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Summary
This case study focuses on the practice of war tourism. It discusses the different reasons people 
have to visit sites associated with war and atrocities, such as the Nazi-German extermination 
camp Auschwitz. The case study focused on three different themes often considered in studies 
about war tourism: education, emotions, and moral responsibility. The presence of large 
numbers of tourists on former war sites also produces tensions. As the nature of former war 
sites is highly serious – commemorating mass death, atrocities and violence – this clashes with 
the nature of tourism, which is predominantly associated with entertainment and fun. This 
clash has encouraged some tourists to reflect on the consequences of their own behavior. Still, 
the impact of touristic visits to former war sites remains a point of discussion, and the various 
sensitivities associated with war tourism need consideration of both visitors and site managers.

A visit to Auschwitz
After graduating from high school, Simon and his friends went on an 
Interrail trip through Europe. Towards the end of the trip, they reached 
the Polish city Krakow. The vibrant atmosphere of the town, the histor-
ical buildings, cute bars and nightlife highly appealed to the group, and 
they decided to stay in Krakow a little longer than planned. The hostel 
they stayed at provided them with ideas for outings. One suggestion 
they gave was visiting the Nazi-German extermination camp Auschwitz 
– nowadays the main tourist attraction of Krakow. Although his friends 
didn’t feel the urge to make a trip to a place that embodies death and 
suffering, Simon couldn’t put the idea out of his mind – he had always 
been interested in the history of the Second World War, and somehow, 
he felt that Auschwitz was a place that he should see with his own eyes.
The next morning, Simon took a tourist bus to Oświęcim. He bought a 
ticket, passed security control, and entered the campgrounds. Groups of 
visitors paused in front the infamous gate to the camp and took a selfie. 
After some initial hesitation, Simon did the same. But, as he didn’t know 
whether to smile or not, the picture looked weird, and he decided to put 
his phone away for the rest of the visit. The site, Simon thought, did a 
good job in presenting in-depth information on the often short life in the 
barracks. Later, he moved to another part of the site, the extermination 
camp Birkenau, and joined a line to enter the remnants of one of the gas 
chambers. In front of him stood what clearly looked like a school class 
from Israel – they all wore similar shirts with Hebrew-looking writings. 
The people behind him were less easy to identify, but their casual conver-
sation about dinner arrangements worried Simon. Did they realize that 
they were about to enter the exact place where complete communities 
had been eradicated? When it was his turn, Simon went into the building 
and forced himself to spend a moment to think about the people that 
had died in there.
On the bus ride back to Krakow, Simon couldn’t help to feel confused by 
his visit. True, he learned a lot about history, and could now understand 
how enormous the Nazi-German murder operation had been. Still, he 
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Topics for discussion

• What would you have done 
if you were Simon and 
experienced similar mixed 
feelings?

• Why does Simon feel guilty 
about his lack of emotional 
response to the visit? 

• Which prejudices about 
tourists and tourism can 
you notice in the story?

• How could sites like 
Auschwitz deal with the 
presence of large groups 
of visitors from different 
backgrounds and with 
different purposes for 
visiting? 

hadn’t shed a tear on site, and had mainly been annoyed by the behavior 
of other visitors. At the hostel, he wanted to tell his friends about his 
mixed feelings, but his story didn’t really resonate. Later, he told the hos-
tel manager that the visit had indeed been ‘very impressive’, even though 
this wasn’t really how he felt about it. Back home, feelings of guilt cap-
tivated Simon. Next time, he promised himself, he would try to pay less 
attention to the behavior and expectations of others, and instead focus 
on his own experiences. 

Auschwitz death camp: historical context
The concentration and extermination camp Auschwitz was built by the 
Nazi-Germans in 1940, in the south of Poland. It consists of two different 
sites. Auschwitz I was the main camp, where thousands of prisoners were 
held before they were killed or died of illness or exhaustion from forced 
labor. Medical experiments took place there too. Auschwitz II – Birkenau 
functioned as the extermination camp and this was where the majority 
of the 1,1 million victims were murdered. The victims were predominantly 
European Jews, but Poles, Russians, Roma, Sinti, and other Europeans were 
also killed. From 1942 onwards, train tracks had been laid directly to the gas 
chambers of Birkenau. Prisoners were brought straight there, and most of 
them died soon after their arrival. Auschwitz I and II became UNESCO world 
heritage in 1979. The number of visitors has been increasing for the last two 
decades: from 500,000 in the early 2000s to 2.3 million in 2019 – the highest 
number in the history of the site (Auschwitz.org). As such, it has become one 
of Poland’s main tourist attractions, and attracts visitors from all over the 
world (Oren, Shani & Poria, 2021). 

Figure 1. Visitors in front of the infamous gate to Auschwitz I. Source: www.
auschwitz.org
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Figure. 2. Gate to Auschwitz II – Birkenau. Source: www.auschwitz.org

Theoretical background
At first glance, war and tourism seem to be contradictory terms. Yet, peo-
ple have been travelling to war sites for centuries. Sometimes tourists even 
travel to witness ongoing conflicts and battles (Buda 2015), but mostly visits 
are made after the ending of a war. Already in the nineteenth century, tour 
operators organized trips to former battlefields, like for instance to Waterloo 
(Seaton 1999). With the growth in number of people that undertake touristic 
activities in general, the number of war tourists has also risen over the last 
two centuries. Recently, war tourism has become even more popular. 

What motivates people to visit former war sites? Studies on war tourism 
show that the reasons people travel to former war sites are highly diverse 
(e.g., Light 2017). The dominant motivation to visit a war site has also changed 
over time: where nineteenth-century war tourism predominantly concerned 
a celebration of military heroism, national identity building and patriotism, 
the devastating character of the twentieth century World Wars shifted the 
focus of war tourists to mourning and commemoration. The numerous rep-
resentations of the Second World War in popular culture, such as movies or 
video games, must also be seen as an incentive for war-related travel. Now-
adays, tourists have even more diverse reasons to visit former war sites, for 
instance to look for educational and emotional experiences (Biran, Poria & 
Oren 2011). 

The last two decades, the growing popularity of war tourism has stimu-
lated many researchers to study the phenomenon extensively. Often, these 
studies focus on the most iconic and popular war sites, such as extermina-
tion camps, military cemeteries, and war monuments. This case study will 
focus on three different themes often considered in the studies: education, 
emotions, and moral responsibility. 

Education
An important motive to undertake war tourism is educational (e.g., Biran, 
Poria & Oren 2011). Tourists like to go to former war sites because they believe 
that a visit will enrich their historical knowledge. Many war sites offer a lot 
of contextual information, for instance in the form of an on-site museum, 
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information boards, or guided tours. Also, sites offer specific educational 
programs for school classes. Enlarging one’s knowledge about war history 
on site is thereby thought to enhance visitors’ sense of moral responsibilities 
and judgments, citizenship values, and self-awareness (Cowan & Maitles 
2011; Dresler & Fuchs 2020). 

The educational value of a visit to a former war site is not dependent on 
contextual information presented on site only. An important role is dedicated 
to witnessing authentic remains of the past, for example ruins of buildings 
or objects found on site. These authentic remains seem to provide a truthful 
account of history, and thus, seem to teach visitors something about the 
past ‘as it were’. However, it should be noted that former war sites are also 
subjected to practices of selection and design. The ‘authentic’ remains that 
are visible are there because the owners or managers of a site want them to 
tell a specific story. Nevertheless, this does not seem to change the authentic 
appeal of a former war site, even for those visitors that realize that a specific 
narrative is presented on site (Thurnell-Read 2009).

The educational value of a visit to a former war site is also related to expe-
riencing scale. Walking around a former war site gives visitors an indication 
of the immensity of (some) past events. For instance, visiting a war cemetery 
that hosts thousands and thousands of graves tells visitors something about 
the scale of a conflict in a way that a simple number in a book cannot do. 
Likewise, looking at the heaps of human hair, glasses, and suitcases that are 
being showcased in Auschwitz, provide a visitor with tangible evidence of 
the crimes that happened in the extermination camp. Moreover, the exhibits 
help visitors to get an impression of the numerous individual lives that were 
ended there so cruelly. As such, the visit confronts the visitor with the size 
and impact of a historical event, and fulfills an educational purpose. 

Emotional experiences
Undergoing emotional experiences is one of the reasons people undertake 
war tourism in the first place. Tourists visit former war sites because they 
want to engage with war history. On site, events seem more real and become 
more captivating. The (physical) details and information present on sites 
make it easier for visitors to imagine how it must have been to experience 
a war. Being on site enables visitors to empathize with victims of war and 
imagine the life they experienced during the war. Walking around a former 
war site brings a war closer to the visitors. In this way, war tourism allows 
visitors to be moved by the past.

Which emotions do visitors experience on site? Recently, researchers 
have studied the emotional responses of war tourists (e.g., Driessen 2020; 
Nawijn & Fricke 2015; Nawijn et al 2018; Oren, Shani & Poria 2021). Some 
researchers regard the search for emotional experiences as a reason to visit 
former war sites (Nawijn et al 2018). Their study about a Dutch concentration 
camp reveals that visitors expect to feel compassion, disgust, shock, sadness 
and interest (p. 181). Poria (2013) too argues that visitors assume that their 
visit will result in emotional experiences. And indeed, studies demonstrate 
that both positive and negative emotions are experienced by visitors on site. 
Oren, Shani & Poria (2021) note that visitors might be particularly interested 
to experience negative emotions, such as sadness, shock or anger. Neverthe-
less, these visitors thought that negative emotions benefited their visit. As 
such, the possibility of feeling sad, shocked, or angry, is not something that 
negatively affects visitors to sites of death and atrocity. On the contrary, 
these are the feelings that they (also) look for, and visitors report to feel 
‘morally improved’ after their visit (Oren, Shani & Poria, 2021). 
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The personal and cultural background of a visitor have impact on the type 
and intensity of emotions experienced on site. For instance: someone with a 
close connection to the Holocaust might have a different and more intense 
emotional experience than a high school student without personal connec-
tion to the Second World War. Besides, it is possible that for someone with 
a personal connection to the Holocaust, negative emotional experiences 
are more burdensome and have less to do with moral improvement. This 
was for example the case with a young German woman, who spoke about 
how a visit to Auschwitz would not teach her much as she expected to be 
overwhelmed by emotions: ‘I think I could never stand to go to Auschwitz, 
actually, because I don’t know, I just, I’d just cry all the time actually. I don’t 
know that it would deepen my knowledge of this history’ (as quoted in Dries-
sen 2020, p.11). Moreover, the age of a visitor could also impact the kind of 
emotional experiences on site. Emotional experiences might differ between 
people of different cultural backgrounds. As emotions are culturally deter-
mined, having a particular cultural background affects the types of emotions 
that are expected by tourists and are experienced on site. For both visitors 
and site managers, it is a challenge to deal with these differences. 

Moral responsibility and identity building
Apart from a search for educational and emotional experiences, tourists 
travel to former war sites because they feel that these are places that they 
‘should’ visit (e.g., Thurnell-Read 2009; Hughes 2008). Visitors consider a 
visit to a former war site a moral obligation: something you should do at 
least once as a responsible citizen, in order to learn about the violence and 
atrocities that humankind is capable of. The idea of moral responsibility is 
for instance shown in the earlier mentioned idea of ‘moral improvement’ 
that tourists report to have achieved because of their visit (Oren, Shani & 
Poria 2021). Different studies show that young visitors enhance their sense of 
moral responsibility after visiting Auschwitz (Dresler & Fuchs 2020; Cowan & 
Maitles 2011). Moreover, visits allowed for self-reflection and identity build-
ing among young visitors – by visiting Auschwitz, students learned about 
their own moral judgments and reflected on their personal identity (Dresler 
& Fuchs 2020; Cowan & Maitles 2011). Some researchers argue that the idea 
of moral responsibility also creates a separation between visitors who have 
been to a former war site and those who have not. Visitors who had been to 
a site considered themselves morally superior to those that had not (Oren, 
Shani & Poria 2021). As such, having visited iconic places associated with 
human-inflicted crimes and atrocities becomes a way to build on a certain 
identity and social capital. 

Tensions in war tourism
The practice of war tourism itself is subject to moral judgments. Many people 
associate the practice of tourism with a search for fun and entertainment – 
terms that are not easily associated with a visit to a site like Auschwitz. Prac-
ticing behavior that reminds people of fun and entertainment on site is seen 
as undesirable, and the touristification of Holocaust sites is regarded by some 
as offensive (Podoshen & Hunt 2011). Sometimes, sites impose rules to avoid 
‘touristic’ behavior. For instance, Auschwitz doesn’t allow people to bring food 
to the site, out of respect to the enormous number of people that died on 
there. They also advise their visitors to dress appropriately, for instance by dis-
couraging clothing that is too revealing. Such rules are consequences of what 
is considered to be disrespectful behavior by tourists on these sites. 
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Visitors of different backgrounds have different moral compasses, and 
have diverging ideas about who should visit a site and how people should 
behave there (Dresler & Fuchs 2020). What one person regards as offensive 
might not be considered offensive by someone else, and these differences 
create tensions between visitors. On site, visitors are confronted with the 
‘touristic’ behavior of others, and judge others with their own moral com-
passes (e.g., Dalton 2009). For example, taking pictures is very much associ-
ated with tourism, but it is not considered to be respectful by some visitors 
to Auschwitz. Meanwhile, others consider it a modern way of performing 
tourism and do not have problems with it. For some people, a camera indi-
cates disengagement. It can be seen as a sign of an inauthentic purpose for 
visiting. This critique predominantly considers the taking of selfies or any 
other pictures in which a person becomes more important than the history 
of a site. Such moral judging is also a way to distinguish oneself from the 
inferior behavior of others and claim a specific moral position (Thurnell-Read 
2009). As such, sites like Auschwitz give rise to moral discussions about the 
appropriateness of war tourism and expose existing tensions. Interestingly, 
research shows that ‘touristic’ behavior does not necessarily imply a disen-
gagement from the atrocities represented by a former war site (Lisle 2004). 
Even when consumed in a ‘touristic’ manner, a visit to a war site can result in 
meaningful experiences and personal reflection. 

Conclusion
Many tourists experience their visits to former war sites as impressive and 
meaningful. On site, people learn about war history. Witnessing ‘authentic’ 
details and the size of a site helps visitors gain a better picture of the past and 
engage with the presented history and its victims. Visits to former war sites 
are often perceived as highly emotional, and some people do go to former 
war sites in search of emotional experiences. Visiting sites associated with 
war and atrocity can also be a way to build on personal identity, social capi-
tal, and performing certain moral superiority. The presence of large numbers 
of tourists on former war sites also produces tensions. As the nature of 
former war sites is highly serious – commemorating mass death, atrocities 
and violence – this clashes with the nature of tourism, which is predom-
inantly associated with entertainment and fun. This clash has encouraged 
some tourists to reflect on the consequences of their own behavior. Still, the 
impact of touristic visits to former war sites remains a point of discussion, 
and the various sensitivities associated with war tourism need consideration 
of both visitors and site managers. 

Learning objectives

• to understand the different 
motives for visiting former 
war sites

• to discern and describe the 
tensions and complexities 
associated with war tourism

• to increase the awareness 
of cultural sensitivity 
associated with war tourism

• to analyse the emotional 
impact of war tourism 
on people with different 
backgrounds

Figure 3. Ruins of gas chamber 
and crematory 2, Auschwitz 
II – Birkenau. Source: www.
auschwitz.org
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