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Tourism in Conflict Societies 

What role do tourists play in current and post-conflict societies? As a traveler, I feel a 

moral responsibility to be an ethical tourist. This involves questioning my role as a tourist when 

visiting destinations with a history of violent conflict. These moral questions become more 

challenging to answer when acting as a tourist in states with current conflict. Addressing the  

controversy and ethics surrounding “dark tourism” is one of the key elements in my research. In 

this paper, I plan to evaluate the benefits and detriments of tourism in current and post-conflict 

societies, specifically focused on the case studies of Myanmar and Cambodia.  

I analyzed several scholarly and primary sources in order to determine the impact tourism 

has on the reconciliation process. The majority of my research focuses on case studies in specific 

states with a history of conflict. By analyzing several different case studies in this topic, I can 

make conclusive arguments about the positive and negative effects tourism has on societies 

affected by violence.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Dark Tourism. Dark tourism is recent terminology that refers to “Tourism motivated by a 

fascination/interest in death and/or tourism to sites associated with death, whether individual, 

mass, violent, natural, untimely or otherwise” (Sharpley, 220). Tourism researcher A.V. Seaton 

classified dark tourism into five distinct categories; travel to witness public enactments of death1, 

                                                      
1 Typically refers to public executions  
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travel to see the sites of mass or individual deaths after they have occurred2, travel to internment 

sites and memorials3, travel to view the material evidence, or symbolic representations of death4, 

and travel for re-enactments or simulation of death5 (Seaton, 240-241).  

 Dark tourism, or thanatourism, is also further classified into two categories of accidental 

or purposeful dark tourism by researcher Richard Sharpley. Accidental dark tourism refers to 

sites that have become tourist attractions unintentionally, such as burial grounds or battlefields. 

Purposeful dark tourism refers to tourist attractions that have been created intentionally to satisfy 

the morbid curiosity of visitors, such as war re-enactments and horror museums (Sharpley).  

 Although dark tourism has seemingly negative connotations, it does have benefits for the 

communities that are impacted. By analyzing violent conflict and tourism in Nepal, one journal 

found that “Violent conflict is not always destructive but can also be a constructive social force 

for tourism if its actors are ‘practical’ and not ‘apocalyptic’” (Müller-Böker, 22). This is a 

controversial statement because it states that violent conflict can be positive and used to the 

advantage of the recovering community. In my research I have found it true that violent conflict 

can completely restructure a society and I will argue that tourism is a constructive tool for 

reconciliation. 

 

Myanmar and Cambodia Conflict. In 1975, Saloth Sar, also known as Pol Pot, made a promise to 

liberate Cambodia from conflict with United States and Vietnam. Pol Pot created a new 

constitution for the country, abolishing religion, private property, and basic human rights. Within 

the next four years, Khmer Rouge indiscriminately murdered almost two million people. The 

                                                      
2 Sites of genocide (Choeung Ek Killing Fields), Battlefields (Gettysburg) 
3 Graveyards, war memorials 
4 Museums containing weapons, death museums 
5 Civil war re-enactment battles  
(Stone 148) 
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genocide ended when Vietnam arrived with 10,000 troops and Pol Pot fled. In efforts to promote 

reconciliation, Cambodia hosted a truth commission in 2006 and developed the Tuol Sleng 

Museum and the Choeung Ek Memorial (Winter, 4). 

Myanmar is currently in the middle of a humanitarian crisis. Since August 2017, about 

700,000 Rohingya Muslims have fled Myanmar in order to escape persecution and at least 

10,000 have been killed. This conflict has been ongoing since the 1970s and the Rohingya are a 

stateless people. Although the Rohingya people have been oppressed for decades, the ethnic 

cleansing and destruction of villages only started in 2017. The International Criminal Court has 

recently began an investigation into these atrocities but there is currently no end in sight. 

 

Infrastructure and Economy: Benefits of Tourism. This morbid tourist industry may have many 

economic benefits for the impacted communities. Global tourism is the largest economic 

industry and can bring positive socio-economic growth for tourist hotspots. According to the 

World Travel & Tourism Council Economic Impact report in 2017, tourism contributed over 

seven billion dollars to the world economy in 2016.  

Structural violence, such as poverty, can be a catalyst for conflict. By promoting tourism 

post-conflict, communities can grow economically and reconcile the original cause of the 

conflict. This was the case in Nepal, where poverty was the source of armed conflict and lack of 

peace. Several international development agencies created a project called “Tourism for Rural 

Poverty Alleviation Program” to develop sustainable tourism and prevent future violent conflict. 

(Upadhayaya 32-33). Tourism is a lucrative industry with a significant impact on the creation of 

jobs. The World Travel & Tourism Council economic report states that 9.6 percent of total 

employment in 2016 was comprised of jobs directly and indirectly supported by the tourism 

industry, a total of 292,220,000 jobs. Also with creation of a tourist destination often comes the 
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physical reconstruction of roads and services to access it. Not only does this create jobs, but can 

also repair infrastructure that was impacted by the conflict. As seen at Angkor Wat in Cambodia, 

in the 1990’s this tourist destination had just a small roadside hut to buy an entrance ticket. “A 

decade later this same boundary would be marked by a multi-laned, drive-in ticket booth and a 

line of road-side signage advertising evening performances, souvenir shops, and one-hour 

photographic processing” (Winter, 11).  

 

Education and Awareness in the Tourism Industry. One of the most prominent reasons for the 

creation of memorials and remembrance sites is to educate visitors. Other than paying respects to 

those lost as a result of the conflict, many post-conflict societies want to teach tourists the history 

of the conflict and spread awareness to prevent future violence. The education and awareness 

element of tourism is prevalent within Cambodian memorials. The Cambodian genocide is 

virtually nonexistent within popular media representation, so these memorials serve to educate 

visitors about the conflict. The Cambodian memorials emphasize the importance of telling a 

candid version of the truth, rather than mitigating their history of violence (Willis 130). By 

educating and making people aware of the history, people are more inclined to see the warning 

signs of violent conflict and prevent it from occurring. 

In 2001, the Cambodian government released a circular regarding the preservation of 

Khmer Rouge victims, “In order to preserve the remains as evidence of these historic crimes and 

as the basis for remembrance and education by the Cambodian people as a whole, especially 

future generations, all local authorities at province and municipal level shall cooperate with 

relevant expert institutions in their areas to examine, restore and maintain existing memorials, 

and to examine and research other remaining grave sites, so that all such places may be 

transformed into memorials…for both citizens and tourists.” This shows that these memorials 
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were intended for both tourists and citizens, but has a clear purpose to preserve the painful 

memories and educate others. 

 

Re-traumatization and Commercialization: The Dark Side of Dark Tourism. The people who 

should be taken into consideration with post-conflict tourism are the survivors and victims. The 

biggest detriment of dark tourism is that the development of memorials and museums can 

retraumatize survivors by reliving those memories. Many survivors may be unwilling to develop 

tourism from their traumatic experiences. This was true for the Snowtown community in South 

Australia affected by a series of murders, “Whilst long-term residents were predominantly 

against the development of tourism involving Snowtown's recent dark past, others, particularly 

those that had moved to the area after the perpetrators of the Snowtown murders were caught 

(post-1999), were welcoming of the idea” (Kim, abstract). The murders attracted unwanted 

tourist attention and the town eventually changed its name to avoid further tourism.  

There are also occasional instances of tourists disrespecting memorials and grounds of 

former conflict, such as Breanna Mitchell, who went viral for taking smiling selfies in the 

Auschwitz concentration camp (Perez). I believe it’s important for tourists to have the right 

intentions when traveling to these post-conflict societies. The negative aspect of dark tourism is 

seen in the media, especially in the Netflix documentary series “Dark Tourist.” This is one 

example of a tourist who engages in dark tourist purely out of morbid curiosity and fetishizes 

destinations associated with death and tragedy. 

An issue that has been developing with the dark tourism industry is the 

commercialization of these memorials in order to cater to western visitors. This was a prominent 

issue for the Cambodians at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Memorial. When this memorial was first 

opened in 1979, Cambodian nationals were banned from visiting until 1980. After the ban was 



Gillespie  6 

lifted, thousands went to the memorial to find photographs of lost loved ones and pay their 

respects. Tourism at the Tuol Sleng Memorial and the killing fields has vastly expanded since the 

genocide tribunals have been in headlines for the last decade. There are many Cambodian 

nationals who do not support the westernization of the memorials, but the museum and killing 

fields have been privatized in order to cater to western visitors (Lim 55-57). Many Cambodians 

disagree with the decision to sell the killing fields to a Japanese company for profit in 2005 

because it commercializes their memories and trauma (Mydans). Although this tourism 

expansion is beneficial for the economy in Cambodia, the trauma of the genocide is still fresh 

due to the trials that just concluded in 2018 and will likely lead to more commercialization of 

memorial sites. 

 

Survivors. As aforementioned, I believe survivors and victims should have the overall decision 

regarding dark tourism and how they want to portray the violent conflict. For her PhD 

dissertation, Jennifer Fleischman interviewed Cambodian nationals about memorials preserving 

the skeletal remains of victims (stupa). She asked each individual what they wanted visitors 

(foreign and domestic) to learn from the remains. One individual answered “for Cambodians it is 

about belief and for foreigners it is about learning” (Fleischman 194). Another agreed that the 

remains should be educational for foreign tourists, “a few foreigners come every few months, 

mostly to look and to take pictures. This act of viewing and photographing a site of mass death 

and remains of the dead without embracing the educational aspect can certainly be considered 

dark tourism” (Fleischman 194). Similarly, another individual said it’s good the bones are on 

display in order for people to visually see the cruelty of the Khmer Rouge regime, however there 

is a dark undertone to see outsiders gawk at the human remains of victims (Fleischman 194-195).  

 



Gillespie  7 

Tourism in Current Conflict Societies: Bystanders? What role do tourists play when they 

knowingly traveling to states with ongoing conflict? Are you a bystander if you are enjoying 

yourself and posting pictures on social media when you know there is violent conflict occurring 

somewhere within those borders? The chapter “Bystander States” by Stanley Cohen goes into 

depth about the political culture of being a bystander, internal or external. “The term ‘passive 

bystander’ refers, strictly speaking, only to people who have already seen, known, or heard, or 

about the situation -- yet still have not reacted” (Cohen 140). The term “passive bystander” can 

easily be applied to tourists who are aware of the conflict, yet do nothing to educate themselves 

further or learn how to be ethical in a conflict society.  

If you search the Myanmar hashtag on Instagram, it’s filled with hundreds of pictures of 

beautiful sunrises, beaches, and pagodas. Anyone scrolling through these photos would 

recognize a photogenic tourist destination and not realize there are severe atrocities taking place 

not too far away. Tourism in Myanmar has actually significantly increased since the start of the 

Rohingya oppression. There were 21,000 tourists in Myanmar in 1995 and 3.44 million in 2017, 

a 16 percent increase. Cambodia is the only country where the tourism industry has expanded 

more within the same period of time, at almost 30 percent tourism increase (Smith). Yet it’s no 

secret that there are human rights abuses taking places within this state.  

I have a personal stake in the role of tourists in conflict societies, as someone who will be 

traveling to the state of Myanmar in early 2019. I will be traveling with 500 other students, and 

the Rohingya genocide has been brought up in our discussions previously. Within these 

discussions, I’ve noticed that few others have been concerned with the ethics of our visit, only 

their own personal safety. However, some of my peers have questioned if boycotting this stop is 

the most ethical action we can take. In 1996, the Burmese government requested that tourists 
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boycott the country because of the ongoing political unrest. Many tour operators, such as 

Responsible Travel, halted operations within the country until a democracy was in place. 

Without even taking the Rohingya ethnic cleansing into consideration, the tourism industry in 

Myanmar is still potentially responsible for a variety of other human rights violations. There 

have been allegations that pregnant women, children, and the elderly were being used as 

laborers, and these laborers were coerced to restore heritage sites. It’s also believed that the army 

personally gains from tourism within Myanmar because many of these individuals have a 

financial stake in the industry (Henderson, 77-79). However, “Tourism [in Myanmar] was hailed 

for its ability to foster communication and understanding and accelerate economic advance, 

improving everyday life for locals” (Henderson, 79).   

One compelling argument against a second tourism boycott is international attention, 

“Tourism brings with it an exposure to an international viewpoint that in this situation can only 

be a good thing. In a country with very little internal (impartial) news about what is happening to 

the Rohingya, I feel that the presence of tourists and the discussions that this might engender is a 

good thing” (Morris). By using tourism as a platform, those who visit Myanmar can bring 

international attention to the issue. When more people are aware of atrocities taking place, more 

people can work to find a solution. 

By doing research in order to make ethical decisions, tourists can minimize their 

bystander impact on the affected communities. In Myanmar specifically, almost all the airlines 

have military links so travelling by bus or local boat is the more ethical choice (Thomas). 

Regardless, engaging in tourism in societies faced with violent conflict is not the most ethical 

choice of destination. If someone is going to travel to a conflict state, educating themselves on 
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the context of the situation and taking actions towards ethical tourism are the most effective 

ways to counteract being a passive bystander. 

 

ANALYSIS 

Analyzing journals regarding the impact of dark tourism on recovering post-conflict 

communities has lead me to conclude that tourism is a valuable tool for reconciliation if used 

properly. How long should we wait to re-introduce tourism in a post-conflict society? The 

visiting of death destinations in post-conflict society should be delayed until survivors are ready 

to share their stories. Engaging in dark tourism so soon after violence can be detrimental to those 

healing from the trauma of violent conflict. Victims should decide the manner in which their 

stories are shared with the world, whether it be memorials, performances, or museums. Survivors 

generally want to educate the world and provide irrefutable evidence of their suffering, but this 

doesn’t usually occur immediately after a violent conflict ends. However, non-morbid, 

sustainable tourism should be renewed within a post-conflict society as soon as possible in order 

to provide socio-economic growth and infrastructure building.  

 In several articles, it is suggested that tourism in a state during time of conflict can be 

beneficial for locals. Although there are many socio-economic and awareness benefits to 

tourism, in the case of Myanmar, I believe the most ethical choice is a tourism boycott. Some are 

already calling for a second tourism boycott of Myanmar, and one travel guide has already 

ceased operations in the country. Other tour operators disagree with this decision because of the 

economic impact this would have on locals, however the atrocities that the military are 

perpetuating against the Rohingya are too heinous to ignore (Morris). Since it’s been found that 

the Burmese military has a financial stake in the tourism industry (Henderson, 79), any 

contributions to this industry may fund to these human rights abuses.  
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CONCLUSION 

After doing extensive research about the role of tourists in a conflict society, tourism can and 

should be used as a tool of reconciliation to rebuild economies and infrastructure, but only if 

survivors are comfortable with it. Dark tourism can be sensitive for those healing from the 

trauma of conflict, but these sites also have the ability to assist this process. As seen in 

Cambodia, the most popular tourist destinations are marked by tragedy. Cambodian nationals 

believe these memorials should be for both tourists and citizens, in order to remind everyone the 

pain that was caused under the Khmer Rouge regime. Developing memorials in post-conflict 

societies should be focused on those affected most by the conflict instead of tailoring them to 

westerners. As for tourism in ongoing conflict societies, such as Myanmar, this should be limited 

if not boycotted. If necessary, it's imperative to make ethical choices that won’t contribute to the 

conflict and to be conscious of the issue when visiting. Overall, tourism has many socio-

economic benefits but may be detrimental to a society during the reconciliation process if visitors 

have egocentric intentions and no desire to see the educational aspect of dark tourism. 
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