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VIEWPOINT
Time for tourists to learn spirit of adventure

Pakistan’s slow 
journey toward 
modernity takes 
shape online

Modern China, like Pakistan, 
has often been unfriendly to ho-
mosexuality. However, recently 
a Chinese court has agreed to 
hear a same-sex marriage case 
but the Pakistani version of The 
New York Times was hesitant to 
publish the picture of this news 
story and a blank space was left 
on the front page of the local 
edition of the newspaper.  

The publishers feared that 
the picture, showing two men 
kissing, might arouse public 

anger and even legal conse-
quences. Pakistan’s law crimi-
nalizing consensual same-sex 
relations dates back to October 
6, 1860, under the colonial rule 
of the British Raj, and homo-
phobic feeling has risen with 
the rise of militant Islamism in 
some areas of the country.

Secular and liberal view-
points are not given space on 
the pages of newspapers and 
news channels in Pakistan 
and liberals have to wrap their 
ideas in religion and customs to 
make them worth publishing. 
But people have found social 
media a more accommodating 
space.

And what’s hidden in 
the mainstream media may 
emerge in the secret lives of 

Pakistanis. According to Huff-
ington Post story of 2013, “Ho-
mosexuality is not tolerated in 
Pakistan, but the country leads 
Google searches for gay porn.” 
According to Daily Pakistan, a 
documentary film Poshida: Hid-
den LGBT Pakistan is prepared 
to explore the history and mod-
ern culture of LGBT Pakistan to 
provide a deep insight into this 
hidden world, including long 
traditions of homoerotic feeling 
in some areas.

Liberalism is not totally 
banned in the social spheres of 
Pakistan, but due to religious 
restrictions, it is not openly de-
bated. And different provinces 
of Pakistan have different ap-
proaches toward religious mat-
ters. 

For example, most of the 
blasphemy cases are registered 
in the Punjab where religious 
sectarianism is on the rise, but 
on the other hand, very few 
cases of blasphemy are regis-
tered in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
province. Purdah (wearing of 
the veil) is a must for women in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, but the 
same Islamic custom is not ob-
served strictly in Punjab. 

The journey toward moder-
nity is slow in Pakistan. But 
there are some instances, such 
as that Pakistanis are inclined 
toward modern education. New 
trends in fashion are adopted 
everywhere. 

Nowadays in urban areas, 
women are encouraged to get 
education and opt for job. Gen-

der equality is encouraged. 
But still there are some areas 

where customs and traditions 
are hurdles in the way of mod-
ernism. Girls are not encour-
aged to select their life partners. 

And there is no room for 
“vulgarity” in the social sphere. 
Secularism is still considered 
to be anti-Islamic. But this is a 
transitional period in Pakistan 
and development shows that 
new trends will be welcomed in 
every aspect of social life. 
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LETTERS

By Xue Guangda

As Chinese have turned toward 
tourism, Spring Festival, once 
a time just to get together 

with family, protect against the cold, 
and watch the Spring Festival gala on 
CCTV, has started to heat up popular 
sites. Of course, days out were always a 
part of the festival, except in the worst 
days; temple fairs, mixing religion and 
entertainment, are an old tradition. But 
it’s only been in the last decade, with 
access to cars and cheap flights, that 
their reach has extended enough to be 
annoying.

Take a friend of mine in Beijing, who 
comes from Sanya, the beautiful city on 
Hainan island far to the south. I asked 
him if he’d be going back home this 
year. No, he explained, he almost never 
goes back home nowadays, because 
Sanya swells from its normal hun-
dred thousand people to a population 
of over 2 million during the festival. 
These aren’t returnees but tourists, who 
make it almost unbearably crowded, 
wildly overpriced, and impossible to get 
anything.

Or think of the famous Ditan temple 
fair in Beijing. I can remember going to 
it as a child, when it was crowded, but 
not overwhelming, and I could still see 
the stalls and shows hoisted onto my 
uncle’s shoulders. But now everyone 
drives there, traffic is backed up for 
miles around, and even when I eventu-
ally made it, by subway, to the temple 
fair itself the only thing I could really 
see were the crowds.

Some might say that this is 
an inevitable by-product of too 
many people in too little space. 
But the truth is that even given 
China’s massive population, there 
are more than enough beautiful 
and interesting places to poten-
tially accommodate everyone. 
Despite all that we lost in the 
last century, the countryside is 
still littered with ancient build-
ings and lovely places. But instead of 
seeking out unusual spots, everyone 
flocks to the same places that millions 

of others are going to.
Take last week during the holidays, 

when I decided to drive out to the Great 
Wall at Badaling with my wife and 
daughter. This was dumb of me. Like 
many an invading horde of the past, 
we got held up at the pass. As we drove 
along the highway, we rapidly ran into 
the massive crowd of cars heading the 
same way. Soon we were making our 
way along at a crawl barely faster than 
if we had walked. My daughter began to 
get bored and need to pee, and my wife 
and I grew increasingly frustrated. 

Then my wife had a stroke of genius. 
Pulling up Baidu maps to look at the 
traffic, she noted “Wait, there’s another 
part of the mountains marked near 
here as a scenic spot? Why don’t we 
just go there instead?” We didn’t know 
anything about where we were going, 
but anything was better than grinding 
through the traffic and then push-
ing through the crowds, so 
we turned off at the next 
exit. 

Within a few 
minutes we were 
alone on the 

road. Twenty minutes later, we were 
in beautiful, deserted mountains, all 
by ourselves. I won’t tell you the name 
of the place, because now I don’t want 
everyone else to go there, but it was 
marked on the maps and easy to find; 
just not famous. And so, while tens of 
thousands of people headed to Badal-
ing, we had it to ourselves.

That goes for great stretches of the 
Great Wall. Everybody goes to the places 
where the tourist buses run, but head 
out to lesser-known patches and it will 
be just you for miles.  

What makes us head only to the 
same places as others? Maybe it’s be-
cause tourism was packaged as a group 
process for decades. The last decade 
has seen a big growth in independent 
travel, but many people seem to feel 
more comfortable going to the same 

old spots. Or maybe it’s because a few 
places get trotted out again and again 
by the media, so that you might not 
know anywhere else existed.

But with maps and other informa-
tion the press of a mobile phone button 
away, there’s no excuse anymore to 
press like lemmings to the same loca-
tions. Instead, we can improvise our 
own trips, finding places once-deserted 
and spreading out the burden of tour-
ism. Scholars in the Qing Dynasty 
(1644-1911) used to think nothing 
was better than finding an old temple 
untouched by the crowds; if we can 
rediscover that spirit of adventure, even 
the people who want to go just to the fa-
mous sites will find them less crowded.
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