How red tourism interprets the past in contemporary China
Red
The colour red has been integrating and absorbing socialist, communist and revolutionary politics since the French Revolution when it was adopted as representative of the blood shed by the martyrs of the revolution on the Champs de Mars in 1791[footnoteRef:1].  Karl Marx answered that his favourite colour is red in his Confession of 1865[footnoteRef:2] and by the early 20th century ‘red’ had become synonymous with ‘revolutionary’ in China.  The concept of ‘red’ as ‘revolutionary’ flourished and the 20th century saw the birth of many ‘reds’- the Red Army (hong jun), red flag (hong qi), red scarf (hong ling jin), red heart (hong xin), red guards (hong wei bin), red star (hong xing) and red songs (hong ge).  Even the Chairman of the People’s Republic of China, Mao Zedong was awarded the sobriquet ‘Red Sun’ (hong tai yang). [1:  Red: The History of a Colour, Pastoreau, Michel]  [2:  https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1865/04/01.htm] 

Red culture
Amongst many red songs (hong ge) of the time, the de facto anthem of the Cultural Revolution was ‘The East is Red’.  It declares:
The east is red, the sun is rising
China has brought forth a Mao Zedong
He works for the welfare of the people
Hurrah, He is the people's great saviour
This song shows how much of a personality cult had developed around Mao at the time.  In 1965 the propaganda film of the same name was released that revered Mao Zedong as a great leader and teacher and refers to Premier Zhou Enlai as respected and beloved.
Other films and television shows celebrating communism and the revolution have been popular in China in the years following the communist revolution.  The 2013 CCTV television series ‘Mao Zedong’ immortalises his life in a biographical drama.  The 2011 film ‘Beginning of the Great Revival’ (Jiandang Weiye) includes a massive cast of Chinese superstars portraying the founding of new China, showing how glorious and crucial the CCP was for the state.
‘Quotations of Chairman Mao’, aka Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’ can be bought all over China today, everywhere from bookshops, to markets, to souvenir shops and on the Internet.  44 years after his death, his words and messages are printed and reprinted for consumption by school children, CCP officials, Mao enthusiasts and of course tourists.
Propaganda posters, badges, T-shirts, ashtrays, magnets, lighters and other paraphernalia are also ubiquitous across China.  These are cheap and extremely popular with tourists, particularly at red tourism locations.
These songs, films, television shows and other memorabilia are all tools that stimulate and encourage national pride. 
Red tourism
Red tourism is revolutionary tourism promoted to memorialise China’s ‘red’ revolution by way of museums, memorial halls, monuments, heritage sites, theatrical performances and guided tours.  This encompasses sites related to the establishment of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921, to the founding of New China in 1949.  In the 1950s, revolutionary sites were visited by leaders whereby they could show their loyalty to the Party and uphold a political position.  In 2004 the CCP Central Committee and State Council published a document the states:
To actively promote red tourism, to put ideology, morality, and education into visiting and traveling, to take revolutionary history, revolutionary tradition, and revolutionary spirit and transmit it to the masses through travel will benefit the propagation of progressive culture, raise the quality of people’s thought and morality, increase the effectiveness of patriotic education and nourish the people with knowledge…[footnoteRef:3] [3:  See https://theasiadialogue.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/P020150630514113129776.pdf] 

2005 was declared the “year of red tourism” by the CCP and a five-year plan was established with an aim of attracting 30 million visitors annually to a network of red tourism sites by 2015.  These sites are places associated with key revolutionary figures such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De and where important events on the revolutionary timeline took place.
In a nutshell, red tourism is visiting a spot of revolutionary importance to remember the revolution and recalling the CCP’s integral role in the liberation of China.  For Chinese elders, this could involve personal memory or stories passed down through generations, and for Chinese youth, this could involve education about the past.  The ultimate goals or benefits are patriotic education, protecting cultural heritage of patriotic history, economic development in old revolutionary areas and cultivating the tourism industry.
The characteristics of red tourism
Usually a group endeavour, red tourism is a collective pilgrimage. Often visitors share these historical memories as part of a school, work or other institutional tour groups.  Visits to revolutionary sites as part of a group with a shared culture, history and ethnicity enhances the sense of unity by shared heritage.
Performances and re-enactments manage to stir and sense of patriotism even in the most indifferent of Chinese citizens and can result in an almost spiritual connection with the past.  Young Chinese people will have grandparents and great-grandparents whose lives were touched in some way by the revolution, and everyone’s lives would be completely different had China not become the People’s Republic under Chairman Mao.  The best of Mao and the best of the CCP can be seen in the performances which can evoke tears even in the most stoic of Chinese.
Tangible and intangible culture are characterised by red tourism.  Places, heritage artefacts, red songs, quotations and spirit all belong to red tourism.  From battle locations, to written documents, to slogans- these can all be experienced by the red tourism goer.
Red tourism adopts a hands-on approach.  Visitors can participate in the spirit of red tourism by wearing costumes, entering caves, singing red songs, riding in a (model) tank, walking the Long March and shaking hands with ‘Mao Zedong’.
Red tourism is ostensibly open and accessible to all, local, national and international visitors.  A free admission policy was announced by the Chinese government in 2008, with 1007 museums included in the policy.[footnoteRef:4] However, there are still museums and other sites with a high admission fee, and many are not disability friendly. [4:  Museums in China: Power, Politics and Identities, Lu, Tracey L-D (page 209)] 

Scholars and experts have concluded that red tourism has three functions.  Firstly, promoting ideology, secondly inheriting tradition, and lastly, recreational purposes.[footnoteRef:5]  Ultimately, red tourism is interactive, vivid, lively and fun!  It is a source of education and amusement for all, from the young to the old. [5:  See http://travel.people.com.cn/GB/139035/174768/10448017.html] 

The guiding ideology behind red tourism
Red tourism is important for sustaining the communist ideology.  By memorialising ‘red’ places and historical events, the CCP can educate the masses of visitors about the injustice of the imperial social class system, the class struggle for equality, the hardships that Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De et al went through on the path to creating the new China and the victories that they eventually brought about.   It helps to re-establish socialist core values and cultivate the ‘red’ spirit.
The founding father of the Communist Party in China, Mao Zedong is hero-worshipped by many citizens.  Pilgrimages are frequently made to his birthplace in Shaoshan, Hunan province, and he is celebrated with many visitors bowing to his statue, laying flowers, buying portraits, statues and sculptures, viewing his old belongings at the Mao Zedong memorial museum, taking photographs of/with his look-a-like and watching a biographical theatre production onsite.
There are many other sites of remembrance dedicated to the Great Helmsman dotted around the country, as a constant reminder of the ‘goodness’ of the founding father of the CCP. Tiananmen Square in Beijing is home to a 6 x 4.6-metre portrait of Mao Zedong which has been a permanent fixture since 1949.  Mao’s preserved body can be found nearby, in the mausoleum on the west of the square.  Admission is free of charge, and visitors from all over the country flock to Beijing to pay homage to the great leader.  Great looming statues of Mao are located around the country, in parks, universities, villages and outside museums.  2000 of these statues were built to commemorate him, of which the majority are still standing today.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-china-blog-25504854] 

Similar tributes, albeit to a lesser extent, can be found of other leaders of the revolution- Zhou Enlai and Zhu De etc. 
Not only are the legacy and ideology of revolutionary people a major component of red tourism, but events such as the Long March, the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, civil war between the Communists and the  Nationalists and the Sino-Japanese War are all memorialised by red tourism.  
In the words of Zhang Jiaji, member of the National Committee of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference and vice chairman of the Guangdong Provincial Committee of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, ‘the descendants of the revolution are important inheritors of revolutionary culture’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  See http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2019-03/08/content_5371944.htm] 

Red tourism sites
Red tourism sites are geographically diverse, reflecting the fact that the Communist Revolution was a nation-wide affair.  It affected all people, whether from the city or countryside, rich or poor, old or young, and reminders of that time can be found all over China.  Jinggangshan, Jianxi province, is the first revolutionary base and where Mao Zedong and Zhu De joined forces, creating the fourth Red Army and is considered the birthplace of the Chinese revolution and is the first place listed when searching ‘red tourism tours’ on the popular Chinese search engine Baidu.  Other places include Yan’an, Shaanxi province, the ending point of the Long March and the place where Mao spent almost 12 years consolidating his position as leader and later formulated and published ‘Mao Zedong thought’, and Yimeng Mountain Base Scenic Area, Shandong province, another of China’s four revolutionary bases.
A Baidu search for ‘red tour group’ (hongse lvyou tuan) found 6,250,000 results.  The first result, Xinxin lvyou (www.cncn.com) is a tourist agency which lists more than 120 destinations around China as red tourism spots.  These include the birthplace of Mao Zedong, Shaoshan, the birthplace of revolutionism, Jinggangshan, destinations along the route of the Long March, museums, memorials, cemeteries, and revolutionary bases.
From this it is evident that red tourism is both popular and pervasive across China.
Red tourism vs other tourism

People choose to travel for many different reasons.  We can segment these reasons into two groups, business and pleasure.  Red tourism can fall into both groups. In one business case the chief executives and CCP representatives of several start-up technology companies including Tencent Holdings Ltd were invited to a ‘study tour’- a trip to Fujian where the attendees visited historical sites that commemorated communist military achievements[footnoteRef:8].  Red tourism trips for pleasure may involve family members wanting to remember their ancestors who had perished for the communist dream, people who follow the Mao personality cult and idolize him, people who have an interest in history and people who flock to famous sites- regardless of what they represent- for photo opportunities to post on social media and receive ‘likes’ or ‘zans’. [8:  See https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-25/chinese-technology-moguls-latest-obsession-red-tourism] 


Non-red tourism is tourism categorised by different criteria.  This could be visiting a spot for its inherent scenic beauty- mountains, national parks, beaches and so on.  This could also be visiting a destination for its intangible culture- the spiciest hotpot in Chongqing and martial arts performances in Shaolin Temple, Henan province.  There could also be any number of other reasons people choose to travel, including but not limited to weather/climate, cuisine, shopping, family/friends, media portrayal/advertising.

Under the umbrella term of ‘tourism’, ‘red tourism’ is just one part.  State media reports that over 800 million red tourism trips occur every year.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  See http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201903/11/WS5c85c1aca3106c65c34eddcf.html] 


Red tourism, politics and education

In 2014, the CCP held a Symposium on Innovation and Development of Red Tourism with President Xi Jinping.  The theme of the symposium was "Government, market, and society jointly promote new development of red tourism" and the message was for the government to:

…conduct effective top-level design; restructure the interpretation system of red tourism, and improve the influence of red tourism; try to establish the development system of red tourism that government, market, and society jointly participate in; expand international cooperation, so as to make red tourism become a significant component of the world heritage as well as a part of human common memory.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  See http://www.china.com.cn/travel/txt/2014-12/16/content_34326454.htm] 


The Ministry of Education already sets the national curriculum across China by promoting, directing and laying down the basic requirements and documents for teaching:

Article 35 The administrative department for education under the State Council shall, on the basis of the physical and mental development of school-age children and adolescents and the actual conditions, determine the teaching system, the contents of instruction and teaching and curriculums, reform the examination system and improve the method of student enrollment by senior secondary schools, in order to promote qualities-oriented education.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  See http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/laws_regulations/2014/08/23/content_281474983042154.htm] 


Public schools are of course, state-run and operated, whilst to establish a private school one must seek approval from the state in the first instance, and, if granted adhere to state guidance and supervision.  

In addition to these strict laws about controlling education, in 2019 the State Council issued guidelines, calling for the strengthening of ideological and political education, including compiling relevant textbooks.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/laws_policies/201908/t20190821_395381.html] 


The Xi administration’s promotion of red tourism is utilising a very clever form of patriotic education.  Despite being in power for over 70 years, there is still a faction in China that supports the Nationalist Party and claim that the CCP’s rule is illegitimate.  By using education in schools- and at tourist sites- the CCP can constantly and consistently reiterate the Party ideology.  To serve the people (wei renmin fuwu), to ensure a better life for the people of China and build the country into an economically prosperous and powerful nation.  Red tourism sites are a reminder of the CCP’s hardships endured whilst fighting for a ‘better China’, its accomplishments, glory and its service to the nation.

Red tourism and economy

Currently, (mainland) China is ranked the 13th most competitive travel and tourism economy on the World Economic Forum’s Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index 2019.[footnoteRef:13]  According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China’s China Statistical Yearbook 2018, China saw tourists make over 5 billion domestic trips and earnings totalled more than 45,660 billion yuan in 2017 alone.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  See http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TTCR_2019.pdf]  [14:  See http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2018/indexeh.htm] 


Any form of tourism, including red tourism, will naturally boost the economy.  In the initial five years of the National Red Tourism Development Plan, five provinces and cities (Jiangxi, Heilongjiang, Jilin, Gansu and Chongqing) received over 230 million visitors and generated an income of over 970 billion yuan.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  See http://travel.people.com.cn/GB/139035/174768/10447931.html] 


With 800 million red tourism trips being made in 2018, we can see how much of the market share red tourism holds in China.  This is 16% of all domestic tourism for the previous year.

The descendants of people living at red tourism bases have suffered materially in the past in their endeavours to help the CCP during the revolutionary years.  Through red tourism, the Chinese government can provide them with money-making opportunities- the means to independence- rather than state hand-outs.

In many rural areas with no industry, the locals can engage in producing special crafts to sell, establishing accommodation and dining facilities and providing tourism services such as guiding.  In this way, red tourism has a positive effect on the local economy.

In addition, it is possible to combine red tourism with other heritage or scenic tourism.  By developing old revolutionary bases that have inherent natural beauty, traditional architecture and vibrant ethnic culture it is easy to blend these resources into a comprehensive tourism destination thereby attracting even more visitors.

Red tourism and the media

State newspaper ‘China Daily’ (Zhongguo Ribao) headlines such as ‘Guizhou Zunyi: Red tourism welcomes guests’,[footnoteRef:16] ‘Red tourism boosts Daliangshan’s poverty alleviation’,[footnoteRef:17] ‘The old revolutionary base rejuvenates with new vitality’,[footnoteRef:18] ‘Red tourism is more exciting’[footnoteRef:19]and ‘[New China is coming from here] Red tourism has created a new wave of diversified forms to enhance the sense of experience’[footnoteRef:20] (original language Chinese, translated by Google) show red tourism in a positive manner.  The language is designed to align ‘red’ with modernity.  ‘Boosts’, ‘rejuvenates’, ‘vitality’, ‘exciting’ and ‘enhance’ leave the reader feeling that red tourism is both fresh and positive. [16:  See https://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201907/08/WS5d22a253a310a6dd41e84d79.html]  [17:  See https://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201909/10/WS5d773da9a31099ab995df087_5.html]  [18:  See https://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201910/14/WS5da52f77a31099ab995e5775.html]  [19:  See https://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201910/14/WS5da41093a31099ab995e5442.html]  [20:  See https://china.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201909/27/WS5d8e0c83a31099ab995e2ec4.html] 


State television broadcaster CCTV hosts a show called ‘I have an heirloom’ (wo you chuanjiabao) in which one episode discusses Gaoping Village and red tourism. In 2019, the television show Jiangxi Tourism Report (Jiangxi lvyou baodao) introduced Jiangxi red tourism destinations.  Also in 2019, CCTV news reported on how red heritage helps economic development.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SYxI4vSx0k8] 


A sample search on Weibo, one of China’s popular social media websites, showed that 24 pieces of ‘red tourism’ related content had reached ‘hot’ over a calendar month. (16th March 2020- 16th April 2020).  A search on WeChat, another of China’s popular social media applications has 172 accounts listed as ‘official red tourism accounts’, plus countless unofficial content.  These contents are current and are mainly aimed at reviewing and promoting trips to red tourism destinations.

All these forms of media promote red tourism, keep it current and fresh and allow the concept to reach the entire nation.  The state media is able to use these tools for its own political agenda, and the fact that red tourism is also prevalent on social media shows that there is a demand for red tourism related information.

Conclusion
In a twist from the old adage ‘the hills are far and the emperor is far away’, it now seems better to say ‘the red tourists are nearby, and the CCP is closer still’.  Red tourism in China is a booming industry that serves two main functions, economic and political.  Economically speaking, it brings money from all over China and abroad to the Chinese countryside, and helps to develop the lives and environment of the local people.  It also contributes to a substantial proportion of China’s total domestic tourism income.  Politically speaking, red tourism is a nation building tool.  It propagates communist ideology and encourages national pride. It draws from the legacy of ancestors, garners patriotic spirit, speaks to the soul of the nation and glorifies Mao Zedong and the Communist Revolution, thereby legitimising the CCP and the current administration.  
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