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Tourists at the seaside: exploring the spiritual dimension.

By Dr David Jarratt and Professor Richard Sharpley.

Abstract

Contemporary tourism is considered by many to embrace a spiritual dimension.
That is, in increasingly secular modern societies, many forms of tourism
represent a sacred journey that has the potential to fulfil the contemporary
tourist’s spiritual needs. However, relatively few attempts have been made to
explore this phenomenon, in particular in the context of one of the most popular
tourism settings, namely, the seaside. This paper addresses this gap in the
literature. Drawing on research in Morecambe, a traditional seaside resort in
the north-west of England, it seeks to identify the extent to which the seaside
environment in general, and the sea in particular, endow the touristic
experience of the resort with emotional or spiritual significance. A number of
clear themes emerge from the research that point to a spiritual dimension of the
seaside experience, including a sense of connection, awesomeness,
timelessness and nothingness. Nevertheless, further research in other coastal
settings is required to substantiate these findings.
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Introduction

It has long been recognised that the secularisation of modern societies may
‘conceal the sacralisation of previously profane activities’ (Allcock, 1988: 33). In
other words, as Durkheim (2008) first suggested, when scientific knowledge and
rationality supersede institutionalised religion there remains a need for
‘mythological representations’ and, as a consequence, societies and individuals
seek meaning in experiences and practices beyond traditional, organised
religion. According to Allcock (1988: 35), one such modern alternative or
‘secular substitute’ to religion is tourism. Tourism here refers, in general terms,
to leisure tourism and it is not claimed that all forms of tourism are spiritual.
Since MacCannell (1976) first proposed that the everyday modern tourist is a
secular pilgrim, it has been increasingly argued that not only has leisure time in
general become ‘a space for the contemplative and the creative, a unity of
thought and action’ (Vukoni¢, 1996: 8), but also that tourism in particular has
become a sacred or spiritual journey ‘functionally and symbolically equivalent to
other institutions that humans use to embellish and add meaning to their lives’
(Graburn, 1989: 22). In short, it is widely suggested that the phenomenon of
tourism embraces a spiritual dimension (Brown, 1998; Olsen, 2006; Sharpley,
2009; Timothy and Olsen, 2006).

Significantly, however, research into this spiritual dimension of tourism
remains limited; that is, relatively few attempts have been made to verify
empirically the suggestion that individuals seek or experience spiritual fulfilment
through tourism. In other words, although a number of studies have, for
example, explored the (secular) spiritual dimension of tourist engagement in
specific (religious) journeys, such as the Camino de Santiago (Devereux and
Carnegie, 2006), of the experience of religious sites (Francis et al., 2008;

Sharpley and Sundaram, 2005), of specific settings, such as the countryside



(Jepson & Sharpley 2015) and of related experiences including holistic (Smith,
2003) and wellness tourism (Steiner and Reisinger, 2006), few have addressed
if and how tourists experience a sense of meaning or spirituality through tourism
more generally (but, see Willson, Mcintosh and Zahra, 2013).

In particular, the relationship between spirituality and seaside tourism
has remained largely unexplored in the literature, a surprising omission given
the centrality of the seaside to contemporary tourism worldwide. Not only are
seaside resorts, specifically those in the UK, associated with the birth of
contemporary mass tourism (Pimlott, 1947; Walton, 1983; Walvin, 1978) but
also despite experiencing an extended period of decline during the latter half of
the twentieth century as seaside tourism became a global phenomenon
(Walton, 2000), the resorts in the UK remain popular. In 2013, for example, 142
million day visits were made to the British seaside (Visit England, 2013).

Almost twenty years ago there was a call to ‘deepen our understanding
of individuals' lifelong experiences of coasts, and the meanings they attach to
them’ (Tunstall and Penning-Rowsell, 1998: 331), but progress has been
inconsistent. This is not to say that the significance or meaning of seaside resort
tourism experiences has not benefitted from academic scrutiny; the
carnivalesque has long been considered as a fundamental element of the resort
experience (Chapman and Light, 2014; Webb, 2005) whilst the seaside as a
liminal space is a popular and enduring theme (for example, Gilchrist, Carter
and Burdsey, 2014; Preston-Whyte, 2004; Shields, 1991). Furthermore, the
therapeutic aspects of the coast have also been considered whilst recently
psychologists have investigated the function of blue space (aquatic
environments) in terms of wellbeing (see Bell et al., 2015; White et al, 2010;
White et al, 2013). In particular, Jarratt (2015a,b) has considered visitors’

reactions to the seaside environment, suggesting they experience a seaside-



specific sense of place, or seasideness, that embraces a variety of elements —
notably nostalgia and wellness. Nevertheless, with the partial exception of
Jarratt’s work, no attempts have been made to consider the extent to which the
defining element of a seaside resort, namely the sea, may influence or underpin
tourists’ spiritual experience of the seaside.

The purpose of this paper, then, is to address this gap in the literature.
Specifically, it considers the outcomes of a study which sought to identify in
general whether the experience of tourists to Morecambe, a once popular and
more recently resurgent traditional seaside resort in the north-west of England
(Bingham, 1990; Trotman, 2007), embraces a deeper spiritual or transcendental
dimension and, in particular, the significance of the sea — or what may be
referred to as the resort’s ‘blue space’ (Volker and Kistemann 2011) — to that
experience. In so doing, it not only contributes to understanding of how tourism
may fulfil a role as a secular substitute to religion but also points to the need for
further research into tourists’ emotional experience of arguably the most popular
category of destination: the seaside. First, however, it is important to review
briefly the significance of spirituality in contemporary society, its relevance to
tourism and the evolving significance of the seaside as a tourism destination to

provide a framework for the subsequent research.

Religion, spirituality and tourism

It is widely recognised that the last 150 years or so have witnessed a ‘shift in
the sacred landscape’ (Heelas and Woodhead, 2005: 2) of western society.
More specifically, the modernisation of society has been accompanied by a
process of secularisation as evidenced by a decline in the perceived relevance
of and adherence to traditional religious institutions and practices (Brierley,
1999; Lambert 2004; Stark, Hamberg and Miller, 2005) whilst, in particular,



there has been a decrease in the influence and role of the church, an institution
that offered stability, cohesion and spiritual guidance to its followers (Wuthnow,
1998). Consequently, it is suggested that contemporary society, arguably set
adrift with no moral compass (Houtman and Aupers, 2007), has come to be
defined by a search for spirituality; as Brown (1998: 1) puts it, ‘The spiritual
search has become a dominant feature of late twentieth-century life; a symptom
of collective uncertainty’.

This is not to say that the quest for spiritual meaning and fulfiiment is a
recent phenomenon, for spirituality is fundamental to traditional religious belief
in a higher being external to the self (Vukoni¢, 1996); that is, to be religious is to
be spiritual and hence, religion and religious practice has always been an
expression of spirituality. It is also not to say that increasing secularisation has
resulted in a religious vacuum in society. Indeed, as Heelas and Woodhead
(2005) observe, there is evidence of an increasingly widespread desire within
society to sustain and nurture spiritual health. In other words, religion is, in a
sense, not in decline but taking on a new form; it has become de-
institutionalised (Harvey, 2003) and is manifested in a variety of individualistic
and group spiritual practices unencumbered by traditional religious institutions,
prescribed theologies and rituals and communal responsibilities. Putting it
another way, spirituality may be thought of as a postmodern manifestation of
religion, an individualistic search for meaning and harmony and a connection
with the world (Pargament, 1999).

Nevertheless, religion and spirituality are not synonymous. Certainly,
from a theological perspective the increasing focus on spirituality may be
considered evidence of a transformation in or evolution of religious practice, not
least because many definitions suggest that spirituality embraces both the

individual search for meaning and a belief in a higher / supreme power (Dyson,



Cobb and Forman 1997; Kale, 2004; Miner-Williams, 2006; Zinnbauer,
Pargament and Scott, 1999). However, people may seek or have what they
consider to be spiritual experiences without holding religious beliefs or a belief
in higher being (Heelas, 1998). For instance, recent research has revealed that,
in Britain:

spiritual beliefs are not the preserve of the religious. . . a majority of non-
religious people hold spiritual beliefs. This is particularly evident when it
comes to non-traditional forms of religious beliefs, where it seems to
make very little difference whether someone considers themselves
religious or not (Theos, 2013: 25).

Similarly, Hay and Socha (2005) identify the paradox that, despite the alleged
secularisation of contemporary society, there is evidence of an increase in
reported spiritual experiences. This they put down to the fact that ‘spiritual
awareness [is] natural and universal within the human species’ (Hay and Socha
2005: 607). In other words, as Willson et al. (2013) discuss at length, to be
human is to be spiritual; one’s spirit is the essence who one is and, inevitably,
all humans are engaged purposefully or otherwise in a spiritual quest, a search
for meaning.

This suggests that, certainly for the purposes of this paper, a broader
conceptualisation of spirituality is required that may include but does not
necessitate ‘religious’ beliefs or a belief in a higher power. Usefully, for
example, Heelas and Woodhead (2005) expand on their concept of a shift in the
sacred landscape referred to above by suggesting that the more traditional
spiritual ‘life as’ (that is, life lived as an expected, obligated role conforming to a
transcendent authority) has been relegated in favour of a ‘subjective life’ lived in
accordance with an individual’s inner needs, desires and capabilities - this

reflects an increasingly common secular humanism. In this context, ‘the term



“spirituality” is often used to express commitment to a deep truth that is to be
found within what belongs to this world’ (Heelas and Woodhead, 2005: 6). In a
similar vein, Fisher, Francis and Johnson (2000: 135) identify four domains
within which harmonious relationships are necessary for the achievement of
spiritual well-being: (i) the personal, (ii) the communal, (iii) the environmental
and (iv) the transcendental. Thus, spiritual fulflment may be achieved through
one or more of self-identity and esteem, inter-personal relationships, a sense of
awe and connectedness with the natural environment and a relationship
between the self and a higher thing or being.

This more complex, humanistic perspective on spirituality is of particular
relevance here. That is, there has long been an articulation between spirituality
and tourism, not least in the context of pilgrimage and other forms of religious
tourism (Rinschede, 1992) but, as noted above, tourism has more recently
come to be seen as secular, ‘this world’ substitute for religious practices, a
secular sacred journey. As such, participation in tourism offers the opportunity
to seek or experience spiritual well-being according to Fisher et al’'s (2000)
domains, not least the environmental domain. Indeed, academic attention has
long been paid to the relationship between psychological well-being and the
natural environment in general (for example, Burls, 2007; Darker, Larkin and
French, 2007; Driver et al., 1996; Kaplan, 1995; Korpela and Hartig, 1996;
Montes, 1996) and the potential spiritual benefits from accruing from
experiencing specific environments, such as forests and wilderness, in
particular (Fredrickson and Anderson, 1999; Heintzman, 2010). It should also
be noted that significant attention has been paid to the physical health benefits
of natural, green spaces, although this literature is beyond the scope of this
paper (for this see Hartig et al., 2014). However, with notable exceptions (for

example, Jepson and Sharpley, 2015) few attempts have been made to explore



the spiritual dimension of the tourist experience of specific types of destination,

the seaside being a particular omission.

The significance of the seaside
As observed above, the development of seaside resorts in nineteenth century
Britain heralded the advent of contemporary mass tourism, although initially
they remained the preserve of the leisured / upper classes. A visit by the Prince
of Wales in 1783, for example, confirmed Brighton as a fashionable destination
and, by the end of the 1700s, ‘the seaside holiday had become a well-
established feature of the social calendar’ (Walton, 1983: 16). From the mid-
1800s onwards, however, the resorts attracted a wider market and by the turn
of the century were firmly established as popular mass tourism destinations, a
position they were to maintain until tourists began to turn their attention to the
resorts of the Mediterranean and elsewhere (Walton, 2000).

The rise and decline of the British seaside resort as a built environment
is considered at length in the literature (for example, Pimlott 1947; Gale, 2005;
Hern, 1967; Shaw and Williams, 1997; Walton, 2000; Walvin, 1978), whilst their
cultural significance has also been widely considered (Gilchrist et al., 2014;
Shields 1991; Urry and Larsen, 2011). However, surprisingly less attention has
been paid to the emotional or spiritual significance of the natural environment of
the seaside and, specifically, the sea, particularly within the context of the
tourist experience. Nevertheless, from the extant literature it is evident that, over
time, that significance has evolved in a manner similar to that of natural land
environments. In other words, prior to the Enlightenment both the sea and the
coastal margin between it and civilisation were often perceived with distaste and
even fear: ‘it is along the beach that ocean purges itself and throws up its
monsters’ (Corbin, 1994: 13). Corbin (1994) argues that Medieval Europeans



typically considered to the sea be demonic, a symbol of purgatory and
something to be feared — reflecting the prevailing Christian ideology of that
period. As plagues decimated Europe in the early fourteenth century, exposure
to water was seen as the most powerful way to open up the body to infected air
and, consequently, a horror of the beach developed from this fear of water
(Lencek and Bosker, 1998).

By the seventeenth century, however, not only were the mysteries of the
oceans being unlocked by explorers and science but also, following the
emergence of natural theology espoused by the neo-Platonists during the
Renaissance, attitudes towards the sea and the coast became more positive
(Corbin, 1994). The natural world became linked to the spiritual and, in
particular, the sea became in religious terms not a symbol of purgatory but of a
world reconfigured to God’s design; as Corbin (1994: 24) notes, ‘the present
Earth therefore appeared to be a book written by the creator and intended for
man.” Thus, the stage was set for the popularisation of the coast and the sea,
in three particular ways. Firstly, the Romantics were instrumental in the
transformation of the coast from a place of fear to one of beauty and
contemplation; just as wilderness areas were transposed through art and
literature into sublime landscapes (Brady, 2003). Coastal tourists were
subsequently attracted; literate travellers ‘began to appropriate the bundle of
Romantic sensations as the frame through which they themselves experienced
and described their responses to the sea and beach’ (Lencek and Bosker,
1998: 96).

Second, the seaside became associated with health and well-being
(Hassan, 2003). In the 1750s the medical profession, most famously Dr Richard
Russell, advocated both drinking and swimming in cold seawater — indeed,

Corbin (1994: 70) claims that the newly discovered health-giving properties of



seawater led directly to the ‘the invention of the beach’ (1994: 70) — whilst
subsequently the benefits of ‘ozone’ in the air would be promoted by doctors
(see Pimlott 1947: 105). More recently, natural environments have in general
come to be recognised as beneficial to both physical and mental health and
well-being. Kaplan (1995), for example, links natural environment experiences
both to the management of stress and psychological health and to the
promotion of cognitive freedom, the latter suggesting that in natural
environments, conscious processing no longer dominates and transcendental
states are more likely to occur. More specifically, recent work concludes that
positive psychological benefits (calm, refreshment and enjoyment) are most
likely to occur in coastal or ‘blue space’, rather than urban or rural,
environments (White et al, 2010; White et al, 2013).

Third, and of most relevance to this paper, the spiritual dimension of the
coast and sea has increasingly come to be recognised. Lencek and Bosker
(1998: 97), for example, observe that Wordsworth, Keats, Coleridge and Byron
all ‘sensed in the vast organic entity of the sea the same amalgam of spirit that
stirred in the depths of the human soul’ whilst Bachelard saw a connection
between the immensity and limitlessness of the seas and the depth of inner
space within us all. When one looks at both nothing and a hidden world at the
same time, one's spirit can no longer remain ‘sealed or indivisible’ (Bachelard,
1994: 206). More generally, the beach has long been, and continues to be, a
place where religion, spirituality and the sea inter-connect:

The symbolism attached to dawn, and the cleansing act of immersion
that takes place during religious ceremonies on beaches is probably
ages old. These actions seem to induce in believers a feeling of religious
passion that imbues the beach with a special meaning. It becomes a
liminal space in which normal statuses are temporarily suspended; it
becomes a sacred place (Preston-Whyte, 2004: 353).



In contrast, in a ground-breaking paper, Bull (2006) explores a variety of
humanistic spiritual dimensions of a visit to the seaside, from a correspondence
between the sea’s and life’s rhythms to a regression to childhood. However, the
extent to which the seaside offers spiritual experiences to tourists remains
uncertain, hence the research to which this paper now turns. First, the setting
of this research and the seaside experiences which lie at the centre of this

paper are considered briefly.

Morecambe and Morecambe Bay

Morecambe, with a population of 39,000, is located in the North West of
England. The resort developed in the nineteenth century and expanded rapidly
in the early twentieth century although in the decades following a post-World
War Two boom, decline set in. This once popular resort experienced a dramatic
fall in numbers and sustained a loss of attractions, touristic infrastructure and
reputation. By the early 1980s, it was very clear that Morecambe’s tourism
economy had been transformed (Hassan, 2003), the resort becoming
associated with range of social-economic problems with deprivation at their core
(Bingham 1990). Indeed, many once popular British seaside resorts today suffer
significant deprivation relative to other urban centres (Centre for Social Justice,
2013; McVeigh, 2014; Office for National Statistics, 2013). Moreover, working
class seaside towns such as Morecambe have for many years been considered
unfashionable; as Urry (1997: 103) commented, ‘they do not signify good taste’.
However, the 1990s saw the start of a partial recovery in Morecambe as parts of
the resort and especially the promenade benefitted from regeneration policies
and, over the last two decades, visitor numbers have steadily increased

(Lancaster City Council, 2011; Trotman, 2007). Even the author of the popular



Morecambe-inspired book ‘Crap Towns’, published in 2003, concedes that the
resort has much improved in recent years (Jordison, 2012).

Of particular relevance to this paper, the attraction of Morecambe, even
in its touristic heyday, lay not only in the town itself but also in access to the
seaside environment and, specifically, the visual seascape afforded to tourists.
Indeed, now that the once substantial touristic infrastructure has been stripped
away and with the significant socio-economic challenges that the resort
continues to face nowadays, it is the coastal environment and the views out to
sea that principally draw visitors to Morecambe. As discussed shortly, the
research revealed that most respondents considered their experience of
Morecambe in the context of the coastal environment and seascape, specifically
Morecambe Bay which makes up a large part of the view and after which the
resort is named.

Morecambe Bay is Britain’s largest intertidal area and, with its tides and
open spaces, offers a dynamic, dramatic and distinctive vista both out to sea
and towards the mountains of the Lake District towards the north-west. To
guote William Wordsworth, Morecambe Bay is a great ‘plain from where the sea
has retired’ (cited in Donaldson, 2014). The bay is, perhaps, most famous for its
sunsets — indeed, it was this that was traditionally featured in postcards of the
resort, offering photographs of the sun setting behind the Lake District
mountains across the bay with the sands and waters in the foreground. It was
also this feature of Morecambe that gave the resort its motto ‘Beauty
Surrounds, Health Abounds’ (Bingham, 1990: 184) and, as now discussed,
potentially influences its spiritual interpretation by contemporary tourists.



Method

As discussed above, the aim of the research was to identify the extent to which
the experience of tourists to Morecambe embraces a deeper spiritual or
transcendental dimension. That is, it set out to explore the potential emotional
influence of the seaside environment in general, and the significance of the sea
in particular, on the experience of visitors to the resort. In order to achieve this
aim, a qualitative approach was adopted. Specifically, semi-structured
interviews, each lasting approximately an hour, were conducted with a total of
ten tourists visiting Morecambe during the summer period, the purpose being to
‘get inside the interviewees head’ to reveal the texture of their seaside
experiences. As is common in studies that rely on in-depth interviews to reflect
a perspective rather than a population, a small number of relatively
homogeneous cases were purposively selected (Smith, Flowers and Larkin,
2009).

The ten interviewees were initially identified and selected through data
collected during an earlier wider study, undertaken by one of the authors, which
took the form of a self-completed questionnaire distributed amongst tourists in
Morecambe and which otherwise does not inform this paper. As observed by
Gratton and Jones (2004), clear criteria are required to enable the intended
purposive screening and the selection of appropriate cases. For the purposes of
this research, the following screens were used to select the final ten cases: the
visitors in the sample had to be aged 55 to 74 years, live in the North of
England and be repeat visitors to the resort. These screens were based around
the ‘average’ visitor to Morecambe in terms of both visiting habits and
demographics, as revealed in the results of the aforementioned questionnaire
survey and also by earlier research into Morecambe’s visitor economy (see
Gibson, Crawford and Geddes, 2008) — see Table 1 for details.



Table 1: Interviewee Details.

Initials | Sex | Age | Area of (Former) Employme | How often How long
residence occupation | nt status they visit they have
Morecambe | been
visiting
D.B. M 55- Chorley, Education / Employed Once a 60 years
64 Lancashire training (p/t) month
P.K. F 65- Grange, Finance Retired Rarely Unknown
74 Cumbria Officer
W.H. M 55- Bilsborrow, Kitchen Employed Once a 45 years
64 Lancashire Porter month
G.D. M 65- Clitheroe, Teacher Retired Several 10 years
74 Lancashire times per
year
T.M. M 55- Garstang, Chef Retired Once a 35 years
64 Lancashire month
A.D. F 65- Barnsley, Nursery Retired Rarely 12 years
74 S. Yorkshire | Nurse
W.S. M 65- Northwich, Engineer Retired Rarely Since
74 Cheshire childhood
P.P. F 65- Penwortham, | Council Retired Rarely Since
74 Lancashire employee Childhood
P.S. F 65- Preston, Housewife Retired Once ayear | 45 years
74 Lancashire or so
B.J. F 65- Allithwaite, Primary Retired Several 30 years
74 Cumbria Teacher times per
year

To encourage the interviewees to discuss their experiences of Morecambe

openly and honestly, perhaps addressing issues and emotions not normally

considered, prior to the interviews attempts were made to put interviewees at

ease and to build their confidence. For example, interviewees were given the

opportunity to decide themselves where the interview should take place. As a

consequence, seven of the interviews were conducted in the interviewee’s

primary residences (see Table 1) details of which were collected in the

aforementioned earlier study, whilst the remainder took place in a familiar

‘neutral’ setting (a café or pub) chosen by the interviewee. During the course of

the interviews, respondents were asked to discuss their experiences of visiting




Morecambe. The questions were open, neutral and non-leading though, given
the focus of the research, sought to elicit the emotional meaning or significance
(and the source of that meaning) on the part of interviewees. All interviews
were digitally recorded and fully transcribed.

Analysis was conducted manually to allow familiarity with the
transcriptions and to avoid the ‘mechanistic’ approach which is sometimes
attributed to computer analysis (Gratton and Jones, 2004: 225). The stages of
analysis in this study were influenced by the work of Smith, Flowers and Larkin
(2009) and are outlined here. The first stage in the analysis process was re-
reading each transcript, as well as listening to the recordings again. Next came
the initial noting; this second stage could be seen as a free textual analysis, as
notes were made on anything of interest and significance to the seaside
experience of the interviewees. The following stage was concerned with themes
emerging from both the original transcription and the initial notes, the aim being
to turn the original transcript and notes into a concise statement and reflect an
understanding. Here, the researcher was only concerned with one individual
case and the themes therein. These themes were grouped through a process of
abstraction; that is, similar themes were brought together within an
appropriately titled cluster. Only when this process was completed for one case
did the researcher move onto the next case. Each case was treated individually
in its own right, thus allowing new themes to emerge; in other words, an
idiographic approach was adopted. Once all the individual case analyses were
completed, patterns across all interviews were then considered and a cross-
case table of themes was produced which informs the structure of the
discussion below. These general themes that comprise the following
subtitles/subsections are supported by the voices of the interviewees

themselves; for clarity, their words are presented in jtalics and, for (anonymous)



identification their initials are indicated after each quote. The link between the
emergent themes across cases and the spoken word is not broken; this process
follows the principles of the inductive approach, moving from the particular to

the general.

Results and discussion
The wider seaside experience
Prior to considering the specific emotional or spiritual dimensions of their
experiences as revealed by the interviewees, it is first appropriate to
contextualise these by outlining briefly the physical nature of the wider visitor
experience in Morecambe. All of the interviewees visited the resort because of
the coastal strip; that is, to experience the promenade area, the beach and the
views across the bay and out to the open sea. Indeed, all of the interviewees
indicated that, during their visits, they spent time on / walking along the
promenade. This reflects the behaviour of contemporary tourists in Morecambe
more generally; according to the questionnaire survey referred to above
amongst 200 visitors in Morecambe, the great majority of respondents (77%)
reported that at some stage during their visit they walked along the promenade,
making it by far the most popular leisure activity amongst visitors to the resort.
From their responses, it was also clearly evident that the interviewees
visited Morecambe because of relatively easy access to what they considered
to be a much valued seaside environment. They were also keenly aware that
Morecambe faces a number of challenges with respect to the town’s reputation
and deprivation. Nevertheless, they were happy to visit the regenerated coastal
area despite the fact that there remain many less attractive parts of the resort;
indeed, they saw the resort as divided between an attractive coastal area and a

more problematic hinterland. Thus, it would appear the coastal zone and



seascape is of paramount importance to these visitors and, unsurprisingly
perhaps, the principle themes to emerge from this research reflect this
significance of the coast and the sea. Putting it another way, given the
challenges the town continues to face, it may at first appear incongruous that
there exists a clear ‘spiritual’ element to the visitor experience of Morecambe.
However, the tourist experience of Morecambe, identified here, is primarily an
experience of the coast and the sea rather than of something specific to the
built resort:

| mean, to me the seaside is, as the name implies, it's the
seaside. And | don’t think it matters too much where you are, if
you'’re at the seaside you’re at the seaside [W.S.]
Let us now consider what visiting the coastal environment means to these
respondents, with a particular focus on the potentially spiritual aspects of their
experience. The following discussion is structured around distinctive themes

emerging from the research.

A place of beauty and reflection

During the interviews, it was the view out to sea or across the bay that was
referred to or described most frequently and in much more emotive terms than
any other element of the seaside experience. Moreover, the interviewees
frequently expressed a sense of attachment to the seascape itself, as
demonstrated by one who explained that:

...you look across that bay, particularly on a summer’s evening when the
sun’s going down, and, and it’s over the bay and there’s such beautiful
sunsets and beautiful views that you can’t help but, but be, be attracted
to it and can’t help but be affected by it. And | think this is what sort of
happened over the years — | think it’s turned much more into that, into
the, the serenity and, and the, the...the love of that view... [D.B.]



Many interviewees referred to Morecambe Bay as ‘picturesque’, ‘beautiful’ and
even ‘sublime’, words that have been associated with attractive landscapes
throughout the industrial and post-industrial phases of Britain’s history
(Aitchison, MacLeod and Shaw, 2002). Descriptions in the interviews of looking
out at the view and experiencing the seaside were often the pre-cursors to
respondents’ observations regarding their lives, their place in the world and
spirituality. In other words, the interviewees displayed a feeling of expanded
thought through experiencing what they considered to be ‘nature’. The seashore
and the sea have, as noted earlier, long been associated with deep thought
and, certainly from the evidence of this research, this still appears to be the
case. Specifically, the respondents considered the seashore to be a place of
contemplation and even meditation; a place where one can think clearly and
deeply. The quietness, open views and serenity are seaside characteristics that
lend themselves to such thought or contemplation, and perhaps set it apart from

other environments:

Just a changing world, and you can still look out to sea, and go
to your own personal favourite spot and just look out and
think... [W.H.]

| visit at the moment. | think it’s because it’s, it’s quiet and it’s,
it’s that view across the bay, the sort of serenity, a pleasurable
thing to do, to just look out there and, and you know, just lose
yourself in, in the whole thing. [D.B.]

Making a connection
As this paper has already discussed, a feeling of connection or re-connection to

the environment in general can be considered spiritual (Fisher et al., 2000;



Heelas and Woodhead, 2005). During the interviews, it became evident that the
respondents considered their seaside visits and, specifically, looking out to sea
as a meaningful experience. More specifically, some suggested that visiting the
seaside stimulates a sense of connection or re-connection with the natural
world. This broadly reflects Schopenhauer’s writings on the sublime
(Schopenhauer, 2010) and can be considered a spiritual experience in the
broadest sense. Indeed, as discussed in the preceding review of literature
(Heelas and Woodhead, 2005), spiritual is an umbrella term which, in these
interviews, was revealed as being most closely associated with a secular notion
involving (re)connection with the natural world through appreciating its beauty,
complexity, scale and timelessness.

Importantly, the interviewees indicated that they felt a bond or connection
with the sea, which was spiritual in nature and, and they described as such —
‘Well | think it's spiritual really’. [A.D.]

This connection was considered spiritual in the sense that that the
seaside experience was perceived by the interviewees to be an opportunity to
re-connect with something bigger and more permanent than themselves.
Interacting with the seaside environment was seen to be much more than
simply appreciating nature; rather, it is linked to people’s relationship with it and
their place in the world. Interestingly, one interviewee referred to the beliefs of
Native Americans to explain how she felt about this connection with nature, very
much chiming with Gayton’s (1994) observation that Western societies do does
not possess a sufficient vocabulary to describe their connection with nature and

so rely on other cultures, such as native Americans, to express this:

It's sort of part of our whole being isn't it, you know, it's like a brother or a

sister or a, you know, it's just part of us. [A.D.]



Another interviewee outlined his desire to re-connect with the sea in the clearest
and most physical of ways, swimming, and went on to explain our relationship

with the ocean:

...you kind of want to get back in the sea. | mean if | get the
chance even now, you can’t do it in this country, there’s nothing
| like better than swimming in the sea... And | think, | think what
we were just saying, it is that feeling that, you know, we belong
to the sea, sort of thing. [W.S.]

In the first line, he refers to his desire to return to the sea whilst, similarly, his
use of the word ‘belong’ at the end of this quotations infers more than just some
generic connection but humanity’s evolutionary link to the sea, the harbinger of
life. This urge to re-connect with the sea is therefore linked to the very distant
past. Earlier in the interview, the same respondent (W.S.) also referred to the
sea as ‘primeval’, reflecting a theme that emerged in a number of interviews,
namely, the apparently timeless nature of the sea and its relevance to the

interviewees’ view of our collective past.

Timelessness

The seemingly timeless has the ability to put our own lives, with their relatively
short spans, into perspective. This was indicated most strikingly by one
interviewee (P.S.) who, since this research was conducted, has sadly passed
away after a long struggle with illness. She indicated that her visits to what she
considered a timeless coast had very much helped her to put things into
perspective and to remain positive.

...when we’re not here they’ll still be...the tide will ebb and it’ll
flow. [P.S.]



This perceived timelessness can be considered as a part of the truly sublime
(Schopenhauer, 2010). As visitors look out to sea, they see the beautiful and
the sublime, a timeless blank canvas without any evidence of the encroachment
of mankind. The sea view and liminal zone stand outside of perceptible time,
thereby allowing or encouraging a range of emotional reactions, including
sublimity. The open views and natural environment possessed properties that
encouraged the interviewees to contemplate existence and creation.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to assume that a significant number
of visitors to the seaside are engaging in a specific quest for meaning through
their visits. For example, in their study, Sharpley and Jepson (2011) found that
most tourists did not visit the Lake District purposefully or primarily for spiritual
fulfillment but nevertheless their visits often embraced this dimension of the
experience. Similiarly, seaside visitors enjoy and value this connection with
something meaningful that sits outside their everyday experience, and view it as
an element of the visit to Morecambe. One interviewee saw this as
commonplace and went on to state:

Yeah. |think there probably is something in everyone’s soul...
looking out to sea, especially at sunset, something like
that...Seeing the waves coming in and the sun go down. Mm.
[W.H.]

The seaside environment was seen to be natural and to contrast sharply with
the frenetic pace of modernity, the pressures of work and the nature of modern
life. Nature is often considered a place removed from modern tempos where
one can recharge (Carter, 2014). Furthermore, the seemingly timeless and
unchanging seaside offered an opportunity to put things in perspective in terms
of time, to tune into the rhythm of waves and tides and, essentially, to slow
down. The seaside is seen as reassuring; these observations are reflected in

the following statements:



And to be able to look at something that is unchanging, and for
all intents and purposes will always be like that, maybe it’'s a
little bit... has a calming effect, you know, to see that something
won’t change. Mankind’s changing so much. [W.H]

...Iit takes your mind completely away from all our sort of
manmade hustle and bustle. It takes you right back to nature
really doesn't it? [A.D.]

Awesomeness

Like timelessness, the awe-inspiring scale of the vistas combined with the
perceived power of nature was referred to by respondents as a significant
element of the seaside experience. Timelessness, nothingness and
awesomeness were described in similar terms and often at the same time.
Whilst apparently overlapping concepts in the minds of the visitors, each was
specifically mentioned and so they are considered here separately. The
interviewees linked the awesome, or awe inspiring, nature of the sea to their
place in the world and creation. Furthermore, it was considered an assurance
that there is something bigger out there whilst connecting to feelings of peace:

...because | mean when you’re in it yourself, you know, you're
just like a tiny little speck and a wave and all these huge rollers
coming in and different tides and, you know, it does make you
feel, you know creation, well to me | just feel it’s very peaceful
and, you know, sort of quite awesome really. [P.P.]

Here, the role of scale, encouraging a new perspective, becomes clear. The
grandeur and dynamic nature of this apparently sublime, timeless and awe
inspiring natural environment tap into the imagination and illicit a strong

emotional response, which may take more than one form. For one interviewee



in particular (G.D.), looking out to sea was a powerful experience that reaffirmed
his Christian faith. Indeed, he was the only interviewee who referred explicitly to
God rather than a seemingly secular spirituality. However, this interviewee was
not alone in letting the beautiful external environment affect his internal
processes as these issues ‘work through’ him. He was clearly well read as he
correctly refers to natural theology at this point; God is revealed to him through

such experiences:

So, in that situation | do think about God and | think about
creation and | think about beauty and so on. So, it’s called

natural theology. So, I, I look at these things, and, you know,
there are all kinds of theological things begin to, to work through
me. [G.D.]

Nothingness

On Margate Sands.
| can connect
Nothing with nothing. (Eliot, 1922: 300)

The Cumbrian author and poet, Norman Nicholson, associates Morecambe Bay
with, ‘an experience of forgetfulness, of oblivion, of detachment from the
everyday’ (Nicholson, 1955: 76). This concurs with the views of the interviewees
who also saw this experience as a connection to something bigger than us on
one hand, but also as a reconnection with a more natural state of being and a
temporary loss of individual identity on the other. Out there offers an escape
from ourselves into a consciousness that just is. One interviewee had such a
spiritual experience but expressed herself very eloquently. She referred to the

‘nothingness’ of the environment that allows her to escape from her own



thoughts and to meditate. The seaside affords her and the others the
opportunity to experience an inner peace.

...I think you breathe it all in and I think just getting away into
sort of nothingness is very spiritual and it does help me an awful
lot, you know just to sit quietly and almost meditate where you
block everything out of your mind. [P.S.]

The seaside afforded the interviewees the opportunity to change the way they
felt and to alter their state of mind; to experience expanded thought. The open
spaces of the seaside offers nothingness and the chance just to be by the
seaside without significant impingement from the contemporary man-made
world or having to make continuous, conscious decisions. Preston-Whyte
(2004) describes the coastline as a blank canvas for visitors and Rumsey
(2010: 13) observes that visiting the seaside brings relief because, ‘The sea
marks the terminus of our control’. The environment allowed a certain clarity
and depth of thought or encouraged a meditative state; interviewees made a
connection between the sea and their consciousness. In most cases, this
spirituality is best described as a sense of oneness, a potentially egoless state
in which one feels connected to the world and which lies at the heart of
spirituality, as discussed earlier (Heelas and Woodhead, 2005) . Interviewees
felt a connection with the natural, vast and eternal. There is a connection
between the immensity and limitlessness of the seafront and the depth of ‘inner
space within us all’ (Bachelard, 1994: 206).

Conclusion
The experiences associated with the promenade, beach and sea-views were
the most significant reasons for leisure visits to Morecambe. The interviewees

suggested that it is only when we leave behind the distractions of modern life



that our senses become fully attuned to the natural world and we start to
appreciate it and feel an awareness. The visitors involved in this research
travelled to Morecambe to stroll, gaze and experience the coast. Higher order
motivations and reactions were present; these tended to be shaped by the
presence of the seascape and its associated characteristics (Jarratt, 2015a).
They considered the coast to be a particularly beautiful, awesome and thought
provoking place; one with which they felt an emotional and spiritual connection.
In other words, the interviewees suggested that spending time by the edge of
the vast blue space of Morecambe Bay, which they associate with timelessness
and nothingness, is awe inspiring and encourages modes of expanded thought
— that is, to think more deeply than normal, to meditate, to be more self-aware
and to experience spirituality. They consistently talked in very positive terms
about connecting or re-connecting with the sea, nature or God. This timeless
space is a blank canvas that allows visitors to take what they need from it — in a
sense, the void fills a void (Bachelard, 1994; Gayton, 1996; Preston-Whyte,
2004). This offers a potential insight into spiritual elements of the touristic

seaside experience and the visitor consumption of ‘nature’ or blue space.

Undoubtedly, some of the comments from interviewees could perhaps be
described as clichéd, but this in itself can be considered part of a wider socio-
cultural construction which forms place identity and interpretation of landscape.
Most of the comments relating to spirituality were carefully considered, strongly
felt, clearly expressed and, in some cases, well justified. Some interviewees
focussed more on spirituality than others, yet there was a consistent suggestion
of a spiritual interpretation or, in some cases, a search for meaning (as
discussed by Willson et al., 2013). Furthermore, spiritual experiences were

seen as an important element of an uplifting seaside visit more generally. With



this in mind, it could be argued that some aspects of what is referred to here as
spirituality could also be accommodated into a discussion of seaside-related
wellness (see Bell et al., 2015; White et al., 2013) and the well-established
theories relating to the psychological benefits of natural spaces. There is
without doubt a sizeable overlap but, nevertheless, the references made
throughout the interviews to our place in the world, putting our own short lives
into perspective, creation and God can clearly be accommodated in a
discussion of spirituality and were described in these terms by interviewees.
Other references, notably those regarding beauty of the environment or grand
vistas, employed similar language and were in line with this discussion but were
not consistently highlighted as ‘spiritual’ by interviewees. Yet they often
preceded topics which were more clearly considered spiritual and can perhaps
be placed on one end of a spiritual scale, as discussed by Hay and Nye (1996);
they could certainly be accommodated by Schopenhauer’s (2010) sliding scale
between the beautiful and fully sublime.

It may seem unlikely that a visit to Morecambe, with its image problems
and other challenges, may be thought of as a ‘spiritual’ experience.
Nevertheless, the views across the bay, sitting on the beach and generally
spending time by the seaside at Morecambe were seen by the interviewees in
precisely these terms. In other words, ‘spiritual’ was not a word offered to
describe the resort itself, but within the interviews this it was consistently
volunteered as a description of the respondents’ coastal experience in the
resort. Indeed, the outcomes of this research suggest that similar experiences
may occur amongst tourists in other resorts and coastal locations; that is, the
research points to the possibility of a transferable seaside experience with

spirituality at its core, distinguished by perceptions of timelessness and



nothingness, rather than something place specific and bound only to a particular
resort.

Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that this research explores the
perspective of only particular group of cases; it cannot be necessarily assumed
that the findings would be similar at another resort (perhaps especially a more
developed resort with a wider range of man-made attractions), or indeed
amongst another demographic. However, the research does offer the intriguing
possibility that a stroll along the promenade allows for a heightened sense of
spirituality which feeds into wider touristic enjoyment. This enjoyment and
appreciation of the sea is reflected in a domestic and international leisure
tourism industry which is dominated by coastal destinations.

Further research in this area may facilitate understanding of the
experience of coastal tourism visits, not only from the perspective of tourism
studies but also in terms of comprehending the scope of everyday secular
spirituality which, for contemporary societies, may manifest itself through
experiencing ‘natural’ environments and, in particular, the blue space offered by
the coast. This search for meaning and spirituality in ‘natural’ places may be
part of the aforementioned evolution of religious beliefs. Alternatively, this
search may simply be a reaction to the secularisation of modern society, as
reflected by the author Julian Barnes (2009: 1) who wrote, ‘| don’t believe in

God, but I miss Him.’
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