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Abstract

Tourism, public health, and well-being can be deeply related concepts, in various possible ways. This chapter explores the link between tourism and spirituality, as a necessary dimension for the well-being of every human being. The work contextualizes the reflections in the current global socio-political scenario,and reaffirms the role of tourism in the creation of a more just, respectful and inclusive society. In this context, the association between spirituality and tourism is introduced and explored by discussing empirical results from studies in the field of tourism and spirituality. Finally, the case study of the city of Rome will be analysed. Can the city that hosts the Vatican be considered an example of a destination where tourism and spirituality are connected? Reflections lead to answers that are not a foregone conclusion.
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Introduction

As a response to the increasing inconsistency of the ‘sense of meaning’ and ‘self-awareness’ among our societies, as well as the growing crisis of the human relations, we can observe everywhere signs of a spiritual search that goes beyond the traditional sense of confessional belonging. The social features characterizing our era and motivating the above-described trend, also has its influences on tourism, both from the supply and the demand side. In this chapter, we point out the current social features that are motivating the search and rediscovery of spirituality, and later on we define spirituality itself and how this concept relates to tourism. Finally, we present the specific case of Rome, in Italy, to point out the efforts made in order to transform the city from a religious destination to a spiritual destination. 

A sector-specific approach to spirituality and tourism: A human-centred tourism

There are some characteristics can be listed among the features of contemporary societies that can be mentioned among those that determined individual and collective anxiety and social discomfort. Firstly, the rampant individualism which is growing against the sense of mutual assistance – once solid at least among members of the same community – that is caused by the unsustainability of a development model, today spread globally, centred on economic accumulation. 

Secondly, the increasing liquidity of our society – idea advocated by Zygmunt Bauman – which manifests itself in the change from a heavy and solid, hardware-focused modernity to a light and liquid, software-based modernity (Bauman, 2000). The new remoteness and volatility of individual and collective structures, even with respect to local, national and international politics, call for the rethinking of the concepts and cognitive frames used to narrate human individual experience and their joint history. According to Bauman (2000) five of the basic concepts which have served to make sense of the human life – emancipation, individuality, time/space, work and community – are undergoing profound changes of meaning.

To this we must add the social changes – many of which are still to be explored – that the global limitations to human interactions (e.g., social distancing and travel restrictions) due to the COVID-19 pandemic are suddenly and dramatically bringing. The individualism and increasing isolation that characterize the human condition cause, consequently, a strong need for a recovered sense of meaning, purpose and belonging (Carbone 2021 and 2020). 

A search that involves thus attitudes, ideals and values, all aspects pertaining in general to what we commonly define the “spiritual dimension”. But the spirituality here assumes a new meaning. We are witnessing a spiritual search that is different from the past, a secular spiritual search, not necessarily linked to the religious dimension. In the face of the increasing inconsistency of meaning among our societies, and the growing crisis of the human relations we can observe everywhere signs of a spiritual search that goes beyond the traditional sense of confessional belonging (Bartolini, 2017). The nature of this secular spirituality is the result of dynamics at the crossroads between philosophy, psychoanalysis, politics and religions. This new spirituality embraces topics that go from the dialogue between different cultures to mind-body relations; from concrete alternatives to the neoliberalism and the logic of global capitalism, to the dimension of the self-care without falling however in egoic self-reference.

Such a trend has strong reflections on tourism. Tourists today are looking for new, tailor-made, and more authentic experiences, and the development of new markets is bringing to tourist destinations a growing number of travellers from new geographical and cultural areas. Meeting their expectations and responding to their needs requires new transversal skills and in-depth knowledge of the markets.

As it will be debated later on in this chapter, religious tourism is commonly related to the debate on tourism and spirituality. Religious tourism and the so called “soft mobility” (referring to pilgrimages) has become a central theme in the European tourist discourse. Italy, for instance, is has experienced a renewed life as a religious destination since the Jubilee 2016. The arrival of a great number of religious tourists during that year motivated the national tourism board to invest in the development of routes and paths as tools of capillary and branched knowledge of the history and widespread heritage of Italy. This project is among the objectives of the new Strategic Plan of Tourism 2017-2022 as well as the adaptation of the infrastructure network to improve its accessibility and intermodality with new “soft mobility” networks. Many regions, such as Lombardy, have also focused on religious tourism and the enhancement of artistic and religious itineraries in the area, from the Via di San Colombano to the Way of the Monks, just to name a few. Equally, an increasing number of religious and/or spiritual tourists every year walk along the ancient route of the Via Francigena. These are just some examples, but many other religious itineraries exist at the international level (e.g., Camino de Santiago), as well national and regional.

The search for a renewed way of ‘being into the world’ and improved quality of life is at the basis of the development of other types of tourism, such as the slow tourism, the experiential tourism, and the transformative tourism, among others. These are just few examples of the impact that the ‘search for meaning’, the ‘discovery of the self’ and the need for renewed values and ethical dimension influence tourism. 

The existential-spiritual need of tourism: A philosophical perspective

From a conceptual point of view there is a common agreement on the relationship between religion and spirituality. Purpose religious tourism for instance is a form of tourism where people of a particular faith travel to visit places of religious significance in their faith (Heidari et al., 2018). In this sense, pilgrimage is widely recognized as one of the earliest forms of tourism (Raj & Griffen, 2015). More generally, religious tourism, ‘whose participants are motivated either in part or exclusively for religious reasons’ (Rinschede, 1992, p. 52), nowadays constitutes a significant, growing sector of the contemporary tourism market (Sharpley, 2016).

Timothy and Olson (2006), by the way, observe that atheist have spiritual experience, too. The link between spirituality and tourism, thus, does not necessarily and exclusively refers to religious tourism Contemporary tourism itself can be seen as a sacred journey, a secular spiritual experience (Sharpley, 2016). It seems thus important to define what spirituality means, for defining spirituality allows us to better explore the spiritual dimension of tourism (Hassani & Bastenegar, 2016). As summarized in Figure 1, the different definitions of spirituality indicate the existence of three main underlying dimensions of the concept:

1. non-materiality;
2. search and awareness;
3. communication.

“Insert Figure 1 here”

The non-material dimension in human existence comprises concepts such as  ‘inner realm’, ‘spiritual dimension’, ‘human consciousness’ and feelings, psychological well-being and quality of life. The second component refers to ‘pursuit and awareness’, that is, the search for a truth, inner and social consciousness, self-awareness and search for meaning. Finally, the dimension of communication in spirituality refers to interrelation and interconnectedness, religious connection, connection to human nature, and connection with the Creator. 

All the above-described aspects of the concept of spirituality underlie the act of travelling. To consider tourism as a capitalistic, materialistic societies’ frivolous practice, without any real social role, is indeed misleading and erroneous. From the philosophical, cognitive, neuronal and even therapeutic point of view, indeed, tourism should be considered as vehicle of well-being for it stimulates self-awareness and introspection, as well as contact with others. It seems safe to say that travelling is part of the essence of the human being.

In this sense, as a metaphor of Humanity, the ‘external and physical’ journey – that is, the act of traveling – reflects the ‘internal and spiritual’ one. In this context, the ‘travel journal’ becomes the ‘diary of life’ and, to some extent, philosophically speaking, the lucid preparation to death as the end of the journey. This idea was already advocated by Plato – who used to “walk to better die” – as well as by the emperor Hadrian - who used to “travel not to get lost” – and it is also expressed in Boethius’s manuscript on what is today considered Ozio Creativo (creative idleness) (De Masi, 1995), perhaps underestimated by today’s society. Furthermore, Damásio (2003), a neurologist, support the idea that the ‘feeling of self’ can only be stimulated by contemplation, which in turn is only possible in certain conditions of relax and travel.

The value of leisure as a component of life and means to reach psychophysical and spiritual well-being seems to be nowadays neglected. Marinoff (1999) invites to read to achieve mental health, instead of using psychotropic drugs. He sums up well the idea that meditation, leisure and travel (real and/or metaphorical, through reading) are means to well-being.

In this sense, the many appeals we are surrounded by, and that reminds us the need for traveling and the importance of having time for some leisure, can be interpreted as an implicit acknowledgment of the deeper salvific power of travelling. In turn, many tourists today travel in search of meaning, value, encounter with the ‘other’ and the rediscovery of self. Their attitudes reflect their inner truth and nature as human being, their worldview, beliefs, as well as their level of self-awareness, psycho-physical and emotional health. Being a traveller can reflect a personal and/or collective search for wisdom and inner peace, as well as peace with the other. Travelling as the ultimate search for individual and collective well-being.

Post-pandemic travel and spirituality: The case of ‘untold Rome’.

The COVID-19 pandemic has made us realize the precarious nature of everything that we had previously taken for granted. Simple things to most societies in the developed world, like having coffee in a café with a friend; visiting a museum or friends; hugging and kissing; travelling; going to the theatre or cinema etc., were suddenly suspended, outlawed, or severely restricted. 

After months of travel restrictions and lockdowns, these things we once thought ordinary have acquired new value. Perhaps we already knew that some things had to change in our lives, especially our consumer habits, but by now we all know they must change. From a travel perspective, it has been clear for decades that we were heading towards more and more unsustainable forms of travel, but until now, we had not done much to alter that. Prior to the pandemic, we thought of travel as being an essential part of our lives in the developed world, almost a necessary activity, both for personal growth, pleasure, and career.

When we finally emerge from the restrictions, will we begin travel again with a new consciousness? One acquired after months of lockdown, spent fighting a virus whilst ‘entrenched’ in our homes. At least for those of us not required to work on the front line of the fight against the virus and almost afraid to go out, will travel and our perceived need for it take on a new meaning? 

The pandemic events are contributing to a substantial, meaningful and positive transformation of the planet in general and tourism specifically. This is not a return to a ‘normal’ that existed before – but is instead a vision of how the world is changing, evolving, and transforming into something different from what it was before the 2020 global pandemic experience. (Lew et al., 2020, p. 455)

Re-framing travel from a more inner and spiritual perspective – which in this brave new world we are still coming to terms with – could be the safest and the most sustainable way of reinserting it in to our quotidien. Operators in the tourist industry, DMOs, and local authorities are going to have to face up to the crucial issues of how to turn their emphasis from quantity to quality, especially for those destinations which were already subject to overtourism.

After looking more deeply into the concept of spiritual journeys, detached from (or not necessarily attached to) religious issues, the author wonders whether Rome, the cradle of the religious/spiritual journey for Roman Catholics, could offer some untold elements? Something that has as yet not been narrated, and whether Rome as a city could be re-presented as a destination for those seeking a more intimate form of spirituality. There are plenty of places ‘off the beaten track’ in Rome, secret gardens, places of meditation, which convey a unique sense of intimacy and seclusion.
 
Post-COVID-19 tourism: ‘We cannot go on, and we cannot stop. We must transform’.

The pandemic has had a devastating effect on the world economy and threatened the physical and mental health of millions of people worldwide. Despite that, no one can deny the fact that the earth has been granted a regenerating break during the lockdown. Decades of travel had strongly impacted the environment playing a role in climate change.

By curbing tourism flows, the pandemic has marked a new beginning for the tourism industry. As Kampel (2020, p. 1) aptly puts it: “It is clear that this pandemic will reshape the travel and tourism sector for some time to come, while sustainability considerations will have to embrace the new dimension of health safety.”

Tourism must be redesigned and the only certain thing we know so far, whilst the pandemic still rages, is that we have to re-conceive our ideas about travelling. Moreover, after the emotional overload and stress caused by the pandemic, we may expect changes in our mindset towards travel. The pandemic ‘caught’ us in a moment of ongoing transformations, due to the necessity, felt by many, of a paradigm shift in our approach to travel (and living):

At the dawn of the Third Millennium, human civilization finds itself in a seeming paradox of gargantuan proportions. On the one hand, industrial and technological growth is destroying much of Nature, endangering ourselves, and threatening our descendants. On the other hand, we must accelerate our industrial and technological development, or the forces we have already unleashed will wreak even greater havoc on the world for generations to come. We cannot go on, and we cannot stop. We must transform. (Atkisson, 2006, as cited in Tomljenović & Dukić, 2017, p. 3)

This is both a necessity that the pandemic brought to light and a tendency that the pandemic fostered: a new and more sustainable consciousness has risen in people’s consciousness: 

Since the pandemic struck, travellers are also increasingly thinking twice about their consumption and waste while on holiday. More than half (53%) of global travellers are willing to reduce their waste and recycle their plastic when travelling, once all restrictions are lifted. (Booking.com, 2020) 

Today travellers prone to travel again are making different choices: selecting less crowded, alternative, destinations, choosing off-season special offers and seeking remote places where they might find mental restoration (Booking.com, 2020).

The proportions of the psychological impact of the pandemic have yet to be assessed but one should not neglect the probable desire for post-COVID-19 tourists to reach destinations where they can recover mentally and perhaps form bonds with nature and forget the stress to which they were submitted. Overexposure to the media is also an important element to be considered when designing novel tourism products: the fact that millions of people were stuck at home watching terrifying news may lead to a quest for quiet and digital detox experiences in the outdoors. Since the pandemic has accelerated a process of transformation of travel modes and mindsets, questioning the profile of the post-COVID-19 tourist, operators should adapt communication, contents, and promotion to suit the needs of this new typology of traveller.

Today’s tourist is willing to buy journeys which are safe, and safety relies on the possibility of being socially distant from other people and travelling in places where protocols on COVID-19 are clear cut and reassuring. In Italy, the pandemic has enhanced more sustainable forms of tourism, namely “slow tourism, sport tourism, family and group tourism and luxury travel” (Inghirami, 2020). 

Rome: From religious tourism destination to place of spiritual journeys

In 2019, 330 million tourists travelled worldwide to reach religious destinations and the same year 5,5 million tourists visited Italy. Rome represents an important place for religious tourism. During the Jubilee in 2000, the city was visited by 30 million people (Vukonić, 2006, p. 243). Italy is certainly a well-established destination for ‘classic’ religious journeys, with over 100.000 churches and seven major Cammini (religious/spiritual paths). Rome alone – the home of Roman Catholicism – hosts more than 900 churches. But it is also widely recognized that there are many travellers who are not religious but are interested in the spiritual dimension (Tomljenović & Dukić, 2017, p. 2), “[…] many people who consider themselves spiritual would not see themselves as religious and vice versa. In fact, atheists and agnostics may also have deep spiritual experiences in relation to nature and their affiliation” (Dallen & Olsen, 2006, p. 21).

Spirituality has emerged as something which can be included in religiosity, but it can also be considered as detached from religion: 

[…] spiritual tourism is multivalent and comprised of diverse categories that can include practices, such as attending New Age and music festivals, participating in meditation and yoga retreats and in neopagan and shaman ceremonies, as well as by following ancient pilgrimage trails such as the Kumano Kodo in Japan or The Way of St James in Spain. (Cheer et al., 2017, pp. 3-4)

As previously mentioned, what could arise from the experience of the pandemic is a quest for spiritual forms of travelling, not necessarily attached to religious experiences or pilgrimages, but as an escape from daily distressing thoughts. As a destination ‘affected’ by overtourism, before the pandemic outbreak, Rome might not appear to be someone’s first choice for travel if they are looking for inner spirituality. As Vukonić (2006, pp. 248-49) points out, mass tourism often tarnishes the shine of spirituality in sacred places. Nevertheless, there are places of prayer in Rome which are visited only by a few people and are secluded and protected from mass tourism. Churches like Sant’Andrea al Quirinale, San Carlino alle Quattro Fontane, for example, host Bernini and Borromini’s masterpieces but are seldom visited by tourists. Due to the pandemic, the ‘eternal city’ is evolving still further and becoming something new. It has always had enormous spiritual potential embedded in famous and secret places and so it is quite possible that it could begin to offer a centre for new experiences and renewed spirituality. 

To generate demand, one needs to create an offer and at present Rome is not promoted as a destination for alternative spirituality. A google search on Pacchetti in Italia per turismo spirituale (Packages for spiritual tourism in Italy) the first results are linked to religious journeys. By scrolling down the results of the search, it is possible to find meditation vacations promoting North Italy or Tuscany. Searching in the English language brings up more destinations[footnoteRef:1] but not Rome and if you type in “spiritual places in Rome”, you get a list of famous churches.  [1:  See websites such as www.findyouritaly.com and webpages such as www.bookmeditationretreats.com/all/d/europe/Italy.
] 


Rome is already a top destination for Roman Catholic religious pilgrimages and certainly deserves the title. Nevertheless, this image of Rome could also limit other new perspectives. There are places in Rome (or near Rome) where you can stop and get in touch with your soul, where you can be closer to your most intimate thoughts, parks and gardens like Villa Borghese, Villa Ada, Giardino degli Aranci, the Giardino Giapponese, Bosco Parrasio, Villa Pamphili, and the Appian Way, to quote a few (see Demirgian, 2018). Even staying within strictly religious sites, places like Scala Santa, the Abbazia delle Tre Fontane – home of the Frati trappisti, a place of prayer and meditation – churches like Santa Passera, Santa Prassede, Santo Stefano Rotondo, San Clemente, and experiences like a night pilgrimage to the Divino Amore are scarcely known and could offer exceptional spiritual experiences. 

Building a new discourse around the topic of spirituality, well-being and wellness, may lead to a new kind of spiritual tourism for the city of Rome. While other places in Italy are already offering spiritual experiences (the religious paths, places to meditate in the countryside, etc.), Rome as a destination for actual spirituality is still up for development and here I see an opportunity to reshape Rome’s spiritual offer. 

There are secluded places, hidden gems, sparkling with spirituality and Rome has an opportunity (deriving from the crisis) to start to rewrite its own story and its own image. The fountain of one of the most powerful religions on earth could also be the wellspring of manifold paths towards spirituality, of so many different kinds. 

To reach something inside us, we need to make steps outside, to undertake a journey, “indeed, it is a peculiarity of spiritual tourism that external travel is needed to achieve an internal experience of spiritual meaning” (Kujawa, 2017, p. 2). Rome could be that place, that destination and has the potential once again in the new millennia to meet the world’s spiritual needs whatever they may be. 

Conclusion

The concept of spirituality is broader, and includes the idea of religion. Establishing links between the characteristics of today’s societies and the individual and collective search for new paradigms towards a renewed well-being, and a newfound meaning of life, are the basis of any debate on tourism and spirituality. Such association provides for the review of the social role of tourism, both collectively and individually, and its enhancement as a vehicle for personal well-being. Philosophical speculation leads us to say that the fundamental dimensions of the very concept of ‘spirituality’ are at the basis of today’s tourist practices. It is necessary to acknowledge this connection in order to achieve a paradigmatic change in the definition of tourism as a spiritual experience and mean for collective and individual well-being, due to its mental and intellectual benefits. The experience currently underway in the city of Rome (Italy) is proof that the stop imposed on tourism by the COVID-19 pandemic can be used as opportunity for this paradigm change, transforming one of the most famous religious destination in the world, into a destination for spiritual journeys. 
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