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Abstract 

Recently, in Japan inbound tourism is one of the few promising markets as domestic demand is not 
expected to grow due to the declining population. In March 2016, the central Government held a 
"Tourism Vision Conference to Support Japan’s Tomorrow" and set the ambitious goal of 
achieving foreign visitor number to reach 40 million by 2020 and 60 million by 2030. The 
government promotes ‘Cool Japan’, as part of ‘Visit Japan Campaign’, emphasizing smart 
technology, media contents, fashion and other popular culture. Its success is clear, but I contend it 
does not show the ‘core’ or the ‘essence’ of Japan that can only be experienced in situ and makes 
people want to visit again; the core is the spiritual elements. Spiritual elements also value cultural 
and environmental conservation, which leads to sustainable development of tourism.  

One of the fastest growing and newly emerging field of tourism is “spiritual tourism”, which is also 
receiving attention from various governments, and state tourism authorities. UNWTO convened 
the 1st International Conference on Spiritual Tourism for Sustainable Development in Nimh Binh, 
Vietnam in 2013, recognizing a growing importance of spiritual tourism, which explores deep part 
of a given culture. Japan has a number of spiritual sites. I argue what is needed to achieve the goal 
in the new Vision is not "Cool JAPAN" but "Deep JAPAN". This study examines elements of 
Deep Japan Tourism through a case study of Koyasan, a World Heritage designated Buddhist 
temple town in Wakayama, Japan.  

This is an auto-ethnographic work – the author’s own experience of working at a shukubo temple 
lodging in Koyasan, Japan, as well as being a calligraphy practitioner over 14 years. Deep Japan, 
experiencing Japanese traditional culture and spirituality on site, is an element to make people want 
to visit again to further their understanding and experience. Establishing such experience as a 
tourism resource will lead to sustainable tourism development unique to Japan, and perhaps 
relevant to many other Asian nations. 

Keywords: ....................... 

 

A. Introduction 

Recently, in Japan inbound tourists are one of the few promising markets as domestic demand is 
not expected to grow due to the declining population. In March 2016, the central Government held 
a "Tourism Vision Conference to Support Japan’s Tomorrow" and set the ambitious goal of 
achieving foreign visitor number to reach 40 million by 2020 and 60 million by 2030. The 
government promotes ‘Cool Japan’ as part of ‘Visit Japan Campaign’, emphasizing smart 
technology, media contents, fashion and other popular culture. Its success is clear, but I contend it 
does not show core or essence of Japan that can only be experience in situ, and thus makes people 
want to visit again. Spiritual elements also value cultural and environmental conservation, which 
leads to sustainable development of tourism. 

 
B. Meeting of the Council for the Development of a Tourism Vision to Support the Future 

of Japan on March 30, 2016 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe held the second meeting of the “Council for the Development of a 
Tourism Vision to Support the Future of Japan” at the Prime Minister's Office. 
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Based on the discussion, the Prime Minister said, 

“Tourism is one of the major pillars of the growth strategy of Japan. It is also the drawcard for 
regional vitalization, as well as the engine for growth towards achieving a GDP of 600 trillion yen.  

Today, towards the next stage, we have determined the ‘Tourism Vision to Support the Future of 
Japan,’ which includes many policies at once ambitious and concrete. Moreover, aiming to create a 
‘Japan the world will want to visit,’ we will steadily implement the ‘ten reforms’ decided today, and 
by doing so, the Government as a whole will work to realize new heights for Japan as a ‘tourism-
oriented developed nation.’ 

Towards the Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games, which will be held four short years from now, 
and focusing also on the post-Olympic future, we will tackle the challenge of new goals. 

We aim to increase the number of foreign tourists to Japan to 40 million by 2020, and to 60 million 
by 2030. 

Under the policy of ‘doing everything that the Government can possibly do,’ and towards building 
a new Japan that is a ‘tourism-oriented developed nation ,’ I am determined that the Government 
will stand at the forefront and always proactively make the first move to take all possible measures 
to achieve our goals. Thank you very much.” 

I argue what is needed to achieve the above tourism goal is not "Cool JAPAN" but "Deep 
JAPAN". By Deep, I mean spiritual elements as core of Japanese culture, and therefore, Deep 
Japan lets visitors explore deep spiritual elements of Japanese culture. Tourism that facilitates 
people experiencing deep part of cultural elements can be defined as ‘spiritual tourism’, and 
therefore Spiritual tourism will be the key of “Deep JAPAN”. 

Spiritual tourism is one of the fastest growing and newly emerging field of tourism globally, which 
is also receiving attention from various governments, and state tourism authorities. UNWTO 
convened the 1st International Conference on Spiritual Tourism for Sustainable Development in 
Nimh Binh, Vietnam in 2013, recognizing a growing importance of spiritual tourism. Japan has a 
number of spiritual sites. 

 
C. Why spiritual tourism is important? 

With a landmark 1 billion tourists crossing international borders in 2012 alone, never before have 
so many travelled so widely, nor come into contact with such diverse expressions of spirituality, 
faith and culture.  

The interaction spurred by such encounters has the potential to evoke profound spiritual 
experiences and transformational spiritual growth. Moreover, the cultural exchange and dialogue 
evoked by spiritual tourism are the very cornerstones of mutual understanding, tolerance and 
respect, the fundamental building blocks of sustainability. 

The responsible and sustainable use of natural and cultural assets in the development of spiritual 
tourism can create employment opportunities, generate income, alleviate poverty, curb rural flight 
migration, prompt product diversification, and nurture a sense of pride among communities and 
destinations. 

Above all, attaining sustainability requires that the local traditions, spiritual values and rich cultural 
heritage of visited destinations are understood and respected, and that host communities can 
directly reap the benefits of tourism development.  

 
D. Example of good practices in Spiritual Tourism 

In Bali, Indonesia, the annual Tri Hita Karana Tourism Awards honour tourism enterprises which 
incorporate principles in line with the Balinese community’s concept of Tri Hita Karana into their 
business practices. 
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This life concept concerns accomplishing integral secular and spiritual unity through the 
harmonisation of the relationships between humans and God (parhyangan), between human beings 
themselves (pawongan), and between humanity and the environment (palemahan). Several 
businesses have received the prestigious award not only for their adherence to sustainable 
environmental practices, but also for their preservation of local values and contribution to the well-
being of local communities.  

*Source: UNWTO Study on Tourism and Intangible 

 
E. Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to define spiritual tourism which will play an important role for 
promoting inbound tourism in Japan for the future. Moreover Cool Japan including pop culture is a 
main tourism resource in present. However I would like to focus on experience-based tour which 
has spiritual elements. These tourism will be “Deep Japan”, it means next strategy of Japan. 

This paper reviews about Koyasan which is one of the world heritage site in Wakayama, Japan. I 
survey to foreigners with working at Yochi- in temple for totally 16days. This periods of 
investigation are 7days on February, 5days on May and 4days on July in 2017. 

Moreover I myself have been studying calligraphy intensely for 14 years. Fortunately, I have had 
many opportunities to teach calligraphy to non -  Japanese people. Through these experiences I 
found the possibility of Japanese calligraphy as a tourism resource. 

 
F. Koyasan-world heritage site in Japan 

Koyasan is a great holy place of Japanese Buddhism held by Kobo-Daishi Kukai. He opened a 
central training center of Shingon Esoteric Buddhism for the well-being of a nation, world piece 
and practitioner of austerities. From the late 10th century, Koyasan gathered faith and respect of 
the general population, and many visitors come to the present. In July 2004, it was registered as a 
World Heritage Site by UNESCO, and visitors from all over the world are visiting. According to 
the Wakayama Prefecture Tourism Dynamics Survey in Heisei 2016, the number of foreign visitors 
at Koyasan is 77 thousand, which is remarkably increasing for day trip guests. In addition, in 
Michelin Travel Guide Japan version, Koyasan acquired 3 stars and received the highest rating as an 
excellent sightseeing site. 

 
G. Shukubo temple lodging in Koyasan 

52 out of 117 temples of Koyasan offer lodging for tourists to stay. I surveyed while actually 
working at the Yochi- in Temple. This temple provides morning ceremony, handwriting of a sutra, 
drawing Buddha images, night tours, meditation sessions, Shojin cuisine (vegetarian food), short-
term training, yoga, red seal with writing name of temple in calligraphy. According to the monks, 
80% of their guests are foreigners. Many foreigners visit Koyasan in order to experience Japanese 
culture. The most popular ones are drawing images, meditation sessions, and morning ceremony. 

In Koyasan, there are no super markets, neon lights, nor entertainment centers like in Tokyo. 
However there are places to rest our spirit in Koyasan. Wake up early in the morning and join the 
temple’s morning sutra-  sitting in the HONDO (temple’s main meditation area) and feel the 
vibration of the rhythmic priest’s chant. It has a rhythm and certain tone that you will be able to 
resonate with even if you don’t understand Japanese. You remember fond memories and your mind 
becomes quiet, you are soon filled with appreciation. At night, you can take a class of drawing 
Buddha images and handwriting sutra where you sit and trace the Chinese characters of the written 
chants on rice paper with a brush pen. The monk explained what this chant means and shows you 
what to do. In the quiet room all you hear is your brush strokes on the thin rice paper. 

You will be inspired to reflect on yourself by these experiences at Koyasan. In fact, many guests try 
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to do it. At the same time, monk gives some advises to them if they want.  

I would like to share my experience as one example in Koyasan. I myself had practiced handwriting 
sutra and meditation almost every night when I stayed in Koyasan. Gradually, I had the doubt 
"What is my religion as a Japanese, what do I believe?" 

Let me sum it all up in a word, "I am not religious but spiritual." I think that various interpretations 
can be made from this sentence, but I interpret it as follows. 

Many Japanese do not have a strong religious belief in respect of one god, however thanking all 
things in the world, respecting their ancestors, and having awe in nature. As a result, we offer 
ancestors through Buddhism, make wishes through Shinto, visit shrines. In addition, although the 
word "Itadakimasu" before meals may also be regarded as a prayer, this can be said to be gratitude 
not only for those who made it but also for nature.  

The Japanese have traditionally liked the concept of Michi (or do , 道), which means way. Michi is 
often use it when describing the type of life lead by a person. For example, if a person is leading an 
immoral life, they will say that person is "fudotoku" which means not on the road of virtue. As 
another examples, when a person pushes their skill to the utmost and is on the cutting edge of a 
field, the Japanese say that they are "taking the road to its ultimate destination" (michi wo 
kiwameru).  

The word of michi is therefore often used when the Japanese are describing circumstances where 
they must learn or polish a skill.  

Kado (written with the characters for "flower" and "way") is the art of flower arrangement; Kendo 
("sword" and "way") is the martial art of fencing; judo ("flexible" and "way") is another martial art; 
and Shinto ("gods" and "way"-here pronounced to) is the native religion of Japan.  

The concept of michi reflects the approach taken to learning since an ancient times in Japan; it is a 
social value with deep roots in Japanese culture.  

These seem to be religious from foreigners. It can be expressed with the word "JAPANISM" 

The survey result shows that the reasons why foreign tourists visit Koyasan include:  

·   I would like to stay at a Japanese- style house with a shoji or tatami mat  
·   I want to experience Japanese culture  
·   I would like to eat Shojin cuisine 
·   I want to do the same thing with monks and reflect on my own later  
·   I think that there is a key in Koyasan that Japan is growing to become an advanced country after 

the war, keeping peace, so I would like to know more deeply. 

 
H. The great deal of potential in Japanese calligraphy as a tourism resource 

It should be noted that Japanese calligraphy is a good way to learn Japanese culture.  

I myself have been studying calligraphy intensely for 14 years. Fortunately, I have had many 
opportunities to teach calligraphy to non -  Japanese people. For example, I visited Seattle, Kansas, 
and Georgia in 2013. I gave presentations on calligraphy to various people in high schools, rest 
homes, and other places. Many Americans said they wanted to try calligraphy themselves. I also 
performed calligraphy at Gadjah Mada University in Indonesia in 2017.  

I was impressed to see how artistically wonderful the works of calligraphy written by non-Japanese 
people are. Japanese calligraphers also praise their works. Foreigners have a different perspective, 
because they may not have the fixed ideas about Japanese characters which Japanese people have 
grown up with, such as their history and nuances. 

 I have taught Japanese calligraphy to my friend Nicolle from California for four months. She was 
able to do it very well. My two teachers of calligraphy club were deeply moved by her works. Once 
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New Year, I went to a calligraphy competition at Kashihara Shrine, a shrine dedicated to (the late) 
Emperor Jinmu. 

I went with another friend from Canada, Danielle, who homestayed with my family. To my joy, 
Danielle’s work received a prize; she even surpassed the work of some Japanese contestants. She 
was able to express what she had learned from me.  

Through these experiences, I am sure foreigners have more skills in calligraphy than Japanese 
people think. Therefore, I would like many foreigners to try calligraphy rather than just passively 
looking at it. 

However, I am anxious about one thing -  that calligraphy may become just a way of drawing. 
Calligraphy is not only an art, but is a way of life. Calligraphy and the Japanese spirit are intimately 
woven together. If we want to create great works, we have to try to be a suitable person for it. 
Japanese calligraphy reflects our mind. This is the most important thing in practice. For instance, 
Thich Nhat Hanh who is a monk and a great calligrapher, who was nominated for the Nobel Peace 
Prize candidate in 1967, stated that “Calligraphy is a practice of meditation.” The way of thinking is 
an essential part of Japanese calligraphy. Therefore I always tell non-Japanese people about spiritual 
elements when I teach calligraphy.  

Judo has become an Olympic sport, and has spread throughout the world. The original spirit and 
purpose of Budo was to refine our mind. It seems, however, that some Japanese martial arts have 
become only a sport in which people compete to win. So I hope that the Japanese spirit in 
calligraphy will not be lost in this way.  

It is not too much to say that it is the essence of Japanese culture. I do hope it will spread widely all 
over the world without losing its original spirit. If we can teach calligraphy to foreigners with 
Japanese spirit and realize their wonderful skills, their works will become more valuable and their 
experience will be more precious. They could learn Japanese spirit through the traditional cultural 
practices. 

 
I. Conclusion 

The results of Koyasan's survey shows that although the old traditions and practices have been 
maintained, Guests were impressed with the English notation of transportation facilities and tourist 
information centers. It can be said that it is also a tourist destination while preserving the place of 
practice which is the existence significance of Koyasan originally. As 100% of the people who were 
interviewed said that they would like to visit Koyasan again. It can be said that the experience at 
Koyasan, a Deep Japan experience, will develop a wonderful tourist destination in the future. 

To aim for tourism-oriented developed nation", it is necessary to review conventional tourism 
strategy and focus on spiritual areas. To that end, spiritual tourism which has been regarded as 
important in recent years should be argued to be necessary to develop a new tourism strategy, 
“Deep JAPAN”. 

In addition, although this article included only calligraphy, it is possible to incorporate other 
traditional practices such as tea ceremonies, flower arrangement, martial arts, when introducing 
Japanese culture. Japanese mind can be learned from these cultures. 

From the experience of teaching calligraphy, I know learning calligraphy will be a reason to come to 
Japan, also leading them to learn Japan deeper. Therefore, introducing these practices overseas will 
facilitates new visits to Japan, and experiencing them in Japan will increase the number of repeaters. 
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