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Red Tourism and Social Memory

XU Keshuai
(School of Tourism and Urban Management, Jiangxi University of Finance and Economics, Nanchang 330032, China)

Abstract: “Red tourism” is a unique phenomenon in modern- day Chinese tourism. The Chinese
government has promoted development of this approach since 2004 with the aim of inspiring patriotism
among the Chinese public, especially among the younger generations, and boosting economic
development in areas that served as traditional revolutionary bases. In 2011, the government increased
the number of red tourism destinations/sites; places where major Chinese historical events from 1840 to
the present occurred. In the context of this change, I provide a new definition of red tourism in the
present paper. | assert that the term refers to the social phenomenon or activities in which people visit
destinations where the most important events transpired during modern Chinese history (1840-present).
These events demonstrate the Chinese people’s pursuit of the great dream of building a prosperous and
powerful country, notably led by the Communist Party of China (CPC) since 1921. Based on this
definition, I integrate the concept of sign systems developed by Pierre and theories on the construction
process of social memory advanced by Western researchers, formulating a conceptual framework for a
sign system for red destinations. The system’s message (signifier) includes the spaces and areas of red
destinations, tangible monuments such as archives, memorials, and martyrs’ burial sites, and intangible
forms such as songs, legends, and oral history relating to the major events in modern Chinese history.
The system’ s referent (signified) refers to the major events demonstrating the dream of building a
prosperous and powerful country, and the spiritual values of these events. Relying on red destinations,
the sender (government) transmits the message to the receivers (tourists) through the mechanism of
selection, articulation, and rehearsal of red signs (coding and media).

I also examine the role of red tourism in the construction of social memory, from three
perspectives. To effectively perform the social function of red tourism, I consider that the values of red
memory should have three dimensions. First, at the micro level, they should give the individual a sense
of belonging and ontological security. At the meso level, they should promote social solidarity and
cohesion. Finally, at the macro level, they should advocate globally desirable values, including
opposition to war along with promotion of peace, justice, freedom, sacrifice, and rationality, for the
purpose of exchanging common basic values with other societies, especially Western ones. To achieve
this objective, all those participating in red tourism should maintain its sacred nature. The government
should follow the principles of “less is better, high quality, vivid and profound,” and apply careful
planning to manage visitors’ experiences and manage the actual performance of the tourism approach.
Visitors should seek to build a positive emotional connection with the country through visiting red
destinations. Finally, I suggest that more research should focus on the social construction of red
tourism. This will help to broaden its theoretical and practical space.

Keywords: red tourism; social memory; identity; sign systems; sacred
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