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Chapter 5: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists 

 

The previous chapters have shown that tourism in China is mainly domestic 

tourism; it is perceived as an appropriate soft power strategy for legitimizing 

the CPC’s position as the slayer of imperialist forces, initiator of the 

revolution, and instigator of modernization and development. Tourism sites 

highlight patriotism, the Confucian idea of a harmonious society where 

everybody knows his or her place and minorities and Han Chinese live 

peacefully together, and other ingredients of the socialist core value system. 

At the same time, being a tourist means being a modern, civilized consumer, 

enjoying travel in superfast trains, consuming scenic spots, watching 

performances and, very important, spending money on shopping.  

 

In this chapter, the focus shifts to foreign tourists and the English language 

narratives at major tourist sites in Beijing. Are these also soft power vehicles 

for conveying patriotism or the harmonious society concept? Or does the CPC 

construct a different message for its international audience? To analyse this, 

the nation brand-image the government tries to build for the international 

stage is discussed before addressing the English-language interpretation at 

several heritage monuments.  

 

5.1 Soft power, smart power and nation-brand  

Power - the ability to control events and to influence the behaviour of others 

in order to achieve a desired outcome (Armitage & Nye Jr., 2007) - is a 

prerequisite for influence in the international political arena. Traditionally, 

sources of (hard) power have been the size of a country’s territory, its 

population and military forces, the possession of natural resources, the scale 

of its economy and political stability (Nye Jr., 1990). But there are other 

ways of exercising power. Soft power resources such as culture and ideology 

are instrumental in making the power that a state possesses seem legitimate 

in the eyes of others and in giving it more leeway to execute its policies. If, 

according to Nye Jr. (1990), a state’s “culture and ideology are attractive, 

others will more willingly follow” (p. 167). Also, if a state “can establish 

international norms consistent with its society, it is less likely to have to 

change” (p. 167).  
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In order to be effective on the global stage, however, soft power alone is 

insufficient. But trusting on just hard power to influence politics is also not an 

option in a world that is increasingly interdependent in financial and 

economic matters, where transnational corporations are at times more 

powerful than states and where enemies are international networks rather 

than countries. Today, “smart power” - a combination of hard and soft 

power, making a state both “feared and loved” (Armitage & Nye Jr., 2007) - 

is needed. Armitage and Nye Jr. (2007) defined smart power as “an 

approach that underscores the necessity of a strong military, but also invests 

heavily in alliances, partnerships, and institutions of all levels” (p. 7) with the 

purpose of expanding a nation’s influence and establishing legitimacy of its 

actions.  

 

Legitimacy and credibility are central not only to soft but also to smart 

power. If a state can make others believe in the justness and legitimacy of 

its policies or points of view, it does not need to resort to hard power threats 

to persuade them to align themselves to its causes. The perception of a state 

in public opinion - its nation-brand or “competitive identity”31 (Anholt, 2011) 

- is thus an important strategic resource. A positive nation-brand is vital 

when competing with other countries to attract visitors, trade and business 

opportunities, major events, access to resources and export markets 

(Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2011); it also influences a state’s credibility and 

legitimacy. Nation-brand management is therefore crucial in today’s 

globalised world (Anholt, 2011; Dinnie, 2011; Kotler & Gertner, 2011; 

Morgan et al., 2011). In fact, according to Anholt (2011), creating and 

managing a positive competitive identity is “one of the primary skills of 

national administrations in the 21st century” (p. 46). However, a positive 

nation-brand does not necessarily equal power as the example of Switzerland 

demonstrates: generally perceived of in a positive way but not really a player 

in world politics (Wang Jian, 2011).   

 

In marketing literature a distinction is made between nation-brand identity  

                                                      
31 Simon Anholt introduced the terms nation brand and place brand in 1996. Both terms, however, quickly 
became verbs: place branding and nation branding - “dangerously misleading phrases which appear to 
imply that the images of countries or regions can be directly manipulated by marketing techniques” 
(Anholt, 2011, p. 45). He therefore developed the concept of competitive identity, “to make the point that 
national image has more to do with national and regional identity and the politics and economics of 
competitiveness than with branding as it is usually understood in the commercial sector” (Anholt, 2011, p. 
45). 
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and nation-brand image. Regarding these two concepts Dinnie (2011) wrote  

that “identity refers to what something truly is, its essence, whereas image 

refers to how something is perceived” (p. 42). Nation-brand identity derives 

from ingredients which “represent the enduring essence of the nation” 

(Dinnie, 2011, p. 50) such as its history, language, political regime, arts, 

sport, icons, landscape, food and drink and folklore. A nation-brand can 

therefore, according to Dinnie (2011), be conceptualised as the “the unique, 

multidimensional blend of elements that provide the nation with culturally 

grounded differentiation and relevance for all of its target audiences” (p. 15). 

 

A nation’s brand identity can be communicated through, for example, the 

export of branded goods, sporting achievements, its diaspora, marketing 

communications, foreign policies, famous persons or tourism experiences 

(Dinnie, 2011). This will create a nation’s brand-image as perceived by 

domestic and foreign consumers, investors, governments and which - it is 

hoped - derives from its brand-identity. However, since image is in the eye 

of the beholder and difficult for a state to control, nation-brand identity and 

nation-brand image often diverge. The existence of this gap between identity 

and image is detrimental to the perceived legitimacy of a nation’s soft power. 

 

Many countries try to enhance their nation-brand image through soft power 

strategies and China is no exception as will be discussed below. In fact, as 

Wang Jian (2011) wrote,: “. . ., perhaps nowhere else has the idea of ‘soft 

power’ been as widely discussed, embraced, and appropriated as in China” 

(p. 1). Discussions on soft power are no longer limited to CPC upper echelons 

but have become part of the academic and media discourse with different 

opinions circulating on whether and how China should employ soft power 

strategies (Cho & Jeong, 2008; Breslin, 2011). This is not really surprising 

since the moral aspects of power have long been part and parcel of Chinese 

tradition. During imperial times, according to Ding (2011), “the image of 

each dynasty was indicative of a regime’s moral values and capacity to 

organize and mobilize the Chinese people” (p. 296).  

 

During the imperial era the Chinese perceived of the world as “an undivided 

continuum” with China at its centre and the emperor “at the apex of all 

human beings” (Ding, 2011, p. 296). This self-image was rudely disturbed 
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during the century of humiliation (1839-1949), which left the Chinese with a 

feeling of inferiority from which they are still recovering.  

 

The turn to communism in 1949 and the ensuing period of isolation did not 

do much to improve China’s image in the world at large, efforts at 

influencing public opinion abroad by inviting foreign journalists and writers 

(as discussed in Chapter Three) notwithstanding. While Reform and Opening-

up led to a surge of interest in and goodwill towards the country, the 

crackdown on the 1989 student demonstrations - aired around the world - 

destroyed that again with the result that China’s current economic power and 

military strength do not match its symbolic power. The CPC’s soft power 

politics should be understood against the backdrop of these historical ideas 

and events and the desire for a come-back on the global stage (Wang, 2012; 

Wang Jian, 2011; Ramo, 2007).  

 

China’s soft power abroad  

The CPC’s main concern over the past decades has been to keep the 

economic development and modernization process on track. For this it needs 

a stable environment, both at home and in the world, with its leaders being 

particularly sensitive to a combination of internal uprisings and external 

invasion as both the Ming and Qing dynasties succumbed to this (Wang Jisi, 

2011).  

 

On the global stage a positive image is important for China’s full integration 

into the global economic and political arena. In turn, international prestige - 

giving China face (mianzi) and putting right the wrongs of the century of 

humiliation - boosts the CPC’s legitimacy at home (Wang Jian, 2011; Wang 

Jisi, 2011; Barmé, 2009a).  

Whether China is successful at building a positive nation-brand image 

through soft power, however, is open to discussion and also depends on 

one’s definition of soft power. According to Nye Jr. (1990), as noted above, 

soft power is mainly rooted in a country’s culture, its political values and its 

international policies, especially when they are seen as legitimate and having 

moral authority. Breslin (2011) pointed out that many studies on China’s soft 

power tend to use broad definitions and include diplomacy and economic 

relations as well. These are not part of Nye’s original concept, however, since 
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he saw traditional power instruments as ranging “from diplomatic notes 

through economic threats to military coercion” (1990, p. 167). China’s 

attractiveness to other nations is to a large extent based on its ability to 

create a spectacular economic growth and poverty reduction in just 30 years. 

For many developing countries this is an inspiring example of what can be 

achieved in a relatively short period and proof that there are more roads to 

development than those of the World Bank and the IMF. This admiration for 

China, however, is not so much rooted in its soft power attraction as in its 

successes in what are traditionally considered “hard power” areas.  

 

When looking at soft power as defined by Nye Jr., “culture” seems to be 

China’s strongest soft power resource (d’Hooghe, 2011; Ding, 2011; Wang 

Jian, 2011). Cultural soft power (wenhua ruanshili) was, according to Wang 

Jian (2011), “formally proclaimed as a key national initiative at the 

Seventeenth National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2007” (p. 

8). At this occasion, Hu Jintao stated that “enhancing cultural soft power is a 

basic requirement for realizing scientific development and social harmony. It 

is necessary for satisfying rising demands for spiritual culture and national 

development strategy” (Wang Jian, 2011, p. 8). Although China’s 

policymakers would like to include both traditional and popular culture in 

their soft power strategies, it is in reality mostly traditional culture and 

heritage which are celebrated both at home and overseas (Holyk, 2011). An 

important rationale for this is that, as d’Hooghe (2011) stated “traditional 

culture is considered apolitical and, in that sense, harmless” (p. 25).  

 

A notable feature of China’s cultural soft power endeavours abroad has been 

the establishment of Confucius Institutes which contribute to familiarizing the 

world with China’s official language and aspects of its culture (Paradise, 

2009; Ding, 2011; d’Hooghe, 2011). This is mainly traditional culture as the 

opening page of Confucius Institute on-line (Confucius Institute on-line, 

2013) shows. As the essence of Chinese culture is listed, among other: food, 

tea and wine (plum wine, honey wine, literati and wine), people (not 

exclusively but to a large extent historical figures), Kung Fu, traditional 

Chinese medicine, customs (including paper cutting, the Chinese knot, 

various festivals, the Chinese zodiac), arts (such as opera and folk arts), 

movies and TV-programs with items such as learning Chinese through 
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Chinese songs (also from popular contemporary films) and five thousand 

years of Chinese characters. 

 

By the end of August 2011, 353 Confucius Institutes and 473 Confucius 

Classrooms had been established in 104 countries and regions according to 

Hanban (2013), the office of the Chinese Language Council International (an 

organization affiliated with the Ministry of Education), indicating the 

increasing popularity of learning Chinese. Many Confucius Institutes are 

located in universities, often through joint-venture constructions (Louie, 

2011), which has at times raised questions about possible threats to 

academic freedom with several universities banning discussions on sensitive 

issues such as democracy (Penny, 2012)32. Another criticism of the Institutes 

is that they promote Putonghua or standard Chinese and how it should be 

written (in simplified characters). This excludes other forms of Chinese such 

as Cantonese and Shanghainese as well as the traditional writing system still 

used in Taiwan and many migrant communities (Penny, 2012).  

 

In the other areas of Nye Jr.’s soft power concept, its ideological values and - 

to a lesser extent maybe - international policies, China fails to spontaneously 

attract huge numbers of followers.  

 

National image promotion  

It was, according to Breslin (2011), precisely China’s lack of soft power 

attraction in these fields and the realization that overseas perceptions of its 

political system and values were a source of fear and a potential weakness 

(which could, for example, hamper the access of Chinese products to foreign 

markets or the import of technology) which made the government actively 

take up national image promotion. Since the 2000s, the CPC has formulated 

a narrative for the international stage and communicated a “preferred 

Chinese idea of what China is and what it stands for” (Breslin, 2011, p. 7). In 

                                                      

32 A recent incident took place at the biennial conference of the European Association for Chinese Studies 
(EACS), held in July 2014 in Braga, Portugal. When Vice-Minister Xu Lin, director-general of Hanban, 
arrived in Braga, she was shown the Conference Abstracts and Conference Programme. She was annoyed 
with some abstracts whose contents were contrary to Chinese regulations, and demanded the removal of 
pages mentioning the support of the Confucius Institute as well as several pages featuring Taiwanese 
organizations. Ultimately four pages were removed from the Conference Abstracts and three from the 
Conference Programme (Greatrex, 2014).  
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this context various concepts have been presented such as “peaceful rise” 

and “harmonious society”. The “peaceful rise” concept did not meet with 

much positive response in the West. It was not a credible message as it 

reinforced Western suspicions of China as a not-to-be-trusted communist 

power and, according to Ramo (2007), even had the “effect of further 

eroding trust in China” (p.11).  

 

In his speech addressing the General Assembly of the United Nations on the 

occasion of its 60th anniversary in 2005, then President Hu Jintao therefore 

introduced the more comprehensive and allegedly “Confucian” concept of a 

“harmonious world of lasting peace and common prosperity” (Wang, H., 

2011; Callahan, 2012). This harmonious world, where China will be a reliable 

great power, is characterized by cultural and ideological plurality with each 

country free to pursue its own domestic policies, common economic 

prosperity, and the peaceful resolution of international conflicts (d’Hooghe, 

2011; Wang, H., 2011; Breslin, 2011). In presenting itself as a nation with 

high moral standards China is, according to Callahan (2012), not unique 

since “rising powers typically promote their unique values as the moral 

model for a better world order, as with Europe’s mission civilisatrice, 

America’s free world, Japan’s economic miracle, and so on” (p. 641). 

 

The harmonious world concept invokes, to quote Barmé (2009a), a 

“nostalgia for dynastic greatness” (p. 67); it is based on the attraction of a 

China of the past rather than today’s China (Breslin, 2011). With the terms 

“peaceful rise” and “harmonious world” the CPC seems to be telling the world 

- and its own citizens - that the PRC today is, in the words of Hill (2012), 

“the product of thousands of years of Confucian calm and virtue, the 

practitioner of a patient, nuanced, subtle statecraft designed to succeed 

without confrontation or warfare”. Because of its philosophical traditions and 

its supposed cultural preferences for harmony, China is - according to the 

CPC - different from the United States and other (former colonial) great 

powers: different from the dominant Anglo-European model of individualism 

and liberalism with a different understanding of the relationship between the 

individual and the state, a victim of colonial aggression but peace loving 

herself (Breslin, 2011; Hill, 2012). 
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While there are, of course, many cases of the past being (re-)constructed to 

serve the present33, it seems rather ironic that Confucius, whose ideas were 

severely attacked in Mao’s Criticize Lin (Biao), criticize Confucius campaign 

(pi Lin pi Kong yundong) as recently as 1974 - see figure 5.1 - only 40 years 

later has become a figurehead in CPC ideology.  

 

Figure 5.1 “Criticize the reactionary thought of Lin Biao and Confucius, 

firmly walk with the workers and peasants on the road of unity” (Pipan Lin 

Biao he Kongzide fandong sixiang, jianjue zou yu gongnong xiang jiehede daolu) 
 

 
 
Source: Chinese Posters Foundation & Landsberger (2013d).  
Designer: Che Yongren, Yu Huali. 1974, February. Publisher: Tianjin renmin meishu chubanshe 

 

 

This is all the more striking because Confucianism was closely connected to 

the imperial era and has as such, according to Penny (2012), been regarded 

by many Chinese intellectuals, communist and non-communist, as “the 

ideological foundation of a repressive and backward society and culture and 

an autocratic, hierarchical political system”; it “fostered servility in the 

people, enforced inequality (including gender inequality) in society, was 

more concerned with the family than the individual, and entrenched rote 

learning and self-destructive, ritualistic behaviour rather than intellectual 

inquiry and rational action” (p. 152).  

 

Nevertheless, “peace” and “harmony” are currently presented as part of  

                                                      
33

 Sheperd (2013), for example, referred in this context to “the former Shah of Iran’s promotion of 

Persepolis as the ancient birthplace of the modern Iranian state and the intense focus in Nazi Germany on 
documenting alleged cultural ties with Aryan India” (p. 24) as well as President’s Suharto use of the 
Borobudur “as a symbolic marker of the ancient roots of Indonesia, despite the fact that Indonesia is a 
secular republic with an overwhelmingly Muslim population” (p. 25). 
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China’s Confucian heritage. Confucianism, however, developed over many 

centuries with contributions by many thinkers and containing many different 

schools of thought, making it therefore difficult to determine the content of 

Confucianism. Another question is how peaceful and harmonious this 

“Confucianist China” has been in the past. Is China really an exception 

among the world’s nations in this respect? It seems not since the country’s 

past has been as convulsive and violent as that of other civilizations. 

 

Transitions from one dynasty to the next have mostly been impetuous while 

the turbulent 19th century saw not only the Opium Wars and various other 

conflicts with foreign powers such as Great Britain, France and Japan but 

also the domestic Taiping (1861-1865) and the Boxer (1900) rebellions. 

According to Van de Ven (1996), the Taiping Rebellion alone counted “in the 

tens of millions” (p.737) of casualties. The 20th century was also not exactly 

an era of peace: warlord fighting, the struggles between nationalists and 

communists, and the War of Resistance against Japan raged through China 

until the end of the civil war in 1949. The CPC’s own history after 1949 - with 

the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution and 1989 - likewise has 

been far from peaceful. And while the CPC promotes a harmonious society 

and world, the conquests of Tibet, Mongolia and Xinjiang show that ethnic 

conflict and invasions are an integral part of China’s past (Perdue, 1996). 

These additions to China’s core area are - contrary to what the CPC would 

like people to believe - quite recent. It was only in the 18th century that the 

Qing emperors (who themselves were Manchu’s who had conquered the Han 

Chinese) incorporated these areas and “that China's current borders became 

defined at least in outline” (Van de Ven, 1996, 753). 

 

All this shows that China's history has been at least as violent as that of 

Europe (Van de Ven, 1996). Presenting China as the epitome of peace and 

racial harmony seems a case of history being flattened and harmonized 

(Barmé, 2009a) with the purpose of projecting “national roots into an 

imagined unified past” (Sheperd, 2013, p. 48).  

 

To try and build an identity and image based on the so-called Confucian 

concepts of peace and harmony while a superficial look into China’s past 

shows that these are not really anchored in reality, is detrimental to its 
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credibility. Such untruths make it look as if the CPC tries to create a national 

identity out of a collection of seemingly arbitrary and sometimes 

contradictory concepts from the past as well as the present and declare 

these to contain the “essence” of China. According to Hill (2012), combining 

such divergent ideas as “Communism is capitalism; capitalism is 

Communism” or “China is to be Confucian, but not really so; and China is to 

be Communist, but not really so” (Hill, 2012) into a single, credible message 

requires “an extensive and on-going intellectual, political, and propagandistic 

effort” (Hill, 2012).  

 
For this purpose, the government has indeed stepped up its public relations 

and diplomatic efforts, hiring influential US public relations firms to 

communicate with Americans, for example (Wang, H., 2011; Holyk, 2011). It 

has established countless bilateral and multilateral relationships, especially in 

Asia and the developing world, and increased its foreign aid programs, also 

with countries that lack ties with the USA and Europe because of their 

repressive regimes (d’Hooghe, 2011; Holyk, 2011). Ever more important in 

image management are the 38 million overseas Chinese (Ding, 2011). These 

diasporic communities increasingly organize or participate in events that 

promote China and Chinese culture. This was most obvious in their response 

to the anti-China demonstrations during the international part of the Olympic 

torch relay in 2008 (“Anti-French rallies”, 2008). 

 

Since China often receives critical reviews in the world news - which is 

dominated by Western agencies like Reuters, CNN, and Associated Press - 

the government has strengthened its international broadcasting power. 

Government-controlled media such as the Xinhua News Agency, overseas 

CCTV channels and the China Daily air government views on human rights, 

Tibet, national defence, and other issues in many different languages 

nowadays (Ding, 2011; Wang, H., 2011). To be more effective with 

international audiences, Wang Jian (2011) noted that propaganda authorities 

“have promulgated the so-called three ‘close-to’ principles (santiejing) - 

close to Chinese realities, close to the information needs of foreign 

audiences, and close to their information habits and minds” (p. 9).  

 

An effort at putting these principles into practice is the 17 minutes video, 

China on the way (“China on the way”, 2011), released in 2011 by the State 
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Council Information Office (Breslin, 2011). This is a sequel to China Image 

(also called Experience China), a one minute video with famous Chinese such 

as basketball star Yao Ming, composer Tan Dun and astronaut Yang Liwei, 

that was screened on Times Square on the occasion of Hu Jintao's visit to the 

USA in January 2011 (“Promo featuring famous Chinese”, 2011). China on 

the way, evidently, communicates a “preferred Chinese idea of what China is 

and what it stands for” but has come a long way from the 2008 video 

Welcome to China - Beijing 2008 (China National Tourism Authority, 2008). 

This featured eight minutes of images with natural and cultural heritage, 

traditional arts and crafts and ethnic minorities in traditional costumes before 

moving on to four minutes of sports - it was after all an Olympic video - and 

modern cityscapes populated by happy modern people. This 2008 film 

caused Yan and Santos (2009) to conclude that it portrays “a changeless, 

nostalgic, mythical and feminized China that speaks to a Western 

Orientalistic imagination” (p. 296). They argued that the “marketable 

Chinese identities” in the video were a representation of self-Orientalism. 

This use of the term self-Orientalism was critiqued by Huang (2011), who 

stated that self-Orientalism can never be produced by the Orient since 

“Orientalism is ‘a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having 

authority over the orient’ (Said, 1978, p. 3)” (Huang, 2011, p. 1189). 

Furthermore, the video could equally have been created for Chinese 

domestic tourists. It represented, “in its primary purpose, a ‘touristic China’ 

or ‘staged China’ rather than a ‘self-Orientalized China’” (Huang, 2011, p. 

1191). 

 

Although China on the way also represents a staged China, it certainly does 

not portray a changeless China. With images of modern people and 

cityscapes, fast trains and cars, contemporary art and the story of its 

accomplishments over the past 30 years (such as a rising GDP, its space 

program, 780 million mobile phone and 420 million Internet users), it 

captures China’s current dynamics and momentum. With the ancient culture 

theme (illustrated by statements such as “Chinese people have never 

cherished their cultural heritage more than today nor felt more its lingering 

charm” at 15.43 minutes) and the harmonious society theme both figuring 

prominently, the video definitely disseminates current state ideologies. But it 

doesn’t stop at that. Divided into eight sections with significant titles - 
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Opening the door with confidence, Growth with sustainability, Development 

with sharing, Multiculturalism with shared prosperity, Freedom with 

responsibility, Expanding democracy with stable authority, Economic 

differences with mutual respect, Prosperity with prudence - it raises many 

sensitive issues. While promulgating official points of view, it also tries to 

refute standard Western criticism of China’s “weak spots” such as the 

education system (“The exam-oriented education is changing to quality-

oriented education step by step”, at 04.59), its legal system (“A proper legal 

framework is starting to replace the habit of personal relationships as the 

principle weapon and defence for people’s interests”, at 12.41), and the lack 

of democracy (“Today, around 900 million people in the countryside enjoy 

village voting rights. The world applauds such training for democracy”, at 

11.25).  

 

Although all these changes are indeed on-going, they lose credibility when 

put together with a multitude of questionable and confusing claims and 

statements (not to mention a rather large amount of self-praise). Watching 

the Growth with sustainability section, one gets the impression that 

sustainability was invented in China: “Over 2000 years ago the great Chinese 

philosopher, Mencius, observed that refraining from overfishing will ensure 

fishing last forever. . . . Such centuries old wisdom now goes by the name 

sustainable development” (at 04.00). This is hard to reconcile with the fact 

that China, responsible for about one-quarter of the world’s carbon dioxide 

emissions (part of which can be attributed to Western enterprises having 

outsourced their production processes to China), admittedly has ambitious 

goals to reduce them but remains unwilling to commit to an overall cap on 

emissions for fear of slowing economic growth, with the likely consequence 

that emissions will continue to rise until about 2030 (Hogenboom, 2013; Qiu, 

2013).  

 

The Development with sharing section states that “In Beijing, migrant 

worker’s children have their own special educational arrangements” (at 

07.17). While the Beijing education authorities are developing plans to give 

migrant children more educational rights in the capital (Luo, 2013), it 

currently is still impossible for them, without a Beijing hukou, to gain access 

to public schools, making their educational arrangements certainly special: at 
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privately-run migrant schools with low standards or back in their home towns 

or villages without parental supervision.  

 

Problematic is also Multiculturalism with shared prosperity which addresses 

the ethnic minorities. After having been reduced to just their ethnicities by 

their introductions (“I am Li and come from Hainan”, “I am Kirgiz and come 

from Xinjiang”, “I am Elunchun“, “I am Korean and come from the Yanbian 

Jilin Province”, at 07.50), these four minority representatives - in their 

costumes - are further reduced to innocent children, when they are seen 

happily performing a little dance together hand in hand. In the meantime, 

the audience is told that over thousands of years the minorities 

 

have mixed with Han culture and added their cultural richness and diversity.  

Our newfound prosperity has given the minorities more choices to enhance  

traditional lifestyles and increase mobility and communication. Minorities 

enjoy relative liberal regulations, allowing them to pass their unique heritage 

on to their children. Such unique freedom further adds to our country’s rich 

cultural diversity and audaciously blends the imaginations of East and West, 

ancient and modern. (China on the way, 2011, at 08.39).  

 

Apart from the question what “relative liberal regulations” mean (compared 

to whom or what?), any talk of “unique freedom” for minorities becomes 

somewhat difficult to digest when looking at the on-going ethnic tensions.  

 

China on the way leaves one with a feeling of not being taken completely 

serious. In fact, the video is a classic example of failing to convince (the 

Western spectator at least) because it is not anchored in reality. Ultimately, 

for a nation’s brand image to be successful and build a positive reputation, it 

should be based on, in Anholt’s (2011) words, “a good, clear, believable idea 

of what the place really is and what it stands for” (p. 48), which should 

converge with how its government but also its companies, students and 

tourists act (Breslin, 2011). The international community (especially in the 

West) has difficulties to perceive of China as a peaceful, harmonious, and 

responsible world power when they see its military budget steadily increase, 

its stance in territorial conflicts in the East and South China Sea harden, its 

political dissidents still disappearing into jail, its corruption widespread while 

everybody knows its minorities are not happily dancing around in their 
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costumes all the time. In short, without (political) credibility, nation-brand 

image management is an uphill battle.  

 

This is also supported by Wang Jisi (2011), Dean of the School of 

International Studies at Beijing University, who stated that the wish of the 

CPC to enhance China’s cultural soft power and its national image on the 

world stage, should be based on a search for “common values in the global 

arena, such as good governance and transparency” (p. 76). These values 

should not be advocated just on paper but also be put into practice as “a 

China with good governance will be a likeable China”; he added that, “. . . 

soft power cannot be artificially created: such influence originates more from 

a society than from a state” (2011, p. 78). Or, to summarize in Anholt’s 

(2011) words, “desiring a better reputation will not make a better country, 

but making a better country will create a better reputation” (p. 51). 

 

Brand China 

Taking the above into account, it is not surprising that several opinions polls 

demonstrated that China’s image is problematic. In the Anholt-GfK Nation 

Brands Index (NBI)34, which assesses perceptions of the brand images of 50 

countries, China rose to number 23 in 2013, up from 26 in 2008, just after 

Russia at position 22. The USA ranked number one and the remaining 

positions in the top ten were occupied by other Western countries and Japan 

as figure 5.2 shows (GfK, 2013). These countries have dominated the NBI 

with consistent reputations and images from the start (GfK, 2011a).  

 

Figure 5.2 Anholt-GfK Nation Brand Index: overall brand ranking (top 10 of 

50 nations)in 2013 and 2010 

 

  2013 2010 

1 United States United States 

2 Germany Germany 

3 United Kingdom France 

4 France United Kingdom 

5 Canada Japan 

6 Japan Canada 

7 Italy Italy 

                                                      
34 The Nation Brands Index, currently published as the Anholt-GfK Nation Brand Index, was developed by 
Simon Anholt in 2005. It is based on the opinions of approximately 20,000 citizens in 20 countries and 
annually measures the power and quality of the “brand image” of 50 countries across six dimensions: 
exports, governance, culture & heritage, people, tourism, investment & immigration  (Gfk, 2011b). 
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8 Switzerland Switzerland 

9 Australia Australia 

10 Sweden Sweden 

Source: GfK (2013) and GfK (2011a) 
 

 

In its Global Attitudes Project the Pew Research Center (a Washington based 

organisation for, amongst others, public opinion polling and demographic 

research) conducts public opinion surveys on global attitudes towards 

different countries. Results of a survey35 on attitudes towards China and the 

USA published in July 2013, show that even though China is increasingly 

seen as the world’s leading economic power, this has not led to a more 

positive image for the PRC. In 28 of 38 surveyed nations (in total 39 

countries are surveyed but opinions of citizens in the USA or China on their 

own countries are not included in the results), half or more of those 

interviewed express a favourable opinion of the USA with a median of 63% 

having a positive view of America. The USA is most popular in Europe, Latin 

America, the Asia/Pacific region, and Africa; it has a negative image in, not 

surprisingly, most predominantly Muslim nations. And only 40% in China 

view the USA positively (Pew Research Center, 2013a). 

 

China is viewed favourably in just 19 of 38 nations. Overall, a median of 

50% has a positive view of China with its highest ratings in Africa, Latin 

America, and the predominantly Muslim countries in Asia (Pakistan, Malaysia, 

and Indonesia). However, China is seen less positively in much of Europe, 

North America, and the Middle East. In the USA, only 37% holds a 

favourable view (Pew Research Center, 2013a). 

Nevertheless, even though opinions of the United States continue to be 

favourable in most parts of the world, many people think that China either 

will replace or already has replaced the United States as the world’s leading 

superpower. This view is especially widespread in Western Europe, where the 

majority of people consulted in France (72%), Spain (67%), Britain (65%) 

                                                      
35 Survey results are based on telephone and face-to-face interviews conducted during spring 2013 in 39 
countries representing six regions - North America, Europe, Middle East, Asia/Pacific, Latin America and 
Africa. Some of the, somewhat simplistic, questions asked: “Please tell me if you have a very favorable, 
somewhat favorable, somewhat unfavorable or very unfavorable opinion of (the United States/China); 
“Today, which ONE of the following do you think is the world’s leading economic power?” with a choice of 
the USA, China, Japan, the EU or other; “Which comes closest to your view - China will eventually replace 
the U.S. as the world’s leading superpower; China has already replaced the U.S. as the world’s leading 
superpower; or China will never replace the U.S. as the world’s leading superpower”?; “Which is closer to 
describing your view? I like (American/Chinese) music, movies and television, OR I dislike 
(American/Chinese) music, movies and television” (Pew Research Center, 2013b).  
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and Germany (61%) see China overtaking the USA (Pew Research Center, 

2013c).  

 

The survey also addresses the soft power attraction of both nations in Africa 

and Latin America based on questions about scientific and technological 

achievements, popular culture (music, movies and television), ideology 

(democracy, ideas and customs) and ways of doing business. Figure 5.3 

shows that the soft power appeal of the USA in Latin America and Africa is 

stronger than that of China. Latin American countries included Argentina, 

Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Mexico and Venezuela. African countries 

were Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, and Uganda. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 American and Chinese soft power attraction 

 

 Latin America Africa 

Median % positive 
view of …. 

American 
% 

Chinese 
% 

American 
% 

Chinese 
% 

Scientific & 
technological 

advances 

74 72 83 75 

Music, movies & 
television 

63 25 58 34 

Ways of doing 
business 

50 40 73 59 

Ideas about 

democracy 

43 -- 73 -- 

Ideas and customs 
spreading 

32 30 56 46 

Source: Pew Research Center (2013c) 

 

 

Although there are clearly regional differences and opinion poll surveys only 

reflect opinions at a specific moment in time, China’s NBI position at number 

23 and Pew’s conclusion that the country is viewed favourably in only 19 out 

of 38 countries demonstrate that China’s nation-brand image is problematic.  

This topic was addressed in a provocative article published by the British 

Foreign Policy Centre in 2007: BRAND China. In this paper, Joshua Cooper 

Ramo presented his thoughts on an appropriate contemporary image for 

China. Ramo stated that “China’s greatest strategic threat today is its 

national image” (p. 12) with the main problem being that China’s image of 

herself and others’ perceptions of China are divergent. This is not really 

surprising. Over the past 30 years China has changed faster than any nation 

in history, making it difficult for the Chinese themselves to understand their 

country, let alone the outside world. While its citizens increasingly perceive 
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China as a modern nation, Westerners are still caught between feelings of 

fear fostered by lingering Cold War sentiments and its economic miracle on 

the one hand, and romantic ideas of an - imaginary - China of the past on 

the other. And so far, as noted above, the CPC’s efforts at national image 

improvement have had limited success and not met with the expected and 

hoped for increase in respect and trust from the - especially the Western - 

international community. 

 

For a nation-brand to be successful and build a positive brand image there 

has to be, quoting Anholt (2011), “a good, clear, believable idea of what the 

place really is and what it stands for” (p. 48). This idea should be supported 

at home and abroad and has to be “close to reality” (Kotler & Gertner, 2011, 

p. 68); it should be rooted in an understanding of “qualities already inherent 

to the place” (Voase, 2012, p. 78), in “the country’s essence” (Olins & 

Hildreth, 2011, p. 85), or its “DNA” (World Tourism Organization & European 

Travel Commission, 2009, p. xvii). 

 

A focus on “harmony” and “peace” which are not generally accepted as 

credible, or on ancient culture, as disseminated by Confucius Institutes, does 

not help the world to understand today’s China. Nor is it consistent with 

reality as China is currently the most dynamic part of the international 

community, a country in transition where new problems but also new 

solutions are developing every day (Ramo, 2007). Although, as Ramo (2007) 

wrote, this “searching and seeking energy has become an essential part of 

domestic life, it has not yet become a part of China’s engagement with the 

rest of the world” (p. 39). And while China on the way is obviously an effort 

at communicating this dynamic and innovative side of China as well as its 

traditional culture, it fails to convince because although it acknowledges 

several of China’s problems, it does not really rise above propaganda. Even 

though it tries to break with the “monologic tradition” (Lee, 2009, p. 172) of 

official documentaries by interlacing the male voice-over with interviews with 

“normal people” and academics, it still tells the world what to think about 

China. Such a top-down communicative model - Ramo (2007) speaks of a 

“broadcast” model (p. 46) - is out of touch with reality in an era where, to 

use Ramo’s (2007) words “ultimately, the decision about what China’s brand 

means will be decided by the world at large” (p. 46).  
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Part of the - Western - distrust for China can be credited to the lack of 

transparency of its political system. Decision making processes take mostly 

place behind closed doors, leaving other states in confusion about the ways 

in which China is ruled and how the government system and the Party 

operate (Ramo, 2007). It is this very system which is responsible for doing a 

rather poor job in building the country’s nation-brand image. In an article 

titled Their own worst enemies James Fallows (2008) asked himself “How 

can official China do such a clumsy and self-defeating job of presenting itself 

to the world”. He came up with two possible answers: one is simply 

ignorance about how the world at large looks upon China. He reminded the 

reader of several recent American presidents and their lack of geographical 

and historical knowledge in order to show that this is a genuine possibility. 

Another option is its political system; since “loyalty, predictability, and party-

line conformity” (Fallows, 2008) are essential for advancement in Party 

hierarchy, very few government officials responsible for selling China abroad 

would dare to move beyond Party rhetoric. This point of view is supported by 

Ramo (2007), who also blames adherence to Party discipline and doctrine for 

the failure of constructing a coherent “Brand China”. He has hope for the 

future, however, with the next generation of leaders feeling more at ease to 

connect with others as human beings and not purely as extensions of Party 

and government institutional structures (Ramo, 2007). 

 

Ramo (2007) proposed a contemporary brand-image based on China’s 

“ceaseless newness” (p. 17). Such an image - complementing the traditional 

with representations of modernity, innovation and self-invention - would not 

only have the potential to align the inside and outside image of China. It 

could also explain its often contradictory realities - poverty and extreme 

wealth, personal freedom and censorship, patriotism and an interest in the 

outside world, fear of instability and foreign influences - in a way that people 

everywhere can relate to, “because it has the virtue of resonating with 

anyone who has ever experienced the modern process of self-creation” 

(Ramo, 2007, p. 40). The core of this process of self-creation is formed by 

the possibility of people choosing their own identities and defining their own 

lives. This is what, according to Ramo (2007), “makes the country truly 

exciting . . . : the prospect of a billion people beginning to choose their own 
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identities. This is also what makes the country terrifying at times, not least 

to its own government” (p. 37). The process of modernisation is still evolving 

in China and elsewhere and it will, writes Ramo (2007) “be the dominant fact 

of our lives. And because it is where Chinese values and global values are 

most firmly linked, it may offer an approach for clarifying communication 

between China and the world” (p. 37).  

 

An image based on “ceaseless newness” could not only capture the many 

different and contradictory aspects of China, it could also reflect “the most 

important, honest and obvious thing about the country: its future is unknown 

because it is still being invented” (Ramo, 2007, p. 39). An image packaging 

universal ideas of “newness” and “invention” even has the potential to 

develop into a “white brand”, such as the American Dream, onto which 

people can project their own visions and dreams (Ramo, 2007). 

 

To attain this, its nation brand-identity and image should be made to 

converge instead of diverge as they currently do. This does not mean that 

the state should not make use of its traditional culture; it should, however, 

add elements of its contemporary intellectual, cultural and commercial life to 

present a true and effective image of a dynamic and emerging China. This 

also applies to its negative aspects as Ramo (2007) added: “Corrupt officials, 

environmental pollution and social protests are a fact of life in modern China. 

Pretending they don’t exist only undermines China’s credibility on other 

issues. It is better to be forthright about these problems than to ignore 

them” (p. 40). 

 

Trying to build a nation-brand image on just the CPC’s “preferred ideas” of 

what China is and “broadcasting” that the country is a paradise of harmony 

and peace in an era where cybercitizens are continually doing reality checks, 

is not only doomed to fail but also impedes other ways of seeing and 

understanding China that many people surely could relate to. 

 

5.2 Destination China 

Preferred Chinese ideas of what China is and stands for are not only 

communicated to foreigners abroad but also at home where heritage sites 

can be powerful locations for disseminating state ideologies. An analysis of 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 219 

the content of on-site information - signs, “automatic guides”36 or audio-

tours (see figure 5.4), printed materials sold at ticket booths and the 

interpretation provided by tour guides at five major tourist sites in Beijing37, 

reveals the extent to which narratives on “patriotism”, “harmonious society” 

and/or other values of the socialist core value system are communicated to 

English speaking visitors here. The investigated locations were the Temple of 

Heaven, the Lama Temple or Yonghe Gong, the Confucius Temple, the 

Forbidden City and the Summer Palace. 

 

A first general observation is that all forms of interpretation seem to be 

based on a cognitive approach in which historical “facts”, dates and numbers 

are key ingredients , something that was also noted by Yang and Chen 

(2009) in their study on tour guides in China: when a structure was built, by 

whom, how big it is, how it was named and renamed and so on. In the 

Forbidden City, the sign at the Gate of Supreme Harmony (Tai He Men), built 

in 1420, tells us that: “Originally it was named Feng Tian Men (Gate for 

Worshipping Heaven), but later it was renamed Huang Ji Men (Gate of 

Imperial Supremacy) in 1535 and Tai He Men in 1645 during the Qing 

Dynasty” (sign Forbidden City). The text on the sign at Yonghe Hall in the 

Lama Temple is also packed with names and dates: “As the original main 

entrance to Prince Yong’s residence, this hall was built in the thirty-third year 

of Qing Emperor Kangxi’s reign (1694), and it became the Heavenly Kings 

Hall, also called the Yonghe Gate Hall, when this Yonghe Palace was 

converted into a lamasery in the ninth year of Qing Emperor Qianlong’s reign 

(1744)”.

                                                      
36

 Although automatic guides might be expected to be interactive devices, they are not. As the 

introductory text of the automatic guide to the Temple of Heaven says: “First explain how to use this 
device: near each scenic spot it will automatically start”. This means the visitor has no control over it at 
all: one does not know where it will start, it is not possible to interrupt the information flow or play the 
text again. Only the device at the Confucius temple had this option. 

   
37

 The information was collected in 2011 (in spring and autumn at the Temple of Heaven), 2012 (in spring 

and autumn at the Temple of Heaven, Summer Palace, Forbidden City, Lama and Confucius Temples), 
2013 (in summer at the Summer Palace, Confucius and Lama Temples), 2014 (in spring at the Summer 
Palace and Forbidden City). The research was conducted from a qualitative perspective; its aim was to 
explore, describe and analyse (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Neuman, 2011) the content of narratives 
produced at major tourist sites in Beijing. The Appendix provides a more elaborate description of the 
research methods used. 
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Figure 5.4 Automatic guides to the Summer Palace, the Temple of Heaven, 

the Lama Temple, the Forbidden City and the Confucius Temple 

 

   
    

 

  
 
 

        
Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

Statements are often made without offering explanations. At the Temple of 

Heaven, “the Butcher House is also called ‘the Pavilion for Beating Animal 

Sacrifice’. This is because in the ancient times, the animal sacrifice was 

beaten with mallets, instead of being butchered with knife” (Guide to the 
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Temple of Heaven). But the reason why this method was used remains a 

mystery. The sign at the Meridian Gate (Wu Men), the formal entrance to the 

Forbidden City, states that “In the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), errant officials 

were flogged outside the Meridian Gate, which gave rise to the now 

humorous saying ‘Being pushed out of Wu men for execution’”. This seems a 

far from humorous event, so obviously a Western tourist is missing some 

context here. Again in the Forbidden City, the sign at the Hall of Mental 

Cultivation (Yang Xing Dian), the living quarters of eight Qing emperors, 

mentions that “The rear hall holds a large number of ornaments. According 

to the ‘Archive of the Ornaments of Yang Xing Dian’, the rear hall has a total 

of 724 ornaments . . .” without satisfying the visitor’s curiosity as to what 

kinds of ornaments the Archive is referring to. The sign at the Hall of 

Supreme Harmony (Tai He Dian) in the Forbidden City informs us that the 

hall is paved with “high-quality square clay bricks, commonly known as 

‘golden bricks’” - it is the automatic guide that lets us know that they are 

called golden bricks because “they were made in Suzhou with a kind of 

special clay and by a complex process which made them very valuable”. 

 

The automatic guide at the Confucius Temple mentions that during the Yuan 

dynasty high praise was bestowed on Confucius - which has been recorded 

on a stone table “at the east side of Da Cheng Gate” - with phrases such as: 

“‘to send messengers to the place offering sacrifices in the prison’ which is of 

great historical importance in studying the politics, ideology and culture of 

Yuan dynasty”. This may very well be true but is at the same time rather 

incomprehensible for the average English speaking tourist. 

 

In general, the information provided by the on-site signs is limited to names, 

dates and “facts”. The automatic guides are more informative, providing 

more details, some background to certain facts or statements (as with the 

golden bricks mentioned above) and some “juicy details”. An example of this 

is the automatic guide to the Forbidden City where it tells us that during the 

Qing era, the Hall of Earthly Tranquillity (Kun Ning Gong) was mainly used 

for sacrificial activities; during sacrificial rites “pigs were slaughtered here for 

pork to be offered together with cakes and wines”. This pork (although not 

explaining to which gods or other figures it was offered, how frequently or 

how many pigs were killed), apparently, also had to be consumed by princes 
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and court officials attending the ceremony, something which is not recounted 

on the on-site sign38: 

 

But eating the pork here was not exactly a treat since large chunks were 

simply boiled and served unseasoned. It was considered disrespect to the 

emperor if anyone refused to eat, so they all tried to bribe the eunuchs on 

duty to smuggle in salt for them or to stow away what they could not eat” 

(automatic guide Forbidden City). 

  

Another example is the interpretation at the Palace of Heavenly Purity (Qian 

Qing Gong) in the Forbidden City. The on-site sign, after quoting the usual 

names and dates, explains the “Heir Apparent Box” which was “secretly set 

up by Emperor Yongzheng”; the box was placed behind the board “inscribed 

with the words ‘Zheng Da Guang Ming’ (Open and Aboveboard). The name of 

the emperor’s successor, written by the emperor himself, was kept in this 

box. after [no capital A on the sign] the emperor passed away, the secretly 

appointed crown prince would ascend the throne” ([ ] by DK). While this 

simple statement raises many questions, the automatic guide provides more 

information on the background of this “Heir Apparent Box”: 

 

It had already been a system in China since ancient times that the eldest son 

borne by the emperor would be the crown prince. Although the imperial 

family of the Qing dynasty was of the Manchu ethnic group, it was much 

influenced by the Han culture and inherited the historical tradition of 

succession. Therefore emperor Kangxi designated his eldest son as the crown 

prince to succeed him. But this outstanding emperor was very exhausted 

mentally and the crown prince formed a clique for his personal interest. While 

other princes fought against each other for the throne, he had to depose the 

crown prince. He could not make a decision on his successor until shortly 

before his death when he wrote out an imperial order that his fourth son was 

chosen as the crown prince. He succeeded to the throne as emperor 

Yongzheng but the disgruntled members of the court rumoured that 

Yongzheng had revised his father’s testamentary decree to become emperor. 

                                                      
38 In his book The Forbidden City (2009b), Geremie Barmé described a day at the court of the Qianlong 
emperor and presented a more vivid picture of these rituals. After waking up and getting dressed, the 
emperor would be carried to the Hall of Earthly Tranquillity for the morning worship of the Manchu gods. 
At the end of the morning service, “it was Manchu tradition that a pig be sacrificed, for which daily 
practice the central hall of the Palace of Earthly Tranquillity had been transformed into a vast kitchen. 
After the animal was slaughtered and the blood drained, it was partially cooked and the greasy, unsalted 
‘sacrificial’ meat was distributed among members of the household; partaking of this unappetising fare 
was a Manchu sacrament jealously fought over” (p. 77). 
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Therefore emperor Yongzheng decided to change the system from open 

designation to secret decision. (automatic guide Forbidden City) 

 

The automatic guide goes on to explain that the emperor calligraphed the 

name of the person to succeed him on two pieces of paper, one of which he 

carried on his body at all times while the other was put in a box kept in the 

Palace of Heavenly Purity. After the death of the emperor both copies were 

checked by his ministers and princes to make sure the names were identical. 

The Qianlong emperor was the first heir to the throne selected in this way. 

 

Remarkable is also the difference between the automatic guide and the on-

site signs in the translation of the names of various buildings in the 

Forbidden City. Whereas the main halls and palaces are referred to by the 

same English names in both the audio tour and on the on-site signs, in the 

Inner Palace and the garden area translations are diverging. 

The Study of the Cultivation of Nature (Yang Xing Zhai, sign) - where Puyi 

reportedly learned English - becomes the Pavilion of Character Cultivation in 

the automatic guide. The Pavilion to Usher in Light (Yan Hui Ge, sign), the 

building where concubines were selected, is translated as Hall of Lasting 

Brightness by the automatic guide. In the garden, the Hill of Accumulated 

Elegance (Dui Xiu Shan, sign) becomes the Mountain of Accumulated 

Refinement in the audio tour. 

 

The information provided by tour guides, who in general are friendly and 

knowledgeable when asked questions, was very much in alignment with the 

other interpretive media, something which was also noted by Nyíri (2009) 

when he stated that narratives on the history of a site are “repeated in a 

more or less unchanged way by tour guides and in brochures” (p. 159).  

They seem to hold the same preference for historical “facts”, dates and 

numbers as the on-site signs and audio guides. This is not really surprising 

when looking at their English study books. “Tour Guiding in Beijing”, for 

example, teaches us that “The characteristics of the Temple of Heaven can 

be best described by numbers. One: one north-south central axis. Along this 

central axis there are 11 buildings from south to north…..” (p. 181). Then 

there are three temple walls, five major architectural complexes, seven Star 

Stones and nine temple gates (Liu, A., 2011, p. 182). The book is - like the 
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other interpretation media - of the opinion that the Temple of Heaven is “. . . 

the most famous temple in the world” (p. 182). 

Also the “questions for discussion” in this book underline an obsession with 

“facts”. Questions on the Forbidden City include, for example: “Why was the 

Forbidden City also called the ‘Purple Forbidden City’ or ‘Palace Museum’?”; 

“How many people were involved in building the Forbidden City?”, “Could you 

roughly describe the relics in the Exhibition of Treasures?”, “What happened 

to the last emperor in 1924?” (Liu, A., 2011, p. 134).  

 

Patriotism: China in superlatives 

A second comment concerns the frequent use of superlatives such as first, 

largest, the most . . . in the world. The Temple of Heaven - hereafter 

abbreviated to ToH in the references - “ranks first among all the sacrificial 

architecture in the world” (automatic guide ToH); it is “the largest 

architectural group for worshipping the Heaven in the world” (sign ToH) and 

“the largest heaven worship architectural complex in the world” (Guide to 

ToH). Its most well-known feature, the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests, “is 

one of Beijing’s symbolic constructions, and is also the most famous temple 

in the world” (Guide to ToH).  

 

At the Summer Palace - hereafter shortened to SP in the references - the 

Blue Iris Stone (Qingzhi Xiu) is “the largest stone decoration in any Chinese 

garden” (sign SP); the Long Corridor (Chang Lang) is known as “the longest 

one in the world” (automatic guide) or as “the longest painted gallery in the 

world” (Guide to the SP), and “of all the corridors in Chinese classical 

gardens, this is the longest” (sign SP); the Great Stage (Da Xi Lou) - built in 

1891 for watching opera performances - “. . .  with its majestic and complex 

structure, is the largest existing imperial stage in China” (sign SP). The 

Guide to the Summer Palace furthermore informs us that “In 1992, the 

Summer Palace was appraised as the most perfectly preserved imperial 

garden with the richest man-made scenery and most concentrated 

architecture in the world” (Guide to the SP) but the source of this appraisal is 

not revealed.  

 

At the Confucius Temple, we learn that Confucius was “China’s greatest 

thinker, educationist as well as the founder of Confucianism” while the 
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temple’s “historical and artistic values and significance represent one of the 

most brilliant resources among China’s historical and cultural heritage” (signs 

Confucius Temple). The introductory sign to the Forbidden City tells us that 

“the imperial palace is the largest and most complete group of ancient 

buildings which China has preserved to the present”. The Imperial Garden 

(Yu Hua Yuan) here is “the oldest and largest imperial garden in the 

Forbidden City” (sign Forbidden City) while “the Hall of Supreme Harmony is 

the largest wooden existing building in the country” (automatic guide 

Forbidden City). And the Lama Temple is “the largest Tibetan Buddhist 

Temple in mainland China outside Tibet” (automatic guide Lama Temple). 

 

Having the longest corridor or most famous temple in the world can possibly 

be considered as something to be proud of but the endless repetition of such 

statements make them rather boastful and can be interpreted as affirmations 

of patriotism. Especially since some of the claims seem rather far-fetched 

and the result of an intent to find something at all costs in which to rank 

first, biggest or best. What to think of the Summer Palace as “the most 

perfectly preserved imperial garden with the richest man-made scenery and 

most concentrated architecture in the world”? Claims like these provide 

substance to Chow’s assertion that - as a reaction to the century of 

humiliation - everything Chinese “. . . , is fantasized as somehow better - 

longer in existence, more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and 

ultimately beyond comparison” (Chow, 1998, p. 6). But while the use of 

superlatives can be interpreted as an attempt to try and impress the English 

speaking visitor with the greatness of China as visible in it heritage 

monuments, by overdoing it such statements lose credibility.   

 

Patriotism: Ancient China 

As noted earlier, the ancient culture theme is also an important component 

of patriotism and very present in the government’s efforts at nation 

branding. At Beijing’s major tourist sites no stone is left unturned to 

emphasize China’s 5,000-year-old civilization. This translates, for example, 

in the very frequent use of the word “ancient” which is notable in the 

interpretative media at all five sites but especially at the Temple of Heaven 

(Tiantan).  

     



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 226 

The Temple of Heaven, completed in 1420 as the Temple of Heaven and 

Earth39, was an important location in the cycle of imperial rituals. Each year 

on the night of the winter solstice, when the forces of yin, associated with 

earth, are waning and those of yang, associated with heaven, are gaining 

strength, the Ming and Qing emperors offered sacrifices to heaven and 

prayed for good harvests and a peaceful empire. In addition, the emperors 

came here when natural disasters struck the country to pray for the return of 

normal, seasonal weather. Preceded by a procession of some three thousand 

princes, officials and guards they made their way from the Forbidden City to 

the Temple of Heaven in the south of Beijing. The ritual executed here was, 

according to Holdsworth (1998), “a powerful expression of sovereignty. For it 

could be carried out only by the Son of Heaven (p. 34)”.  

 

The major ceremonial buildings are aligned along a north-south axis with the 

Altar of Heaven (Huanqiu) in the south. This round altar was constructed in 

1530, during the reign of the Ming Jiajing emperor (1522-1566)40; 

alterations were made by the Qianlong emperor (1736-1795) after 1749 

(Chan, 1992). All its measurements are in odd numbers which are 

considered to be yang and correspond with heaven (even numbers being yin 

and associated with earth). The surface of the upper terrace has a central 

stone surrounded by nine rings, each laid out in multiples of nine, so that the 

outermost ring comprises 81 stones. Also the stairs, balustrades and lower 

terraces are constructed with multiples of nine.   

 

The landmark of the Temple of Heaven is the Hall of Prayer for Good 

Harvests (Qinian Dian), portrayed in figure 5.5. With its blue tiled roofs, this 

triple-eaved circular building was first finished in 1420. It was reduced to 

ashes after having been struck by lightning in 1889 and a faithful 

reproduction was erected using wood not only from Yunnan but also from the 

USA (Chan, 1992). In fact, the current structures at the Temple of Heaven 

                                                      
39 It was renamed Temple of Heaven after the construction of a separate temple dedicated to Earth in the 
north of Beijing in 1530. 
 
40 Emperors had both a “temple” and a “reign” name. Emperors did also have a personal name, but these 
were taboo and are not normally used. The emperors before the Ming dynasty are usually referred to by 
their temple names since they frequently changed their reign names. During the Ming and Qing periods 
only one reign name was used per reign, while one temple name was used by two different emperors. 
Therefore Ming and Qing emperors are normally referred to by their reign rather than their temple names. 
Since the reign name is not the personal name but the period name of his reign, it is customary to speak 
of “the Jiajing emperor” instead of “emperor Jiajing”. Before Ming times when temple names are used, it 
is customary to speak of “emperor (temple name)” (Jordan, 2005). 
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are all fairly recent since they date from the Qing era (1644-1911) (Chan, 

1992). 

 

Figure 5.5 The Guide to the Temple of Heaven and the Hall of Prayer for 

Good Harvests 

 

   

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

After the Qing dynasty came to a formal end through the Imperial Edict for 

Abdication in February 1912, the Temple of Heaven, along with most other 

imperial temples and altars, was confiscated by the Republican Government 

and declared national property (Gao & Woudstra, 2011). The grounds were 

opened to the general public as a park in 1918. It became a UNESCO World 

Heritage site in 1998, because - according to its website - “with profound 

cultural connotations and imposing architectural styles, the Temple of 

Heaven is considered a reflection of the ancient civilization of the Orient” 

(Temple of Heaven, 2013).  

 

The word “ancient” is ubiquitous at this heritage site. We learn, for example, 

that the Temple of Heaven “mirrors the ancient culture of China” and is “a 

precious example of China’s ancient architecture” (signs ToH); its structures 

represent “ancient Chinese philosophy and astronomic knowledge” (Guide to 

ToH). “Having visited all the ancient buildings in the Circular Mound Altar, 

let’s have a look at the ancient trees around” (Guide to ToH); these are 

mostly “ancient trees with deep verdure (sign ToH)”. Animals were 

slaughtered according to “ancient norms of rites” (sign ToH). The Hall of 

Prayer for Good Harvests is a “masterpiece of ancient Chinese wooden 

construction” (automatic guide) and “mirrors quite well the importance of 

agriculture to the ancient people” (Guide to ToH).  
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Also at other sites we come across the “ancientness” of things. The 

introductory sign to the Forbidden City mentions that the imperial palace 

“embodies the fine tradition and national style of ancient Chinese 

architectural art” while the grain measure on display here is “a standard 

measure of ancient China” and - with a slight variation - the treasures to be 

seen here “show the age-old and splendid historical civilization of the 

Chinese nation” (signs Forbidden City). The automatic guide to the Forbidden 

City also talks about “ancient China”, “ancient times”, the “ancient pine trees 

and cypresses” in the garden (300 to 400 years old), the “ancient system of 

emperors and concubines” while its introduction states that “The Palace 

Museum has become a comprehensive museum of ancient architecture, court 

history and ancient art”. At the Confucius Temple we learn that “the ancients 

believed that the soul of Confucius in Heaven could receive worship only 

through the burning of sacrifices” (automatic guide Confucius Temple) while 

Confucius himself “was a great thinker, teacher and philosopher in ancient 

China” who, among other, “. . . collected and classified many pieces of 

ancient literature” (sign Exhibition on the Great Confucius). 

 

While the ancient culture theme is important to the government, the 

undifferentiated use of the word “ancient” in the interpretation of heritage 

makes it a rather confusing concept. If at the Temple of Heaven, Chinese 

philosophy, the trees and the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests are all labelled 

as “ancient”, and if we know that the Hall of Prayer in its current form dates 

from the 1890s, what does this imply for Chinese philosophy? And is the Hall 

of Prayer really a “masterpiece of ancient Chinese wooden construction” 

when the current building dates from the 1890s and when not only timber 

from Yunnan was used but also from the USA? A detail which, by the way, is 

omitted from the on-site signs, the Guide to the Temple, the automatic guide 

and which was also not mentioned by the tour guides.  

 

In the interpretation of heritage there seems to be something paradoxical in 

the obsession with dates, names and years on the one hand and the 

undifferentiated use of the word ancient (which according to the Concise 

Oxford Dictionary means 1. belonging to times long past and 2. having 

existed or lived long) on the other. The expectation probably is that tourists 

will be impressed by ancient things. But by labelling just about everything 
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ancient while at the same time - sometimes even on the same sign - 

confronting visitors with years and dates from the not-that-ancient 15th to 

20th centuries, the meaning of the word is devaluated and fails to impact in 

the end.  

 

Patriotism: Anti-foreign sentiments 

Patriotism is not only fostered by pride in (ancient) “things Chinese” but also 

by appealing to anti-Western (and recently especially anti-Japanese) 

sentiments. No better place for this than the Summer Palace in northwest 

Beijing. This immense complex of gardens, lakes, pavilions, audience halls, 

libraries, theatres, amusement parks, residential quarters, small villages 

where eunuchs and servants lived, and even a market where the emperor 

and court ladies could go shopping pretending for a moment to be ordinary 

people (Broudehoux, 2004), was constructed by various Qing emperors and 

served as a retreat from the heat of Beijing’s Forbidden City. During the 

summer months, state affairs were conducted and foreign envoys were 

received here. A large part was developed by the Yongzheng emperor (1722-

1735) while his successor, the Qianlong emperor (1736-1795), expanded it 

with, among others, a “Western” area. European Jesuits at his court 

designed and supervised the construction of several palaces and fountains in 

Italian baroque style, French style gardens, a music kiosk, and a maze with a 

marble pavilion at its centre (Broudehoux, 2004; Chan, 1992). The Western 

palaces (Xiyang lou) did not serve as residential quarters but rather figured 

as a playground where, according to Broudehoux (2004), the emperor could 

“emulate European life by sitting on European furniture, listening to 

European music, eating European food and playing with European toys” (p. 

55).  

 

The painter Father Jean-Denis Attiret wrote about the extravagance of the 

total complex - which also housed priceless treasures since it was here that 

tributary gifts from foreign rulers were stored (Ringmar, 2006) - : “. . . in 

fact only one prince, ruler of a state as vast as China, could have made such 

an expenditure and finish, in so short a time, such a prodigious undertaking” 

(cited in Holdsworth, 1998, p. 55). The resort became known as the Garden 

of Perfect Brightness, Yuanmingyuan, or the Old Summer Palace. It acquired 

fame in the West as the “Versailles of the Orient” and became the “object of 
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romantic fantasies, legends, and fables, told in several works of fiction by 

European authors who never actually visited the garden” (Broudehoux, 2004, 

p. 54). It was looted and burned in 1860 by Anglo-French troops.  

 

Since the early 1850s, Western powers had been pressing the government 

for more trading privileges but Qing officials refused further negotiations. 

This led to the second Opium War (1856-1858), concluded with the treaty of 

Tianjin which enforced, among other, the opening up of more ports to foreign 

ships and the right for foreign diplomats to take up residency in Beijing. This 

was hard to digest for the Qing emperor and the court was determined not to 

accept it. Diplomatic equality and permanent Western legations in the capital 

would signify the end of China’s - imagined - position as a superior power at 

the centre of the world (Fairbank et al., 1975). When British and French 

ministers arrived in Tianjin in 1859 to proceed from there to Beijing, they 

were refused passage. Trying to force their way up the river, they were 

repulsed and four British gunboats were sunk with many casualties. The 

British and French returned in 1860 with stronger forces: the British brought 

41 warships and 10,500 troops while the French sent 6,300 troops and some 

60 ships (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 477). These combined Anglo-French 

forces defeated the much larger imperial army; they thought the emperor 

would still be in residence in Yuanmingyuan but when a surprise attack 

revealed that he had fled to Chengde (then called Jehol), they looted the Old 

Summer Palace on October 7 and 8. Ringmar (2006) wrote about this as  

 

“an orgiastic rampage of looting”. The soldiers destroyed vases and mirrors, 

tore down paintings and scrolls, broke into the storehouse of silks and used 

the precious fabrics for tying up their horses; they draped themselves in the 

empress’s robes, and stuffed their pockets full of rubies, sapphires, pearls 

and pieces of crystal rock. (p. 921-922) 

 

They also robbed most of its valuable artefacts which later showed up in 

Europe with many finding their way into the Louvre, the British Museum and 

other major museums in Europe, where they are still on display. This was, 

however, not the end of the rampage. During negotiations with Qing officials, 

the chief British negotiator was seized and 20 of his men were executed 

before he was released with 16 surviving members of his party. The British 

commander, James Bruce, the earl of Elgin and son of the man who had 
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shipped the Acropolis’ “Elgin Marbles” to England, wanted to take revenge 

against the emperor personally but spare the common people. The burning 

of the Old Summer Palace - on 18 and 19 October - met this goal. Soldiers 

were ordered to set fire to the various palaces, temples and other structures, 

most of which were made of wood and burned easily. According to Ringmar 

(2006), “a particular loss was the imperial library and archive, which 

contained some 10,500 volumes, including the rarest and most beautiful 

works on Chinese history, science, philosophy and the arts” (p. 922). 

Destroying Yuanmingyuan was not only intended to hurt the Xianfeng 

emperor personally. According to Ringmar (2006), it was beyond Elgin’s 

comprehension that the emperor had such an inaccurate idea of himself and 

the place of his country in the world; he wanted to “point out that behind the 

awe-inspiring symbols there was absolutely nothing; to demonstrate that the 

sublime was a mere illusion; to reveal the emperor as stark naked. Burning 

down the Yuanmingyuan made these points perfectly” (p. 931). 

 

The result was not only a confirmation of the treaties of 1858 but also more 

concessions: the opium trade was legalized, Yangzi river ports were opened 

up to foreign trade, Britain secured the Kowloon Peninsula (Hong Kong), and 

France the right for Catholic missions in the interior of China to acquire 

property (Broudehoux, 2004; Fairbank et al., 1975). The Qing court soon 

decided to rebuild part of the complex as the New Summer Palace, Yiheyuan 

or Garden of Ease and Harmony, as a gift to empress dowager Cixi on her 

60th birthday in 1894. This Garden became once more a target of the 

European forces in 1900 when the Boxer Rebellion claimed many European 

lives. Cixi had it restored again in 1902 so that most of the buildings here 

today date from the late 19th or even early 20th century (Chan, 1992).  

 

The destruction of the Old Summer Palace caused a great uproar amongst 

intellectuals in Europe at the time and was resented by the Chinese people at 

large as a national disgrace. It is also a trauma eagerly kept alive by the 

CPC: the 1997 celebrations for the return of Hong Kong to the Motherland 

were held at Yuanmingyuan, itself destroyed by Anglo-French imperialism 

and therefore deemed an appropriate location to celebrate the end of British 

hegemony over a part of China (Broudehoux, 2004). The 1999 bombing of 

the Chinese embassy in Belgrade was compared to the burning of the 
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Yuanmingyuan. The 2008 incidents around the Olympic Torch relay in France 

caused the People’s Daily write: “If France wants to talk with China about 

human rights, they first need to apologize for what they did to the 

Yuanmingyuan and then return the great quantity of Chinese relics they 

stole” (People’s Daily, 11 April 2008, cited in Weatherley & Rosen, 2013, p. 

57).  

 

In 2010, the 150th anniversary of the destruction of Yuanmingyuan was 

widely covered in the media. The China Daily recounted the meeting of a 

Chinese and French historian, Young-tsu Wong and Bernard Brizay, both 

authors of famous books about the Old Summer Palace. Although words of 

reconciliation were spoken - “We must look forward but not behind” - an 

appeal to other sentiments was made when Brizay was quoted saying: 

“French people felt guilty about Yuanmingyuan's destruction and would like 

to apologize, like the famous French writer Victor Hugo (1802-1880) did”. 

Hugo is next cited when he likened the sacking of the Summer Palace to 

“two robbers breaking into a museum, devastating, looting and burning, 

leaving laughing hand-in-hand with their bags full of treasures; one of the 

robbers is called France and the other Britain”. Hugo’s text is displayed in 

Chinese and French in the shape of a book next to his statue in the 

Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park (figure 5.6).  

 

Figure 5.6 Victor Hugo and his text in the Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park 

   

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

The China Daily article furthermore stated that the site should remain “a 

place of commemoration to remind Chinese people of the days when China 

was backward, so they can learn from history”. On the positive side, the 

destruction of Yuanmingyuan “triggered the Qing government's ‘Self-

Strengthening Movement’ (1861-1895)” when, the article continued, 
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“modern science and technology were introduced into China and the Qing's 

Northern Fleet was established to fight foreign forces, . . . .”. (On 150th 

anniversary of, 2010). 

  

This seems a rather odd case of “flattening history”, since the Imperial 

Household Department used large levies that were raised in the provinces for 

strengthening the northern fleet, under the command of Li Hongzhang, for 

the rebuilding of the New Summer Palace. Fairbank et al. (1975) wrote: “ . . 

. millions of taels went into the Summer Palace and no additions were made 

to the Peyang [= northern] fleet in the early 1890’s, while intensive naval 

development was occurring in Europe and nine fast ships were being added 

to the Japanese navy” (p. 623; [ ] by DK). It is also remarkable that the 

behaviour of despotic imperial rulers who extorted taxes from poor peasants 

to use them for personal luxuries is no longer commented on by a Party 

which still calls itself communist and not so long ago used the word 

“emperor” always in conjunction with the adjective “feudal”. 

 

After its destruction, Yuanmingyuan commenced, according to Lee (2009), 

“‘a long afterlife’ as a repository of building materials, farmland, garbage 

dumps, factories, campuses, public park, and a fairground” (pp. 155-156). 

This more recent past is now largely forgotten; at the end of the 1980s a 

part of the total area of Yuanmingyuan was converted into the 

Yuanmingyuan Ruins Park to serve as a tourist attraction. Hills and lakes 

were recreated, grass and trees planted; the ruins of the Western Palaces 

were reassembled and loosely put together again; objects and artefacts are 

missing, however, since they are still mostly located outside China. Not much 

later Yuanmingyuan became one of the first Patriotic Education Sites where 

schoolchildren learn about the havoc wrought by the imperialist forces. 

Currently, as the introductory sign to the park states, “the national 

archeological park at the Yuanmingyuan site is a state priority protected site, 

a national patriotism education base and a national AAAA scenic spot”. 

 

Ironically, since all the Chinese style wooden buildings were burned to ashes, 

the only ruins to be seen here are those of the European style structures 

(see figure 5.7) since these were made of stone and “they continued to stay 

there for over a century, reminding people of the national humiliation” 
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(introduction sign Xiyang lou - or Western buildings - area). In the area of 

these “Western ruins”, an exhibition illustrates the destruction of 

Yuanmingyuan and other foreign misdemeanours by, for example, displaying 

the unequal treaties signed during the century of humiliation, mapping the 

present locations of the stolen treasures of Yuanmingyuan and holographic 

reconstructions of destroyed buildings (own observations, March 2014). 

 

Figure 5.7 The empty platform where the Autumn Hall (Hanqiuguan) once 

stood and some Western ruins          

  

Photo’s: D. Koerts 

 

In 2005, the Ruins Park was partly renovated (Weatherley & Rosen, 2013) 

by (re)building several buildings and adding souvenir shops, food kiosks, 

pleasure boats and signs reminding the visitors of what could have been 

seen here if the French and British had not destroyed it (see figure 5.7). But 

the largest part is still untouched while the CPC considers what to do with it: 

to restore Yuanmingyuan to its former glory by rebuilding the Chinese style 

buildings or to leave it as a ruins park. There has been an intense debate on 

this topic since the 1980s. Opponents of the rebuilding and restoration plans 

criticise them as “creating another fake antique”; some also question the 

appropriateness for a socialist country of having an imperial palace as a 

national symbol (Lee, 2009; Weatherley & Rosen, 2013). Those in favour of 

rebuilding see in the plans not only commercial opportunities but also a 

strong visual marker of China’s re-emergence as a world power: 

reconstructed Chinese pavilions and the ruins of Westerns palaces perfectly 

symbolize the contrast between a strong and rising China and the waning 

power and influence of the West (Weatherley & Rosen, 2013).  

 

In the meantime, a compromise seems to have been found in Re-relic (re-

relic.com), an open source technology platform for the virtual reconstruction 
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of lost heritage (He, 2011). Its first project is Re-Yuanmingyuan, a joint 

project of Qinghua University and Yuanmingyuan. The result has been a 

mobile application which facilitates a virtual tour of Yuanmingyuan by means 

of QR (quick response) codes located in the park (Li, Shang & Chen, 2013). 

On reading the code, the iOS app will show the heritage information on the 

tourists’ smart phone or smart pad, with images of virtually reconstructed 

sights and audio interpretation. This digital reconstruction is based on data 

such as the original design drawings, old photos and paintings, historical 

descriptions and maps collected in China and abroad, but also on newly 

gathered information through field surveying and measuring with the use of 

technologies such as 3D laser scanning (He, 2011). However, the selective 

interpretation of the history of this site will undoubtedly carry the same 

message as the other on-site interpretive media: rallying anti-Western and 

anti-imperialist sentiments while romanticizing the imperial past and 

conveniently forgetting that the Qing emperors were also a foreign power as 

well as China’s own imperialism versus its ethnic minorities. 

  

Few foreign tourists visit the Old Summer Palace. After all there is “nothing 

to see”, at least no Chinese style buildings so far. The New Summer Palace, 

which was included in UNESCO’s World Heritage list in 1998, however, is an 

important tourist attraction. Also here the destruction by foreign powers is a 

major interpretation theme. While the Guide to the Summer Palace 

(abbreviated to SP hereafter) refers to its destruction only twice, virtually 

every on-site sign mentions its burning by the Anglo-French forces: the Long 

Corridor (Chang Lang) “was originally built in 1750 and then rebuilt in 1886 

after Anglo-French forces burnt it down in 1860” (sign and automatic guide 

to the SP provide exactly the same text here); the Gate Tower of Cloud-

Retaining Eaves (Suyunyan Chengguan) “did not survive the ravages of the 

Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860”; the Hall for Listening to Orioles (Tingli 

Guan) “was burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860 and 

rebuilt during the reign of Emperor Guangxu (1875-1908)”; the Hall of 

Happiness and Longevity (Leshou Tang), built in 1750 during the Qianlong 

emperor’s reign, was “burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 

Emperor Xianfeng’s reign (1860)” (all quotations from signs SP). The sign to 

the scenic area of the Hall of Dispelling Clouds (Paiyun Dian) and the Tower 

of Buddhist Incense (Foxiang Ge) tells the visitor that “This scenic area 
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covers an area of 20,000 square meters with an assortment of palaces, 

towers, corridors, pavilions, walkways, bridges, archways and inscribed stone 

steles. . . .”; moreover, “this whole area, . . . , was built in Emperor 

Qianlong’s reign (1736-1795) and burned down by the Anglo-French Allied 

Forces in 1860”. And on the separate signs in front of these buildings we are 

once again reminded of the fact that Paiyun Dian was “burned down by the 

Anglo-French Forces in 1860 and reconstructed on its original site in 1886 as 

a place to celebrate Empress Dowager Cixi’s birthdays” while Foxiang Ge was 

“burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces in 1860” and “rebuilt in its 

original style during Emperor Guangxu’s reign (1875-1908)” - see figure 5.8. 

 

Figure 5.8 Sign at the Tower of Buddhist Incense, Summer Palace 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

While in no way wanting to belittle the “act of cultural vandalism” (Ringmar, 

2006) which the burning of the Summer Palace constituted, it is remarkable 

that critical comments on the “millions of taels” used for the reconstruction 

of pleasure grounds at a time when the nation was struggling with imperialist 

powers as well as internal dissent, are notably absent from the on-site signs. 

The Guide to the Summer Palace is somewhat more critical when it states in 

its introduction that 

 

In 1860, it was brutally burned down by the Anglo-French Allied Forces. To 

seek pleasure, Empress Dowager Cixi diverted navy funds to rebuild it in 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 237 

1886. The garden was again seriously damaged by the Allied Forces of Eight 

Powers41 in 1900 and was rebuilt again in 1902.  

 

It is the automatic guide that - still - conveys some of the old communist 

sentiments when it talks about the end of “a thousand years of feudal society 

in China” and describes eunuchs “as a deformity result of the feudal society”. 

It also tells us that  

 

the year 1894 was Cixi’s 60th birthday as well as the breaking out of the 

Yellow Sea battle of the Sino-Japanese war. She was holding a luxurious 

birthday celebration while the soldiers were fighting against the enemy. The 

people were furious at her behaviour. (automatic guide SP)  

 

On the other hand, the automatic guide talks about empress dowager Cixi 

(1835 - 1908) as “a powerful and charismatic figure” who ruled “as long as 

40 years during which three emperors succeeded the throne”. According to 

the automatic guide, Cixi “probably did her best to cope with the difficulties 

of her era but she was out of touch with the times and her conservative 

attitude did not serve her well” - a rather mild judgement for a communist 

government. 

 

In general, the English language interpretation at the Summer Palace seems 

to support the notion that the Palace is currently mainly viewed as an 

appropriate location for building patriotism while addressing the “feudal 

backwardness” of the emperors is no longer deemed relevant. One gets the 

feeling that today, the CPC’s claim to legitimacy as ruler of the nation by 

having liberated China from the twin evils of feudalism and foreign 

imperialism, has been replaced by the mantra of freeing the country from 

foreign oppression and making it a global power. It is, of course, also easier 

to mobilize and build upon nationalist sentiments than hatred for dead 

emperors, whose legacies by now have become an essential part of China’s 

5,000 year old civilization. 

 

But while for Chinese visitors the CPC’s claims are obvious (if not always 

accepted), for English speaking tourists, who in general possess a rather 

                                                      
41 The “Allied Forces of Eight Powers” consisted of Britain, the United States, France, Germany, Japan, 
Russia, Austria and Italy. 
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superficial knowledge of Chinese history, this might not be the case. The 

various interpretative media do not really move beyond driving home the 

fact that the Palace was burned down in 1860 by Western forces without 

supplying any context at all. And even this brutal fact in itself will in the end 

fail to impress the average tourist since we never gain an insight into all the 

treasures that were lost or stolen or why this was indeed an act of cultural 

barbarism.  

 

It is also remarkable that at other tourist sites there are few references to 

imperialism. In the Forbidden City, the automatic guide explains the marks 

on the gilded copper and iron vats which, filled with water, fulfilled the role 

of fire extinguishers: 

 

These gilt vats were forged during the reign of emperor Qianlong. Each 

weighs about two tons and is covered with nearly 3 kilos of gold. I hope you 

have noticed the traces of scrapes on the vat surface. It reminds us of the 

bitter history. The Eight Power Allied Forces invaded Beijing under the pretext 

of supressing the Boxer Rebellion. They unscrupulously plundered great 

amounts of treasures from the palace, not even sparing the gold gild on the 

vats. 

 

The on-site sign clarifying the presence of the vats in the Forbidden City 

makes no mention of this imperialist event whatsoever although the scrape 

marks are clearly visible.  

 

The Temple of Heaven was also occupied by the Anglo-French forces in 1860 

and again during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, when the foreign powers 

turned it into their temporary headquarters. Shortly after the communist 

victory the “feudal” and the “imperialist” past of the temple were still very 

much alive. Gao & Woudstra (2011) quoted an official introductory book to 

the Temple of Heaven from 1953, where it was described as follows:  

 

On the one hand, it [the Altar of Heaven] is a representative of imperial 

feudalism and superstitious culture. In order to destroy and erase these old 

cultures, it is necessary to understand why the old cultures are bad. Studying 

the Altar of Heaven is a starting point. On the other hand, the architecture of 

the Altar of Heaven is unique and has high scientific values, it can therefore 

help stimulate new culture for national evolution . . . also, because American 
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and British troops once occupied the Altar of Heaven and used it as the 

headquarters during the wartime in 1900, it is therefore also a site connected 

with national humiliation. [For this instance,] the Altar of Heaven must be 

remembered when fighting [Western] Imperialism. (p. 257; [ ] by Gao & 

Woudstra) 

 

Today, all memories of these foreign intrusions into the Temple have been 

erased, while references to its “feudal past” have been reduced to a 

minimum. 

 

Harmonious society: Ethnic harmony 

As discussed above, the peaceful coexistence of minorities and Han Chinese 

in an “imagined unified past” is a key element in the CPC’s harmonious 

society concept (although not based on historical evidence). The Lama 

Temple (Yonghe Gong) is Beijing’s prime heritage monument where this 

notion of national unity is communicated to the visitor, albeit in a rather 

subdued tone. Yonghe Gong, or Palace of Harmony and Peace, was originally 

built by the Kangxi emperor in 1694 as a residence for his son and heir, 

prince Yong, who reigned as the Yongzheng emperor from 1722 to 1735. In 

1744 his successor, the Qianlong emperor, changed the palace into a Tibetan 

Buddhist Lama Temple. This eventually became the Beijing residence of the 

Panchen Lama and a shrine to Tsongkhapa, founder of the Gelugpa sect to 

which both the Panchen and Dalai Lamas belong. As to the reasons why the 

Qianlong emperor, who himself is said to have favoured Chan or Zen 

Buddhism, turned the residence into a Tibetan Buddhist temple, the 

“preface” to the Lama Temple states the following:  

 

Yonghegong Lama Temple regards as a religious nexus connects inland, 

Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and Inner Mongolian Grassland of China, which sets a 

platform for culture and knowledge communication among Manchu, Han, 

Tibetan, Mongolian races. Amount of eminent monks such as Dalai Lama, 

Panchen Lama, and ICang-skya Hutukutu42 left lots of much-told stories 

about their patriotism, protecting Buddhism, and efforts to maintain the 

unification of China. This magnificent temple and its various collections will be 

the witness of their contributions to our country. (sign Preface Lama Temple) 

                                                      
42 The ICang-skya Hutukutus were reincarnated scholars and administrators of the Gelugpa sect who 
served as an important link between the Manchu emperors and the Mongol, Tibetan and Chinese elites. 
The second ICang-skya Hutukutu, for example, came from a prominent Tibetanized-Mongol family of 
Western Gansu and tutored the Qianlong emperor in Buddhism and Sanskrit (Grupper, 1984). 
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Although the English of the preface sometimes leaves one guessing as to its 

exact meaning, it is clear that the temple has something to do with the 

conquest of Tibet and Mongolia during the Qing era and the desired 

unification of China. The automatic guide informs us that the most important 

reason for the conversion of the residence into a Lamasery “was for national 

solidarity” since “the Mongolian and Tibetan regions were the frontier of 

China, so the integrity of the empire depended on the relations between the 

central government and these outlying regions”. The temple was created to 

“attract great Tibetan and Mongolian lama’s, bringing about improved 

communications and understanding, thus peace and welfare to everyone in 

China”; hence “the 7th Dalai Lama arranged for 18 respected Tibetan lama’s 

to come from Tibet to Yonghe Gong to instruct young monks from Mongolia”. 

“As a result from the deep commitment from the gurus to the students, 

graduates from Yonghe Gong made great contributions to the monasteries in 

Tibet and Mongolia” (all quotes from the automatic guide to the Lama 

Temple).  

 

To get the full picture, Tour Guiding in Beijing (Liu, A., 2011) - which, of 

course, is normally not a source used by English speaking tourists - offers 

further clarifications: 

 

During the Qing Dynasty, the Mongolian and Tibetan people believed in 

Lamaism and at the same time, both Mongolia and Tibet were very important 

borders of the country. In order to stabilize these regions, Emperor Qianlong 

found that Lamaism could play an irreplaceable role in uniting and appeasing 

minority regions, and could strengthen the central power of the Manchu ruler 

as well. So based on his religion policy, some lama monasteries were erected 

and Lamaism was especially encouraged by Emperor Qianlong as a means of 

maintaining political unity with Mongolia and Tibet. In order to safeguard 

territorial integrity, security and peace, and strengthen its unity with the 

minority ethnic groups in these areas, Emperor Qianlong changed 

Yonghegong to a Lamasery. In this way, religion played a very important role 

in promoting harmony and cementing the relationship between the Mongolian 

and Tibetan people. (p. 257) 

 

Ethnic harmony is visualized at the Lama Temple by using four languages - 

Chinese, Manchu, Mongol and Tibetan - simultaneously on inscribed stone 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 241 

tablets or signs, such as the one in figure 5.9. Other Qing structures, notably 

at the Summer Palace, also display this feature. 

 

 

Figure 5.9 Sign over the entrance to Yonghe Gate Hall in four languages 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

Relations between the Qing court and the Gelugpa sect were further 

reinforced by the gift of a 26 meter long piece of sandalwood of which the 

main statue in the Lama Temple - the Buddha Maitreya in Wanfuge Hall - 

was carved by the 7th Dalai Lama to the Qianlong emperor (automatic 

guide). 

 

The introduction to the Lama Temple (figure 5.10 - this is not the same sign 

as the preface to the Lama Temple quoted above) informs us that not only 

the Qianlong emperor but also the PRC has the best interests of the Lama 

Temple, which was spared destruction during the Cultural Revolution, at 

heart: 

 

Since the founding of the PRC, the government has attached great 

importance to this ancient temple and allocated large sums of money to 

renovate it. Party and state Leaders came to inspect it many times. In 1961, 

it was listed as a major Historic Site under State Protection. The Yonghegong 

Lama Temple has survived in the ten turbulent years of Cultural Revolution 

from 1966 – 1976, thanks to Premier Zhou Enlai. In 1981, the ancient temple 

was reopened to the public. (sign Lama Temple) 
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Figure 5.10  Introduction to the Lama Temple 

 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

 

A sensitive issue is the succession through reincarnation of high lamas.  

The traditional procedures for finding the reincarnation of a high lama 

consisted of selecting several children on the basis of clues given by the 

previous incarnation, the consultation of oracles and divinations. Next, these 

children were subjected to a test of recognizing objects that had belonged to 

the deceased lama. In 1792, the Qianlong emperor added the drawing of lots 

as the final stage of this selection process. The institution of this “ceremonial 

lottery” is recorded in the Lamashuo or Pronouncements on Lama’s, 

engraved on a stele in Yonghe Gong (Hevia, 1993). The names of the 

candidates selected by traditional methods would be put in an urn; prayers 

were recited for seven days after which the drawing would be supervised by 

the Manchu Imperial Commissioner; the selected candidate had to be 

approved by the emperor (Jagou, 2007). This system of drawing lots does 

not seem to be completely new but was used earlier to decide upon 

incarnations when a choice was not unanimous (Jagou, 2007). The Qianlong 

emperor instituted this system because he was concerned with “abuses by 

the Tibetan monastic nobility” (Hevia, 1993, p. 271), such as several 

incarnations being born into the same family. The 8th Dalai Lama, the 7th 

Panchen Lama and one other high lama were all members of the same family 

and the Qianlong emperor, as protector of the Gelugpa sect, wanted to 

secure “the future of reincarnation lineages” and “to avoid the concentration 

of power into the hands of only one or a few Tibetan families” (Jagou, 2007, 
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p. 52). The Lamashuo gave an outside - Manchu - power influence over the 

appointment of high lama’s in Tibet. 

 

With regard to this innovation, the automatic guide to the Lama Temple tells 

us that “in view of the many controversies occurring during the confirmation 

processes for reincarnated rinpoche’s43”, the Qianlong emperor instituted a 

 

ceremonial lottery. Two sets of gold urns and lots were bestowed. One to 

Lhasa for the identification of Panchen and Dalai Lama through reincarnation. 

The other one preserved in Yonghe Gong for the confirmation of rinpoches 

from Mongolia, Qinghai, Gansu and other regions. (automatic guide to the 

Lama Temple)  

 

Furthermore, “the recognized rinpoches should be reinforced by the central 

government”. This also happened with the current, 14th, Dalai Lama: “the 

identity of the 14th Dalai Lama was also reinforced by the central 

government at that time”. In fact, “after the PRC was founded in 1949, the 

14th Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyaltso, and 10th Panchen Lama, Qoigyi Gyaincain, 

attended the first National People’s Congress in Beijing meeting chairman 

Mao Zedong and other top leaders. Also they visited Yonghe Gong . . .” (all 

quotes automatic guide to the Lama Temple). 

 

Although the CPC is an atheist organisation, it considers itself to be the 

lawful successor of feudal emperors when it comes to claiming the final 

authority over who is the “real” reincarnation of a deceased Tibetan religious 

leader. The CPC clashed with the Dalai Lama over this “right” after the death 

of the previous Panchen Lama in 1989. In 1995, the Dalai Lama identified 

Gehdun Choekyi Nyima, a six year old boy, as his reincarnation. The 

authorities - furious with the exiled Dalai Lama's involvement in this issue - 

placed the boy and his family in seclusion and they have not been seen 

since. The government soon picked another child as reincarnation of the 

Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu (Osnos, 2010). Not accepted by most 

Tibetans who refer to him as the “Chinese Panchen Lama”, the CPC has 

recently tried to raise his profile by giving him various official posts. They 

named him vice-president of the state-run Buddhist Association and 

                                                      
43 “Rinpoche” is an honorific title for Tibetan lamas or other respected teachers who have achieved a high 
degree of spiritual awareness; it means “precious one”. 
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appointed him to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(Jacobs, 2011).  

 

The amount of information provided at the Lama Temple is quite limited; 

once again names and dates seem to be the most important features of this 

place. Only three references - the temple as a “religious nexus”, the careful 

attention paid to it by the government after 1949, and the historical roots of 

CPC authority over reincarnations - can be interpreted as conveying the 

ethnic harmony theme to English speaking tourists.  

The rather mild tone in which these messages are presented is also 

surprising. The usual rhetoric of government media when writing or speaking 

about the “Dalai clique” is quite extreme and seems to be diametrically 

opposed to the vision of the Qianlong emperor. The Qing emperors, coming 

from a minority themselves with Manchu’s comprising only 2% of the total 

population (Fairbank et al., 1975, p. 222), had every reason to worry about 

unity and harmony in their empire. And while the Qianlong emperor chose to 

try and incorporate the Tibetan and Mongolian minorities into his empire by 

turning to Tibetan Buddhism as a potentially unifying force, the current 

leaders consider a minority of some 6.5 million Tibetan Buddhists a threat to 

stability and harmony in their empire. 

 

Although not directly related to interpretation, a visit to the Lama Temple 

also raises the question of what the place actually is. Yonghe Gong is a busy 

site these days, with mostly Chinese visitors. The fact that many of them 

offer incense or pray to the various statues gives the temple a religious feel.  

 

At the same time, one has to pay an entrance fee, making it more of a 

tourist site than a temple. According to Fisher (2011), this is illustrative of 

the rather unclear position of Buddhism - and other religions - today. It 

seems as if the government has not made up its mind whether Buddhism 

“should be packaged as a relic of China’s past useful only as a revenue-

producing commodity or evolve as a spiritual, cultural, and moral foundation 

for a new post-socialist future” (Fisher, 2011, p. 513). The situation may be 

different outside of the capital, but in Beijing authorities seem in favour of 

not mixing tourism with religiosity and of packaging “the religious as just an 

object for the tourist gaze” (Fisher, 2011, p. 522). This could offer an 
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explanation for the rather superficial and subdued interpretation at Yonghe 

Gong. 

 

Harmonious society: Confucius  

The tone of the interpretation at the Confucius Temple (Kong Miao) is almost 

antithetical to that of the nearby Lama Temple. The Confucius Temple and 

the neighbouring Imperial College (Guozejian) were first built during the 

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) and are as such more “ancient” than the other 

heritage sites studied. Guozejian was the highest education institute during 

the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties; emperors came here occasionally to read 

from the Confucian classics to an audience of officials and students. At Kong 

Miao, the second largest temple dedicated to the Great Sage (the one in his 

birthplace Qufu being the largest), memorial ceremonies were held for 

Confucius. The audio tour tells us that:  

 

Whenever the emperor offered sacrifices to Confucius, both the bell and drum 

will ring, the bell for 108 times and the drum for 360. With the bell ringing  

and the drum volleying, with all the officials perched there on the sides, the 

stateliness and solemnity was quite a sight. (audio tour Confucius Temple) 

 

The temple is famous for its collection of stone stele inscribed with the 

details of those who had passed the imperial exams and attained the rank of 

Jinshi, “metropolitan” or “presented” scholar. According to the audio tour, 

“There are 198 tablets in the courtyard, recording the name, native place 

and the score of 51,624 Jinshi throughout the Yuan, Ming and Qing 

dynasties”.  

 

Where the temple was a desolate, barely visited and badly maintained tourist 

site at the end of the 1980s (own observations), it has since then been 

extensively renovated, bearing witness to the renewed popularity and 

embrace of Confucius and – a selection of - his teachings. As the introduction 

sign reads:  

 
In June 2008, Confucian Temple and Imperial College Museum hang out its 

shingle and formally opened to the public. This museum is not only the holy 

place to study Chinese culture and traditional etiquette, but also a tour place 
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for entertainment and acknowledgement of Beijing history. (introduction 

Confucius Temple) 

 

President Hu Jintao introduced his “harmonious society” concept in 2005 at a 

meeting of the National People’s Congress, according to Penny (2012), with 

the words: “As Confucius said, ‘Harmony is precious’” (pp. 152). This 

triggered a wave of enthusiasm for Confucius which is clearly visible at the 

temple. Not only have the buildings undergone substantial restoration, but 

several exhibitions - Exhibition of the Restored Dacheng Hall, Exhibition of 

the Great Confucius and Exhibition of the History of Beijing Confucius Temple 

- and a performance have been added to make it more of a “tour place for 

entertainment”.  

 

The performance consists of the following scenes: a prologue in which “The 

solemn door of Chong-Sheng Palace opens slowly. The stentorian and 

dignified recitation conveys the profoundness and extensiveness of Confucian 

Culture, making everyone feels (sic) at home”. The next scene focuses on 

education and a dancer “devoutly recites Analects of Confucius on the gentle 

music. It seems to bring us back to the times of Confucius, a society with 

rigorous and meticulous learning atmosphere, from which we can feel the 

spiritual core of Confucian culture”. Next “A group of beautiful girls move 

their steps elegantly, their long sleeves and garment floating in the air. They 

graciously performed the imperial dance of Han Dynasty, dignified yet 

elegant, solemn yet gaily”. This is followed by a scene dedicated to Guanju, 

“the first poem in the Book of Poetry” which depicts a young man who 

“arduously pursues a beautiful and kind girl. Against the aesthetic, elegant 

and magnificent music, the performance integrates the implicitness, 

tenderness and elegance of classic dance with the rich voice of the baritone 

by means of modern design techniques”. Finally comes harmony - see figure 

5.11 :  

 
The dancers performed the Bayi dance (a dance consisted of 64 people) to 

commemorate Confucius in an orderly way in the serene, solemn and 

dignified music. The recitation of harmony from the Book of Rites brings us 

back to the society where people live in harmony with each other, 

manifesting that the ancient people yearn for harmony. It intends to make 

people have an understanding of the social, historical and cultural background 

of the harmonious ideology and harmonious society of the ancient people, 
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which will have a positive influence on the construction of modern 

harmonious society (all quotes from An introduction to the performance, 

2013, from the Kong Miao Guozejian website; bold print added by DK) 

  

 
Figure 5.11 The final scene of the performance at Kong Miao, Beijing 
 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 
 

 

The description of the performance has been quoted here at length because 

it very well illustrates Louie’s (2011) assertion that in his postmodern 

identity Confucius “can be anything anyone wants him to be” (p. 97). Not 

only can he be connected to harmony, which seems to be enforced by 

uttering the word as frequently as possible. He is also linked to education, 

romance, honesty, domestic peace and prosperity, to influencing the world at 

large and, finally, to China’s (but also other Asian countries’) economic 

success. The Sage himself would probably not agree here since, as Louie 

(2011) reminded us, “Confucianism had for centuries been accepted as a 

philosophy that was hostile to commerce and monetary concerns (indeed, 

China’s scholar class has a lengthy and well-documented disdain for 

commerce)” (p. 91). 

 

Nevertheless, the Exhibition of the Great Confucius, hereafter abbreviated to 

EGC in the references, informs us that “Quesnay, the Enlightment thinker 

and the founder of Physiocratic School, was the first Westerner who has been 

influenced by the economic ideas in Confucianism. Tableau economique, 

published in 1758, was considered by people as a continuation of 

Confucianism” (sign EGC). It seems rather cynical - or maybe not - that 
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Francois de Quesnay was also the author of Le Despotisme de la Chine 

(1767), in which he described Chinese politics and society and professed his 

support for what he thought was an enlightened despotism. He argued that 

this form of monarchy was a prerequisite for adopting the economic reforms 

he proposed. At the same time Quesnay regarded China as suffering from 

overpopulation, which he thought weakened the country and contributed to 

crime (Maverick, 1946).  

 

In the section Confucianism Abroad, we learn that Quesnay was not the only 

foreign thinker who was influenced by Confucius. The introduction to this 

part of the exhibition tells us that “Confucianism is not only the precious 

cultural heritage of our Chinese people, but is also a spiritual treasure for all 

the people around the world. Confucianism has been exerting a great 

influence in the world for more than 2000 years”. We are informed that “the 

dissemination of Confucianism in Europe was precipitated by missionaries 

and Chinese overseas students in the 16th and 17th centuries” with Matteo 

Ricci, the “Christian Confucius” (see figure 5.12), being one of them. 

 

Figure 5.12 Matteo Ricci, the Christian Confucius 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 
 
 

Ricci (1552-1610) was a highly educated man and a dedicated Jesuit. He 

spoke Mandarin fluently and could recite lengthy Confucian texts by heart. 

He even wrote a book - The memory palace - in Chinese on the art of 

memory (Spence, 1985). All this was not so much proof of his “conversion” 

to Confucianism as it was part of the “so-called ‘Ricci method’” (Clark, 2009). 

This existed of applying a top-down strategy, trying to first convert the 

upper-classes before turning to the masses, and of “accommodating Catholic 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 249 

devotional and liturgical life to Chinese sensibilities” (Clark, 2009). 

Familiarizing himself with the Confucian classics enabled Ricci to conduct 

conversations with Chinese scholars and to present Christianity to them “as a 

system of wisdom and ethics comparable with Confucianism” (Fairbank et 

al., 1975, p. 245). According to Fairbank et al. (1975), “within a few years 

he and his colleagues had made some two hundred Christian converts, 

including even ministers of state” (p. 245). The story of Ricci and his motives 

in studying Confucianism is incomplete without this context. 

 

Apart from this, it seems that several major European events have been 

triggered by the introduction of Confucianism and the imperial examination 

system to Europe “by Joachim Bouvet, a French missionary. This provided a 

spiritual incentive for the Enlightenment Movement and even the French 

revolution and helped advance the official examination system in Western 

countries as well” (signs EGC).  

 

Bouvet (1656-1730) was one of six Jesuit mathematicians sent to China by 

King Louis XIV to work as both missionaries and scientists. Bouvet spent 

many years at the court of the Kangxi emperor (1661-1722), whom he 

instructed in geometry; he wrote an Introduction to Geometry in both 

Manchu and Chinese. At the end of the 17th century, he was sent back by 

the Kangxi emperor to act as his envoy to Louis XIV and request him to send 

more missionaries-cum-scientists. The reference in the exhibition is probably 

to the lengthy manuscript on the Kangxi emperor which Bouvet presented to 

Louis XIV and which was published as Portrait historique de l'empereur de la 

Chine présenté au roi. He also published a book on the Chinese upper classes 

of the time, entitled L’Estat present de la Chine, en figures: Dedié a 

Monseigneur Le Duc De Bourgogne (Beyond Ricci, 2013; National Palace 

Museum Taiwan, 2013). Although both books were eagerly read in Europe at 

the time, to credit them with the advance of “the” official examination 

system in Western countries or instigating the French Revolution seems a 

case not of “flattening history” but of blowing it up out of proportions.  

 

Also in modern times, European thinkers seem to advocate Confucianism: 

“Sweden physicist Hannes Alfven, who won the Nobel Prize for Physics, said 

in Paris in 1988 that ‘if we want to survive in the 21st century, we must go 
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back to Confucius who lived 25 centuries ago’”. To which of Confucius’ ideas 

or concepts we should return, remains unclear. 

Tibet also had its Confucius adepts as a “colorful embroidery from the 16-

17th century” attests. “The Tibetan on it means ‘Confucius is the highest 

saint’ and the ‘wisest man’ who knows astronomy and calendar skills”. And 

“the kings of ancient Japan all stressed the study and dissemination of 

Confucianism”. In short, “many countries across the world constructed the 

Confucian Temples due to the growing spread of the Confucianism within the 

global reach” (signs EGC). 

  

Now that it is clear that Confucius’ influence is much larger than hitherto 

imagined, it is time to take a look at the Confucian values which have been 

selected for “broadcasting” at this site. Once again the Exhibition on the 

Great Confucius is the main source, since the on-site signs and the audio 

tour mainly communicate dates and names (and the occasional legend). 

 

Of course Confucius is connected to the idea that everybody has a right to 

education:  

 

Confucius thought that all people, no matter whether rich or poor, had the 

right to study. Thus he accepted whoever wanted to learn. By the principle “in 

teaching people there is no discrimination of class, type etc.” he set up a 

banner of “equality of education” in the educational history of China, and 

even in the world. (sign EGC) 

 

We learn about the subjects he taught:  

 

Confucius founded a private school when he was about thirty years old,  

teaching “rites, music, archery, chariot-driving, writing and mathematics”.  

“Rites” and “music” were for moral education, “archery” and “chariot-driving”  

were for physical education and “writing” and “mathematics” were for  

improvement of the mind. Confucius meant to train his disciples as talented  

gentlemen. (sign EGC)  

 

Since some of these accomplishments - archery, chariot driving - would be 

difficult to aspire to nowadays, a more practical translation of the moral, 

physical or mind improving path on how to become a “talented gentleman” 
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today would have been useful. As to the basics of his teachings, we find out 

that  

 

Confucianism is a profound philosophy. The ideal of “harmony” in political  

theory, “benevolence”, “filial piety”, “rites”, “righteousness” and “honesty” in  

his ethics; his emphasis on “virtue” and “intelligence” in education and his  

unique way of thinking all had a great influence on later generations. (sign  

EGC) 

 

These ideals are frequently repeated: 

 

Confucius doubted the existence of gods and ghosts and valued human life.  

He thus established a theory of “benevolence” and an ethic of filial piety,  

rites, loyalty, honesty and self-discipline. Confucius’ philosophy greatly  

influenced later generations, laying the foundation for traditional Chinese  

virtues. (sign EGC)  

 

The interpretation, however, never reveals what these ideas actually mean, 

which different explanations of these concepts exist, why or by what 

standards these are considered virtues and how they play a role in a Chinese 

person’s daily life today. Without this context, Confucian philosophy as 

presented in the Great Confucus Exhibition remains limited to a range of 

statements which offer the average English speaking visitor little 

understanding as to their content and significance. 

 

If the visitor would by now still have any doubts regarding Confucius’ global 

influence, the text displayed in figure 5.13 will put this right:  

 

Confucius was rated the fifth in this History’s One Hundred Most Influential 

People. The author’s comment is that “Confucianism emphasizes the 

responsibilities instead of the rights of individuals. As regards the effect of 

this philosophy in maintaining domestic peace and prosperity, it must be 

admitted that China was the best governed country in the world”. (sign EGC) 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 252 

Figure 5.13 Confucius number five in top 100 of most influential people 

 
Photo: D. Koerts 

 

Apart from not telling us who compiled this list of 100 people, the text seems 

to nail an important point of the currently proposed “harmonious society”: an 

individual has no rights but responsibilities. If this made China in the past - a 

past which was until recently denounced by the CPC as backward and feudal 

- the “best governed country in the world”, the future does not look too 

bright. Nevertheless, we will all have the benefit of profiting from this soon 

since: 

 

To make foreign countries know more about China, the central government is 

planning to set up over 100 Confucius institutes around the world. Along with 

the teaching of the Chinese language, we shall carry traditional Chinese 

culture and Confucianism forward to the world, establishing Confucianism as 

an outstanding branch among the various word cultures. (sign EGC) 

 

So is this the ultimate goal of the Confucius Institutes? To carry traditional 

Chinese culture but also Confucianism forward in the world? Does the CPC 

really want to swop its communist past for an “ancient” and inherently 

conservative philosophy? According to Louie (2011), the basics of Confucian 

doctrine are not unique to China but can be found in conservative people 

everywhere. For example, “the cherished Confucian notions of family values 

and filial piety can be found in most cultures. And politically, Confucius’s 
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‘rectification of names’ and ‘return to the rites’ are, in general, directives for 

social regression” (p. 98).  

 

In trying to create a nation-brand image palatable for international 

consumption, it seems as if the CPC is gradually replacing references to 

communism or socialism with a preferred selection of some ancient, albeit, 

Chinese concepts. Louie (2011) has the final say on this: “Internationally, if 

such values are to be paraded as the best of ‘Chinese’ essences, China’s 

contribution to world culture will be a confused and regressive one” (p. 100). 

 

5.3 Representing the nation to English speaking tourists  

An analysis of various modes of interpretation offered at five of Beijing’s 

major heritage sites has revealed that several of the themes which are 

important in current state ideology can indeed be traced here. Patriotism, 

visible in the use of superlatives, in the “ancientness” of Chinese culture and 

in the attention lavished upon the humiliations caused by the foreign 

imperialist powers, as well as various aspects of the harmonious society 

concept - such as the presumed centuries’ old peaceful coexistence of Han 

and minorities - are all present at these locations. These themes are 

communicated - maybe unexpectedly, taking into account the often rather 

uncompromising tone of CPC rhetoric - in a quite restrained tone of voice 

although “overdoing it” here and there. The endless repetition of the Anglo-

French forces’ brutal act of burning down the Summer Palace fails to impact 

when repeated too often and without giving this event any context. By 

labelling everything “ancient” - even buildings which are only one century old 

- the word decreases in value and ultimately fails to impress. It is at the 

Confucius Temple, however, that all restraints are gone and many half-truths 

are thrown at the visitor. 

 

It is also notable that references to China’s “feudal and backward” past are 

nowadays sparsely used in the interpretation of some of the key imperial 

heritage monuments. Woronov (2009) pointed out that the communist 

revolution is increasingly depicted as an anti-Japanese struggle instead of a 

civil war against the Nationalists. In this way, the heroes of the war become 

“Chinese patriots rather than representatives of any particular ideology” (p. 

580). China’s imperial past - even when it concerns foreign, albeit Sinicized, 
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Manchu emperors - seems to be undergoing a similar process. Since the 

desired harmonious society is supposed to have ancient Chinese roots, the 

emperors are not only icons of China’s long civilization, but have also 

become - peaceful - endorsers of ethnic harmony and unity as well as victims 

of imperialism. The epithet “feudal” seems no longer appropriate in this 

context. 

 

The interpretation at the sites studied definitely ties in with the CPC’s current 

soft power strategies of trying to create a nation-brand image primarily 

based on its visions of a harmonious world and the ancientness of China’s 

culture. As noted, this brand image fails to convince due to a perceived gap 

between nation-brand identity and nation-brand image. Similarly, the various 

interpretive media at the heritage sites, also fail to convince because of a 

gap between the limited and one-dimensional information which is broadcast 

to the visitors and what is actually there to see. In the eyes of the CPC, the 

main feat about the Summer Palace may very well be the fact that it was 

burned down by Anglo-French forces, but it fails to impress because we do 

not know what was lost or stolen and because we still see Chinese style 

buildings standing there. At the Lama Temple the most important fact is 

possibly the conversion of the former palace into a temple for reasons of 

national unity, but what we see is a lively place where many people come to 

pay their respects to the Buddha about whom we learn nothing. The 

Forbidden City stretches for about one kilometre, but the on-site signs do not 

really reveal much about the lives of the people who lived there for 

centuries.  

 

All interpretation at the sites studied is quite limited. For tourists from non-

Chinese backgrounds the communicated texts are often difficult to 

comprehend; they do not help the visitor “to understand, feel, and relive the 

heritage” (De Rojas & Camarero, 2008, p. 533) and fail to establish “a 

dialogue between international tourists and Chinese culture” (Ai, 2013, p. 

245). 

 

It is, of course, easy - and a favourite pastime of many - to collect or make 

fun of the strange English, or “Chinglish”, which one encounters in China. 
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Translating public signs and constructing audio tours or other narratives for 

foreign tourists is not an easy task. It requires not only linguistic ability and 

intercommunicative skills but also cultural knowledge. A comprehensive 

understanding of the background and context of the text under translation is 

needed as well as a thorough comprehension of the culture of those for 

whom the translation is intended. According to Guo (2012), “therefore, 

public sign translation from Chinese to English is not only a bilingual activity, 

but also a bicultural activity” (p. 1218). 

 

Nonetheless, at the (UNESCO listed or 5A-rated) heritage sites of a global 

power which takes itself very seriously, it does not seem unreasonable for a 

foreign tourist to expect to encounter informative interpretation in decent 

English. It is especially at the Confucius Temple that interpretation in 

“Chinglish” can be found. We learn that 

 

The second court of the Confucian Temple in Beijing represent the central 

venue for sacrifice activities in the past days in China. It is the major 

architecture blocks and boasts of towering Dacheng Palace, tablets and 

pavilions that are dotted in the ancient trees. The small rooms on the west 

and east sides of the court serve as the venues of worshipping and sacrificing 

the ancient sages. (Sign The central venue of sacrifice activities) 

 

It is not only “ancient sages” who are slaughtered here, but also the Great 

Sage himself befalls this fate: “Sacrificing Confucius was listed in the rank of 

national sacrifice ceremonies because Confucian Temples were regarded as 

the symbol of spreading Confucianism in the feudal societies” (Sign The 

sacrificing activities in past dynasties). As an English speaking visitor one 

cannot help but feeling not being taken seriously when reading such signs. 

Maybe the reason for these - and other - peculiar phrases is exactly that: 

English speaking visitors do not have to be taken too seriously, because they 

are a minority in tourism in China. Nevertheless, “Chinglish” does not 

contribute to a strong contemporary brand image and, as Ai (2013) noted, it 

is also “a missed opportunity to promote mutual understanding and establish 

a dialogue between China and the international community” (p. 254). 

According to Guo (2012), the translation problems discussed above 
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do not only present an obstacle to a better understanding of Chinese culture, 

they even “degrade China’s international status as a major role on the global 

platform” (p. 1214).  

 

To summarize, the interpretation aimed at English speaking tourists at 

Beijing’s major tourist sites with numerous names, dates, statements and 

superlatives is flat and one-dimensional. Most of it adheres to the “broadcast 

model” in which visitors are told what to think and what is important. The 

three “close-to” principles (close to Chinese realities, close to the information 

needs of foreign audiences, and close to their information habits and minds) 

referred to above as guiding principles for communication with foreign 

audiences, have not (yet) found their way into the interpretive media of 

Beijing’s heritage sites. 

 

Maybe the greatest problem with this kind of interpretation is that it does not 

do justice to China’s “5,000 year old civilization” and its heritage 

monuments. By focusing on the “what” and not addressing the “why” and 

“how”, the interpretation decontextualizes these unique heritage 

monuments. They are presented as islands in an (ancient) past without 

normal human beings, without a daily life, without an understanding of what 

the “DNA” of these places was (and IS).  

 

China’s current ranking in the NBI and the Pew opinion polls shows that 

there is room for improvement in “China branding”. Ramo (2007) argued 

that an appropriate and viable image for China should be based on 

“newness” because this is the country’s current “DNA”. His case seems to be 

supported by Anholt when he stated that “the strengths of America’s 

international standing continue to be innovation, opportunity and vibrancy” 

(GfK, 2011a), suggesting that newness and innovation are powerful 

attributes. An image based on newness would also have to find its way into 

tourism. This is supported by Ramo (2007), who suggests that while “visitors 

to China will want to see the country’s icons of ancient life, visitors should 

seek also to find examples of new China since these are the things that will 

have the biggest influence over the country’s future (p. 44)”. The final 

chapter will offer a few thoughts on this issue. 
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PS 

My sentiments about “China” typically hover between admiration, incomprehension 

and irritation. Admiration for the fact that the CPC has created conditions for over 

one billion people to better their lives and that of their children and has done so by 

following a decidedly own course. Admiration for the tremendous energy unleashed 

since the 1980s, the drive to “get things done”. Admiration also for turning to 

tourism as a way of enhancing consumer spending while simultaneously giving many 

domestic citizens their first experiences of the sights and monuments of their own 

country and of being part of “the modern world”.  

 

At the same time - while feeling incomprehension for quite a few aspects of Chinese 

government policies - I find it difficult to understand why the Party, which in the 

1950s and 1960s was so adept at producing a staged China for foreign visitors, 

nowadays condones the construction of rather poor narratives for English speaking 

tourists. Although translation from Chinese is complicated and a focus on names and 

numbers can be understood by looking at Confucianism and Daoism, I find this not 

really an excuse for providing the limited interpretation one comes across at World 

Heritage sites and 5A rated monuments. I, admittedly, became increasingly irritated 

when reading or listening to the information delivered. I felt not being taken 

seriously as a tourist with my emotions ranging from “do you think I am stupid?” 

and “boring” to “if you want to be a player on the world stage, you should do better 

than this”.  

 

Can the rather poor quality of interpretation really be attributed to the fact that 

there are relatively few Western tourists and the government does not care? Is it 

because the interpretation was constructed shortly after Reform and Opening-up and 

has never been thoroughly revised to tie in with current interpretation trends? Or 

does the quality of the interpretation encountered fall into the same category as 

failing to create a coherent “Brand China” (Ramo, 2007) or a convincing image for 

the worldstage (Fallows, 2008), and is this also rooted in the political system? 

Several of my Chinese acquaintances frequently complain about living in a “fake 

country” or a “theatre-state” where the on-going “Party-fication” of society makes it 

very difficult for people to be just themselves. In order to keep one’s position, to get 

good grades, to please superiors or to adhere to the - changeable - Party line, 

people need to perform the roles they are cast into as workers, farmers, soldiers, 

intellectuals, artists, students, civil servants, ethnic minorities or “other patriots”. 

This basically denies individuality and causes people to execute whatever it is they 

have to do without asking too many questions or adding too many initiatives of their 

own. In such a context, following the Party line in designing interpretation is self-

evident. In such a context, the liberal use of names and dates is not only part of a 

Confucian and Daoist tradition but also quite “safe” while words such as ancient 

seem rather non-controversial. Making sure Chinese names are always translated 

into the same English equivalents, however, requires consultations with and maybe 

even discussion between departments, companies or staff which is unlikely to 

happen unless people are explicitly asked to do so.  

 


