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If  we harbor prejudice it will be the cause of  
deprivation and ignorance. The strife between 
religions, nations and races arises from 
misunderstanding.

(Abdu’l-Baha; in Esslemont (1980 [1950]), p. 76)

Tourism, Peace and Mutual 
Understanding

According to estimates from the World Tourism 
Organization (UNWTO, 2014) between 300 
and 330 million tourists visit the world’s key 
religious sites every year. These numbers intro-
duce the press release about the first UNWTO 
conference on religious tourism, held in 2014. 
During the second of  these conferences, held 
in 2015 in Palestine, on the topic ‘Fostering 
Sustainable Socio-Economic Development for 
Host Communities’, the Bethlehem Declaration 
was issued. Recommendations 4:

[To] Promote the valuable contribution 
of  pilgrimages and religious tourism to 
intercultural and interfaith dialogue and 
understanding, universal respect for the 
spiritual values of  humanity and socio-
economic development.

(UNWTO, 2015)

and 8:

[To] Develop religious tourism routes, cross-
country pilgrimages and networks of  religious 
tourism destinations, as effective means to foster 

development and integration, cross/cultural 
exchanges and understanding as well as self-
education and learning.

(UNWTO, 2015)

are unambiguously relevant to the topic of  
this book. Beyond mere tolerance, the need for 
cultural and religious understanding has been 
acknowledged by several scholars and world 
leaders, especially after World War II. One of  the 
actions taken to this purpose was the creation 
of  the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which de-
scribes itself  as an agency created

… in order to respond to the firm belief  of  
nations, forged by two world wars in less than 
a generation, that political and economic 
agreements are not enough to build a lasting 
peace. Peace must be established on the basis of  
humanity’s moral and intellectual solidarity.

(UNESCO, 2016)

Although UNESCO’s mission is basically related 
to culture, science and education, over time it 
has acknowledged the relevance of  tourism in 
the management of  heritage places, and World 
Heritage Sites in particular. Notwithstanding this 
particular focus, it also recognizes tourism as a tool 
for (indigenous) development and as a powerful 
vehicle for intercultural dialogue at a worldwide 
level. Today, six Chairs and University Twinning 
and Networking (UNITWIN) networks exist acting 
directly in the field of  travel and tourism: in herit-
age and sustainable tourism (based in Amman), 
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cultural tourism for peace development (Moscow), 
cultural heritage and tourism (Salzburg), culture 
tourism and development (Paris), tourism plan-
ning and sustainable development (Las Palmas 
de Gran Canaria) and cultural tourism (Buenos 
Aires) (UNESCO, 2015).

Initiatives to create a true feeling of  unity 
in humankind at that time were not restricted 
to the institutional level. In 1983 a group of  
Japanese university students started to travel 
around the Asia-Pacific region, and later the 
world, to erase the image of  their society created 
by the war, as well as to meet and befriend peo-
ple from countries around the world. Known as 
the Peace Boat (Peace Boat, 2010), this cruise 
ship still departs several times a year, and the 
programme on board includes lectures on sev-
eral socio-political subjects as well as language 
courses.

In the late 1980s tourism in itself  was 
officially recognized as a potential factor 
for world peace. In 1988 announcements 
of  the upcoming conference ‘Tourism: A 
Vital Force for Peace’ (organized by the 
International Institute for Peace through 
Tourism) were published in several academic 
journals, namely Tourism Recreation Research 
and the Annals of  Tourism Research. These 
included quotes from the Pope and other re-
ligious leaders underlining the role of  tour-
ism in religious sites as a tool for mutual 
understanding rather than indoctrination. 
Built on the Manila Declaration (1980), the 
conference was grounded on the realiza-
tion that beyond the economic importance 
of  the travel industry, (international) tour-
ism played a crucial role in promoting truth 
and understanding amongst people of  dif-
ferent cultures (D’Amore, 1988a). Hence, 
the so-called ‘distant other’ can be appreci-
ated as a human being in spite of  the obvi-
ous diversity of  races, colours, religions and 
socio-economic statuses. As the same author 
acknowledges, the lack of  trust is fuelled by 
isolation (D’Amore, 1988b). This particular 
attribute of  tourism was again recognized in 
the Amman Declaration on Peace through 
Tourism (2000) (Edgell, 2016).

Other authors, however, foster the oppo-
site idea: while the (possible) contribution of  
tourism to global understanding is accepted, 
first and foremost peace, in the sense of  safety, 

is a necessary condition for the travel industry 
(Litvin, 1998).

Inasmuch as tourism is capable of  making 
travellers, fellow travellers and hosts connect 
to one another, and to other realities, its ability 
to create settings for multicultural dialogue is 
undeniable. The capacity of  the stakeholders to 
decode behaviours and other signs they find in 
their destinations, or those brought by tourists, 
is of  paramount importance to ensure a real act 
of  understanding takes place, instead of  the con-
solidation of  stereotypes.

Still we have to keep in mind that even to-
day 40% of  religious travels ((UNWTO, 2014) 
take place in Europe. And most international 
travellers still come from the so-called Western 
world, even if  other nationalities are growing 
steadily in terms of  outbound tourism. This 
creates a scenario in which the world’s sites 
have to be thought and designed to be under-
standable by this market segment. But we must 
not forget, the Old World in particular is rich in 
religious places and sights, and secularization 
has left a great part of  its population unable to 
properly and meaningfully understand their 
own heritage. At the same time, these growing 
outbound flows must not be overlooked: the 
‘lure of  the West’ is also powerful in Asia, and 
travellers visiting the West must be provided 
with the key to understand it from a religious 
(and more broadly, cultural) point of  view. 
Interpretation, therefore, becomes a key com-
ponent of  the tourism industry.

Jack and Phipps (2005) state that, even if  
tourism is undoubtedly an intercultural activ-
ity, until very recently this has been ignored by 
scholarly research. And it not only constitutes an 
opportunity for cross-cultural knowledge, learn-
ing and understanding, but also holds the seed 
of  allowing us to live a different life after the trip 
‘for within tourism there are experiences through 
which a capacity to tell different stories about our-
selves and others may be called into play’ (Jack 
and Phipps, 2005, p. 157).

In this regard, travel writer Stevens (2009) 
urges his audience to take travel as an oppor-
tunity to learn about world diversity in order 
to encourage critical thinking about their own 
country and daily situations. In the scholarly 
sphere, Mkono (2016) brings forward the notion 
of  the reflexive tourist. That is, the one that ex-
periences the trip as a learning process, keeping 
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an open and critical mind. In this case, the post-
trip stage is crucial: their comprehension of  the 
place and phenomena, and more importantly, 
their own reflections will shape their future be-
haviour beyond holiday time.

The Traveller

The blurry concepts of  ‘pilgrim’ and ‘religious 
tourist’ have already been discussed extensively 
by several scholars in the past (as compiled by 
Aulet, 2012). However, there is an important 
point commonly missed by tourism academics 
and professionals: the distinction between a pil-
grim and other travellers should not be based on 
transportation means, but on the dual internal–
external nature of  the pilgrimage experience 
(Parellada, 2017). Beyond these, the faithful 
have been recognized to have characteristics, 
needs and expectations distinct from those of  
general tourists visiting places or events associ-
ated with religion.

Devotees

Pilgrims and believers can broadly be conceived 
of  as the people being an integral and living part 
of  a particular faith. Their motivations for visit-
ing a sacred site or attending a religious event 
are related to their spiritual fulfilment in one 
way or the other (prayer, pilgrimage, contact 
with the divinity, forgiveness, asking for a grace, 
and so on and so forth).

It is not uncommon for major parish church-
es in Spain to organize tours to the Holy Land, of-
ten with the help of  a travel agency for practical 
matters (accommodation and/or transportation) 
but accompanied and guided by the parish priest. 
In most cases, these trips are extremely success-
ful in terms of  the number of  people joining in. 
Reasons for this are easy to grasp. Believers and 
churchgoers, with the purpose of  visiting some of  
the most sacred places of  their faith (with the usu-
al constraints of  time and money), perceive these 
trips as meaningful, even more so being accom-
panied by their own priest and possibly with the 
opportunity to meet members from the religious 
communities once at the destination. It is probably 
this notion of  ‘authenticity’ which leads, once in 

a while, to non-believers also being lured to join 
these groups.

On occasion, pilgrims have been reported 
to perceive other (secular) visitors as a nuisance. 
This is related to flow management, and the giv-
ing of  information and etiquette directions. But 
it is essentially related to the way in which the 
space is perceived. Eliade (2012 (1957)) exposes 
how the non-religious man perceives the world 
as uniformly neutral, and special places are des-
ignated so on account of  personal associations. 
On the contrary, the religious man perceives 
sacred and non-sacred spaces. Sacred spaces 
are enclosed: the sacred inside, where one can 
expect some connection with the holy, and the 
regular outside world. Sacred places were the 
scenario of  hierophanies, revealed to the reli-
gious man in various ways.

The perception of  the sacred – immanent in 
believers – permeates the whole experience. Under 
this light, religious communities (historically) and 
tourism decision-makers (in modern times) have 
to consider not only the sacred places themselves, 
but also the basic needs of  pilgrims, such as ac-
commodation and food.

Some form of  lodging has always been pro-
vided to pilgrims, near (or in) sites and along the 
way. Still today, some monasteries offer basic 
guest house facilities and humble guest houses 
spring up near pilgrimage routes. Sometimes 
pilgrims are allowed to sleep in churches and in 
modern times even tourist offices have set up a 
specific space where those walking along a sa-
cred route may spend the night for free or a very 
small fee. Ambrósio (see Chapter 14) considers 
the extent to which offering overnight shelter 
to pilgrims constitutes a spiritual participation 
in the pilgrimage for the hosts themselves. At 
the present time, even ‘secular’ accommodation 
businesses are taking into account religious con-
cerns, so as to better serve their guests, and to 
differentiate themselves from competitors.

Food and drink, on the other hand, are pri-
mary concerns of  almost all religious traditions. 
Liturgical food calendars, including fasting pe-
riods, as well as prescribed and prohibited foods 
vary greatly from faith to faith and have a great 
impact in culture. Timothy and Ron (2016) 
identify alimentary concerns affecting and lim-
iting tourism destination choice since finding 
‘permitted food’ is crucial to certain religious 
practitioners (i.e. halal, kosher, etc.). At the 
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same time, the authors point out the increasing 
awareness of  the hospitality industry of  these 
specific needs and the profits to be found in serv-
ing specific market segments.

From the perspective of  interpretation, as 
proposed by Duda in Chapter 10, it is relevant to 
consider to what extent this is necessary to pil-
grims and devotees. And, if  it is deemed neces-
sary, what kinds of  means and message are the 
most appropriate. Considerations such as these 
should also be applied to the third category men-
tioned above: believers visiting a sacred space 
or–time of  another faith.

There is one last issue that has been explored 
by academia, yet in most cases remains ignored by 
the tourism industry and site managers: the sce-
nario whereby a believer of  one faith visits sites 
sacred to another faith. While they may be able 
to connect to the sacred space more easily than 
non-believers, they may still miss important as-
pects present and if  they are unaware of  behav-
iour etiquette they may be perceived as a nuisance 
by devotees and pilgrims. In some cases, con-
tested spaces may appear, with varying needs of  
management from religious communities or site 
owners. Kang (2009) describes the interactions, 
at visitor and managerial levels, at Huanglong 
(2009) located in what the author calls ‘China’s 
Ethnic Frontier’. It is uncommon for true and deep 
conflicts to arise, but the best example of  this is the 
city of  Jerusalem, a discussion of  which is outside 
the scope of  the present text.

Travellers at religious sites

Excluding believers, the motivations, expecta-
tions and interests of  tourists visiting religious 
places (even when they are openly agnostic or 
atheistic) are difficult to establish. Literature tells 
us that the tourist experience is a complex one, 
as motivations and aims range from the search 
for authenticity or exoticism, to mere recrea-
tion and relaxation, with all the shades of  grey 
in between. As Jacobs (2001) notes, a single trip 
may combine more than one purpose, and these 
are often contradictory. This is known as multi-
purpose travel.

Generally speaking, we may link their 
visits to a desire to widen their knowledge 
(Surebankar and Hadli, 2010, in Ndivo and 
Cantoni, 2016). In addition, Kay (1987), while 

analysing Chimayo Valley traditions, concludes 
that modern pilgrimage ‘has become a critique 
of  problems that plague modern people in the 
predominant social structure’ (p. 82) at the 
same time providing a setting to create a sense 
of  community and search for ancient values 
connected to the transcendental side of  life. 
Often, the visit to sacred places is but a part of  a 
multi-purpose journey. This fact does not make 
the will to understand any less strong, nor does 
it diminish its importance, since the knowledge 
obtained in one place will enhance the rest of  
the experience.

In spite of  these broad considerations, in or-
der to have a better understanding of  travellers’ 
reasons for visiting religious sites, in June 2016 
the authors conducted an exploratory analy-
sis of  forums on TripAdvisor (UK site) in which 
the first 100 threads resulting from a search 
using the keyword ‘religion’ were considered. 
Although the sample chosen is too narrow for 
statistic relevance, findings can be considered 
indicative of  travellers’ preferences and con-
cerns, which would allow for further research.

Generally speaking, we found two kinds of  
threads: these dealing with practical aspects of  
travel and others seeking more detailed infor-
mation about a religion, or one of  its concrete 
aspects. Although we do not consider practical 
aspects to be our focus, they are related to how 
strict the religion is in a given country (dress 
codes, unmarried couples sharing a hotel room, 
food and alcohol), religion as a barrier to entry 
(usually Jews or Israeli passport holders intend-
ing to enter certain Muslim countries), the possi-
bility of  facing discrimination based on religion 
and logistics. Practical matters related to wed-
dings in Bali are also fairly commonly discussed.

The second group of  threads refers to ac-
tual information about religion. The first results 
dealt merely with knowing the main religion of  
a country, and are of  little relevance to our top-
ic. The following analysis aims not at counting 
the number of  times each topic was mentioned, 
but at acknowledging the interests of  (poten-
tial) travellers through forum discussions on 
TripAdvisor.

Some threads show the fear of  tourists (of-
ten self-described as non-religious) of  encoun-
tering people trying to convert them during a 
visit. For example, related to this, a user started a 
thread entitled ‘The Vatican without the religion’. 



5Introduction

Responses by fellow users deny the possibility of  
this situation arising; at the same time recom-
mending that, aside from one’s personal faith or 
lack thereof, the user beome familiar with the lives 
of  saints in order to better enjoy the artworks on 
display. In another thread similar concerns arise 
around transportation means: ‘Intercape Bus: 
Livingstone to Windhoek (religion concern)’. 
Again the fear of  encountering locals trying to 
gain adepts was dismissed as misplaced.

Surprisingly, few threads deal with places, 
routes or dates where a celebration is held or 
other manifestations of  a faith exist.

Other threads, not abundant but with a fair 
number of  replies, show users’ will to learn the 
basics of  a specific faith and about diversity of  
faiths, different from their own cultural back-
ground. Possibly the two titles that best illustrate 
this category are ‘Good places to learn about reli-
gions’ and ‘World Religious tour – Austin’.

One last type of  forum conversation is spe-
cifically aimed at receiving information on a 
religion or part of  it. For instance, in ‘Ancient 
Egyptian Religion’ a user obtains further knowl-
edge on the myth of  Osiris and mummification 
practices in Egypt. ‘Hindu / Religion and who 
is Hindu’ received only one long reply on the 
matter, spanning from the remote origins of  the 
‘Hindu’ term to its most recent events, and also 
covering the issue of  using the word religion in 
Eastern settings.

Users involved in the last two types of  threads 
clearly portray the lure of  the notion of  the sa-
cred, even to self-declared non-religious audienc-
es. Similarly, the first category shows the need to 
make clear to all stakeholders participating in the 
religious tourism industry the difference between 
communication for mutual, deep and meaningful 
understanding and indoctrination. While com-
munication will make the visitor experience more 
enjoyable, as visitors will be enabled to engage 
with the site at a personal level, indoctrination, 
when unasked for, is bound to bring disappoint-
ment and a bad reputation for the site and prob-
ably for the faith itself.

Missing the Meanings

To a large extent, this interest in meaningful 
knowledge must be linked to post-Fordist tourism 

and the boom of  cultural tourism in the last 
decade(s) of  the twentieth century (Richards, 
1996). But in spite of  the time elapsed, consid-
erations towards interpretation itself  have re-
mained for the most part outside the scope of  
tourism stakeholders and academics until re-
cently. This, of  course, does not mean some trav-
ellers haven’t already been obtaining their own 
deep knowledge about exotic religions.

Again, let us have a look at some examples. 
The tourist image of  India is rich and complex. It 
is also undeniably rooted in the ashram culture: 
as Racionero (2008) acknowledges, hippies in 
the 1960s brought (back) concepts of  Eastern 
philosophies in the West; namely, ‘to be high’ 
(elevation of  one’s living tone) and ‘vibrations’ 
(the Chinese chi).

The case of  Lalibela’s rock-hewn churches 
as studied by Ndivo and Cantoni (2016) exem-
plifies the situation in heritage sites located in 
developing countries where non-integrated her-
itage management is common, due to the lack 
of  links between tourism and heritage agencies.

More examples of  the same nature would be 
easy to find. For a number of  years now, South 
East Asia has been an important destination for 
European and Australian vacations, with a myr-
iad of  aims: from sun and beach, to the practice 
of  sports, enjoyment of  nature and cultural (re-)
cognition. However, certain sights are a must for 
almost all travellers.

In the case of  Angkor Wat, the site received 
2.35 million international tourists in 2014, ac-
cording to the Authority for the Protection of  the 
Site and Management of  the Region of  Angkor 
(APSARA) (as published by The Cambodia Herald, 
21 January 2015), and its central position on 
the country’s flag is enough to indicate its im-
portance for the nation. Yet, its interpretation 
centre opened only in 2016, built thanks to a 
North Korean investment (Chey, 2016). From 
the standpoint of  transcontinental visitors, 
Cambodia and the Khmer civilization are men-
tally and culturally distant enough to benefit 
from mediation in interpretation.

Still in Asia, the Khajuraho group of  tem-
ples in India has been a well-known sight in 
the tourism industry for some time. Similarly, 
Indian sexual sculpture decorating temples as 
well as village homes and pottery of  daily use is 
famous in many parts of  the world. Their rela-
tion with sacred texts, most notably the Kama 
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Sutra Danielou (1994), is probably not so 
readily acknowledged. The French Institute in 
Pondicherry (India) is currently creating an app 
for photo recognition of  the main Hindu deities 
(Joan Baños, 2016). Once it is finally launched 
it will be open to research what type of  message 
about Hinduism it conveys to the alien tourist: 
a mere collection of  supernatural beings with 
different attributions, or will it manage to trans-
mit the sense of  a complex belief  system behind 
them?

The issue of  cross-cultural dialogue be-
tween the host community and a temporary 
resident, as the tourist was sometimes called in 
the early 20th century, can become very com-
plex– and may not even be discernible to locals. 
This is the case wirh the Hindu deity Tara. She 
has somehow became mixed with other beings 
of  the Buddhist pantheon in Hong Kong, and 
other South East Asian regions. As studied by 
Klieger (1982), this amalgamation is of  a com-
plex nature, related not only to trade and eco-
nomic exchange, but also bearing witness to the 
profoundly different conception of  the idea of  
‘religion’ in the so-called Eastern and Western 
worlds. The varying iconography and even the 
mixture of  faiths in the area is obvious, espe-
cially with regard to Buddhism and Taoism. Do 
(cultural) tourists at least get a glimpse of  this 
complexity?

The non-existence of  this sort of  more 
meaningful discourse at religious sites can be 
attributed to diverse causes. Various chapters 
in this book discuss some of  them. Here we will 
mention the two most common ones.

A common situation is the lack of  knowl-
edge of  tourist interpreters (tour guides, guide-
book writers, bloggers, etc.). Especially in 
Western countries it is not uncommon that a 
combination of  circumstances has led the ma-
jority of  the population to be alien to the exist-
ence of  the sacred dimension of  religious sites, 
as this tends to be perceived as indoctrination or 
as a relic of  an ignorant past.

In this regard, training courses organ-
ized in Catalonia, most notably within the 
project Catalonia Sacra and others in coopera-
tion with Montserrat Foundation (Spain), have 
shown there is a keen interest from tour guides 
in learning about the ‘meaning of  the sacred’ 
and the spiritual dimension of  sites. Initially, 
these courses addressed flagrant errors in the 

speeches given by tour guides. Nowadays, they 
seek to provide comprehension of  the notion 
of  the sacred, involving the religious commu-
nity as lecturers. Although there is still room 
for improvement, tour guides report that, out of  
professional interest, the course content is rap-
idly incorporated into their speeches, to varying 
degrees.

In the same way, site managers and some-
times even heritage experts lack sufficient in-
formation to properly explain the place. Two 
paradigmatic examples of  this can be found in 
England. The first one, Stonehenge, at least un-
til the most recent discoveries allow for further 
knowledge, the site meaning and purpose re-
main obscure. The second one is Tintagel Castle 
as described by Robb (1998). A site closely tied to 
the Arthurian myth, this paper concludes that 
the fortress is as confusing for visitors as it is for 
the curators and researchers themselves. Yet, 
the former have one advantage: they can choose 
to believe whatever information makes their trip 
more enjoyable.

These examples point out our second issue: 
places, objects or even practices associated with 
non-dominant or already dead religions tend to 
be regarded as purely historical or artistic arte-
facts, or are presented not in their mythical (reli-
gious) context but rather in an overly simplistic, 
even childish, manner. This has to do not only 
with travelling, but also with biased perceptions 
and stereotypes nurtured back home.

Think of  the ancient yin yang Taoist symbol. 
It has become a familiar sight in European and 
American settings: it is used as a pattern on show-
er curtains and as a tattoo motif. Most people will 
be able to quote its reference to opposites or the 
equilibrium between them. Its Taoist origins are 
less known, not to mention its connection to – or 
it being the representation for – profound cultural 
patterns that connect the I Ching with traditional 
ink and water painting.

In 2008 UNESCO inscribed the Day of  the 
Dead in the list of  Intangible World Heritage. 
Since then, it has been rapidly gaining atten-
tion outside the Mexican borders, in the United 
States and other parts of  the globe. Its presence 
on TripAdvisor shows that it has already been 
given a place in the travel industry. Certainly, the 
cheer and colour of  the artefacts related to the 
celebration, and the events themselves, are the 
reason for this. The festivities associated with 
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honouring those who have passed away in the 
heart of  autumn are widespread in historically 
Christian countries. Yet, nothing seems to in-
dicate that the profound meaning of  the festiv-
ity will survive its fame any better than that of  
Halloween has.

In short, religion is a complex phenomenon 
that only in the contemporary Western world is 
perceived as separated from the cultural substra-
tum of  society – a society in which even ‘culture’ 
(especially high culture) is regarded as an op-
tional asset that may or may not be incorporated 
into our lives. In this situation, one may wonder 
how, without self-awareness, is intercultural di-
alogue possible? At the same time, the structure 
of  travellers’ own daily lives paves the way for a 
shallow perception of  the spiritual dimension of  
others.

However, as Salazar (2012) notes, an im-
aginary can be as seductive as it is restrictive and, 
possibly, his ideas on the use of  tourism imagi-
naries as a tool against socio-cultural stereotypes 
and clichés can be applied not only to developing 
world countries, but also to other types of  destina-
tions including these linked to spiritual heritage. 
This brings us back to a centuries-long discussion 
amongst these who have reflected on the nature 
of  the tourist experience: do the experiences of  
tourists reflect the reality of  the host country and 
community (Henning, 2002)?

Losing the notion of ‘sacred’

The need to incorporate religious communities 
in the delivery of  the courses, as aforementioned, 
stems from the realization that most profession-
als working in the tourism field lack deep knowl-
edge of  the core values of  a sacred space as 
Eliade (2012 (1957)) describes it, regardless of  
their own personal convictions or faith.

Broadly, sociological research supports the 
idea that in the so-called Western world contem-
porary societies have become largely secularized. 
Bruce (2002) describes the secularization para-
digm in these countries as a decline in the power, 
popularity and prestige of  religious beliefs and 
rituals since the Enlightenment. Reasons for it 
include the broad concept of  ‘modernization’, as 
well as individualism, diversity and egalitarian-
ism in the context of  liberal democracy. However, 

the same author warns us about a common mis-
understanding about this concept: it implies an 
increasing indifference towards religion, not the 
adoption of  atheism (opposition to religion). A 
conference held in Canada recently pointed out 
the risks of  relegating religious issues to the do-
mestic realm (Durand, 2017).

But secularization is not merely a socio-
structural process; it also affects symbols and 
culture (Rubio Ferreres, 1998). This causes a 
decline of  religious topics in arts, philosophy, lit-
erature and even science. At the same time, the 
revival of  religious feelings (commonly labelled 
under the term spirituality) is described as fol-
lows: ‘in the mid 70’s (…) a mystical-esoterical 
nebula emerged, composed of  several groups 
or networks and formed of  esoteric syncre-
tisms, mainly coming from Eastern religions’ 
(Champion, 1990, in Rubio Ferreres, 1998, 
online. Original in Spanish). Although the au-
thor concludes that the persistency of  religion 
in modern societies is emotional and banal, this 
revival is felt vividly at a social level.

In this publication, Olsen mentions that the 
revival of  social interest in pilgrimages and spir-
ituality can be traced back to, at least, the end of  
World War II. The Pilgrim’s Office in Santiago de 
Compostela registered a spectacular rise in the 
number of  ‘pilgrims’ from 1981 (299) to 1982 
(1868) (Editorial Buen Camino, 2016).

But this growing, regained interest is not 
limited only to traditional practices in one’s own 
geographical domain: in the Western world qi 
gong, yoga and other similar practices have dra-
matically gained adepts in the past few decades. 
While frequently they are engaged in for their 
benefits for the body, one must not forget that 
they are linked to millennia-old spiritual tradi-
tions, if  often ignored.

If  Eastern practices are the object of  fascina-
tion in the West, the influence of  Western ideas 
in Asia (notably Christianity) may be even wider 
and deeper. On 19 April 2014 the British news-
paper The Telegraph published an online article 
entitled ‘China on the course to become “world’s 
most Christian nation” within 15 years’. 
Although old Taoist Buddhist and Confucian 
temples abound and are regularly visited by be-
lievers (even after the Cultural Revolution), ‘offi-
cially the People’s Republic of  China is an atheist 
country but that is changing fast as many of  its 
1.3 billion citizens seek meaning and spiritual 
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comfort that neither communism nor capitalism 
seem to have supplied’ (Phillips, 2014).

Though there are endless examples of  re-
engagement in spiritual currents, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that secularization affects 
the symbols and culture at a core level. Thus, 
a society or individual that has been effectively 
secularized loses the notion of  ‘the sacred’: what 
the ‘spiritual dimension’ truly stands for. Hence, 
the comprehension of  both their own religious 
heritage (again, regardless of  belief) or any other 
belief  system becomes obscure, and often attain-
able only at a superficial level unless a true way 
to decode the intricate system of  symbols is pro-
vided – hence the importance of  interpretation 
at religious sites.

This may lead to uncomfortable situations 
during travels for all stakeholders due to mis-
understandings. For example, it has been dis-
seminated that some monasteries in Wutaishan 
(China) host visitors for free. This information 
was also disseminated through international 
tourism marketing channels, resulting in for-
eign visitors expecting free lodging – or in ex-
change for taking care of  some chores: a type of  
commercial deal similar to that offered by some 
affordable hostels in the United States (cheap-
er prices in exchange for taking care of  small 
tasks). Yet, here travellers seem to forget the role 
of  Wutaishan as a major centre of  Buddhism 
worship. Free accommodation offered in mon-
asteries is meant for pilgrims and devotees who 
wish to contribute to chores and make gener-
ous donations. Most monasteries seem now re-
luctant to host Western-looking guests and the 
Rough Guide (Leffman et al., 2005) already ad-
vises against seeking that type of  accommoda-
tion, except for in (possibly) one monastery.

One must also acknowledge that religion is, 
or at the very least has been, an indiscernible part 
of  culture and everyday life. Eastern languages 
do not include a perfect translation for the single 
English word ‘religion’ because what we call re-
ligion impregnates and is impregnated by many 
other domains that are consciously individual-
ized in the West, but not in the East. Therefore, 
as once was in Europe as well, for many peoples 
around the globe, religions are complex systems 
‘and that in each case the magicoreligious sys-
tem is clearly interwoven with the rest of  the 
culture (…); they [religions] are conceived of  as 
inseparable from the total identity of  the group 

of  whose life they are a part’ (Brown, 1964, pp. 
129–130). Hence religious spaces are not only 
worth visiting to enable the comprehension 
of  the sacred, but also to aid understanding of  
world cultures in the broadest sense.

Interpretation

Although interpretation of  sites has been a 
scholarly topic for several decades, it has funda-
mentally remained outside the scope of  tourism 
research until very recently. And an even more 
recent topic is the interpretation of  cultural as-
pects for tourists, according to not only their 
place of  origin (usually limited to language 
translation) but also their cultural background.

Due to the very nature of  their daily job, 
possibly the professionals most aware of  this is-
sue are tourist guides. At least since the tourist 
boom occurred after World War II, their train-
ing has been under the consideration of  public 
agencies, which has led to the organization of  
training courses on a variety of  subjects. As 
shown by Magablih et al. (2010) this profession 
is concerned with the bridging of  the cultural 
gap, even if  the aforementioned lack of  training 
in spirituality is still true.

Tilden (2006, first published in 1967) de-
scribed interpretation as an art that contains 
in itself  many arts. Still today, the six principles 
he identified are widely accepted as the corner-
stone for heritage interpretation. His fifth prin-
ciple is probably the most comprehensive one: 
interpretation should be aimed at presenting 
the whole rather than a part; links and relation-
ships between things should also be made clear. 
Regardless of  the person’s level of  education, the 
message must be clear enough for them to relate 
to it at a personal level, and also to reflect on it 
later on.

Following on from Tilden’s idea, Littlefair 
(2003, cited in Ndivo and Cantoni, 2016) 
states that the communication of  information 
is central to heritage interpretation. It has al-
ready been discussed that in the specific case 
of  religious heritage the notion of  the sacred is 
the core value to be communicated. Ndivo and 
Cantoni (2016) add that the process of  interpre-
tation should not only convey information but 
also enhance the magnificence of  sites.
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This communicative process has undergone a 
crucial change in the past few decades:

As a result of  technological process and, at 
the same time, of  the fact that access to an 
overwhelming amount of  information is easier 
than ever, visitors want to be involved in the 
story, but not at any price. Their need is not just 
to live a unique experience and benefit from 
processed (decoded and attractively ‘packed’) 
information, instead they want to have the 
certainty that they are receiving accurate and 
comprehensive information, which could be 
double-checked potentially consulting other 
sources.

(Hein, 2002 in Dumbraveanu et al., 2016,  
pp. 66–67)

In short, the interpreter must be able to care-
fully select the most convenient information 
and, we can add, the most appropriate for each 
target group. Also an abundance of  means to 
convey the discourse, specifically those associ-
ated with rapidly developing technology, should 
be used, but should not blind us from the impor-
tance of  the core message we want the visitor to 
understand.

To illustrate the selection of  information, 
let’s consider a well-established tourist prod-
uct in many mature destinations: guided visits 
focusing on legends associated with the place. 
Irving (2015) defines legend as a vehicle that 
connects the myth (what lies beyond everyday 
reality) with the everyday world, ‘designed to 
test the permeability of  the status quo, and as 
such may represent a contradiction of  conven-
tional values’ (p. 98). Yet in the vast majority of  
these guided tours the stories became tales de-
tached from any deeper meaning, instead of  sug-
gesting an entrance to an ancient, perhaps lost, 
way to approach the world. The same is true for 
souvenir books and other merchandising arti-
cles featuring legends, or parts of  them.

At most religious sites and events, the 
only sort of  information, if  any, we find is re-
lated to facts of  an artistic and historical nature. 
Although often these are needed to have a com-
plete picture of  the element, they are not the 
core value. These discourses end up distorting 
the personality of  the site, moving further and 
further away from any notion of  a sacred space–
time from the tourist mindset.

The comprehension of  the notion of  the 
sacred is intimate and personal, and thus of  a 

non-transferable nature. It is something to be 
felt or known intuitively rather than intellectu-
ally attained, in the common use of  the term. 
Kandinsky (1996, first published in 1911) is 
probably the best-known author to have ex-
pressed how art indeed constitutes a spiritual 
experience (or has the potential to). This can 
either be through contemplation or a hands-on 
experience. Sharpley and Jepson (2011) discuss 
the spirituality that can be found in the prac-
tice of  rural tourism, even though the results 
of  their study find it largely mixed with rec-
reational activities such as sports and reenact-
ment of  own childhood memories. Indeed, often 
spirituality seems to become a marketing asset, 
in such a way that the religious importance of  
a site or event is used in its promotion, but ex-
cluded during the stay. In the same vein, the 
Spiritour project (started in 2016, and funded 
by the European Union) is built on the idea that 
spiritual experiences can be attained through 
a myriad of  activities including cultural visits, 
artistic workshops, sport and nature activities, 
rural tourism and others.

In a world where international tourism has 
become ubiquitous, the need for a real cross-
cultural awareness arises. Throughout history, 
faiths that have expanded from their original 
geographical settings have merged with local 
traditions. This should also be considered an im-
portant variation when it comes down to over-
all comprehension of  the belief  system and the 
destination itself. Urbano’s life research revolved 
around the interactions between Catholics and 
South American Pre-Columbian religions – 
what has been called ‘extirpation of  idolatry’ 
(Ramos and Urbano, 1993). How this clash of  
faiths is presented to visitors in places like Machu 
Picchu or Colca Valley is still open to research 
from a humanistic perspective. In a similar 
vein, Peelman (1995) describes how the force-
ful adoption of  Christianism by northern Native 
Americans actually added layers to the mystery 
of  Christ for some, at the same time that other 
American Aboriginals perceive Christianity as 
an imposed religion. Again, how indigenous re-
ligions are described to alien visitors would ben-
efit from some more attention from the tourism 
industry and academia, as well as how original 
religions syncretized – or not – with European 
ones. For instance, Acoma Pueblo (Fig.  1.1) is 
open to visitors, yet taking photographs of  the 
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church graveyard area is forbidden, and tour 
guides specifically mention that they are not al-
lowed to explain spiritual issues.

Discussion

The core idea of  this chapter was to recognize 
tourism, and particularly religious tourism, as a 
form of  intercultural interaction. In this setting, 
interpretation is the key to a successful under-
standing of  a concept of  an abstract nature.

Travel to a religious site is a complex act, 
as motivations and purposes of  travel vary to 
a great degree. A good interpretation system 
satisfies the tourists’ desire to know, while tak-
ing into account different audience profiles (not 
only language, but cultural background) and 
contributing to the enhancement of  the ele-
ment visited, avoiding the commodification of  
places, peoples and events. Without a doubt, the 
increasing tourism flows from ‘new’ outbound 

markets pose an added challenge to interpreta-
tion professionals.

Pilgrims and believers should also benefit 
from visitors with a better understanding, since 
people understanding the value of  the sacred 
space or time will behave appropriately. It is ac-
knowledged by the tourism literature that the 
comprehension of  a place leads to a personal 
bond with it, in such a way that visitors will not 
only avoid its deterioration, but will contribute 
to its preservation and generate word-of-mouth 
marketing – today we could even include per-
sonal blogs and social networks in this category. 
Visitors with a proper understanding of  the core 
values of  a place will generate a publicity at-
tracting the right audience, or at least with the 
right expectations and behaviour codes.

Beyond the understanding of  a particular 
place or time, we must bear in mind that religion 
is an integral part of  all, or almost all, cultures. 
Knowledge of  a particular religious heritage site, 
which ultimately constitutes a manifestation of  

Fig. 1.1. Acoma, The Sky City, in New Mexico (USA). General view from the south in 1904. Author: 
Edward S. Curtis. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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a culture, brings us one step closer to the com-
prehension of  the culture that produced it. The 
importance of  understanding of  a particular 
sacred time–space has been discussed through-
out this chapter. It lies at the core of  the tourist 
experience: the will to meaningfully understand 
the destination, plus, following the notion of  
the reflexive tourist, knowledge gained during 
a trip will shape their perspectives in everyday 
life. Since understanding and knowledge are the 
antidotes to fear and hatred, a good interpreta-
tion ultimately leads to a better understand-
ing amongst the world’s human communities. 
Intercultural dialogue must serve the purpose 
of  unmaking the image of  the ‘exotic other’ and 
the musealization of  peoples and individuals, 
as Graburn (1983) attributes to some forms of  
tourism.

Still, some issues undermine this ideal situ-
ation. Although we have seen that there is a 
good portion of  tourists that seek this type of  
knowledge and understanding, at this point we 
cannot consider it to be the majority of  people 
who travel – but possibly it is the majority of  peo-
ple travelling to religious and cultural places.

Finally, we have mentioned the benefits 
of  word-of-mouth marketing, coming from 
knowledgeable (former) visitors. In this regard, 
the present chapter has not paid attention to 
the image of  religious sites set up by marketing 
agents and media. Scholarly literature has had 
a focus on this topic for some time now, basical-
ly identifying some room for improvement. As 
an illustrative example, let’s take guidebooks. 
In the case of  New Orleans, Jacobs (2001) 
states that, since they were first mentioned in 
1930 tourist guides, spiritual churches have 
been linked to what he calls local colour (spe-
cially voodoo), while their role in American 

religion is barely suggested. Kraft (2007) anal-
yses how religion is handled in Lonely Planet 
guides about India and distinguishes between 
the ‘religion’ practised by hosts and another 
one belonging to travellers, which in books is 
exclusively labelled as philosophy.

Thus, inasmuch as marketing shapes the a 
priori tourist images and expectations, the indus-
try should also reconsider its messages and their 
impact not only on the economy of  the host soci-
ety, but also on the cultural content of  the site or 
event (and by extension to the very fabric of  that 
society), as well as how it is affecting their audi-
ences. What do they understand from that place 
and time, beyond having found an ‘authentic’ 
spot, and how is that going to impact their lives 
afterwards?

Several examples have been used to show 
how the tourism industry, host communities, 
religious communities and travellers interre-
late. The sheer aesthetic dimensions of  places 
and events seem, in many cases, to have taken 
the place of  meaningful travels. The causes for 
this have not been studied in this introductory 
chapter, and would require extensive research in 
themselves.

The multidisciplinary nature of  religious 
travel leaves room for research and improve-
ment in many more areas than this book, or any 
other single work, can handle: What possibilities 
and limitations do new technologies offer for 
spiritual experiences? What is the understand-
ing a traveller gains from tourist guides (be it 
books, blogs, a professional tour guide or any 
other mediator)? How is tourism truly helping 
to reshape stereotyped perceptions of  places? 
What can trigger a spiritual experience? These 
are but some of  the examples of  topics for fur-
ther research.
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