Kong Miao ten 

aanzien van wat het Confucianisme nu eigenlijk inhoudt, blijft echter vaag. De 

filosofie wordt voornamelijk door middel van korte uitspraken en stellingen 

gepresenteerd die echter voor de gemiddelde Engelssprekende bezoeker 

weinigzeggend zijn.  

 

Verschillende speerpunten uit de huidige regeringsideologie zijn inderdaad terug te 

vinden in de interpretatie van de belangrijke bezienswaardigheden van Beijing. 

Patriottisme, tot uiting komend in het gebruik van superlatieven, in de “ancientness” 

van de Chinese cultuur en in de aandacht voor de vernederingen door de 

imperialistische machten, evenals verschillende aspecten van de “harmonieuze” 

samenleving zijn allemaal aanwezig op deze locaties. Deze onderwerpen worden 

doorgaans op een vrij gematigde manier gepresenteerd behalve bij de Tempel van 

Confucius waar alle remmen los gaan en talloze halve waarheden aan het publiek 

gepresenteerd worden.  

 

Verwijzingen naar China's “feodale” verleden worden nog maar mondjesmaat geuit 

vandaag de dag. Aangezien de harmonieuze samenleving Chinese wortels dient te 

hebben, zijn de keizers heden ten dage niet alleen iconen van China’s lange 

beschaving, maar zijn ze inmiddels ook gebombardeerd tot bouwers van etnische 

harmonie en eenheid, en tot slachtoffers van het imperialisme. Het epitheton 

“feodaal” lijkt in deze context niet meer op zijn plaats. 

 

Natuurlijk is de Chinese regering niet de enige overheid die bepaalde elementen uit 

het verleden (of het heden) gebruikt voor toeristische doeleinden en anderen 

weglaat; ze is ook niet de enige die erfgoed inzet ten behoeve van natievorming. 

Maar bij scenic spots bestaat de neiging om China op een nogal overdreven manier 

voor het voetlicht te brengen door voortdurend met termen als de oudste, de 

grootste, de grootste, of de langste ter wereld te schermen. Daarnaast presenteren 

scenic spots de historische plaatsen, helden, legendes en keizers die bewonderd 

moeten worden zonder enige context, als eilandjes of incidenten uit een ver 

verleden. We leren niets over achtergronden of verbanden, niets over normale 

mensen of het dagelijks leven. Door voornamelijk te focussen op namen, jaartallen 

en feitelijkheden, maar het “waarom” en “hoe” niet onder de aandacht te brengen, 

lijken ze - voor een Westers oog - nogal leeg en verworden tot objecten en hebben 

ze geen relatie met de huidige samenleving. 

 

De regering vindt ongetwijfeld dat het belangrijkste dat we over het Zomerpaleis 

moeten weten het in brand steken ervan door de Brits-Franse troepen is; het is 

echter moeilijk hiervan echt onder de indruk te raken omdat we nergens aan de 

weet komen wat er verloren is gegaan of gestolen werd en omdat we nog steeds 

talloze gebouwen in Chinese stijl zien staan. Door alles ancient te noemen - zelfs 

gebouwen die slechts een eeuw oud zijn - is het woord aan inflatie onderhevig en 

laat het uiteindelijk na te imponeren. Mogelijk is belangrijkste vermeldenswaardige 

feit over Yonghe Gong dat het gebouw een tempel werd om redenen van nationale 

eenheid, maar wat we zien is een levendige plek waar veel mensen komen om hun 

respect te betuigen aan de Boeddha over wie we verder niets lezen. De Verboden 

Stad is een kilometer lang maar de informatieborden onthullen weinig over het leven 

van de mensen die er eeuwenlang gewoond hebben. Voor toeristen met een niet-

Chinese achtergrond zijn de teksten vaak moeilijk te begrijpen; ze helpen de 
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bezoeker niet om het erfgoed in een context te plaatsen en ze nodigen niet uit tot 

een dialoog tussen buitenlandse bezoekers en de Chinese geschiedenis en cultuur. 

 

Het is simpel - en een favoriete bezigheid van velen - om de draak te steken met het 

soms vreemde Chinese Engels, of “Chinglish”, dat men overal in China tegenkomt. 

Het vertalen van teksten op informatieborden en construeren van audiotours of 

andere narratieven voor buitenlandse toeristen is geen sinecure. Het vereist niet 

alleen taalvaardigheid en intercommunicatieve deskundigheid, maar ook kennis van 

land en cultuur, zowel van het bestemmingsland als van het herkomstland van de 

toerist voor wie de tekst bestemd is. Desalniettemin is het niet onredelijk dat een 

buitenlandse bezoeker verwacht om bij het (UNESCO) erfgoed van een wereldmacht 

die zichzelf zeer serieus neemt, informatieve interpretatiemiddelen in fatsoenlijk 

Engels aan te treffen. Vooral de interpretatie bij de Tempel van Confucius blinkt uit 

in “Chinglish”. Als Engelssprekende bezoeker voelt men zich bij het lezen van 

dergelijke teksten niet helemaal serieus genomen. En misschien is dat ook de 

verklaring voor dergelijke teksten: Engelssprekende bezoekers hoeven ook niet echt 

serieus genomen te worden, aangezien ze veruit in de minderheid zijn in het Chinese 

toerisme. 

 

De Verboden Stad - andere interpretaties  

Het analyseren en bekritiseren van de interpretatiemiddelen bij toeristische 

bezienswaardigheden roept ook de vraag op welke alternatieven mogelijk zijn. Om 

aansluiting te vinden bij hedendaagse Westerse interpretatie en “experience” trends 

zouden interpretatiemiddelen idealiter aan meerdere zintuigen moeten appelleren, 

thema’s of verhalen centraal moeten stellen en opties moeten bieden voor actieve 

participatie of co-creatie. Dit lost echter niet het probleem op waar interpretatie van 

erfgoedmonumenten in het algemeen - zeker niet alleen in China - aan lijdt. 

 

Interpretatie - of het nu door de overheid gesanctioneerd is of geproduceerd wordt 

door gidsen of toeristische attracties - heeft de neiging om de betekenis van plaats 

en ruimte in te perken. Door het construeren en presenteren van één of zelfs 

meerdere narratieven, worden alle andere mogelijke interpretaties van een locatie 

en alle andere stemmen uit het verleden maar ook het heden uitgewist. Interpretatie 

draagt bij aan het idee dat erfgoedmonumenten “klaar” en “af” zijn terwijl in feite 

elke toeristische attractie in een permanent proces van verandering verkeert, door 

de bezoekers die er komen maar ook door het veranderen van de betekenis die er in 

de loop der jaren of door wisselende overheden aan gegeven wordt. Interpretatie 

heeft ook de neiging om de rol van toeristen te reduceren tot die van passieve 

consumenten in plaats van ze een aandeel te geven in de co-creatie van de 

betekenis van erfgoed.  

 

Dit is zeker het geval bij de Verboden Stad waarvan de geschiedenis bevroren lijkt te 

zijn in 1911. De interpretatiemiddelen (en ook de gidsen) maken geen melding van 

wat zich er sinds die tijd allemaal heeft afgespeeld. Weinig toeristen weten dat de 

Verboden Stad  ternauwernood ontsnapte aan verwoesting door de Rode Gardisten 

(die het omdoopten in “paleis van bloed en tranen”) tijdens de Culturele Revolutie. 

Weinigen die de Poort van de Hemelse Vrede (Tiananmen) passeren zullen zich er 

van bewust zijn dat ze onder een replica van het originele bouwwerk doorlopen. 

Aangezien de dakbalken door witte mieren aangevreten waren en de Poort een 

belangrijk podium was van waar Mao en andere CPC-leiders parades en 

massabijeenkomsten gade sloegen, kon een plotselinge ineenstorting niet worden 

geriskeerd. In 1969-1970 werd de Poort in het geheim (met het hele gebouw 
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vanwege “reparaties” verscholen achter doeken) herbouwd met hout van één van 

Beijings gesloopte stadspoorten uit de 15e eeuw. 

 

Alternatieve interpretaties leveren niet alleen interessantere verhalen op dan de door 

de overheid gesanctioneerde narratieven; het zou van de Verboden Stad ook een 

locatie kunnen maken waar meerdere stemmen uit het verleden te horen zijn en 

waar ook de hedendaagse geschiedenis nog betekenis heeft.  

 

Erfgoed - een andere opvatting 

Een eigen mening vormen over de betekenis van erfgoed locaties is één ding; 

vraagtekens zetten bij waarom sommige plekken aangemerkt worden als erfgoed en 

andere niet, is wat anders. Is in feite niet alles “erfgoed” - overal waar mensen 

gelopen hebben, waar de echo van gisteren, van vorig jaar en uiteindelijk de 

prehistorie weerklinkt? Het verkennen van dit “alom aanwezige” erfgoed - het niet-

pittoreske, het niet-historische, het niet-sentimentele - te voet heeft een lange 

traditie, van de Dadaïsten, de Situationist International tot en met de Britse 

schrijver-wandelaar Iain Sinclair en de New Yorkse Fluxus-beweging. De meesten 

van hen maakten (en maken) zich druk om de banalisering van de stedelijke 

omgeving en zijn op zoek naar manieren om de hiërarchie in de betekenis van 

erfgoed te doorbreken door van het “alom aanwezige” erfgoed iets bijzonders te 

maken en er op een nieuwe manier naar te kijken - door performances of door rond 

te zwerven door onbekende en vaak over het hoofd geziene stedelijke gebieden 

zoals de buitenwijken. 

 

Te voet het centrum van Beijing verkennen kan als een daad van verzet gezien 

worden, omdat dit deel van de stad steeds voetganger-onvriendelijker is geworden; 

het zwerven door de voorsteden brengt een mens op plaatsen die niet bedoeld zijn 

voor toeristen en om die reden alleen al interessant zijn. Het creëren - in plaats van 

co-creëren - van eigen interpretaties, associaties, interventies of ervaringen geeft 

niet alleen een persoonlijker - en dus zinvoller - karakter aan bezoeken aan officiële 

toeristische bezienswaardigheden. Het is ook een instrument om de wereld buiten 

het officiële erfgoed met een frisse blik te bekijken waardoor potentieel bijzondere 

ervaringen overal plaats kunnen vinden. 
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