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t’s a far cry from the cat-
walks of Paris or Rome—
although one could argue 
that snagging front-row 
seats at coveted designer 
shows packs in the essen-
tial elements of war, too. It 
goes against the stereotyp-
ical notion of vacations as 
sunsets and spas. Still, 
‘war tourism’ harks back 
to the original purpose of 

travel: to go where 

that awaken tired spirits. In this  
hyper-connected world where a stu-
dent in Mumbai can participate in 
classes at MIT or watch (virtually) fal-

takes a lot to jolt the jaded mind. For 
many, war tourism seems to work.

The phrase ‘war tourism’ was re-
on -

evision show Frontline, to describe 

go out into the city during the day and 
return to heavily armed bases at night.  
Since then, war tourists—mostly jour-
nalists, artists and the armed forces—
have consistently visited areas of active 

IN SEARCH OF MEANING
tourist, I do seek out troubling destina-
tions. I classify vacations in four buck-
ets: pleasurable, fun, adventurous and 
meaningful
resort in Bali or the Tawaraya Ryokan 
in Kyoto was pleasurable. Shopping in 
London and hobnobbing with celebri-

s was 
fun. Going on safari in Kruger Nation-
al Park or swimming with the 
dolphins in New Zealand was 
adventurous. But none of these 
were meaningful. For me, 
m
that you open your mind and 
heart, embrace discomfort and 
live on edge. For that, I had to 
visit war-torn lands: Egypt, Is-
rael, Poland, Russia, Cambodia. 

-
chwitz, I stood outside the gas 
chambers where thousands of 
Jews were murdered by the Na-
zis and I confronted the extent 
of human depravity. In Cambo-

dia’s Killing Fields, where Pol Pot and 
the Khmer Rouge slaughtered millions 
of innocent civilians, I confronted the 
limits of civilisation. I felt ashamed as I 
walked through Phnom Penh’s Tuol 
Sleng Genocide Museum with its chill-
ing photographs of the dead. That 
same shame would recur when I 
watched news footage of the Bosnian 
War or the Rwanda genocide, although 
I have not visited these places. This is 
what travel does, doesn’t it? It makes 
you empathise with people who are dif-
ferent from you, with issues outside 
your bandwidth. Memories of one land 
and one experience allow you to relate 
to another. 

War tourism also makes catch-

heard about the ‘Middle Eastern con-
-

der made it real. In 2001, I had coffee 
with Israeli friends at a café in down-
town Jerusalem. The following day, 
the Hamas carried out a suicide bomb-
ing at the Sbarro pizzeria just yards 

brush with mortality. To this day, I 

spice, without feeling a chill run down 
my spine. I stood at the Palestine bor-
der and watched a young hijab- 
wearing Muslim girl play in the sand. 
She was a few yards away, but she 
might as well have been a continent 
away, thanks to the omnipresent Is-
raeli Defense Forces.

These trips—including one to Rus-
sia where I sat all night at Moscow’s 

-
can colleague who used to be with the 

-
ed—were not pleasant trips. But they 

-
nitely meaningful.

In their book Dark Tourism, authors 
John Lennon (no relation to the musi-
cian) and Malcolm Foley posit that 
tourists are attracted to places where 
inhuman acts occurred (and are occur-
ring) for a variety of reasons: to make 
sense of their world; to witness the ex-
tent of human failing; and to come 
back with a greater sense of gratitude 
about their normal lives. Mass graves 
offer a huge perspective on the mun-
dane, something that Oscar-nominated 

Kumar is attracted to borders, ergo his 
fascination with Kashmir, a state he 

insight and compassion about the rav-

on Kashmiris. “It is in the interest of 
the tourism industry to project normal-
cy in Kashmir,” he says. “But terrible 
dichotomies still exist: mass graves, 
false encounters, torture.” To pull the 
skin off the scenic beauty of this land 

Kumar suggests talking to Kashmiris: 
taxi drivers, shopkeepers and NGO 

Parents of Disappeared Persons 

women in Kashmir who are called half-
widows because their husbands have 
just disappeared. They cannot remar-
ry, their children are destitute, they 
have no closure.”

Such access doesn’t come easily to 
the average tourist. You may not be 
able to set up meetings with NGOs and 
journalists; indeed, you may not want 

you can encounter war-like 
circumstances even in the 
most staid or sophisticated 
cities. Every city has grey 
areas, such as New York’s 
strife-torn Harlem or the 
suburbs of Paris. Those 
who seek to combine com-
fort with discomfort can 

-
tan’s upscale Per Se and 
take a subway into Spanish 
Harlem at midnight. They 
can experience the adrena-
line rush of danger, and re-
turn to cosy rooms and 

I

Stone heads in 
Mauthausen, Austria,  
at the site of a Nazi 
concentration camp


