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Visitors, Sightseing and Tourism: A Buddhist Perspective

GAN Lu, CHEN Na, LIU Lijun, LIU Shaolin
(College of Tourism, Sichuan University, Chengdu 610064, China)

Abstract: Religious tourism in China is dominated by tourism related to Buddhism, yet there is little
research on the relationship between Buddhism and tourism. Buddhists are the key stakeholders in such
tourism; however, their viewpoint is rarely mentioned. This paper gained valuable insights of the
Buddhist perspective, from interviews with monks and nuns in four Chengdu City temples in China's
Sichuan Province.

The interviews reveal that Buddhists are not opposed to visitors and sightseeing. They re-interpret
visitors and their activities according to Buddhist philosophy. This interpretation considers that there
are two types of transition from the secular to the sacred: 1) the transition of the visitors’ identity and
sightseeing activity. Buddhist practitioners regard the ordinary visitors as those who encounter
Buddhism, and ordinary sightseeing as the purification of the soul; and 2) the transition of the work
relating to receiving visitors. This work is part of Buddhist socialization, and is regarded as an
important part of the Buddhist practice; hence tourism is considered as helpful to the Buddhist practice.

Unfortunately, visitors can interfere with the practitioners’ daily lives. The interviewed monks and
nuns mentioned a variety of antisocial behavior by visitors, including disrespect toward Buddhism and,
particularly, interference with their practice environment. However, the monks and nuns deal with such
behavior in a positive way. Some separate their own spiritual practice from the visitors’ interference,
and consider that their own spiritual practice to be a personal thing. Some regard the interference by
visitors as an opportunity to promote their own spiritual practice, and consider that the interference
helps them to practice patience. Buddhism requires the combination of personal practice achievements
with a responsibility to all creatures. This philosophy diminishes the conflicts between tourism
activities and Buddhist practice to a certain extent.

The majority of the monks and nuns who were interviewed believe that Buddhism and tourism
have a mutually beneficial relationship. Buddhism can help to promote and develop religious tourism
because it meets the visitors’ spiritual needs, and because of its many tourism resources: historic and
cultural temples, and a deep and unique religious culture. Correspondingly, tourism development can
help to promote the spread of Buddhism, and provides financial support to Buddhist temples. However,
the interviewees think that the promotion of Buddhism through tourism will not occur naturally:
Buddhist practitioners must identify the relevant opportunities and make the appropriate changes by
themselves.

The negative influences of tourism on Buddhism were widely mentioned in the interviews. First,
the price of entry prevents some people from entering the temples to receive the teachings of Buddha.
Second, the excessive commercial development that is dominated by the local government or by
developers damages the image of Buddhism. Third, some tourism development does not respect
Buddhism, and even acts against the Buddhist doctrine. Finally, the commercial aspect of tourism can
shake the religious belief of some Buddhists. Overall, the main conflict between Buddhism and tourism
is financial profiteering. Some regulations and policies exist in relation to such profiteering; however
most have not been implemented. There needs to be clear communication between the main
stakeholders involved in developing Buddhist tourism: the tourism developers and the Buddhist
practitioners. The functions of all of the relevant parties should be made clear, to reduce conflicts and to
develop a mutually beneficial relationship.

Keywords: Buddhism; Buddhists; visitors; tourism
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