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such as holidaying, hiking, or heritage (Reader, 2014:
192-193). In the following, I attempt to show that
opposing pilgrimage and tourism conceptually can only
be useful if we aim at distinguishing the interferences
that occur between them. While I intend on ‘plac[ing]
the focus of attention directly upon the experiences ...
of the tourists themselves’ (Norman, 2011:18), and
thus acknowledge their individuality, I refrain from
calling participants ‘spiritual tourists.” Rather, I insist
on an understanding of the reciprocal influence
between religion and tourism in which nether sphere
subjects itself totally to the other.

Western Travellers in the Land of the
Buddha

This paper focuses on the wunderstandings and
discourses of legitimation that Westerners travelling to
India put forward when they are asked about their role
(s) as travellers, tourists, or pilgrims. In describing the
sort of destinations to which these travellers go, and the
kinds of activities they perform, I argue that their

experience and understanding of travel in the land of
the Buddha can be seen as reflections of the
interferences between Buddhism and tourism. The
rejection of the tourist identity 1is, in such
circumstances, only illustrative of the power of
tourism, and serves a contrario to legitimise the
participants’ views on the practice of religion and on
touring. While Buddhism seems to have acquired a
systemic, self-evident legitimacy in the participants’
understandings (Thibeault, 2013), tourism only gains
legitimacy when it is embedded in religion in general,
and in Buddhism in particular, i.e. when tourism
models (parts of) itself on Buddhism to make better
sense of destinations, and the experience thereof. This
is precisely what 1 will call the ‘Buddhification of
tourism.” The reverse process, that of the
‘touristification of Buddhism,” i.e. when Buddhism
models (some of) its properties on touristic ones in
order to shape its communication (e.g. discourses,
practices) in a more powerful, efficient, and
convincing manner, is only marginal in the particular
situations I investigated.

Figure 1 : At the foot of the Mahabodhi Temple, two Western women practice Tibetan Buddhism while pilgrims
circumambulate the stupa

Source : Author
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Box 1. Travelling to India

Serendipity
‘It was Asia that interested me, it was karma.’ (Nadia, 47, Switzerland)

‘The first time I was here was about ten years ago. I hadn’t planned to come here, now that I think about it. I’d decided to
take time off work and wanted to travel for six months. I’d planned to go to Nepal and to go to some other countries. It just
happened that it was cheaper in Asia to fly into Delhi rather than direct to Nepal or anywhere else. It kind of happened by
accident.” (Nina, 40, Australia)

Learning at home, practising in India

‘On our second trip in India, we came to Dharamsala where we took classes at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives
[LTWA]. We did a Vipassana retreat too, we’d done a few of them before, back home.’ (Catherine, 32, Canada)

‘We did a lot of Vipassana. We’d chosen our itinerary based on the location of the course centres. We sat a lot.” (Sarah, 36,
France)

‘It was a really big desire for me to come here. I didn’t have a purpose, I was sure about what I wanted in India. I was doing
a little bit of yoga. I started vipassanda four years ago, so I was already inside meditation. It was not my main goal to come

Western Travellers in the Land of the Buddha Legitimising Travel through the Religionification of Tourism

here and looking for these kinds of things.” (Tina, 26, Italy)

First, I look at the ways by which study participants
relate to India as a special destination, their motivation
for such a journey, and how participants relate to the
traveller, tourist, and pilgrim identities. I detail the two
main places in India where Western travellers visit out
of their interest in Buddhism: Bodhgaya and
Dharamsala. By examining the sort of activities that
the participants perform there, and the understandings
they communicate I underscore the importance of
Buddhism in their interpretations of travelling and
touring. Second, I discuss the pilgrim / tourist
difference  that is often assumed in the
conceptualisation of pilgrimage and tourism. I argue
that religious communication (of which pilgrimage is
part) and touristic communication have distinct
properties that give shape to two systematically
different, but interrelated social spheres: global religion
and mass leisure tourism. Through a conceptualisation
of religion and tourism, I arrive at the operational
concepts of touristification and religionification (and
its correlate Buddhification), which I use to explain the
process of the mutual modelling between religion and
tourism.

To investigate the contemporary formation of
Buddhism, I conducted a qualitative study among
Westerners who travel to India with an interest in
Buddhism. Forty-five participants, aged between 26
and 69 years old, were interviewed in India from
March to June 2010. Most of the research was
conducted in Dharamsala (Himachal Pradesh), and
Bodhgaya (Bihar). The choice of Dharamsala and
Bodhgaya as locations to conduct fieldwork
observation was based on the international,
cosmopolitan features of these two Indian destinations.
While the first is more closely associated with Tibetan
Buddhism, the second is interdenominational. Both
show aspects of the modernisation of Buddhism and of

pilgrimages in India. Their historical backgrounds
illustrate such a point, and their inclusion in planned
Buddhist tours in India make them privileged places to
observe contemporary touristic practices at the
crossroads with Buddhism.

The great majority of participants were involved in the
practice and / or study of Vipassana meditation - a
Theravada Buddhist form of meditation, or of various
lineages of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Forty-five
interviews were conducted in Dharamsala (22 women
and 23 men, aged between 26 and 66). The great
majority of the participants were single, with only a
few people involved in a relationship and another few
who were married. The countries of origins and the
nationalities of the participants included Canada, the
United States, Mexico, Honduras, Guadeloupe, Brazil,
United Kingdom, France, Spain, Germany, Sweden,
Denmark, Hungary, Italy, Switzerland, Czech
Republic, Poland, Holland, Israel, South Africa and
Australia. The interviews were transcribed verbatim,
coded in QSR NVivo 7, and analysed by means of
categories constructed from recurring themes in the
participants’ speeches. The three main category
headings were: travel in India, Buddhist practices and
notions, and views on contemporary Buddhism. It is
the first of these that provided the data used for this

paper.

Buddhism and Travel in Contemporary
India

A good number of participants first came to India with
a very vague knowledge or experience of Buddhism.
Their encounter with Buddhism was serendipitous, and
they say it was coherent with whatever they had been
looking for through travel. Quite often, the plan to
travel to India wasn’t specifically related to a clear,
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Box 2. Self-identification as a tourist or a traveller

Spirituality is a higher motive
‘I think I’m a traveller, but I’m a spiritual traveller. I’ve been to India three times, and I haven’t seen the Taj Mahal. I’'m not
someone who needs to check boxes, like I’ve been here, and then there.” (Catherine, 32, Canada)

‘On this trip, we’ve put the touristic aspect on the side. From time to time, we’ll probably go for a trek and breathe some
fresh air. We’re, however, more into reading books from thinkers, philosophers, and masters. We’re doing that daily. Plus,
we’ll take teachings wherever they’re available.” (Alexandre, 33, Canada)

Searching for authenticity

‘I didn’t come here to look at places. That’s why I stay a longer time in one place. I think people who stay longer time in one
place, it’s because they want to get the real essence of one place. ... That’s the difference between people who came to learn
and people who came to take pictures.” (Lea, 28, Brazil)

‘When you’re a tourist, you’re a barbarian because you destroy everything in the places where you go. You will bring in
your habits, things from home. Then locals see how you behave, and it influences them. You can see it here, how they’ve
changed just for tourism. I’ve felt like a tourist, but now I’m feeling more like a man who’s searching for something. I’'m
trying to be a barbarian as little as possible!” (Ricardo, 40, Switzerland)

Being a tourist and something more

‘Tourist, travellers. Both, right now, I’m both.” (Daniel, 36, Isracl)

“Yes, I’m a tourist, but I’'m a world citizen [too].” (Gabrielle, 33, Canada)
Denying Buddhist tourist identity

‘I’m not a voyeur and I do not consider myself as a tourist. For me, a tourist would mean that you’d go somewhere, have a

great time, with more or less profound interests, and you’d return to your home, and life would continue on. My situation is
different, because I’ve decided to quit a conventional life to do something else. It is this inner travel that guides me, because
Buddhism is an inner travel. It is the reason why I’m travelling. I’m not here as a tourist, I’m here because I’ve got things to

see.” (Raphaél, 44, France)

do. I am not a tourist of Buddhism either, like those many people who come because they are curious, they need to

well-defined religious or spiritual purpose. Their
interest in Buddhism arose with the people they met
and the places they visited. As their understanding and
practice of Buddhism evolved, they began
reinterpreting their Indian travels on the grounds of
their newly adopted Buddhist belief systems (see Box
1). Then, their encounters led them to cultivate a
deeper interest in Buddhism. In other cases, having
discovered and begun to practise meditation in the
West, influenced their choice of Indian destinations.

Most of the participants consider themselves as
travellers when asked about their perceptions of travel,
pilgrimage, and tourism (see Box 2). According to
them, tourists adopt a consumerist attitude and
behaviour, and a superficial view of the world, and
they engage to a minimum with local people and
destinations.

Participants assume that a pilgrim or a Buddhist would
travel to places connected with religion or Buddhism
with a spirit of devotion, faith, and willingness or duty
to practise the religion. Few participants consider
themselves as pilgrims in this way (see Box 3). Some
participants say that they have done a pilgrimage to
one or a few sites, but there are few who say that they
have gone on a journey to India with the aim of
performing a pilgrimage to Buddhist places. They
sometimes mention having been a tourist or a pilgrim

informally. For most of the participants, it is the figure
of the traveller that appeals to them—as someone who
journeys abroad and establishes deep connections with
the people and their places. They imagine their Indian
journey through that figure and its connection to
Buddhism.

The participants’ self-declared identities as travellers
seems to appropriately serve their purpose to discover,
study or practise the Buddha’s Dharma. The rejection
of the tourist identity puts emphasis on their religious
or spiritual role as travellers. However, the
identification as a ‘Buddhist traveller’ or ‘travelling
Buddhist’ does not appeal to participants. As Raphaél
explained (see Box 2), he came to India and Nepal in
order to find and meet his root (main) guru, the person
that would become his main Buddhist teacher in this
lifetime. For him, that makes him different from other
kinds of travellers.

Quite a few participants came to India to volunteer in a
NGO, and had interactions with Buddhism or
Buddhists which influenced their travel plans at some
point (see Box 4). Other participants have been
involved with the Red Cross, Médecins Sans
Frontieres, or other, local Tibetan NGOs in
Dharamsala. Only those participants that are engaged
in NGOs that serve Tibetans underscored the
importance of learning about Buddhism as they
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Box 3. Self-identification as a pilgrim

Being a pilgrim

‘I do not consider myself as a tourist. A pilgrim, maybe, a modern pilgrim. For many, pilgrimage is an obligation. But if
‘pilgrim’ meant that if you have an opportunity, the chance and karma to do it, well you’d be stupid not to do it, and then I am

a pilgrim in that sense.’ (Pierre, 60, Canada)
Internalising pilgrimage

‘We do pilgrimages to find a path. Visual, olfactory, tangible means, everything is possible to get out of suffering. To
remember Bodhgaya is to think about the Buddha, and then there are things which arise in the mind ... bliss,

happiness.” (Mathis, 48, France)
Idealising the pilgrim way

‘To come to India, the rucksack, the return flight, that makes me still a tourist. I’m coming and going, I’m leaving. I’m not
actually staying here, if you are staying here and you’re just begging, then you are a pilgrim. You just have your stick and a

little bag.” (John, 39, Britain)

volunteered. Through their humanitarian involvement,
they derived some inspiration to pursue readings and
studies about Buddhism.

Destinations that the participants have visited are
mostly connected to religion, in general, and to
particular religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, or
even Sikhism. Most of the participants abstain from
qualifying these places as ‘religious,” but they do
perceive them as highly ‘spiritual.” It is through
‘spirituality’ that participants reflect on their
motivation to travel to India, which is commonly
described as a spiritual or powerful place (see Box 5).
The category spirituality itself is addressed later in the
discussion.

The participants have also been attracted to places that
are not specifically connected to Buddhism: Mata
Amrtanandamayl Devi’s ashram in Kerala; Ramana
Mabharsi’s ashram in Tamil Nadu; Sri Aurobindo’s
ashram in Pondicherry; the Golden Temple in
Amritsar; the towns of Rishikesh or Varanasi where the
spirits of the Himalaya and Ganga rest, respectively.
Journeys to India encompass a wide range of traditions
and places, but some itineraries appear as more
influential than others. For example, some participants

say that they have consciously decided to visit only
highly spiritual places, to the exclusion of other more
‘touristic’ places that they pejoratively associate with
mass tourism. This sort of legitimisation is common,
but participants also say that they had a good time
seeing the Taj Mahal or lying on one of Goa’s sunny
beaches. As one of the participants told:

1 have been to Goa, and spent four days under
the sun. It was really good. Will I go there for
three weeks? So what? There should be a
spiritual attraction to a place if I'm going to go
there. I'm not against tourists, I can tell when
I'm being a tourist. You see, I did four days of
tourism in Goa, and I was very happy (Pierre,
60, Canada).

The participants’ tendency to consider spiritual,
religious or Buddhist places in India with a higher
esteem is not merely the effect of the participants’
view and rejection of mass tourism: it is actually a
feature of how religion and tourism interact. As I will
argue below, these travellers relentingly acknowledge
their role within the touristic system of
communication, and strive to give meaning to tourism
by calling on other forms of communication, like
Buddhist or religious ones.

Box 4. Buddhism through NGOs

‘Kolkata, I really wanted to see it. ... Even the Kali temple, that interested me a lot. ... I then went to Mother Theresa’s.
After, it was Rajasthan and all of that, it was just touristic. Rajasthan is a beautiful area, but it remains touristic. What was
important for me was Buddhism, through volunteering with Tibetan refugees. ... At this moment, my main interest is to
continue to volunteer, and to learn about Buddhism.” (Louise, 59, Canada)

‘I first came here in October 2007 for the first time. I didn’t have any kind of interest in India, or in the spiritual practice or
whatever. ... I was just finishing the baccalaureate in anthropology in Alicante, in my place in Spain. I wanted to leave the
place. I met some friend who has a friend who was working in a small, rural Indian NGO in Bodhgaya. They were looking
for people to go there. So I said: ‘fine, I want to go.” It was India. It could be Angola, Brazil or whatever.” (Marco, 34,
Spain)
[Later, Marco was introduced to the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahdyana Tradition (FPMT), and to its
famous one-month November course which he attended in Nepal. At the end of it all, he began a Buddhist program
of study and practice, and it was at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives (LTWA) in Dharamsala that he
pursued it - during which time he was interviewed)]
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Box 5. India as a spiritual power place

Power, energy and spirituality in India

‘On my first trip to India, my curiosity was more cultural than spiritual. But, of course, spirituality is very powerful and present
in India. I was also open to that. I happened to be surrounded with spirituality. ... India, its beauty, ugliness, contrasts. There is
something in the land, for thousands of years, spirituality has guided this country.’ (Catherine, 32, Canada)

‘It was love at first sight, with India, once the cultural shock had lessened. We had found our way in the spirituality that was

everywhere in the daily hubbub.’ (Alexandre, 33, Canada)

‘I really like Benares, places that are powerful energetically.” (Marc-André, 41, France)

‘Sometimes in India, I really feel like [saying] thank you. When I say thank you with my heart, something is coming back to me:
“You’re welcome, this is for you.” ... In Varanasi, I had this sensation, in the evening, close to the ghats, with the candles,
chanting around, and the smell of incense. Magic moments. Not the place, but when you feel the moment is holy and you are
inside the moment, this is what I’m looking for. You can feel it everywhere.’ (Tina, 26, Italy)

‘India is an extremely spiritual country, it integrates its spirituality in daily life. It’s not separate. All these temples on the side of
the road. Constantly, India brings me back to the fact that spirituality and practice are not separate from the here and

now.’ (Julie, 42, France)

‘When you are in Europe, you never feel far removed from the familiar. We wanted to be farther removed from the

familiar.” (Brian, 62, USA)
Rishikesh as a spiritual place

‘We really liked Rishikesh. We found that it was really touristy and westernised, in a lot of places. We found a place down the
end of town, the last ashram. All the ashrams are lined up along, down the river. ... We were on the left bank, if you are facing
down the river. We stayed in a place where you could walk down to the river in about five minutes to a ghat. It just happened
there was a place the same people came every day, same locals. They would sit by the river and do their ritual things, and kind of
meditate and watch the sun go down. It was lovely. You felt like you were making contact with the Hindu spirituality as a real

thing there.” (Brian, 62, USA)
India as a spiritual place, a contrario

‘I’ve found that Indians are moving away from their spirituality, it’s a shame. They want to westernise themselves too much.
Their evolution is going in the wrong direction. Even their religious and spiritual aspects are becoming more

materialistic.” (Marc-André, 41, France)

India as a non-spiritual place

‘[India] is a very fascinating place. It doesn’t have a spiritual meaning to me.” (Daniel, 36, Israel)

Touring Bodhgaya

Bodhgaya, the Mahabodhi Temple and the Bodhi tree
(Latin ficus religiosa) are considered by Buddhists
worldwide as the universal centre of Buddhism. At the
foot of the Bodhi tree, the diamond throne (Sk.
vajrasana,™ Tib. dojeden™) is viewed as the place
where Buddhas of the past and future have awakened
themselves, as it has been the case with Gotama (Pali;
Sk. Gautama), the Buddha of the current Buddhist era
who lived 2,500 years ago. In the period from October
to mid February, Bodhgaya is enlivened by enthusiastic
crowds of thousands of visitors who stay a few hours
or sojourn many weeks. These visitors are Indian, Sri
Lankan, Thai, Cambodian, Laotian, Vietnamese,
Chinese, Korean, Japanese, European, from the
Americas, and elsewhere. Hindus stop in the Buddhist
Bodhgaya on their way to the Hindu Gaya, paying
homage in both places to the Hindu god Visnu (who
they believe incarnated himself as the Buddha).
Western foreigners, from various traditions - such as
Vipassana Meditation as taught by S. N. Goenka,
vipassand meditation in a more generic sense, Tibetan
Vajrayana, Zen, and others - stay for long or short
periods at Bodhgaya, and spend their time practising

Dharma, listening to teachings, visiting other Buddhist
sites in the area, as well as shopping and socialising
with fellow travellers.

Foreigners mingle with Buddhists from all traditions to
liven up a colourful crowd. Around the Mahabodhi
Temple, practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism walk the
circumnavigation path while holding their mala
(rosaries) with their fingertips, reciting mantras or
absorbing themselves in a silent meditation. Several
Tibetans perform prostration each three steps while
they walk this path. This circumnavigation practice is
not adopted so much by foreigners practising Tibetan
Buddhism. Numerous Tibetan Buddhism practitioners
- foreigners and Tibetans alike - prostrate themselves at
a regular rhythm, for hours on end. Many among them
have committed to a daily practice of prostration, and
go about their practice very early each morning. As
Nina (40, Australia) said:

4. Sk.: Sanskrit.

5. Tib.: Tibetan. The phonetic transcription follows
guidelines by the Tibetan and Himalayan Library. ‘THL
Simplified Phonetic Transcription of Standard Tibetan.’
Online <http://www.thlib.org/reference/transliteration/#!
essay=/thl/phonetics/>. Accessed January 14, 2006.
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That’s the practice [in Bodhgaya]. Everyone is
talking about prostration. Everyone is doing it.
The energy is all about that. It’s set up for it.’

The Mahabodhi Temple is surrounded by a path which
runs along the temple walls and passes under the Bodhi
tree. This path, the Bodhi tree, and the statue of the
Buddha inside the temple constitute the main
attractions. Whether walking, sitting, or prostrating,
practitioners from all Buddhist faiths and traditions
seem to engage in deep, contemplative and
introspective practices.

In the winter time, many great Tibetan prayer festivals
(Tib. monlam chenmo) are held within the setting of
the Mahabodhi temple. Each of the main schools of
Tibetan Buddhism holds its own separate event. In the
winter of 2009-2010, the Gelukpas held their great
prayer festival simultaneously with the teachings of the
Dalai Lama. Thousands of Tibetans, from India, Nepal
and Tibet, came to attend the various festivals, but

mostly to listen to the Dalai Lama’s teachings. A few
hundred Westerners attended too. Other activities
included a one-day pilgrimage to Vulture Peak in
Rajgir, organised by the Root Institute (which belongs
to the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana
Tradition - FPMT). The Buddha and some of his
disciples meditated there, and, according to the
Mahayana tradition, the Buddha taught the
Prajiiaparamita® there. Accompanying Lama Zopa
Rinpoché, spiritual head of FPMT, pilgrims (mostly
Western) climbed Vulture Peak and attended an
afternoon-long teaching given by their ‘root guru’ (see
Figure 2). Root Institute also offered all sorts of
Buddhist courses, retreats, and teachings during this
very busy period of the year. Many Tibetan Buddhism
practitioners whom [’ve met in Bodhgaya were
travelling from Kopan monastery in Nepal to Tushita
Center in Dharamsala, and on their way had made a
stop at Root Institute (all three centres belong to the

6. Sk., ‘Perfection of Wisdom.’
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Box 6. Dharma trails

‘One of the reasons why I like to travel is that I’d meet you, we’d go to Buddhist activities, see other people, sit at a café.
There are already probabilities that we will share common values since we’re interested in the same places.’ (Pierre, 60,

Canada)

“You meet the same people in the Dharma trail. They always go to the same places, they do the same retreats. So you
constantly meet the same people and you become friends. I still have the same friends that I met the first time I came to India.

We keep meeting each other. It’s very nice.” (Lara, 36, Italy)

“You have Vipassana centres all over the place. If you are looking for a spiritual development, it’s the perfect place for that. ...
If T go to the Vipassana centre, every day I’m meeting very nice people. Sharing this kind of experience with them ..., it’s a

huge inspiration for me.” (Peter, 33, Poland)

FPMT). Others were travelling from one Vipassana
centre to another. Such ‘Dharma trails’ (see Box 6)
allow seekers to meet fellow Dharma friends along the
way, and to create and develop bonds among this
transient community of people sharing similar interests
in a same tradition.

With regard to Theravada Buddhism in Bodhgaya, a
great number of participants had participated in a ten-
day Vipassana Meditation course at Dhamma Bodhi
Vipassana Meditation centre, or in a retreat led by
Christopher Titmuss at the Thai monastery. The several
Vipassana Meditation centres that were established
under the authority of S.N. Goenka (1924-2013)
throughout India, from the 1970s onwards, also serve
as core destinations for meditators interested in this
tradition. These centres are mostly known for the ten-
day silent meditation retreats they offer freely to new
and old students alike, providing meditation
instructions based on the Buddhist Pali scriptures and
commentaries. After a short stay in Bodhgaya (mid
December 2009 to mid February 2010), I departed for
Dharamsala, where 1 met a good number of
practitioners whom I’d met in Bodhgaya earlier.

Touring Dharamsala

Pilgrimage sites in India which are specifically
associated with Tibetan Buddhism are a new
development. Dharamsala became famous because the
Dalai Lama established his residence there in 1960, in
McLeod Ganj (Upper Dharamsala), and the Central
Tibetan Administration in 1963, in Gangkyi (midway
between Lower and Upper Dharamsala). Tendzin
Gyamtso (born 1935), the fourteenth Dalai Lama of
Tibet, fled out of Tibet following the Tibetan
population’s uprising, on March 10, 1959. The Dalai
Lama is acknowledged as the representative of all
Tibetan sects of Buddhism, and his authority has an
influence on most of Tibetan Buddhist organisations,
centres, and monasteries worldwide (Obadia, 1999).

The Dalai Lama’s influence in Dharamsala is no longer
limited to his bodily presence: his symbolic
representation has acquired an influence of its own.
The symbolic presence of the Dalai Lama has given
this place a ‘special’ feel, and turned it into one of the
‘power places’ of Tibetan Buddhism (see Figure 3).
Dharamsala can be observed as a liminary and central
place: on the one hand, Tibetan refugees settle there
only in the hope of leaving it one day to go back to
Tibet and, on the other hand, Dharamsala has been
sanctified by the Dalai Lama’s presence and has
become a thriving pilgrimage site for Buddhists,
Tibetans and non-Tibetans alike (Diehl, 2002).
McLeod Ganj is a hill town which has thus been
greatly shaped by the Tibetan culture over the last fifty
years. Travellers from all around the world land in this
area during the high season (mid March to mid June,
and October-November), driven by their interests in
the Tibetan ‘cause,” the Dalai Lama, Tibetan
Buddhism, meditation, the freshness and beauty of the
mountain scenery, yoga, a diversity of religious events
(Reiki, healing therapies, esotericism, etc.), social

Figure 3 : Sign over entrance to The Library of Tibetan
Works and Archive - an official institution of the Central
Tibetan Administration - focuses on teaching, researching,
publishing and preserving Tibetan Buddhism, Dharamsala,
India

Source : Author
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