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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 
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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). 
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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. 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 74 

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 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 79 

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). 
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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 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 92 

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 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 98 

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). 


