
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

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

Koerts, M.

Publication date
2015
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Koerts, M. (2015). 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. [Thesis, externally prepared, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/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(15cd5202-8155-40d6-8778-5fe3c8fe060d).html


 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 7 

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

